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CHAPTER ONE

The Proposal
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Father Timothy Kavanagh stood at the stone wall on the ridge above Mitford, watching the deepening blush of a late June sunset.

He conceded that it wasn’t the worst way to celebrate a birthday, though he’d secretly hoped to celebrate it with Cynthia. For years, he’d tried to fool himself that his birthday meant very little or nothing, and so, if no cards appeared, or cake or presents, that would be fine.

Indeed, there had been no card from Cynthia, though he’d received a stack from his parishioners, and certainly she’d given no promise of cake or candles that definitively pronounced, This is it, Timothy, the day you appeared on earth, and though I know you don’t really care about such things, we’re going to celebrate, anyway, because you’re important to me. He was deeply ashamed to admit that he’d waited for this from her; in truth, had expected it, hoped for it.

He’d known suffering in his thirty-eight years in the priesthood, though nearly always because of someone else’s grief or affliction. Now he suffered for himself, for his maddening inability to let his walls down with her, to cast off his armor and simply and utterly love her. He had pled with God to consume his longing and his love, to cast it out as ashes and let nothing interfere with the fulfillment of the vows he’d made years ago as an ordinand. Why should such a flame as this beat up in him now? He was sixty-two years old, he was beyond loving in the flesh! And yet, as desperately as he’d prayed for his longing to be removed, he craved for it to be satisfied.

He remembered the times she had shut herself away from him, guarding her heart. The loss of her ravishing openness had left him cold as a stone, as if a great cloud had gone over the sun.

What if she were to shut herself away from him once and for all? He paced beside the low stone wall, forgetting the sunset over the valley.

He’d never understood much about his feelings toward Cynthia, but he knew and understood this: He didn’t want to keep teetering on the edge, afraid to step forward, terrified to turn back.

The weight on his chest was palpable; he’d felt it often since she moved next door and into his life. Yet it  wasn’t there because he loved her, it was there because he was afraid to love her completely.

Perhaps he would always have such a weight; perhaps there was no true liberation in love. And certainly he could not ask her to accept him as he was—flawed and frightened, not knowing.

He sank to his knees by the stone wall, and looked up and opened his mouth to speak, but instead caught his breath sharply.

A great flow of crimson and gold was spilling across the sky like lava, running molten from west to east. He watched, awestruck, as the pyre consumed the blue haze of the firmament and bathed the heavens with a glory that shook and moved him to his very depths.

“Please!” he whispered.

It was then that he felt a sensation of warmth welling in him, a kind of liquid infilling he’d never experienced before. Something in his soul lifted up, as startling as a covey of quail breaking from the underbrush, and his heart acknowledged, suddenly and finally, that his love for her could not, would not be extinguished. He knew at last that no amount of effort, no amount of pleading with God would enable him to sustain any longer the desperate, wounding battle he had launched against loving her.

In a way he couldn’t explain, and in the space of the  merest instant, he knew he’d come fully awake for the first time in his life.

He also knew that he wanted nothing more than to be with her, at her side, and that after all the wasted months, he couldn’t afford to waste another moment. But what if he’d waited too long, come to his senses too late?

He sprang to his feet, as relieved as if he’d shaken off an approaching illness; then, animated by a power not his own, he found himself running.

“There comes a time,” his cousin Walter had said, “when there’s no turning back.”

He felt the motion of his legs and the breeze on his skin and the hammering in his temples, as if he might somehow implode, all of it combusting into a sharp inner flame, a durable fire, a thousand hosannas.

Streaming with sweat, he raced down Old Church Lane and into the cool green enclosure of Baxter Park, his body as weightless as a glider borne on wings of ether, though his heart was heavy with dread. She could have gone away as she’d done before . . . and this time, she might never come back.

The dark silhouette of the hedge separating the park from Cynthia’s house and the rectory appeared far away, another country, a landmark he might never reach.

As he drew closer, he saw that her house was dark, but his own was aglow with light in every window, as if some wonderful thing might be happening.

He bounded through the hedge; she was standing on his stoop. She held the door open, and the light from the kitchen gleamed behind her.

She stood there as if she’d known the very moment he turned into the park and, sensing the urgency of his heart, felt her own compelled to greet it.

He ran up the steps, his chest heaving, as she stepped back and smiled at him. “Happy birthday!” she said.

“I love you, Cynthia!” His lungs seemed to force the declaration onto the night air as if by their own will. He stood with his mouth open, marveling, while she raised her hand to her cheek in a way that made her appear dubious, somehow, or amused.

Did she think him mad? He felt mad, riotous, he wanted to climb on the roof, baying and whooping—a sixtysomething bachelor priest, mad with love for his next-door neighbor.

He didn’t consider the consequences of this wild skidding out of control; it was now or never.

As she backed into the kitchen, he followed. He saw the cake on the breakfast table and the card propped against a vase of flowers, and he fell to one knee beside the table and gathered her hands in his.

“Will you?” he croaked, looking up at her.

“Will I what, dearest?”

“You know.”

“No, I don’t know.”

He knew that she knew; why wouldn’t she help him with this thing? He was perfectly willing to bring the other knee down if only she would help him.

And why was he crouching here on the linoleum, sweating like a prizefighter, when he might have been dressed in his best suit and doing this in the study, or in the Lord’s Chapel garden by the French roses?

He tried to scramble to his feet and run upstairs, where he would take a shower and brush his teeth and get dressed and do this the right way, but his strength failed and he found he couldn’t move; he might have been glued to the linoleum, one knee up and one knee down, frozen as a herring.

“Hurry, Timothy!” she said, whispering.

“Will you marry me?”

“Yes! A thousand times yes!”

She was helping him to his feet, and then he was kissing her and she was kissing him back. She drew away and looked at him with a kind of awe; he found her radiance dumbfounding. “I thought you’d never ask,” she said.

It was done. He had jumped over the barbed wire. 

He buried his face in her hair and held her close and bawled like a baby.
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He was a muddle of happiness and confusion, as if his brain had been stirred like so much porridge. He was unable to think straight or put one thought logically after another; he felt the magnitude of the thing he’d done, and knew he should do something to carry through, though he wasn’t sure what.

They had sat on his sofa, talking until three in the morning, but not once had they mentioned what they would do today; they had talked only about how they felt and how mindlessly happy and grateful they were that this astonishing benediction should come to them, as a wild bird might come to their outstretched palms.

“To have and to hold,” she had murmured.

“’Til death do us part,” he had said, nuzzling her hair.

“And no organizing of church suppers or ironing of fair linens, and positively nothing to do with the annual Bane and Blessing.”

“Right,” he said.

“Ever!” she said.

He hadn’t a single rule or regulation to foist upon  her; he was chopped liver, he was cooked macaroni; he was dragged into the undertow of the great tsunami of love he’d so long held back.

They had prayed together, at last, and fallen asleep on the sofa, her head on his shoulder, his head against hers, bookends, then waked at five and scrambled to the back door, where Cynthia kissed him and darted through the hedge, devoutly hoping not to be seen.

He’d bounded up the stairs to his room with a vigor that amazed him, murmuring aloud a quote from Wordsworth:

“‘Bliss it was in that dawn to be alive, But to be young was very heaven!’”

Bliss, yes, as if he’d suddenly become lighter than air, as if the stone were at last rolled away from the tomb. He thought he might spring upward like a jack-in-the-box. Was any of this familiar to him, had he ever felt it before? Never! Nothing in his supposed love for Peggy Cramer, all those years ago, had prepared him for this.

In a misting summer rain, he headed for the church office at nine o’clock with Barnabas on the red leash.

He should tell Emma, he supposed, who had served him faithfully for nearly thirteen years. And Puny, the best house help a man could ever have, Puny would want to know.

He could see them both, Emma wincing and frowning, then socking him on the arm with approval, and Puny—she would jump up and down and hoot and shout, and great tears would stream down her freckled cheeks. Then she’d go at once and bake a cake of cornbread from which he, due to his blasted diabetes, might have one unbuttered, albeit large, slice.

Aha! And there was Miss Sadie, of course! Wouldn’t her eyes sparkle and gleam, and wouldn’t she hug his neck for a fare-thee-well?

And wouldn’t Louella break out a coconut cake or a chess pie and wouldn’t they have a party right there in the kitchen at Fernbank?

On the other hand, wasn’t Cynthia supposed to be along when he broke the news to everybody?

He sighed. He was in the very business of life’s milestones, including the occasional overseeing of engagements, yet he seemed to have forgotten everything he ever knew—if, indeed, he ever knew anything.

Besides, he wasn’t sure he was up for hooting and hollering and being punched in the arm or any of the other stuff that usually came with such tidings.

Then there was J.C. And Mule. And Percy.

Good Lord, he dreaded that encounter like a toothache. All that backslapping and winking and cackling, and the word spreading through the Grill like so much  wildfire, and spilling out the door and up Main Street and around the monument to Lew Boyd’s Exxon. . . .

He felt his stomach do a kind of dive, as it always did when he took off or landed in a plane.

If Barnabas hadn’t suddenly jerked the leash, he would have walked straight into a telephone pole outside the Oxford Antique Shop.

Bottom line, he decided, Dooley Barlowe should be the first to know. And it was clearly right that they tell Dooley together. He was frankly relieved that Dooley had spent the night at Tommy’s and hadn’t been there to see him skid through the back door and drop to his knee. Not a pretty sight, he was sure of it.

He could just see the face of his thirteen-year-old charge when he heard the news. The boy would flush with embarrassment or relief, or both, then laugh like a hyena. He would very likely exclaim, Cool! then race upstairs with a joy that he dare not freely display.

Still, telling anyone at all seemed hotheaded and premature. This was between Cynthia and himself; it was their secret. It was somehow marvelous that it was yet unknown to anyone else in the world.

At the corner, he stopped at a hemlock to let Barnabas lift his leg, and suddenly knew he couldn’t contain the secret any longer, he was full to bursting with it.

“Make it snappy,” he said to his dog. “I have something to tell you.”

Barnabas did as he was told, and when they crossed the street, the rector of the Chapel of our Lord and Savior paused in front of the church office and said under his breath, “I’ve just decided . . . that is, Cynthia and I are going to get . . .”

His throat tickled. He coughed. A car passed, and he tried again to tell his dog the good news.

But he couldn’t say it.

He couldn’t say the m word, no matter how hard he tried.
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As he opened the office door, he realized with complete clarity where he should begin.

His bishop. Of course. How could he have forgotten he had a bishop, and that such a thing as this thing he was going to do would be of utmost importance to Stuart Cullen?

But, of course, he couldn’t call Stuart this morning, because Emma Newland would be sitting at her desk cheek-by-jowl with his own.

He greeted his longtime, part-time secretary as  Barnabas collapsed with a sigh onto his rug in the corner.

Desperate to avoid eye contact, he sat down at once and began to scribble something, he knew not what, into his sermon notebook.

Emma stared at him over her half-glasses.

He put his left elbow on the desk and held his head in his hand, as if deeply thoughtful, feeling her hot stare covering him like a cloak.

Blast, he couldn’t bear that look. She might have been examining his tonsils or readying him for colon surgery.

“For heaven’s sake,” he said, swiveling around in his squeaking chair to face the bookcases.

“I’d leave heaven out of this if I were you,” she said, sniffing.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I mean, I can’t imagine heaven wantin’ anything to do with you this morning.”

Church secretaries had been fired for less, much less, he thought, grinding his teeth. The office was suddenly doing that bizarre thing it sometimes did—it was growing rapidly and infinitely smaller; it was, in fact, becoming the size of a shoe box.

He bolted to his feet and half stood behind his desk, trying to get a deep breath.

“Your collar’s too tight,” she said.

“How do you know?”

“Your face is red as a beet.”

“It’s possible that I’m having a heart attack,” he snapped.

“I’m telling you it’s your collar. Are you wearin’ one of those Velcro deals?”

“Yes.”

“Let it out a little.”

Dadgummit, she was right. He realized he was nearly choking to death. He adjusted the Velcro, disgusted with himself and everybody else.

What had happened to the soft, circumcised heart God had given him only last night? Where had the lighter-than-air spirit of this morning fled? Why was he grumping and grouching when he ought to be leaping and shouting?

Barnabas yawned and rolled on his side.

“I’m getting married!” he blurted uncontrollably. Then he sat down, hard, in his chair.
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He would never be able to explain the mysteries surrounding love, only one of which surfaced when he confessed his news to Emma.

By the involuntary utterance of those three amazing words, his frozen Arctic tundra had been transformed into a warm tropical lake. Something in him had actually melted.

In the space of a few moments, he had become jelly. Or possibly custard. Then a foolish smile spread across his face, which seemed destined to remain there for the rest of his life.
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When Emma left for the post office, vowing not to say a word to anyone, he prayed at his desk, went to the toilet and did a glucometer check, then positively swaggered to the phone to call his bishop.

Stuart’s secretary said he was either in the loo or in a meeting, she wasn’t sure which, but she would find out and have him call back.

He slumped in the chair, disappointed.

But wait. Walter! Of course, he must call Walter and Katherine at once.

The names of those with special interest in his good fortune were being revealed to him, one by one, in the way some are given inspiration for their Christmas card list.

Since Cynthia had never met Walter, his first cousin  and only known living relative, he supposed he was on his own for spilling the beans to New Jersey.

“Walter!”

“Cousin! We haven’t heard from you in the proverbial coon’s age.”

“Which phone are you on?” asked the rector.

“The kitchen. Why?”

“Is Katherine there?”

“Just blew in from the nursing home, she’s teaching them to finger paint. What’s up, old fellow?”

“Tell her to get on the phone in the study.”

“Katherine!” bellowed Walter. “Pick up in the study! It’s clergy!”

“ ’Lo, Teds, darling, is that really you?” He could see the tall, thin-as-a-stick Katherine draped over the plaid chaise, with the cordless in one hand and her eternal glass of ginger ale in the other.

“Katherine, Walter,” he said. “Are you sitting down?”

“Good heavens, what is it?” asked Walter, clearly alarmed.

“Teds . . . those tests you were going to have weeks ago . . . is it . . . ?”

“Dooley, is it Dooley?” asked Walter. “Or Barnabas? We know how you feel about—”

“I’m getting married,” he said.

There! Twice in a row, and already it was getting easier.

The other end of the line erupted into a deafening whoop that could have filled Yankee Stadium. He held the receiver away from his ear, laughing for the first time this morning, as Barnabas leapt from the rug and stood barking furiously at the clamor pouring forth from New Jersey.
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When Stuart hadn’t called back in twenty minutes, he phoned again and was put through to the bishop’s office.

“Stuart? Tim Kavanagh here. Are you sitting down?” He was truly concerned that no one go crashing to the floor in a faint.

“For the first time today, actually! What’s up?”

“Remember the woman I once brought to visit you and Martha?” That wasn’t what he wanted to say. “When we, ah, gave you the bushel of corn? Cynthia! You remember. . . .”

“I remember very well, indeed!”

“Well, you see, it’s like this. . . .” He swallowed.

He heard his bishop chuckling. “Like what, Timothy?”

“Like . . .”

He was momentarily frozen again, then the custard triumphed.

“. . . we’re getting married!”

“Alleluia!” shouted his bishop. “Alleluia!”

Tears sprang suddenly to his eyes. He had been friends with his bishop since seminary, had confided his heart to him for years. And now came this greatest confidence, this best and most extraordinary of tidings.

“Martha will be thrilled!” said Stuart, sounding as youthful as a curate. “We’ll have you for dinner, we’ll have you for tea . . . we’ll do it up right! This is the best news I’ve heard in an eon. Good heavens, man, I thought you’d never screw up your courage. How on earth did it happen?”

“It just came to me that . . . well . . .”

“What came to you?”

“That I didn’t want to go on without her, that I couldn’t.”

“Bingo!” said his bishop.

“I, ah, went down on one knee, couldn’t help myself.”

“You should have done the full kneel, Timothy, she’s a prize, a gem, a pearl above price! You dog, you don’t deserve such a one!”

“Amen!” He said it the old Baptist way, with a long a, the way he was raised to say it.

“Well, now, thanks be to God, what about a date?” asked Stuart.

“We’re thinking September, I know that’s a busy month for you, but . . .”

“Let’s see, I have my calendar right here.” Deep sigh, pondering. “Alas, alack.” Stuart’s fingers drumming on his desktop. “Good heavens, I’d forgotten about that. Hmmm. Ahh.” Tuneless, unconscious humming. “No, certainly not then.”

If Stuart couldn’t do it, they’d get it done somehow, they were definitely not waiting ’til October....

“Oh, yes, look here! I’ve got September seventh, how’s that? Otherwise, I can squeeze you in on—”

“I’m not much on being squeezed in,” said the rector.

“Of course not! Will the seventh work for you, then?”

“We’re willing to take whatever you have open.”

“Then it’s done!”

“Perfect!” said the rector.

“Now,” said Stuart, “hang up so I can call Martha.”




 CHAPTER TWO

 The Grill
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You goin’ to have babies?” asked Dooley. “Not if I can help it,” said Cynthia.

Searching the boy’s face, Father Tim felt sure their news was a go, but wanted to hear Dooley declare it. He put his arm around Dooley’s shoulders. “So, buddyroe, what do you think about all this?”

“Cool!” said Dooley.

Hallelujah! Dooley Barlowe had been buffeted by every violent wind imaginable before he came to live at the rectory over two years ago. Abandoned by his father and given by his alcoholic mother to his disabled grandfather, the boy had known only upheaval and change.

“Nothing will change,” the rector promised. “You’ll keep your same room, everything will flow on as usual. The only difference is, Cynthia will live here . . . instead  of there.” He gestured toward the little yellow house next door.

“I like her hamburgers better’n yours, anyway.”

“Yes, but she doesn’t have a clue how to fry baloney the way you like it. That’s my little secret.” He loved the look of this red-haired, earnest boy he’d come to cherish as a son, loved the rare surprise and delight shining in his eyes. Dooley and Cynthia had gotten on famously from the beginning, and Dooley’s stamp of approval was more important than that of any bishop.

Not wishing to waste time gaining ground, Dooley gave Cynthia his most soulful look. “Since I’m goin’ off t’ ’at ol’ school pretty soon, I bet you’ll let me stay up ’til midnight.”

Ah, politics! thought the rector, happily observing the two. They’re everywhere.
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Both Dooley and Emma had promised to keep mum, but truth be told, they were only human.

Before there was a leak, however unintentional, the news must go in Sunday’s pew bulletin, thereby giving his parish the dignity of hearing it in church instead of on the street. As this was Friday, he supposed he should tell the guys at the Grill before they heard it from a  parishioner. But would they keep it quiet until Lord’s Chapel got the news on Sunday?

Then there was Miss Sadie. She definitely wouldn’t like reading it in a pew bulletin.

He went home at eleven, changed hurriedly into his running clothes, and jogged up Old Church Lane with Barnabas.

He had just run down this hill to do the thing that resulted in why he was now running up it. Life was a mystery.

Huffing, he zigged to the left on Church Hill Road. Then he zagged to the right and ran up the driveway instead of cutting through the orchard like a common poacher.

Miss Sadie and Louella were sitting on the porch, fanning and rocking.

Each time he came to Fernbank’s front porch, the years automatically rolled away. With these two old friends, he felt twelve, or possibly ten. Fernbank was his fountain of youth.

His heart pounding, he sat on the top step and panted. Barnabas lay beside him, doing the same.

“Father,” said Miss Sadie, “aren’t you too old for this running business?”

“Not by a long shot. I do it to keep young, as a matter of fact.”

“Pshaw! Too much is made of running up hill and down dale. I’ve never done such a thing in my life, and I’m coming up on ninety and healthy as a horse.”

Louella rocked. “That’s right.”

“Is that lemonade?” asked Father Tim, eyeing the pitcher on the wicker table.

“Louella, what’s happened to our manners?” asked Miss Sadie.

“I don’t know, Miss Sadie. I ’spec’ we don’ get enough comp’ny t’ hardly need manners.”

Louella put ice in a glass and handed it to Fernbank’s mistress, who, ever conserving, poured the glass half full.

He got up and fetched the lemonade from her, wondering what on earth they would think about his announcement. He’d envisioned them as happy about it, but now he wasn’t so sure. He drank the lemonade in two gulps and stood on one foot, then the other.

“You itchy,” said Louella.

They could read him like a book.

“Miss Sadie, Louella, are you sitting down?”

The two women looked at each other, puzzled.

Of course they were sitting down, how stupid of him to ask such a thing, it had flown out of his mouth. “Joke!” he said feebly.

“Father, why don’t you sit down? Get in this chair next to me and start rocking!”

He did as he was told. “Yes, ma’am.” Eight years old.

“Louella and I like to rock in harmony, you pay a penny if you get off track.”

“Who’s leading?”

Miss Sadie looked at him as if he were dumb as a gourd.

“Honey, Miss Sadie always lead.”

“Here we go,” said Miss Sadie, looking bright and expectant. Since her feet barely touched the floor, this would be no small accomplishment.

After a ragged start, they nailed their synchronization, then worked on building momentum. Miss Sadie was flying in that rocker....

Lord knows he couldn’t sit around on porches all day like some jackleg priest, he had things to do, people to see, and besides, he was getting married....

“Miss Sadie, Louella, I have great news.”

The two women looked at him eagerly, never missing a beat.

“I’m getting married!” he shouted over the roar of six wooden rockers whipping along on aged white pine.

Miss Sadie’s feet hit the floor, Louella’s feet hit the  floor. Their rockers came to a dead stop. His was still going.

“To Miss Cynthia?” asked Louella, who was generally suspicious of good news.

“The very one!” he said, feeling a stab of happiness and pride.

Louella whooped and clapped her hands. “Thank you, Jesus! Thank you, thank you, Jesus!”

Miss Sadie dug a handkerchief from the sleeve of her dress and pressed it to her eyes. “This is a happy day, Father. I can’t tell you how happy we are for you. Cynthia is the loveliest imaginable lady, so bright and positive, just what you need. I hope you’ve been on your knees thanking the Lord!”

He had, actually.

Louella was beaming. “Miss Sadie, I’m goin’ t’ cut us all some pie.” As she opened the screen door to go inside, she turned and said, “An’ remember you owe me five dollars!”

They heard Miss Sadie’s longtime companion shuffling down the hall in her slippers. “Why, may I ask, do you owe Louella five dollars?”

She looked at him, barely able to conceal her mirth. “Because, Father, I bet five dollars you didn’t have it in you to marry that lovely woman!”

Knowing how dear five dollars was to Sadie Baxter,  he smiled at his favorite parishioner and said, “I suppose I could say I’m sorry you lost.”

She patted his arm fondly. “Actually, Father, your good news declares that we’ve all won.”
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He typed it on his aged and finicky Royal manual and passed it to Emma, who would do whatever she did to work it into the bulletin:ii publish the banns of marriiage between Cynthiia clary Coppersmiith of the pariish of the Chapel of our Lord and Saviior and father Tiimothy andrew Kavanagh, rector of thiis pariish. iif any of you know just cause why they may not be joiined together iin Holy Matriimony, you are biidden to declare iit.
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Mitford Muse editor J. C. Hogan slammed his overstuffed briefcase onto the seat in the rear booth and thumped down, huffing.

Mule Skinner, local realtor and longtime Grill regular, slid in beside Father Tim.

“So, what are you roughnecks havin’ today?” asked Velma, appearing with her order pad.

Mule jerked his thumb toward the rector. “I’m havin’ what he’s havin’.”

“And what might that be?” This was not her favorite booth; at least two of these turkeys could never make up their minds.

“Chicken salad sandwich,” said the rector, always prepared, “hold the mayo, and a side of slaw.”

“I don’t like slaw,” said Mule.

“So sue me,” said the rector.

“Make it snappy. You want what he’s havin’ or not?”

“I don’t like slaw,” Mule repeated. “I’ll have what he’s havin’, except hold the slaw and give me mayo.”

Velma pursed her lips. It was definitely time to retire. Some days, she’d rather work a canning line at the kraut factory than come in here and put up with this mess.

“I’ll have th’ special,” said J.C., wiping his perspiring face with a square of paper towel.

“What special?” asked Mule. “I didn’t know there was a special.”

“Th’ sign’s plastered all over th’ front door,” said Velma, thoroughly disgusted. How Mule Skinner ever sold anybody a house was beyond her.

“So what is it?” asked Mule.

“Raw frog’s liver on a bed of mashed turnips.”

The rector and the editor roared; the realtor did not.

“I don’t like turnips,” said Mule.

J.C. rolled his eyes. “Just bring ’im th’ frog’s liver.”

“Dadgummit, give me a BLT and get it over with.”

“You might try sayin’ please,” snapped Velma, who had to talk to some people as if they were children.

“Please,” said Mule through clenched teeth.

“White or wheat?” Velma inquired.

“Wheat!” said Mule. “No, make it white.”

“Toasted or plain?”

“Ahhh . . .”

“Bring ’im toasted,” said J.C.

Velma stomped off and came back with the coffeepot and filled their cups, muttering under her breath.

“What’d she say?” asked Mule.

“You don’t want to know,” said Father Tim.

He stirred his coffee, though there was nothing in it to stir. Maybe he shouldn’t say anything until everyone had eaten lunch and felt . . . happier about life in general. After all, Mule was scowling, and J.C. had his nose stuck in the Wesley newspaper, checking to see if any Muse advertisers had defected to the Telegram.

He hoped the ensuing discussion wouldn’t collapse into a mindless lecture on his advanced age. Age had nothing to do with it, nothing whatever. No one else had  bothered to bring it up, and even if they’d thought it, they had the common decency not to mention it.

Then again, why wait to spill the beans? Maybe there was no such thing as the right time with this crowd.

“I’ve got some great news.”

J.C. glanced up and took a sip of coffee. Mule swiveled toward him and looked expectant.

“Cynthia and I are getting married.”

The coffee came spewing out of J.C.’s mouth, which was not a pretty sight.

Mule put his hand to his ear. “What’s that? I can’t always hear out of—”

J.C. wiped his shirtfront with a napkin. “He’s gettin’ married.”

“Don’t shout, for heaven’s sake!” snapped the rector. He might as well have blared it up and down Main Street from a flatbed truck.

“Who to?” asked Mule.

“Who do you think?” asked J.C., who had apparently appointed himself the rector’s official spokesman.

“Cynthia,” said Father Tim, wishing to the Lord he’d never mentioned it. “And I have to ask your complete confidence, you’re not to tell a soul until it comes out in the pew bulletin on Sunday. I need your word on this,” he insisted.

“You want me to swear on th’ Bible?” asked Mule.

“No, just promise me. I didn’t want you to hear it on the street, I wanted to tell you in person. But I don’t want my parish to hear it on the street, either.”

“Done,” said J.C., shaking hands across the table.

“You’ve got my word,” said Mule.

“Son of a gun. Married.” J.C. shook his head. “I thought you had good sense.”

“I do have good sense. Look who I’m marrying.” His chest actually felt more expansive as he said this.

“Now, that’s a fact,” agreed J.C. “Cynthia Coppersmith is one fine lady, smart as a whip and good-lookin’ into the bargain. What she sees in you is a mystery to me.”

“You sure about this?” asked Mule. “Is it a done deal?”

“Done deal. We’ll be married in September.”

Mule scratched his head. “Seems like you’re a little . . . old for this, seein’ it’s the first time and all. I mean, sixty-five—”

“Sixty-two,” said the rector. “Sixty-two.”

J.C. looked grim. “I wouldn’t get married if somebody gave me a million bucks. After taxes.”

“You all are a real encouragement, I must say.” The rector heard a positive snarl in his voice.

“Hold on,” said Mule. “We’re glad for you, cross  my heart an’ hope to die. It just shocked me, is all, I’ll get over it. See, I’m used to you th’ way you are. . . .”

“Right. Emerson said it was a bloomin’ inconvenience to have to start seeing somebody in a new light. But here’s to you, buddyroe.” The editor hoisted his coffee cup as Velma delivered their lunch.

She carried a plate in each hand and one in the crook of her right arm. “Take this offa my arm,” she said to Mule. He took it.

She set the other two plates down and stomped off.

“I didn’t order this,” said Mule.

“That’s mine,” said J.C., snatching the plate.

“If I’d known that’s what you were havin,’ I’d of had that. Country-style steak is practically my favorite.” Mule gazed with remorse at his sandwich, which featured a dill pickle on the side.

“I don’t like pickles, you want my pickle?” he asked the rector, who hadn’t felt so generally let down since the choir and the organist got the flu simultaneously and the congregation had to sing a cappella.
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It was all rushing by in a blur. He didn’t want to lose this moment so quickly. He wanted to savor it, rejoice in it, be thankful in it.

He put on his pajamas and pondered what was happening.

It gladdened him that he wanted to see her at the slightest opportunity; he yearned toward his neighbor as if a magnet had been installed in him on the night of his birthday, attracted to some powerful magnet in her.

How he wished the magnet had been installed sooner. He didn’t want to think of the time he’d wasted trying to make up his mind. But no, it hadn’t been his mind that was slow to make up, it was his heart. His heart had always pulled away when he felt happiness with her; each time the joy came, he had retreated, filled with the fear of losing himself.

He remembered the dream he’d had when she was in New York, when their letters had helped thaw the frozen winter that kept them apart. He dreamed he was swimming toward her in something like a blue lagoon, when his strength failed and he began to sink, slowly, as if with the weight of stones. He felt the water roaring in and the great, bursting heaviness of his head. He had come awake then, gasping for air and crying out.

Now there was the custard feeling, which would terrify most people if they didn’t recognize it for what it was—it was love unhindered.

This, too, took his breath away, but by the grace of  God, he was easy with it, not enfeebled or frightened by it.

No wonder he had counseled so many men before their walk down the aisle; the true softening of the heart and spirit toward a woman was usually an alarmingly unfamiliar feeling. How might a man wield a spear and shield, preserve his very life, if he were poured out at her feet like so much pudding?

He turned off the lamp and went to his knees by his bed, praying aloud in the darkened room.

“Father, we bless You and thank You for this miracle, for choosing us to receive it.

“May we treat the love You’ve given us with gratitude and devotion, humor and astonishment.

“May it be a river of living water to bring delight and encouragement to others, Lord, for we must never hold this rare blessing to ourselves, but pour it out like wine.

“Protect her, Lord, give her courage for whatever lies ahead, and give me, I pray, whatever is required to love her well and steadfastly all the days of our lives.”

There was something else, something else to be spoken tonight. He was quiet for a time in the still, dark room where only the sound of his dog’s snoring was heard.

Yes. There it was. The old and heavy thing he so often ignored, that needed to be said.

“Father—continue to open me and lay me bare, for I have been selfish and closed, always keeping something back, even from You. Forgive me. . . .”

The clock ticked.

The curtains blew out in a light breeze.

“Through Jesus Christ, our Lord.

“Amen.”




 CHAPTER THREE

The Fanfare
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The tidal wave, the firestorm, the volcanic spew—all the things he’d dreaded had come at last, and all at once.

People were pounding him on the back, kissing him on the cheek, slapping him on the shoulder, pumping his hand. One of his older parishioners, a mite taller than himself, patted his head; another gave him a Cuban cigar, which Barnabas snatched off the kitchen table and ate in the wrapper.

Well-wishers bellowed their felicitations across the street, rang his phone off the hook at home and office, and generally made a commotion over the fact that he had feelings like the rest of the common horde.

Cynthia’s phone got a workout, as well. In approximately three days since the news had hit the street, a total of five bridal showers had been booked, not to mention a luncheon at Esther Cunningham’s and a tea at  Olivia Harper’s. Emma Newland was planning a sitdown dinner with the help of Harold’s mother, and the ECW was doing a country club event.

He was stopped on the street by Mike Stovall, the Presbyterian choirmaster, who offered to throw in sixteen voices for the wedding ceremony, which, including the voices at Lord’s Chapel, would jack the total to thirty-seven. “A real tabernacle deal!” enthused the choirmaster. “And tell you what, we’ll throw in a trumpet! How’s that?”

(He’d hardly known what to do about the Anglicans from Wesley, who offered to throw in a handbell choir.)

Had he agreed to Mike Stovall’s ridiculous offer? He didn’t think so. He might have mumbled something like “Great idea,” which it was, but would Mike take that to mean he’d accepted? Thirty-seven people in the choir would barely leave room for the bride and groom to squeeze to the altar.

His head was swimming, his stomach was churning, his palms were sweating, he felt like . . . a rock star. That heady notion was soon squelched, however, when he was forced to dash to the toilet at the church office and throw up. He flushed three times, trying to disguise the wretched indignity of the whole appalling act.

“Something I ate,” he said to Emma, who knew a lame excuse when she heard one. He snatched a book off  the shelf and sat with his back to her, numb as a pickled herring.

“I’m sorry,” he told Cynthia one evening at the rectory.

“Whatever for?”

“For . . . you know . . . the ruckus, the . . . the tumult!”

“But dearest, I love this! There’s never been such ado over any of my personal decisions. It’s wonderful to me!”

“It is?”

“And can’t you see how happy this is making everyone? Sometimes I think it really isn’t for us, it’s for them!”

“Wrong,” he said, taking her hand in his. “It’s for us.”

“Then please relax and enjoy it, darling. Can’t you?”

She looked at him so searchingly, with such a poignant hope, that he was weak with a mixture of shame for his current dilapidation and love for her bright spirit.

“Of course. You’re right. I’ll try. I promise.”

“Please. You see, this will only happen to us once.”

There! She’d nailed it. What made him uneasy was that it was happening to them; he preferred having some say-so, some . . . control.

“Let God be in control,” she said, smiling. He was  unfailingly astonished that she could read his mind. “After all, He’s done a wonderful job so far.”

The tension flowed out of him like air from a tire.

“Ahhhh,” he said, sitting back on the sofa and unsnapping his collar.
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The bishop rang him shortly after dawn.

“Timothy! I know you’re an early riser. . . .”

“If I wasn’t, I am now.”

“Martha and I want the two of you to use our old family camp in Maine, it’s on a lake, has a boathouse and two canoes, and an absolutely glorious view! We’re thrilled about all this, you must say yes, we’ll call at once and make sure it’s set aside. . . .”

His bishop was gushing like a schoolgirl.

“And wait ’til you hear the loons, Timothy! Mesmerizing! Magical! Our family has gathered at this house for nearly fifty years, it might have been the set of On Golden Pond! Trust me, you’ll be thrilled, you’ll think you’ve expired and shot straight up!”

“Thanks, Stuart, let me get back to you on that, we haven’t really discussed what we’re going to do.”

“Don’t even think about Cancún, Timothy!”

He hadn’t once thought of Cancún.

“And get any notion of southern France out of your head . . .”

He hadn’t had any such notion in his head.

“. . . it’s all the rage, southern France, but you’ll like Maine far better! It’s where Martha and I spent our honeymoon, you know.”

He hardly knew what to say to all the offers pouring in; Ron Malcolm had offered the services of a limousine following the wedding, but he’d declined. Why would they need a limo when they were only going a block and a half to spend their wedding night?
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Esther Bolick sat in the den that opened off her kitchen and stared blankly at Wheel of Fortune; it was nothing more than flickering images, she didn’t give a katy what a five-word definition for show biz might be.

She glanced irritably at Gene, who was snoring in his recliner after a supper of fresh lima beans, new potatoes, fried squash, coleslaw, and skillet cornbread. They’d also had green onions the size of her fist, which Gene took a fit over. “Sweet as sugar!” he declared. She had never trusted a man who wouldn’t eat onions.

She was thinking that she was happy for Father Kavanagh, happy as can be. But it had been days since she heard the good news and not one word had anybody said to her about baking the wedding cake. She knew Cynthia was very talented; she could do anything in the world except cross-stitch, so she could probably bake her own cake.

Well, then, that was it, she thought with relief. That was why nobody had said doodley-squat about her famous orange marmalade being the center of attraction at one of the most important weddings in Mitford in . . . maybe decades.

On the other hand, why would anybody in their right mind take time to bake their own wedding cake when all they had to do was dial Esther Bolick at 8705?

She had designed that cake over and over in her mind. Considering that the color of the icing was white, she might crown the top with calla lilies. Jena Ivey at Mitford Blossoms could order off for callas in a heartbeat. She’d even thought of scattering edible pearls around on the icing; she’d never used edible pearls before, and hoped people’s fillings wouldn’t crack out and roll around on the parish hall floor.

She also considered wreathing the base of the cake with real cream-colored roses, plus she’d have icing roses tumbling down the sides—after all, she’d seen a  few magazines in her time, she was no hick, she knew what was what in today’s cake world. And would she dun the father for all that work? Of course not! Not a red cent, though Lord only knows, what they charged for ingredients these days made highway robbery look law-abiding.

Esther pursed her lips and stared, unseeing, at a spot on the wall.

The thing was, it didn’t make a bit of sense for somebody to bake their own wedding cake . . .

. . . so, maybe somebody else had been asked to bake the cake.

The thought made her supper turn to a rock in her digestive system. She balled up her fist and rubbed the place between her ribs, feeling the pain all the way to her heart.

How could they ask anybody else to bake the father’s wedding cake? He had raved about her orange marmalade for years, had personally told her it was the best cake he had ever put in his mouth, bar none. Bar none! So what if two pieces of it had nearly killed him? It was his own blamed fault for stuffing himself!

And how many orange marmalades had she carried to the doors of the downtrodden, the sick, the elderly, and the flat broke? And how many hundreds of miles  had she walked from fridge to oven to sink, getting varicose veins and bad knees, not to mention bunions? Well, then—how many?

She remembered the rueful time she baked marmalades the livelong day and finally dragged herself to her electric-powered recliner, where she pressed the button on her remote and tilted back to what Gene called “full sprawl.” All she lacked of being dead was the news getting out, when, blam! the most violent and sudden storm you’d ever want to see hit square over their house and the power went out. There she was, trapped in that plug-in recliner, clutching a dead remote—with no way to haul herself up and Gene Bolick out to a meeting at the Legion hut.

She recalled the shame of having to pitch herself over the side like a sailor jumping ship; landing on the floor had caused her right leg to turn blue as blazes, then black, then brown, not to mention her hip, which, as she’d told the doctor, had given her sporadical pain ever since. And all that for what? For four orange marmalades to help raise money for a new toilet at the library!

Trembling slightly, Esther picked up the TV remote and surfed to a commercial with a talking dog. She and Gene had never had a dog and never would, they were too much trouble, but she liked dogs. She tried to occupy her mind with dogs so she wouldn’t think about a  shocking idea that suddenly occurred to her. Her attention wandered, however, and there it was, the bald truth, staring her in the face:

Winnie Ivey!

Winnie Ivey was exactly who they’d turned to for this special, once-in-a-lifetime deal—Winnie Ivey, who was a commercial baker; Winnie Ivey, who’d never made just one of anything in her life!

She sat bolt upright and tried to get her breath. Commercial flour! Commercial butter! And, for all she knew, powdered eggs.

Her blood ran cold.

“Of all th’ dadblame things to do!” she said, kicking one of her shoes across the room.

“What?” Gene raised his head and looked around. “Was that you, dollface?”

“Do you know who they’ve asked to bake the weddin’ cake?”

“What weddin’ cake?”

“Why, the father’s, of course!”

“Who?” asked Gene, genuinely interested.

“Winnie Ivey.”

Gene burped happily. “Well, I’ll say.”

“You’ll say what?” she demanded.

When his wife stood up and leaned over his recliner as she was now doing, he thought she looked ten feet  tall. “I’ll say that was a dirty, low-down trick not to ask you to bake it!”

There. Gene Bolick knew what side his bread was buttered on.

She was stomping into the kitchen, mad as a hornet, when the phone rang.

“Hallo!” she shouted, ready to knock somebody’s head off.

“Esther? This is Cynthia Coppersmith, I’m so glad you’re home, I thought you and Gene might have gone bowling tonight. Timothy and I agree we’d like nothing better than to have one of your fabulous three-layer marmalades as our wedding cake. We hope you’ll be able to do it, Timothy said we’ll pay top dollar!”

Cynthia was astounded to hear Esther Bolick burst into tears, followed by a pause in which there was considerable murmuring and shuffling about.

“Hello!” Gene bawled into the phone. “Esther said tell you she’d love to bake your weddin’ cake! And no charge, you tell th’ father no charge!”
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Now his choir was upset because the crowd from down the street had horned in.

Had he actually agreed to such a plan? He remembered only that Mike had brought it up, nothing more. He called Mike Stovall.

“I believe we talked about your choir joining our choir for—”

“Right! And everything’s going great, just great! We’ve got a couple of ideas for the music—”

“The music, of course, is entirely Richard’s domain, Richard’s and Cynthia’s, so—”

“Well!” Mike Stovall sounded annoyed.

“In any case, given the small quarters of our nave and chancel, I think it might be best to—”

“Oh, we’ve thought that through, Father, here’s the deal. Your choir in the chancel, ours in the rear, what do you think?”

He couldn’t think. He needed a job foreman, somebody in a hard hat. . . .

[image: 018]

“It will be September, you know.”

Hessie Mayhew—Mitford Muse reporter, Presbyterian mover and shaker, and gifted flower arranger—had come to consult with Cynthia in the rectory living room. As Father Tim served them lemonade and shortbread, he couldn’t help but listen. After all, wasn’t he a gardener? Wasn’t he interested in flowers?

He crept to a corner of the room with a glass of lemonade and appeared to be wholly absorbed in scratching his dog behind the ears.

“And in September,” said Hessie, “there’s precious little that’s worth picking.” Hessie had staked her reputation on what she foraged from meadow and pasture, roadside and bank. Her loose, informal bouquets were quite the hit at every spring and summer function, and her knowledge of where the laciest wild carrot bloomed and the showiest hydrangeas grew was both extensive and highly secret. However, as autumn drew on and blooms began to vanish, she hedged her bets—by dashing cold water on her clients’ heady expectations, she was usually able to come up with something agreeably breathtaking.

“What does this mean?” asked Cynthia, looking worried.

“It means that what we mostly have to deal with is pods.”

“Pods?” His fiancée was aghast.

Hessie shrugged. “Pods, seeds, berries,” she said, expanding the list of possibilities. “Unless you’d like mums.” Hessie said this word with undisguised derision.

Mums. He noted that the very word made his neighbor blanch.

Cynthia looked his way, imploring, but he did not make eye contact. No, indeed, he would not get in the middle of a discussion about pods and berries, much less mums.

“Pods and berries can be wonderful,” Hessie stated, as if she were the full authority, which she was. “Mixed with what’s blooming and tied in enormous bunches, they can look very rich hanging on the pew ends. Of course, we’ll use wide ribbons, I’d suggest Frenchwired velvet, possibly in sage and even something the color of the shumake berry.” As a bow to tradition, Hessie enjoyed using the mountain pronunciation for sumac.

He stole a glance at Cynthia from the corner of his eye. How had that gone down? She seemed uncertain.

“Why can’t we just order dozens of roses and armloads of lilacs and be done with it?”

Hessie sucked in her breath. “Well,” she said, “If you want to spend that kind of money . . .”

And let the word get out that his bride was a spendthrift? That was Hessie’s deeper meaning; he knew Hessie Mayhew like a book. He knew, too, that Hessie considered the ordering of lilacs in September to be  something akin to criminal—not only would they cost a royal fortune, they were out of season in the mountains !

“Not to mention,” said Hessie, pursing her lips, “they’re out of season in the mountains.”

“Excuse me for living,” said his fiancée. “Anyway, we don’t want to spend that kind of money.” In truth, his bride-to-be had the capability to spend whatever she wished, being a successful children’s book author and illustrator. Besides, thought the rector, wasn’t it her wedding? Wasn’t it their money to spend however they liked? He hunkered down in the chair, anonymous, invisible, less than a speck on the wall.

Cynthia heaved a sigh. “So, Hessie, whatever you think. Sage and burgundy . . . or let’s call it claret, shall we? Burgundy sounds so . . . heavy. Do you think we should intermix the ribbon colors along the aisle or put sage on one side and claret on the other?”

The color deepened in Hessie’s ample cheeks. “Sage for the bride’s side and claret for the groom’s side, is my opinion!”

“Of course, I don’t have any family for the bride’s side. Only a nephew who isn’t really a nephew, and the last I heard, he was in the Congo.”

His heart was touched by the small sadness he heard in her voice, and so, apparently, was Hessie’s.

“Oh, but you do have family!” Hessie threw her head back, eyes flashing. “The entire parish is your family!”

Cynthia pondered this extravagant remark. “Do you really think so?”

“Think so?” boomed Hessie. “I know so! Everyone says you’re the brightest thing to happen to Lord’s Chapel in an eon, and you must not forget it, my dear!” Mitford’s foremost, all-around go-getter patted Cynthia’s arm with considerable feeling.

Click! Something wonderful had just taken place. Hessie Mayhew, sensitive to the bone underneath her take-charge manner, had for some reason decided to be his fiancée’s shield and buckler from this moment on; and nobody messed with Hessie.

“We’ll fill every pew on the bride’s side,” Hessie predicted. “We’ll be falling over ourselves to sit there! It’s certainly where I’m sitting—no offense, Father.”

Cynthia took Hessie’s rough hand. “Thank you, Hessie!”

Thank you, Lord, he thought, forsaking his invisibility by bolting from the chair to refill their glasses all around.

“And what,” inquired Hessie, “are you planning to do, Father, other than show up?”

Hessie Mayhew was smiling, but he knew she was  dead serious. Hessie believed that every man, woman, and child, including the halt and lame, should participate in all parish-wide events to the fullest.

“I’m doing the usual,” he said, casting a grin in the direction of his neighbor. “I’m baking a ham!”




 CHAPTER FOUR

 The Bishop
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Gone to seed” is how the rector once fondly described his rectory home of more than thirteen years. Puny’s eagerness to keep the place fastidious had, he was certain, worn away at least a stratum of walnut on the highboy, a gram or two of wool on the Aubusson, and a millimeter of sterling on the tea service.

She was now feverishly removing another layer from the whole kaboodle, in preparation for any celebration that may be held in the rectory, since, she said, Cynthia’s house was too small to cuss a cat, no offense to Violet.

Nearly overcome by the odor of Lemon Pledge, he went to the phone and dialed his neighbor. “Want to bring your notebook and go to the park?”

“I’ll race you!” she said.
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They sat on the bench and listened for a moment to the birds and a light wind that stirred the leaves in Baxter Park. He kissed her, lingering. She kissed him back, lingering still more. She drew away and fanned herself with the notebook, laughing.

“On to more serious matters!” he exclaimed. “First order of business—pew bulletin or invitations, what do you think?”

“Pew bulletin! That way everyone knows, and those few who aren’t in the parish, we’ll call. I’ll try to reach David, though I can’t imagine he’d trek all the way from the Congo to Mitford!”

“Where shall we put Walter and Katherine? Your place or mine?”

“First things first,” she said. “We need to know where we’re spending our wedding night.”

“The rectory?”

“But darling, your bed is so small.”

“Yes, but your bed is so big.” In his view, they could hold a fox hunt on the vast territory she called a bed.

“Draw straws!” she said, leaning from the bench to pluck two tall spears of grass. She fiddled with them a moment, asked him to close his eyes, then presented them in her fist.

“Gambling again,” he said.

“Long one, my house, short one, your house.”

He drew the short one.

“Rats in a poke!” fumed his neighbor.

“Watch your language, Kavanagh.”

“Isn’t it a tad early to call me Kavanagh?”

“I’m practicing.”

“Anyway, there’s your answer. Walter and Katherine spend the night at my house.”

“Done!” He checked the topic off his list. “Have you thought any more about flower girls?”

“Amy Larkin and Rebecca Owen!”

“Perfect. Music?”

“Richard and I are just beginning to work on it—let’s definitely ask Dooley to sing.”

“Splendid. Should have thought of it myself.”

“A cappella.”

“He doesn’t go for a cappella.”

“He’ll get over it, darling, I promise, and it will be wonderful, a true highlight for everyone. ‘O Perfect Love,’ what do you think?”

“There won’t be a dry eye in the house. By the way, we’re scheduled for the bishop on Wednesday at eleven o’clock.”

“What are you wearing?” she asked.

“Oh, something casual. A pink curler in my hair, perhaps.”

She swatted his arm over this old joke.

“I love you madly,” she said.

“I love you madlier.”

“Do not!”

“Do, too!”

“Prove it!”

“I shall. I’m serving you dinner tonight, Puny made chicken and dumplings.”

“Chicken and dumplings!” she crowed.

“With fresh lima beans.”

“I’m your slave!”

“I’ll remember that,” he said.
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He felt the same age he usually felt at Miss Sadie’s house.

Here he was in his bishop’s office, seated next to his sweetheart, and only minutes away, they’d be talking about sex. He felt the blood surge to his head, coloring his face like a garden tomato. Though he was the priest, presumably competent to discuss a wide variety of personal issues, it was, in fact, Cynthia who felt perfectly at ease talking about anything to anybody, anytime.

They were currently in the touchy area of Financial, always the leading subject on Stuart’s program for premarital counseling. Thus far, they were in good shape,  having discussed some days ago what Stuart called his bottom-line on the issue:

Consult with the other about significant purchases, be open about your assets and willing to share equally, and agree on a budget that puts God first.

“And how do you feel, Timothy, about having a wife whose income is significantly greater than your own?”

Blast. Why couldn’t Stuart have the discretion to avoid this issue? He and Cynthia had discussed it, but he hadn’t been completely candid with her. He hesitated, hating this moment for both of them. “Not good,” he said at last.

Cynthia looked at him. Did he see hurt or surprise, or both?

“God brought us together,” he said. “He knew what He was doing. And if He doesn’t mind the inequity in what I bring to the marriage, then I know I’m not to mind it, either. But—sometimes I do.

“Please understand that I don’t resent her greater assets, not in the least—Cynthia Coppersmith is the hardest-working, most deserving woman I’ve ever known. The problem, if there is one, is that . . .” He paused. What was the problem? Hadn’t he pondered this on several sleepless nights?

“The problem,” said Cynthia, “is loss of control! Isn’t that it, dearest? You’ve feared a loss of control all  along, from the beginning. And now I’m the one who could buy a new car or take us to Spain—”

“I don’t want to go to Spain,” he said, feeling suddenly vulnerable, close to tears. He also didn’t want a new car; he was perfectly happy with the old one.

Stuart smiled.

“If you’re all that God wishes you to be in marriage, you will be one flesh. The money must belong to you equally, Timothy. In your heart you must be able to accept it, not as money you’ve worked for and earned, but as money God means you to have in stewardship with your wife.”

Cynthia leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. Tears sprang instantly to his eyes and escaped to the sides of his nose before he could press them with a handkerchief.

“I think,” he said, “that I’m overwhelmed on every side. I still can’t think why God should give me this tremendous blessing—a gracious and loving soul who comprehends the depths of my own soul completely—and then to add financial resources beyond my wildest dreams . . .

“In truth, money means very little to me. I’ve lived simply all my life, and can’t imagine doing otherwise.”

“You’ve been exceedingly generous to others,” said Stuart. “For example, you’ve poured your personal revenues into the Children’s Hospital for years. Now, Timothy, you must allow someone to be generous with you, if she so chooses.”

“I so choose!” Cynthia patted the rector’s arm.

Relieved, they all had a sip of water from glasses waiting on a tray.

“Another crucial issue,” said Stuart, “is in-laws.”

“We won’t have any!” exclaimed Cynthia.

Stuart smiled paternally. “In truth, you will.”

“We will?”

“According to the Lord’s Chapel membership register, there are one hundred and eighty-three of them, which roughly translates to a mere hundred and twenty-five active in-laws.”

His fiancée appeared vexed, to say the least. “Yes, and there are some who can’t bear the sight of me anymore. Everything was just fine until—”

“Until they learned you were getting married,” said Stuart. “Then the jealousy flooded in. They were there first—they got his undivided attention for years—now it must be divided.”

“Ugh,” she said.

“What I hope you’ll be able to live with is that his attention to you will also be divided. Like them, you’ll have to share your priest. Unlike them, you must also share your beloved, your sweetheart.” Stuart looked  fondly at Cynthia. “If anyone can do this, you’re the one.”

“Thank you,” she said. “Pray for me.”

“Martha and I have prayed for you since the day Timothy brought you to lunch. We both thought you possessed the most extraordinary light, it reflected upon our friend like a beacon. We thank you for that.”

The rector noted with a pang of tenderness that his fiancée blushed deeply, something he rarely witnessed.

“I’ve always felt it takes especially noble character to be a clergy spouse,” said Stuart. “In any case, you and they will soon grow accustomed to sharing him; it’s all a process—a matter of time and patience and love. I know you’re willing.”

“Yes!” she said. “Oh, yes!”

The bishop folded his hands across his lean midsection and gazed at his visitors.

Here it comes, thought the rector.

“Do you pray together?” asked Stuart.

“Yes!” they said in unison.

“Every evening,” volunteered Father Tim.

“Excellent! I’m reminded of what our friend Oswald Chambers said, that prayer doesn’t fit us for the greater work, prayer is the greater work. Praying together affirms you as one flesh, and, among the endless benefits it  bestows, it can greatly enhance your sexual communication.”

A patch of light danced upon the worn Persian carpet, reflecting the branches of a dogwood tree outside the window.

“The highest form of prayer is one in which we don’t beg for ourselves,” said Stuart, “but seek to know what we can do for God. This delights God immensely! As you seek to know what you can do for the other, you will surely receive your own inexpressible delight.”

The rector took Cynthia’s hand.

“To put it simply, making love confirms your spiritual relationship, and your spiritual relationship will deepen your lovemaking. It all moves in a wondrous circle.”

The rector and his neighbor drew a deep breath at precisely the same moment and looked at each other, laughing.

“Now!” said Stuart.

“Now, what?” asked Father Tim.

“Conflict resolution.”

“Do we have to?” asked Cynthia.

“Have you had any conflicts?”

The two looked at each other. “His car,” she said.

“What about my car?” queried the rector.

“Don’t you remember? I said it was a gas guzzler, has rust, and the seat covers look like Puny’s dishrags.”

“And I said I’m perfectly satisfied with it.” There! The bishop wanted conflict, he got conflict. The rector felt his collar suddenly tighten.

“And so,” Cynthia told Stuart, “when we drive on the Parkway or visit our bishop, we take my car.”

“How do you feel about that?”

She wrinkled her nose. She stared briefly at the ceiling. She smiled. “I can live with it.”

Stuart chuckled. He had his own opinion of his priest’s car, but far be it from him to comment. “It’s terrific that you’re willing to name the conflict, my dear. This equips us to attack the problem instead of attacking the other person.”

Stuart sat back in his chair. “So, Timothy, how do you feel about driving her car instead of yours?”

“Good!” he said, meaning it. “I can live with it.” He pressed Cynthia’s hand and turned to look at her. She appeared to sparkle in some lovely way he’d never seen before. After his brief moment of righteous indignation, he was custard again.
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On the way home in her Mazda, he noticed that she looked at him fondly more than once.

“Sweetie pie,” she murmured, patting his knee.

Sweetie pie! As a kid, he was called Slick; Katherine called him Teds; one and all called him Father. He liked this new appellation best of all. Maybe one day—maybe—he’d look into trading his Buick for a new model. But certainly nothing brand-new, no; no, indeed.




 CHAPTER FIVE

 The Joke
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He drove to the Wesley mall and looked in the jewelry store display cases.

His heart sank like a stone. There was absolutely nothing that measured up to the fire and sparkle, the snap and dazzle of his neighbor.

He would have a ring made, then, fashioned exclusively for Cynthia Coppersmith Kavanagh. He saw their initials somehow entwined inside the band—ccktak. But of course he had no earthly idea who to call or where to turn. When someone left a Ross-Simon catalog on the table at the post office, he snatched it up and carried it outside to his car, where he pored over the thing until consciousness returned and he realized he’d sat there with the motor running for a full half hour, steaming in his raincoat like a clam in its shell.

“I’m sorry,” he said, looking at her bare ring finger.  “If I’d done things right, I would have given you a ring when I proposed.”

“I don’t really want an engagement ring, dearest. Just a simple gold band would be perfect.”

“You’re certain?”

“Yes!” she said. “I love simple gold bands.”

The image of his mother’s wedding band came instantly to mind. It was in his closet, in a box on the shelf, tied by a slender ribbon. He would take it to the store and have it cleaned and engraved and present it at the altar with unspeakable joy and thanksgiving.

He felt he was at last beginning to get things right.
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Uncle Billy Watson brushed the leaves and twigs from last night’s storm off the seat of a rusting dinette chair and sat down in the backyard of the Porter house, a.k.a. Mitford’s town museum.

He gazed dolefully into the sea of towering grass that extended to the rear of the house and then beyond his view. The town crew was supposed to mow the grass once every twelve days; by his count, it was fourteen going on fifteen, and a man could get lost out here and not be heard from again; it was a disgrace the way the town put every kind of diddledaddle ahead of mowing something as proud and fine as their own museum. If he could do it himself, he would, but his arthritis hardly allowed him to get up and down the steps, much less scour a full acre and a quarter with a rusted push mower. He hoped that when he got to Heaven, the Lord would outfit him with a new body and give him a job that required something of a man.

But he hadn’t come out here to get his dander up. He’d come out to noodle his noggin about a joke to tell at the preacher’s wedding, back in that room where they’d all eat cake and ham after the ceremony. Though nobody had said a word about it, the old man knew the preacher would be expecting a joke, he’d be counting on it, and it was his responsibility, his civic duty to tell the best joke he could come up with.

He would never say this to a soul, but it seemed like the preacher getting married so late in life was sort of a joke in itself. It would be a different thing if the father had been married before and had some practice, but as far as anybody knew, he hadn’t had any practice.

But who was he to judge other people’s setups? Half the town thought he was crazy as a bedbug for living with Rose Watson; even his uncle—who’d come to see them years ago when Rose was still as pretty as a speckled pup—his uncle had said, “They ain’t no way I’m understandin’ how you put up with this mess.”

Her illness seemed to start right after they married, though he’d witnessed, and ignored, warning signs from the day they met. For years, he’d told himself that it was something he’d done wrong, that he hadn’t cherished her like the vows said, and maybe God was punishing them both for his ignorance and neglect. Then the doctors found out about the disease he couldn’t spell and could barely pronounce, schizophrenia.

On the worst days, he squeezed his eyes shut and remembered the girl he’d seen in the yard of this very house, more than—what was it?—forty-five, maybe fifty years ago. She was barefooted and had her hair tied back with a ribbon. Ragged and dirty from working in the fields since daylight, he’d come up from the valley with a wagonload of tomatoes and roasting ears, carrying a sack of biscuits and fried side meat for his dinner. He’d gone around the village looking for a spot to park his wagon and sell his produce, and saw her standing in her yard. At first he thought she was a statue. Then she moved and the light fell on her in a certain way and he called out, “Would you let a man park his wagon on your road?” And she’d walked out to him and smiled at him and nodded. “Get on down,” she said. He’d always remember her first words to him: Get on down. He was ashamed that he wasn’t wearing shoes, but then he saw that she wasn’t, either. She had hung around, looking at  him in a way that made him feel uneasy, then happy, and he’d shared his biscuits and side meat with her and she’d gone in the house and brought out a Mason jar of tea so cold and sweet it hurt his teeth. Between times when customers came and went, she talked about herself more than a little. Her beloved brother, Willard, was dead in the war, buried across the ocean in France, and she was looked after by a woman who paid no attention to her. By early afternoon, he’d sold everything but two tomatoes, which he gave to Rose, who said she’d allow him to park his wagon there next week.

They married eighteen months later, against the wishes of his family in the valley, whom he never went back to visit. And there he was, a rough valley boy with no education to speak of, married to a girl with a big inheritance including the finest house in Mitford, and him caning chairs and making birdhouses and doing whatever else he could to hold up his end of the bargain.

But he wouldn’t go back and do it any different. Nossir. He’d loved that long-legged girl with the wild eyes more than anything in this world, and could never forget how she used to cling to him and call him Billy Boy and Sweet William, and kiss him with all the innocence of a woods violet.

His chin dropped to his chest and he jerked awake. Here he was sleeping when he had a job to do.

What was the job? For a moment, he couldn’t remember. Then it came to him.

His hand trembled as he propped his cane against the tree. “Lord,” he said aloud, “I hope You don’t mind me askin’ You to provide a good joke for th’ preacher, don’t you know. . . .”
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Mayor Esther Cunningham couldn’t help herself. Every time she thought about Father Tim getting married, she thought about the way she and Ray had met and courted, and her eyes misted. She did not like her eyes to mist; she had quit crying years ago when her daddy passed. Whenever she felt like crying, she had learned to turn it inside, where it sometimes felt like a Popsicle melting. She had read an article in a magazine at Fancy Skinner’s which said that if you turn sorrow in, it will come out—as cancer or something worse, though she couldn’t think of anything worse. The article had gone on to say that intimacy with your husband was good for your health, and no matter what else might happen in this life, she and Ray had that in spades; forty-seven years later, they were still holding hands just like on their first date.

Before Ray, Bobby Prestwood had tried everything to get in her good graces, including making a fool of  himself in Sunday School when he stood up one morning and told what he was thankful for. “I’m thankful for my Chevy V-8, my mama and daddy, and Esther Lovell!” She didn’t give a katy what Bobby Prestwood was thankful for, and told him so at the picnic, which was where she met Ray. Ray had come late with his cousins, carrying a basket of fried chicken and coleslaw, which he’d made himself. She couldn’t believe that anybody that big and tall and good-looking could cook, much less chop cabbage; it just amazed her. She had eyed him up and down to see if he was a sissy, but found no evidence of this. When the cousins invited her to sit with them, she accepted, ate three pieces of Ray’s fried chicken with all the trimmings, and took home a wing wrapped in a napkin. Two months later, they were married.

To this day, she’d never met another woman whose husband rubbed her feet, or maybe people just never mentioned it. And not only did Ray rub her feet after she’d worked like a dog all day and half the night in meetings at town hall, he’d have her supper in the oven, which she sometimes took to bed and ate sitting up watching TV, with him lying there patting her leg. “Little darlin’,” he might say while he patted.

If she ever had to climb in a bed without Ray Cunningham in it, she would die, she would go morte, as Lew Boyd liked to say.

She picked up the phone and dialed home.

“Ray . . .”

She heard Teensy barking in the background. “Hey, sugar babe! It’s hot as blazes today, I’ll run you up a jar of lemonade in a little bit. What else you need?”

She wouldn’t have told him that all she needed was to hear his voice.
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Uncle Billy shuffled to the dining room and rifled through stacks of newspaper that the town inspector had threatened to haul off, but had forgotten to do. He was after some copies of The Farmer’s Almanac that he’d saved for the jokes.

Sweat beaded his forehead and upper lip as he worked through the piles, but not a trace of a Farmer’s Almanac with its red cover could he find. Dadgummit, he’d hid things in here for years and always managed to find them, and now, not a trace.

He worked his hand around in the pile of Mitford Muses, which occupied a space next to the kitchen door, and felt for the familiar shape of an almanac. What was that? He pulled it out and looked. A twenty-dollar bill! He wanted to whoop, but knew better.

If Rose got wind of this twenty, she’d connive every  way in creation to yank it out of him. No, by jing, he’d do something he hardly ever did, but often thought about: he’d walk down to the Grill and get an order of fries and bring Rose a surprise milkshake. Besides, he’d gotten two or three of his best jokes at the Grill—maybe that was where he’d find this one.

Careful to put the twenty in the pants pocket without the hole, he abandoned the search for the almanacs and instituted a hurried quest for any other currency he’d once hidden in the vicinity.

[image: 027]

Louella Baxter Marshall sat by the window in the sewing room, now her bedroom at Fernbank, looking at the catalog.

The light was good in here and she could clearly see the picture of the dress she’d be wearing to the wedding.

After two days of praying about it and going back and forth from page 42 to page 47, she had showed Miss Sadie her pick. “Green or lavender?” she asked her lifelong friend and sister in Christ.

Miss Sadie didn’t hesitate. “Lavender!” she said. “You always looked good in lavender.”

Miss Sadie was a little bit like a mama, for it was Miss Sadie who knew Louella’s history, who said things like,  “When you were a baby, you hated apple butter,” or “I remember the time I pulled you to town in the wagon—you hopped out and chased Perry Mackey down the street for a lick on his peppermint stick. You nearly scared him to death!”

Louella didn’t remember any of the events Miss Sadie liked to recall, but she’d heard them so often, they’d become as good as real memories. She savored the image of chasing a little white boy down the street to lick his candy, and wondered why on earth she loved apple butter now if she hated it then.

“How you know I always look good in this color?”

“When you were about six years old, Mama made you a lavender dress with smocking on the bodice. Don’t you remember it, with little pearl buttons? It was such a pretty dress I was half jealous!”

She was disgusted with herself for not remembering. “Don’ you think this big white collar too fancy for my face?”

“Posh tosh! Your face may be too fancy for that collar!”

They had both laughed and laughed, then they’d zeroed in on the business of Miss Sadie’s final choice. Page 36 was too drab; page 37 was too high in the waist; page 40 was not only shapeless, it had three-quarter-length sleeves, which, as anybody knew, were unflattering all  the way back to the pharaohs. Page 41, however, showed promise.

“I like the way it’s cut,” said Miss Sadie, peering at the dress through a magnifying glass, “but I’m too gray-headed for this color.”

“Why, listen at that! Gray-headed is what look good wit’ blue.”

“But it’s a pale blue, and it might wash me out.”

“No, honey, you might wash it out!”

They had laughed again, like children, and decided on the pale blue French crepe with smocked bodice.

Louella held the catalog closer to the window and squinted at the picture.

She wished Moses Marshall could see her all dressed up for the father’s wedding. He would look at her and be so proud. Oh, how she’d loved that man from the day she laid eyes on him!

She closed her eyes to rest them and held the picture against her heart, and saw her husband-to-be walking into the kitchen of the Atlanta boardinghouse.

She was fifteen years old, with her hair in cornrows and the sense that something wonderful was about to happen.

Moses Marshall flashed a smile that nearly knocked her winding. She had never seen anybody who looked like this when she was growing up in Mitford. The  only people of color in Mitford were old and stooped over.

“Who’s th’ one baked them good biscuits for supper?” he asked.

She’d been scarcely able to speak. “What you want to know for?”

“ ’Cause th’ one baked them good biscuits, that’s th’ one I’m goin’ to marry.”

She had looked at old Miss Sally Lou, who had to stand on tiptoe to peer into a pot on the stove. She was so little and dried up, some said she was a hundred, but Louella knew she was only eighty-two, and still the boss cook of three meals a day at the boardinghouse.

She had pointed to Miss Sally Lou, afraid to say the plain truth—that she, Louella Baxter, had baked the biscuits herself, three pans full and not one left begging.

Moses Marshall looked his bright, happy look at Miss Sally Lou and walked over and picked her up and swung her around twice before he set her down like a doll. “Fine biscuits, ma’am. Will you jump th’ broom wit’ me?”

“Git out of my way ’fore I knock you in th’ head!” said Miss Sally Lou. “Marry that ’un yonder, she th’ one do biscuits, I does yeast rolls.”

She was sixteen when they were married at her grandmother’s house in Atlanta, where she’d gone to  live after leaving Mitford. Her grandmother had cooked the wedding feast, which was topped off with fresh peach cobbler. “Why eat cake when you can eat cobbler?” was what her grandmother always said.

Her years with Moses had been the happiest years of her life, next to those with Miss Sadie. But the Lord had taken Moses home when he was just thirty-nine, and then He’d taken her precious boy in a terrible wreck, leaving her a grandson living in Los Angeles....

She looked out to the green orchard and nodded her head and smiled. “Moses Marshall,” she said, “I invite you to sit wit’ me at th’ weddin,’ an’ don’ be pinchin’ and kissin’ on me in front of th’ good Lord an’ ever’body. . . .”
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Dooley Barlowe was trying to be happy, but he figured he didn’t know what that was supposed to mean. He felt around inside himself, around the area of his heart, maybe, and tried to see if he could make things seem good and right about Father Tim and Cynthia getting married. He’d seen what happened when people lived together under the same roof: They yelled and screamed and fought and said terrible things to each other. He’d seen his daddy go at his mama with a  butcher knife more than once, and after his daddy ran off, he’d seen his mama leave for two and three days at a time and depend on him to mind the kids and feed them without any money to buy stuff with.

He remembered stealing a pork loin from the grocery store and getting it home and not knowing how to cook it. He had dropped it in a pot of boiling water with oatmeal and let it cook ’til the water boiled out on the stove, then he carved the meat in five chunks and they tried to eat it and got so sick, he thought they’d all die in the night. Once he’d stolen five cans of creamed corn, so they could all have exactly the same thing and not fight over who got what and how much, and the store manager had caught him and jumped on him really bad, but he’d let him have the corn, saying if he ever did it again he’d be sent to the penitentiary. A woman who overheard the commotion had gone and gotten a can of Harvard beets, a loaf of Wonder bread, a pound of M&Ms, and a quart of buttermilk and gave the items to him in a plastic bag. He remembered that he couldn’t stomach buttermilk and the kids wouldn’t drink it, either, but they couldn’t bear to throw it out and it sat in the refrigerator for maybe a year.

He didn’t like to think about these things, he wanted to forget everything that had ever happened before he came here, but sometimes he couldn’t. He especially  wanted to forget about his little sister, Jessie, because thinking of her being gone and nobody knowing where made him want to cry, and he tried to keep his face as hard and tight and straight as possible so nobody would ever be able to tell what he was thinking.

Sometimes, at night especially, he remembered trying to help his mama when she was drunk, and would suddenly feel a great love for her welling up in him. Then he’d be angry with himself for being stupid, and feel the old and shameful desire for her to die.

Things were just fine for him and Father Tim; he felt safe, finally, like things would be all right. But now he didn’t know what would happen. He liked Cynthia, but what if she didn’t like him, what if she tried to get him to leave or go back to his mother, if anybody could even find his mother? Or what if Cynthia tried to be his mother? His heart felt cold at such a thought. He wanted his own mother, even if he did hate her and wish he would never see her again as long as he lived.

He was glad that Barnabas came to his room and jumped on the foot of his bed, because it felt good to have a friend. Besides, Barnabas would never tell anyone that he was crying and couldn’t stop.




 CHAPTER SIX

 The Letter
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His heart was nearly bursting with a kind of longing, though he had no idea why. After all, he was blessed with everything this life could afford, everything and more.

He sat at his desk in the study and looked out the window into the gloaming as it settled over Baxter Park. Cynthia was working on an illustration that had to go out tomorrow by FedEx, or he would have been at her side, as magnetized to her living presence as his grocery list to the refrigerator.

He drummed his fingers on the desktop.

He didn’t want to work on his sermon. He didn’t want to take a shower and crawl into bed with a wellloved book from his well-stocked shelves, and he most certainly did not want to turn on the TV and have the clamor pour into this quiet place like some foul Niagara.  He was unable to think of anything he wanted to do; there was no seduction in any of the usual pursuits.

Aha. His fingers grew still upon the desktop.

There it was, plain as day:

He wanted to record, somehow, the joy of this breathless thing that had swept him up and overpowered and mesmerized him. Perhaps for most people, people who had been in love again and again, it would not be such a beauteous experience, but it was new to him and dazzling. Yet even in its newness, he felt it slipping away, becoming part of a personal history in which the nuances, the shading, would be lost forever; buried within the consciousness, yes, but paled by time, and then, he feared, vanished altogether.

He opened the desk drawer and took out a writing pad and one of the commercial pens he’d grown to prefer. Though the ink had a noxious odor, he liked the way it flowed onto the page—black, bold, and able.

He knew now what his soul was driving him to. He knew, and he liked the idea immensely.

He would write a poem.

In it, he would tell her everything, he would confess the all of his love, which, by its great and monumental force, had heretofore rendered him dumb as a mackerel.

With her, he experienced a galaxy . . . no, an entire  universe of feelings, yet they continually displayed themselves as the western portion of the state of Rhode Island:

YouarebeautifultomeIshallloveyoueternallywillyou marrymeandmakemethehappiestmanwhoeverdrewbreath, period, end of declaration.

He was amazed at how far he’d gotten with this extraordinary woman by the utterance of the most rudimentary expressions of love, all of them sincere beyond measure, and yet, they were words too simple and words too few; not once had they been equal to the character, the beauty, or the spirit of the one to whom they were addressed.

He knew, now, why people wanted to shout from rooftops, yet he couldn’t imagine it to have great effect, in the end. One would clamber onto the roof and, teetering on some gable or chimney pot, bellow until one was hoarse as a bullfrog, “I love! I love!”

And what would people on the street do? They would look up, they would shrug, they would roll their eyes, they would say:

So?

He bounded happily from the chair and went to the kitchen to put the kettle on. Clearly, shouting from the rooftops had been a fleeting thing in the history of  the lovestruck, not long enjoyed as a certified expression of ardor. Indeed, what had done the trick each and every time? Poetry! And history had proved it!

“ ‘I love thee,’ ” he recited as he filled the kettle, “ ‘. . . to the level of every day’s Most quiet need, by sun and candlelight . . . I love thee freely, as men strive for Right . . .’ ”

There! That was getting down to it. The only problem was that E. B. Browning had already written it.

He stood musing by the stove in a kind of fog that made him forget momentarily where he was and what he was up to, until the kettle whistled and he awoke and found himself oddly joyful to be dropping the bags into the teapot and pouring the steaming water therein.

He clamped the lid on the pot and, leaving it to the business of steeping, returned to the study and visited his bookshelves. He couldn’t readily put his hand on a volume of love poetry, but surely he’d find something here to spark a thought, to get his blood up. He chose a small blue volume that he’d used a time or two in marital counseling, and opened it at random.

“ ‘I feel sad when I don’t see you,’ ” he read aloud from a letter by a nineteenth-century American suitor. “‘Be married, why won’t you? And come to live with me. I will make you as happy as I can. You shall not be  obliged to work hard, and when you are tired, you may lie in my lap and I will sing you to rest . . .’ ”

There’s a good fellow! he thought.

“ ‘. . . because I love you so well, I will not make you bring in wood and water, or feed the pig, or milk the cow, or go to the neighbors to borrow milk. Will you be married? ’ ”

He shoved the book upon the shelf, took down another, and thumbed through the section on all things marital.

“ ‘I love you no longer; on the contrary, I detest you . . .’ ” Napoleon Bonaparte to Josephine, wrong section.

Ah, well, here was one for the books, something Evelyn Waugh had trotted out in a letter of proposal. “ ‘I can’t advise you in my favour because I think it would be beastly for you, but think how nice it would be for me!’ ”

Would it be beastly for Cynthia? Living with him, an old stick in the mud? He shook the thought away and licked his right forefinger and turned to another page.

“ ‘You have set a crown of roses on my youth and fortified me against the disaster of our days. Your courageous gaiety has inspired me with joy. Your tender faithfulness has been a rock of security and comfort. I have  felt for you all kinds of love at once. I have asked much of you and you have never failed me. You have intensified all colours, heightened all beauty, deepened all delight. . . .’” Duff Cooper, writing to his future wife in the war-dark year of 1918, had known how to get down to brass tacks, all right. Maybe he could do something with the idea of courageous gaiety; he had always thought Cynthia courageous.

He sighed deeply. In truth, this was going nowhere. It was a waste of precious time to try and glean from another man’s brain. There’d be no more lollygagging.

He dashed again to the kitchen and poured a mug of tea, then added a little milk and stirred it well, and returned to his desk and sat, gazing at the mug, the pad, and the pen, and the nightfall dark against his window.

He considered that he had written hymns to God, several in his time, but he’d never done anything like this, never! He knew that God was familiar with his very innards and that He perceived the passion of his heart full well; thus he had not sweated greatly over lines that were awkward here or a tad sophomoric there, but this . . .

“Write!” he bellowed aloud.

Barnabas bolted from the rug by the sofa and trotted to his master and stood by the desk. The rector turned his head slowly, and for a moment each looked soulfully into the other’s eyes.

Dearest love . . . , he wrote at last, tender one . . . my heart’s joy . . .

He drew a line through the feeble words and began again:

Loveliest angel of light and life . . .

What about something from the Song of Solomon? On second thought, scratch that. The Song still made him blush. Whoever drummed up the notion that it was about Christ and the church . . .

He nibbled his right forefinger and mused upon lines from Shakespeare; he chewed his lower lip and called to mind Keats; he sank his head onto his arms on the desktop and contemplated Robert Browning’s fervent avowal, “All my soul follows you, love . . . and I live in being yours.”

Blast and double blast. The good stuff had already been written.
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He talked to himself with some animation as he trotted up Main Street from Lord’s Chapel. What if Shakespeare had never put pen to paper because the good stuff had already been written? In truth, what if he refused one morning to preach because all the good sermons had already been preached?

Ha!

On the other side of the Irish Shop’s display window, Minnie Lomax examined the bent head and hunched shoulders of the village priest as he blew past, his mouth moving in what she supposed was prayer.

He didn’t look at all like a man besotted with love, not in her view.

Why was he staring at the sidewalk when he might be looking into the heavens, or whistling, or waving to her through the window as he usually did? He was scared of what he’d let himself in for, that’s what! Sixty-something and getting married for the first time? The very thought gave her the shivers.

She had never married, and never wanted to. Well, not never, exactly. She had wanted to once, and look what happened. She sniffed and smoothed her cardigan over her thin hips and took a Kleenex from her pocket and blew her nose, then turned around to the empty store, wondering what she might do to lure traffic through the door today. Boiled wool had a terrible go of it during the summer; next year she would advise the owner to put in more cotton and linen, for heaven’s sake, and get shed of the entire lot of those hideous crocheted caps.
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He would choose each word as carefully as his mother had chosen peaches off Lot Stringman’s truck. “Let me pick them out for you, Miz Kavanagh.” “No, thank you, Mr. Stringman,” she would say, “I like the doing of it myself.”

Finally despairing that writing a poem was beyond his endowment, he had decided to be content with writing a letter.

Peach by perfect peach, that is how he would choose his words....Sunday afternoon, four o’clock, a breeze stirring through the open windows

 

My Own,

Consider how these two small words have the power to move and shake me, and take my breath away! I am raised to a height I have never before known, somewhere above the clouds that hide the mountain-rimmed valleys and present a view of floating peaks. I have been comfortable for years, haplessly rooted in myself like a turnip, and now am not comfortable at all, but stripped of everything that is easeful and familiar, and filled with everything that is tremulous and alive; I am a spring lamb upon new legs. Every nerve is exposed  to you, my dearest love, and my thankfulness for this gift from God knows no bounds, no bounds! Indeed, He has saved the best for last, and that He should have saved it at all, set it aside for me, is a miracle. A miracle! Let no one ever say or even think that God does not work miracles, still; every common day, every common life is filled with them, as you know better than anyone I have ever met. You, who see His light and life in the dullest blade of grass, have taught my own eye to look for and find His magnitude abounding everywhere.

Though you are merely steps away, beyond the hedge, I long for you as if you were in Persia, and yet, your presence is with me, your very fragrance clings to the shirt I wear.

I have given my heart completely only once, and that was to Him. Now He has, Himself, set aside in my heart a room for you. It is large and open and suffused with light, with no walls or boundaries to stifle us, and He has graciously fashioned it to give us warmth and shelter and joyous freedom until the end of our days.

May this be only the first of many times I thank you for all you are to me, and for the precious and inimitable gift of your love.

Please know that I shall set a watch upon myself—to  make every effort to bring you the happiness you so richly deserve, and, by His grace, to place your needs before my own.

May God bless you with His greatest tenderness now and always, my sweetheart, my soon-to-be wife.

 

Timothy





He sat as if drained; there was nothing left of him, nothing at all, he was parchment through which light might be seen.

“Barnabas,” he murmured.

His good dog stirred at his feet.

“I have a mission for you, old friend.” He folded the letter, regretting that he’d written it on paper from a mere notepad. Ah, well, what was done was done. He placed the letter in an envelope and thought carefully how he might address it.

In a letter hidden inside an envelope, one might say whatever one wished, but the outside of the envelope was quite another thing, being completely exposed, as it were, to . . . to what? The hedge? The sky?

My love, my blessing, my neighbor, he scrawled with some abandon.

He licked the flap and pressed it down and sat for a moment with it under his hand, then took it to the  kitchen and found a length of twine, which he looped around the neck of his patient dog. Lacking a hole punch, he stuck the tip of a steak knife through the corner of the envelope and ran the twine through the hole and tied it in a knot.

“There!” he said aloud.

He walked with Barnabas down the back steps and across the yard to the hedge. “OK, boy, take it to Cynthia!”

Barnabas lifted his leg against a rhododendron.

“Take it to Cynthia!” he said, wagging his finger in the direction of the little yellow house. “Over there! Go see Cynthia!”

Barnabas turned and looked at him with grave indifference.

“Cat!” he hissed. “Cynthia’s house! Cat, cat, cat!” That ought to do it.

Barnabas sniffed a few twigs that lay in the grass, then sat down and scratched vigorously.

Rats, what a dumb idea. In the old days, a fellow would have sent his valet or his coachman or some such, and here he was trying to send a dog—he deserved what he was getting.

“Go, dadgummit! Go to Cynthia’s back door, that’s where you love to go when you’re not supposed to!”

Barnabas gazed at him for a moment, then turned  and bounded through the hedge and across her yard and up the steps to her stoop, where he sat and pressed his nose against the screen door, peering in.

He suddenly felt ten years old. Why couldn’t he think straight for five minutes in a row? His dog might sit at that door ’til kingdom come, with Cynthia having no clue Barnabas was out there. Should he run to the door and knock to alert her, then run away again?

This was suddenly the most ridiculous mess he’d gotten himself into in . . . ever. His face flamed.

“Timothy?” It was Cynthia, calling to him through her studio window. He’d utterly forgotten about her studio window.

“Umm, yes?”

“Why are you hiding behind the hedge?”

He was mortified. I have no idea, he wanted to say. “There’s a delivery”—he fairly thundered the word—“at your back door.”

“Oh,” she said.

He waited, covering his face with his hands.

“My goodness!” he heard her exclaim as she opened the screen door. “A letter on a string!”

Surely he would regret this.

“‘My love, my blessing, my neighbor’!” she crowed.

Did she have to inform the whole neighborhood?

“Go tell your master that I’ve received his most welcome missive . . . which I can barely get off the string. Ugh! . . . Oh, rats, wait ’til I get the scissors.”

His dog waited.

“And further,” she said, coming back and snipping the letter off, “do tell him I shall endeavor to respond promptly. However, my dear Barnabas, do not harbor, even for a moment, the exceedingly foolish hope that it will be delivered by Violet.”

The screen door slapped behind her.

The deed done, his dog arose, shook himself, and came regally down the steps, across the yard, and through the hedge, where, wearing the remains of the twine around his neck, he sat and gazed at his master with a decided air of disdain, if not utter disgust.




 CHAPTER SEVEN

 The Prayer
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She pressed the letter to her heart, wishing the power of its message to enter her very soul and cause her to believe with the writer what an extraordinary benediction had come to them.

Yes, she loved him; in truth, more than life itself. And yet, the fear was beginning to creep in, the fear she had at last grown wise enough to recognize—that she could not please him and give him the joy that he above all others, deserved; the fear that Timothy, like Elliott, would not find her valuable enough for any true purpose; the fear that her priest, her neighbor, and now her betrothed, might discover in her some “terrible lack,” as Elliott had called her inability to bear children.

Only weeks earlier, she had wept in despair that Timothy Kavanagh would ever be able to abandon his own raw fear and surrender his heart.

Now she bowed her head and wept because, at last, he had.
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She stood at the kitchen sink, spooning an odorous lump of congealed cat food into Violet’s dish.

Drawing her breath sharply, she stared at the cat bowl that she had just filled without knowing it.

She felt stricken. What had she done when she accepted his proposal with such unbearable eagerness and joy? Had she rashly agreed to something in which she might prove a bitter disappointment to both Timothy and herself?

And another thing—could she, who had often felt thrown away, be a friend and guide to a thrown-away boy? She thought she could, she knew she wanted to—for Dooley’s sake and her own.

She put the bowl on the floor and walked down the hall to her studio and stood at the window, gazing across the hedge to the rectory. There was his stone chimney, his slate roof, his bedroom window beneath the gable....

How often she had found solace in merely looking upon his house, the place where he would be working in  his study, snoring by his fire, brushing his dog, commandeering his wayward boy, living his life.

She’d begun by having the most terrific crush on him, like a pathetic schoolgirl; it had been the sort of thing that made her blush at the sight of him, and caused her skin to tingle when she heard his voice. Worse, there had been long lapses in concentration that afflicted her for months on end.

She had plotted ways to meet him on the street, and once thumped onto the bench in front of the Main Street Grill, affecting a turned ankle that delayed her jaunt to The Local. He had, indeed, come by, just as she’d hoped, and sat with her and smiled at her in a way that made her nearly speechless until, finally, she fled the bench, forgetting to limp, and avoided him altogether for several weeks.

She remembered, too, the day she had prayed and marched boldly to his back door. Her heart thundered under her jumper as she asked to borrow a cup of sugar to make a cake. Having no intention of making a cake, she worried whether, in some priestly way, he might see through such guile and find her out. But he had invited her in and fed her from the remains of his own supper and she had seen something in his eyes, some kindness that had nearly broken her heart with its plainness and  simplicity. And then his dog, attached to the handle of the silver drawer by a leash, had yanked the drawer out, sending forks, knives, and spoons clattering about the kitchen and skidding into the hallway. They had dropped to their knees as one, hooting with laughter as they collected the errant flatware. Even then, she knew that something had been sealed between them, and that it was laughter that had sealed it

It had been years since Elliott walked out—the divorce papers arrived by certified mail the following day—and in those years, not one soul had made her mouth go dry as cotton and her knees turn to water. Oh, how she had despised the torment of loving like a girl instead of like . . . like a sophisticated woman, whatever that might be.

That early, awkward time had also been irresistibly sweet. But now this—confusion and distress and alarm, and yes, the oddly scary thoughts of the women of Lord’s Chapel who for years had stood around him like a hedge of thorns, protecting him as their very own; keeping him, they liked to believe, from foolish stumbles; feeding him meringues and layer cake at every turn; mothering and sistering him as if this were their life’s calling. She saw, now, something she’d only glimpsed before, and that was the way an unmarried  priest is thought to belong to the matrons of the church, lock, stock, and barrel.

More than once she’d waited at his side, feeling gauche and adolescent, as they clucked over him—inquiring after his blood sugar, flicking an imaginary hair from his lapel, ordering him to take a week off, and coyly insisting he never stray beyond the town limits. They were perfectly harmless, every one, and she despised herself for such cheap and petty thoughts, but they were real thoughts, and now that the word was out, she felt his flock sizing her up in a fresh, even severe way.

Yet, for all their maternal indulgence of their priest, she knew they underestimated him most awfully. She had heard a member of the Altar Guild wondering how anyone “so youthful and sure of herself” could be attracted to their “dear old priest who is going bald as a hen egg and diabetic to boot.”

Indeed, he wasn’t merely the mild and agreeable man they perceived him to be; he was instead a man of the richest reserves of strength and poise, of the deepest tenderness and most enormous wit and gallantry.

From the beginning, she found him to possess an ardor for his calling that spoke to her heart and mind and soul in such a deep and familiar way, she felt as if he were long-lost kin, returned at last from a distant shore.  He had felt this, too, this connection of some vital force in himself with her own vitality, and he had been knocked back, literally, as if by the thunder-striking power of a summer storm.

She had known she would never again be given such a connection, and she had moved bravely toward it, toward its heat, toward its center, while he had drawn back, shaken.

“‘Love bade me welcome,’” he had once quoted from George Herbert, “‘but my soul drew back.’” She found a delicate irony in the fact that George Herbert had been a clergyman.

She looked at the handwritten sheet pinned above her drawing board, something she had copied at the Mitford library from an old book by Elizabeth Goudge:She had long accepted the fact that happiness is like swallows in spring. It may come and nest under your eaves or it may not. You cannot command it. When you expect to be happy you are not, when you don’t expect to be happy there is suddenly Easter in your soul, though it be midwinter. Something, you do not know what, has broken the seal upon that door in the depth of your being that opens upon eternity.





Eternity!

She moved from the window and walked quickly to the kitchen. She would do something that, if only for the briefest hour, had the power to solve everything, to offer certain and absolute consolation.

She would cook.

She removed the chicken from the refrigerator, already rubbed with olive oil and crushed garlic, with half a lemon tucked into its cavity. She misted olive oil into her ancient iron skillet, placed the bird on its back, and ground pepper and sea salt onto its plump flesh. From a glass of water on the windowsill she removed a pungent stalk of fresh rosemary and stuck it under the breast skin. The top of the green stalk waved forth like a feather from a hat band.

She turned the stove dial to 450, where it would remain for thirty minutes before being set at 350 for an hour, and slid the raw feast onto the middle rack.

The wrenching thing, she knew in her heart, was having no one to talk with about it all, and whose fault was that but her own? Had she not worked like a common stevedore since coming to Mitford, making a way for her work instead of making friends? Oh, yes, she was liked well enough, she really was, but there was no trusted friend to whom she might pour her heart out. There was no one, not a soul.

Except . . . she smiled at the thought . . . the priest himself. Her heart warmed suddenly, and lifted up. Hadn’t she confessed something to him only yesterday?

“They don’t like me,” she had said, despising the whine she heard in her voice. “They did, of course, until they learned you were actually going to marry me, but now . . .”

“Nonsense!” he’d said with feeling. “They think the world of you!”

That was apparently the most profound compliment a Southerner could pay, to insist that one was thought the “world” of!

She realized she wouldn’t finish the illustration as she’d promised her editor; she would finish it tomorrow, instead. She, who was ever loath to break a promise, would break this one.

“Timothy?” she said when he answered the phone. “Can you come over?” Her heart was pounding, and there was a distinct quaver in her voice; she was warbling like a canary.

“I’m scared, dearest, scared to death.”
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She loved the way he sat with her, not saying anything in particular, not probing, not pushing her, just sitting on her love seat. Perhaps what she liked best was that he always looked comfortable wherever he was, appearing glad to live within his skin and not always jumping out of it like some men, like James, her editor, who was everlastingly clever and eloquent and ablaze with wild ideas that succeeded greatly for him, while with Timothy the thing that succeeded was quietude, something rich and deep and . . . nourishing, a kind of spiritual chicken soup simmering in some far reach of the soul.

“Tell me,” he said at last. “Tell me everything. I’m your priest, after all.” She thought his smile dazzling, a dazzling thing to come out of quietude. She had pulled a footstool to the love seat and sat close to him.

“I’m terribly afraid I can’t make you happy,” she said.

“But that was my fear! I finally kicked it out the back door and now it’s run over here.”

“It’s not funny, Timothy.”

“I’m not laughing.”

He took her hands in his and lightly kissed the tips of her fingers and she caught the scent of him, the innocence of him, and her spirit mounted up again.

“Why don’t we pray together?” he said. “Just let our hearts speak to His. . . .”

Sitting at his feet, she bowed her head and closed her  eyes and he stroked her shoulder. Though the clock ticked in the hallway, she supposed that time was standing still, and that she might sit with him in this holy reverie, forever.

“Lord,” he said, simply, “here we are.”

“Yes, Lord, here we are.”

They drew in their breath as one, and let it out in a long sigh, and she realized for a moment how the very act of breathing in His presence was balm.

“Dear God,” he said, “deliver Your cherished one from feeling helpless to receive the love You give so freely, so kindly, from the depths of Your being. Help us to be as large as the love You’ve given us, sometimes it’s too great for us, Lord, even painful in its power. Tear away the old fears, the old boundaries that no longer contain anything of worth or importance, and by Your grace, make Cynthia able to seize this bold, fresh freedom. . . .”

“Yes, Lord,” she prayed, “the freedom I’ve never really known before, but which You’ve faithfully shown me in glimmers, in epiphanies, in wisps as fragile as . . . light from Your new moon!”

He pressed her hand, feeling in it the beating of her pulse.

“Father, deliver me from the fear to love wholly and completely, I who chided this good man for his own  fears, his own weakness, while posing, without knowing it a pose, as confident and bold. You’ve seen through that, Lord, You’ve . . . You’ve found me out for what I am . . .”

There was a long silence, filled by the ticking of the clock.

“. . . a frightened seven-year-old who stands at the door looking for a father and mother who . . . do not come home.

“Even after years of knowing You as a Father who is always home, I sometimes feel—I feel a prisoner of old and wrenching fears, and I’m ashamed of my fear, and the darkness that prevents me from stepping into the light. . . .”

“You tell us in Your Word,” he prayed, “that You do not give us the spirit of fear—”

“But of power and of love and a sound mind!” she whispered, completing the verse from the second letter to Timothy.

“And so, Lord, I rebuke the Enemy who would employ every strategy to deny Your children the blessing of Your grace.”

“Yes, Lord!”

“Help us to receive Your peace and courage, Your confidence and power,” he said.

“Yes, Lord!”

“Thank you for being with us now, and in the coming weeks and coming years.”

“And Father,” she said, “please give me the grace to love Dooley as You love him, and the patience to encourage and support and understand him, for I wish with all my heart that we might grow together in harmony, as a true family.” She took a deep and satisfying breath. “And now, Lord . . .”

As the prayer neared its end, they spoke in unison as they had recently begun to do in their evening prayers.

“. . . create in us a clean heart . . . renew a right spirit within us . . . and fill us with Your Holy Spirit . . . through Christ our Lord . . . amen.”

He helped her from the footstool and she sat beside him on the love seat and breathed the peace that settled over them like a shawl.

“There will be many times when fear breaks in,” he said, holding her close. “We can never be taken prisoner if we greet it with prayer.”

“Yes!” she whispered, feeling a weight rolled away like the stone from the sepulcher.

“I smelled the chicken as I came through the hedge.”

“Dinner in twenty minutes?” she murmured.

“I thought you’d never ask,” he said.




 CHAPTER EIGHT

 The Preamble
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On the morning of September seventh, in the upstairs guest room of the rectory, Bishop Stuart Cullen checked his vestments for any signs of wrinkles or unwanted creases, found none, then took his miter from the box and set it on the bureau, mindful that his crozier was in the trunk of the car, as were his black, polished shoes and an umbrella in case of rain.

Rummaging about the room in a pair of magenta boxer shorts given him by his suffragan, he hummed snatches of a Johnny Cash tune as Martha Cullen sat up in bed and read an issue of Country Life magazine that Puny had placed on the night table three years ago and faithfully dusted ever since. Studying a feature on knot gardens, she was utterly unmindful of the bishop’s rendition of “Ring of Fire” as he enjoyed a long, steaming shower that caused water in the shower across the hall to trickle upon the rector’s head in a feeble stream.

Under the miserly drizzle, the rector counted his blessings that the bishop would be preaching this morning and he celebrating, a veritable holiday in the Caymans, as far as he was concerned. In truth, he feared that if he opened his mouth to deliver wisdom of any sort, it would pour forth as some uncertified language, resulting not from the baptism of the Holy Spirit but of something akin to panic, or worse. He despaired that the custard had vanished in the night, and fear and trembling had jumped into its place with both feet.

In his room across the hall, Dooley sat on the side of his bed and felt the creeping, lopsided nausea that came with the aroma of baking ham as it rose from the kitchen. He said three four-letter words in a row, and was disappointed when his stomach still felt sick.

He hoped his voice wouldn’t crack during the hymn. Though he’d agreed to sing a cappella, he didn’t trust a cappella. If you hit a wrong note, there was nothing to cover you. He wished there were trumpets or something really loud behind him, but no, Cynthia wanted “Dooley’s pure voice.” Gag.

“God,” he said aloud, “don’t let me sound weird. Amen.” He had no idea that God would really hear him or prevent him from sounding weird, but he thought it was a good idea to ask.

He guessed he was feeling better about stuff. Yesterday, Father Tim spent the whole day taking him places, plus they’d run two miles with Barnabas and gone to Sweet Stuff after. Then, Cynthia had given him a hug that nearly squeezed his guts out. “Dooley,” she said, “I really care about you.”

When he heard that, he felt his face getting hard. He didn’t want it to, but it was trained that way. He could tell she really meant it, but she’d have to prove she meant it before he would smile at her; he knew she wanted him to smile. Maybe he would someday, but not now. Now he was trying to keep from puking up his gizzard because he had to sing a song he didn’t even like, at a wedding he still wasn’t sure of.

In the kitchen of the little yellow house beyond the hedge, Cynthia Coppersmith stood barefoot in her aging chenile robe, her hair in pink foam curlers, eating half a hotdog from the refrigerator and drinking coffee so strong it possessed the consistency of tapioca.

On arriving home last night from the country club dinner party where, out of courtesy, she’d picked at a salad, she had boiled a hotdog and eaten the first half of it in a bun with what she thought was mustard but was, in fact, horseradish, loosely the age of her expiring Boston fern. It was the first true nourishment she’d recently been able to take, except for a rock shrimp and three cherry tomatoes at Friday’s bridal luncheon. She  ate the remains of the hotdog in two bites and, feeling her lagging appetite suddenly stimulated, foraged in the refrigerator until she found a piece of Wednesday’s broiled flounder, which she spritzed with the juice of a geriatric lemon and, standing at the sink, consumed with gusto.

Two blocks south, Esther Bolick peered out her kitchen window as a straggle of rain clouds parted to reveal the sun. “Happy is th’ bride th’ sun shines on!” she announced with relief.

Going briskly to the oven, she removed three pans of scratch cake layers to a cooling rack, and stood with her hands on her hips in a baby doll nightgown and bedroom shoes with the faces of bunnies. She gazed with satisfaction at the trio of perfect yellow moons, then trotted across the kitchen for another cup of decaf, the black pupils of the bunnies’ plastic eyes rolling and clicking like dice.

She would go to Sunday School and the eleven o’clock, then come home and ice the cake and let it sit’til she carried it to church at four. She and Gene would do what they usually did when hauling around a three-layer—put newspaper on the floor of the cargo area, and while Gene drove, she would sit back there on a stool and hold the cake to keep it from sliding around in its cardboard box. Without a van, there was no way on  God’s green earth to follow her calling unless you were making sheet cakes, which she utterly despised and would not be caught dead doing. The icing would go on at home, but she’d put the pearls and lilies on at church in one of the Sunday School rooms. Then she’d take the shelves out of the church fridge and pop the whole thing in ’til just before the thundering horde hit the reception.

She removed the hair net from her head and stuck it in the knife drawer.

Four blocks north, Uncle Billy Watson took the wire hanger from the nail on the wall and squinted at the black wool suit, inherited from his long-dead brother-in-law. Its heaviness had bowed down the arms of the coat hanger, giving the whole thing a dejected appearance.

“Dadgummit,” he said under his breath. There was a spot on the right lapel as big as a silver dollar; it looked like paint—or was it vanilla pudding? In his pajamas, he shuffled to the kitchen, where he could see in a better light.

Miss Rose was sitting in her chair by the refrigerator, peeling potatoes with a knife too dull to cut butter. “What are you doing, Bill Watson?”

“Cleanin’ my coat.”

“You’ll not be getting my goat!” she said, indignant.

His wife was going deaf as a doorknob, and there  wasn’t a thing he could do about it. She wouldn’t even discuss hearing aids, let alone ask the county to buy her a pair.

“What are you wearin’ to the weddin’?” he shouted.

“What wedding?”

“Th’ preacher’s weddin’ this evenin’ at five o’clock!”

“Five o’clock!” she squawked. “That’s suppertime!”

“Well, I cain’t help if it is, hit’s th’ preacher’s weddin’ an’ we’re a-goin’.” Hadn’t he talked about this wedding ’til he was blue in the face, even picked out three dresses she had bitterly rejected? And now this.

He wagged his head and sighed. “Lord have mercy.”

“What about Percy?” she demanded.

The old man scrubbed at the lapel with a wet dishrag. Some days he could put on a smiley face and go about his business just fine, some days Rose Watson tested his faith, yes, she did. He’d have to trot to church this morning and sit there asking forgiveness for what he was thinking. He’d also be thanking the Lord for the joke. Don’t tell him that God Almighty didn’t answer foolish prayers!

Four blocks northwest, Hessie Mayhew lay snoring in her double bed with the faded flannel sheets and vintage Sears mattress. She had taken two Benadryl caps last night to dry up her sinuses after a day of messing  with lady’s-mantle and hydrangeas. Hydrangeas always did something to her sinuses, they had drained like a tap as she plowed through people’s yards, taking what she wanted without asking. She’d even ducked behind the Methodist chapel, where a thick hedge of hydrangeas flowered magnificently every year, and took her pick of the huge blooms.

People knew who she was, they knew whose wedding this was; if she’d stopped to ask permission, they’d have said help yourself, take all you want! So why stop and ask, that was her philosophy! People should be proud for her to rogue their flowers, seeing they made so many people happy. I declare, she once imagined someone saying, Hessie Mayhew stripped every peony bush in my yard today, and I’m just tickled about it!

For her money, the hydrangeas were a week shy of the best color, but did people who set wedding dates ever stop and think of such things? Of course not, they just went blindly on. If she lived to marry again, which she sometimes hoped she would, she’d do it in May, when lily of the valley was at it peak.

On her screened porch, a decrepit porcelain bathtub boasted a veritable sea of virgin’s bower and hydrangeas.

In her double kitchen sink, Blue Mist spirea, autumn anemone, Queen Anne’s lace, artemisia, and knotweed  drank thirstily. Inside the back door, buckets of purple coneflowers, autumn clematis, cosmos, and wild aster sat waiting. On the counter above the dishwasher, a soup pot of pink Duet and white Garden Party roses mingled with foxtail grass, Jerusalem artichoke, dog hobble, and panicles of the richly colored pokeberry. A small butterfly that had ridden in, drugged, on a coneflower, came to itself and visited the artemisia.

At seven-thirty, Hessie Mayhew turned on her side, moaning a little due to the pain in her lower back, and though a team of helpers was due to arrive at eight, she slept on.
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In her home a half mile from town, Puny Guthrie crumbled two dozen strips of crisp, center-cut bacon into the potato salad and gave it one last, heaving stir. Everybody would be plenty hungry by six or six-thirty, and she’d made enough to feed a corn shuckin’, as her granpaw used to say. She had decided to leave out the onions, since it was a wedding reception and very dressy. She’d never thought dressing up and eating onions were compatible; onions were for picnics and eating at home in the privacy of your own family.

Because Cynthia and the father didn’t want people  to turn out for the reception and go home hungry, finger foods were banned. They wanted to give everybody a decent supper, even if they would have to eat it sitting on folding chairs from Sunday School. What with the father’s ham, Miss Louella’s yeast rolls, Miss Olivia’s raw vegetables and dip, her potato salad, and Esther Bolick’s three-layer orange marmalade, she didn’t think they’d have any complaints. Plus, there would be ten gallons of tea, not to mention decaf, and sherry if anybody wanted any, but she couldn’t imagine why anybody would. She’d once taken a sip from the father’s decanter, and thought it tasted exactly like aluminum foil, though she’d never personally tasted aluminum foil except when it got stuck to a baked potato.

She thought of her own wedding and how she had walked down the aisle on Father Tim’s arm. She had felt like a queen, like she was ten feet tall, looking at everything and everybody with completely new eyes. Halfway down the aisle, she nearly burst into tears, then suddenly she soared above tears to something higher, something that took her breath away, and she knew she would never experience anything like it again. Later, when she called Father Tim “Father,” she was struck to find she said it as if he really were her father, it wasn’t just some religious name that went with a collar. Ever since that moment, she’d felt she was his daughter, in a  way that no one except herself could understand. And hadn’t he been the one to pray that parade prayer that brought Joe Joe to the back door and into her life forever? She had been cleaning the downstairs rectory toilet when Joe Joe came to the back, because she hadn’t heard him knocking at the front. When she saw him, her heart did a somersault, because he was the cutest, most handsome person she’d ever seen outside of a TV show or magazine.

“Father Tim said he might have a candy wrapper in the pocket of his brown pants, if you could send it, please.”

She knew immediately that this policeman had been raised right, saying “please.” Not too many people said please anymore, much less thank you, she thought it was a shame.

She had invited him in and given him a glass of tea and he perched on the stool where Father Tim sat and read his mail, and she went upstairs and looked in the father’s brown pants pockets and there it was, wadded up. Why anybody would want to carry around a wadded-up candy wrapper . . .

“’Scuse my apron,” she remembered saying. She would never forget the look in his eyes.

“You look really good in an apron,” he said, turning beet red.

She’d never been told such a thing and had no idea what to say. She handed him the candy wrapper and he put it in a little Ziploc bag without taking his eyes off her.

She thought she was going to melt and run down in a puddle. Then he bolted off the stool and was out the door and gone and that was that. Until he came back the very next day when she was cooking lima beans.

“Hey,” she said through the screen door as he bounded up the steps. By now, she knew that the whole police force was working on the big jewel theft at Lord’s Chapel.

“You’re under arrest,” he said, blushing again.

For a moment, she was terrified that this might be true, then she saw the big grin on his face.

“What’re th’ charges?”

“Umm, well . . .” He dropped his head and gazed at his shoes.

She thought it must be awful to be a grown man who blushed like a girl.

He jerked his head up and looked her in the eye. “You’re over the legal limit of bein’ pretty.”

She giggled. “What’re you goin’ to do about it?” Boy howdy, that had flown right out of her mouth without even thinking.

“Umm, goin’ to ask you to a movie in Wesley, how’s that?”

“Is it R? I don’t see R.”

“I don’t know,” he said, appearing bewildered.

“You could look in the newspaper, or call,” she said. She could scarcely get her breath. She had never noticed before that a police uniform looked especially good, it was like he was home on leave from the armed forces.

“Will you see, umm, PG-13?”

“Depending.” Why on earth was she being so hard to get along with? Her mouth was acting like it had a mind of its own.

“My grandmother’s th’ mayor!” he exclaimed.

“That’s nice,” she said. This was going nowhere. She felt she was fluttering around in space and couldn’t get her toes on the ground. Suddenly realizing again that she was wearing her apron, she snatched it up and over her head and stood there, feeling dumb as a rock.

“So, just trust me,” he said. “We’ll find a good movie if we have to go all th’way to . . .” He hesitated, thinking. “Johnson City!”

“Thank you,” she said, “I’d enjoy goin’ to th’ movies with you.”

After he left, she felt so addled and weak in the knees that she wanted to lie down, but would never do such a thing in the father’s house; she didn’t even sit down on the job, except once in a while to peel peaches or snap string beans.

She walked around the kitchen several times, trying to hold something in, she didn’t know what it was. She ended up at the back door, where it suddenly came busting out.

It was a shout.

She put the plastic cover on the potato salad bowl and smiled, remembering that she’d stood at the screen door for a long time, with tears of happiness running down her cheeks.
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Having had their flight canceled on Saturday due to weather, Walter and Katherine Kavanagh arrived at the Charlotte airport at 11:35 a.m. Sunday morning, following a mechanical delay of an hour and a half at La Guardia. They stood at the baggage carousel, anxiously seeking her black bag, which contained not only her blue faille suite for the wedding, but the gift they’d taken great pains to schlep instead of ship.

“Gone to Charlottesville, Virginia!” said the baggage claim authority, peering into his monitor. “How about that?”

From her greater height of six feet, Katherine surveyed him with a look capable of icing the wings of a 747.

“Sometimes they go to Charleston!” he announced, refusing to wither under her scorn. He was used to scorn; working in an airline baggage claim department was all about scorn.
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Miss Sadie Baxter sat at her dressing table in her slip and robe, near the open window of the bedroom she’d occupied since she was nine years old. The rain clouds had rolled away, the sun was shining, and the birds were singing—what more could any human want or ask for?

She carefully combed the gray hair from her brush, rolled it into a tidy ball, and let it fall soundlessly into the wastebasket that bore the faded decal of a camellia blossom.

Where had the years gone? One day she’d sat here brushing hair the color of chestnuts, and the next time she looked up, she was old and gray. She remembered sitting on this same stool, looking into this same mirror, reading Willard Porter’s love letter and believing herself to be beautiful. . . .

“Willard!” she whispered, recalling the letter she had committed to memory, the letter he wrote on her twenty-first birthday: You may know that I am building a house in the village, on the green where Amos Medford grazed his cows. Each stone that was laid in the foundation was laid with the hope that I might yet express the loving regard I have for you, Sadie.

I am going to give this house a name, trusting that things may eventually be different between us. I will have it engraved on a cedar beam at the highest point in the attic, with the intention that its message may one day give you some joy or pleasure.

Perhaps, God willing, your father will soon see that I have something to offer, and relent. Until then, dear Sadie, I can offer only my fervent love and heartfelt devotion.





Soon afterward, Willard had been killed and buried in France, and many years went by before she learned the name he had engraved on the beam.

“‘For lo, the winter is past . . . ,’” she murmured, gazing from her window into the orchard. Learning the name, Winterpast, had indeed given her much joy and pleasure.

“‘. . . the rain is over and gone. The flowers appear on the earth; the time of the singing of birds is come. . . .’”

The time of the singing of birds had come for the father and Cynthia.

Miss Sadie looked into the mirror and smiled. Yes, it was their time, now.
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At four-fifteen, Cynthia urged Katherine to give her a few minutes alone. So much had gone on in the last days and weeks, she said, that she was quite breathless.

“What if you should fall down the stairs?” Katherine inquired. “And your hair, it’s still in curlers!”

Cynthia had known Katherine for just under two hours, but already reckoned her to be a woman who minced no words.

“I’m not going to fall down the stairs,” she said. “And the curlers come out in a flash. I must say you look smashing in Olivia’s suit, really you do, the color is wonderful on you.”

“I’ve never worn anything this short in my life!” fumed Katherine, peering into the full-length mirror and tugging at her skirt. “I look exactly like Big Bird, I had no idea I was so knock-kneed. I’ll scandalize the church, your friends will think we’re riffraff.”

“They’ll think no such thing, they’ve all been dying to meet you.” Cynthia urged Katherine toward the door  of her bedroom, the bedroom that would, tonight, belong to Walter and Katherine, who currently had no room of their own at all, poor souls.

“I’ll take your bouquet out of the parish hall refrigerator,” said Katherine, “and see you in the narthex.” What could she do with a bride who wanted to be alone? As for herself, she had sprained her ankle twenty minutes before her own wedding and if friends hadn’t surrounded her, she might still be lying by the fish pond at that dreadful hotel in the Poconos.
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At five ’til five, Father Tim shot his French cuffs and exchanged meaningful glances with Walter and the bishop.

They were cooped into the six-by-eight-foot sacristy like three roosters, he thought, and not a breath of air stirring.

He walked to the door and pushed it open. Avis Packard’s cigarette smoke blew in.

“’Scuse me,” said Avis, peering into the sacristy at what he considered a sight for sore eyes. There was their pope, dolled up in a long white robe and the oddest-looking headgear he ever laid eyes on, not to mention that long stick with a curve at the end, which was probably for snatching people up by the neck when they dozed off in the pew. Avis took a deep drag off his filtered Pall Mall and threw it in the bushes.

At precisely five o’clock, Father Tim heard the organ. What was going on? Why hadn’t anyone come to the outer sacristy door to tell them the bride had arrived?

“Don’t go out there!” he nearly shouted, as the bishop’s hand went for the door that led to the sanctuary. “Walter, please find Katherine, find out what’s going on.” Somebody had missed a signal, somehow. He felt oddly uneasy.

At five after five, Walter reappeared, looking mystified. “Katherine can’t find Cynthia. She was supposed to meet her in the narthex at five ’til.”

Ten minutes late! Cynthia Coppersmith was the very soul of punctuality.

He had a gut feeling, and it wasn’t good. “I’ll be back,” he said, sprinting through the open door.

“I’ll come with you!” said Walter.

“No! Stay here!”

He dashed up Old Church Lane, cut through Baxter Park, and hit her back steps running.

“Cynthia!” He was trembling as he opened the unlocked door and ran into the hall. He stood for a moment, panting and bewildered, as Violet rubbed against  his pant leg. He wished he could find cats more agreeable.

He took the stairs two at a time and hung a left into her bedroom. “Cynthia!”

“Timothy!”

She was beating on her bathroom door from the inside. “Timothy! I can’t get out!”

He spied the blasted doorknob lying on the floor. He picked it up and stuck the stem back in the hole and cranked the knob to the right and the door opened and he saw his bride in her chenile robe and pink curlers, looking agonized.

“Oh, Timothy . . .”

“Don’t talk,” he said. “Don’t even tell me. How can I help you, what can I do?”

She raced to the closet and took out her suit. “I already have my panty hose on, so I’m not starting from scratch. Stand outside and I’ll do my best. Pray for me, darling! Oh, I’m so sorry, I should have borrowed something blue for good luck, what a dreadful mess. . . .”

He stood in the hall and checked his watch. Five-seventeen.

Violet rubbed against his ankle. He felt his jaws beginning to lock.

“OK, you can come in now, I have my suit on, where are my shoes, oh, good grief, how did they get there, I  can’t believe this, Timothy, I couldn’t help it, the knob just fell off, I yelled out the window and nobody heard, it was awful—”

“Don’t talk!” he said, coming into the room. Why was he commanding her not to talk? Let the poor woman talk if she wanted to! Helpless—that’s what he felt.

She thumped onto the bench at her dressing table and powdered her face and outlined her lips with a pencil and put on lipstick.

Five-twenty.

Then she did something to her eyebrows and eyelids.

Five-twenty-two.

She sprayed the wisteria scent on her wrists and rubbed them together and touched her wrists to her ears.

He could see Stuart pacing the sacristy, Katherine wringing her hands, Walter going beserk, the entire congregation getting up and walking out, the ham, covered by Saran Wrap, abandoned in the refrigerator....

“Cynthia . . . ”

“Oh, dreadful, oh, horrid!” she cried, finishing her mascara with a shaking hand. “And I just remembered, you’re not supposed to see the bride before the ceremony!”

“Too late!” he said, eyeing his watch. “Five twenty-four.”

“I’m coming, I’m coming!”

She got up and dashed toward him.

“Curlers,” he said, his jaws cranking still further into the lock position.

“Rats!”

She plucked curlers from her head like so many feathers from a chicken, and tossed them into the air. They literally rained around the room; he’d never seen anything like it.

“No time to brush!” She looked into the mirror and ran her fingers through her hair. “There! Best I can do. God help me!”

She turned to him now, and he felt a great jolt from heart to spleen. She was so astonishingly beautiful, so radiant, so fresh, it captured his very breath. Thanks be to God, his custard was back....

She grabbed her handbag from the chair. “We can take my car!”

“No place to park!”

“So,” she cried, as they headed for the stairs, “race you!”




 CHAPTER NINE

 The Wedding
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In the ninth row of the epistle side, next to the stained-glass window of Christ carrying the lost lamb, Hope Winchester blushed to recall her once-ardent crush on Father Tim. She’d taken every precaution to make certain he knew nothing of it, and now it seemed idiotic to have felt that way about someone twice her age.

She remembered the fluttering of her heart when he came into the bookstore, and all her hard work to learn special words that would intrigue him. She would never admit such a thing to another soul, but she believed herself to be the only person in Mitford who could converse on his level. When she’d learned about Cynthia months ago, she had forced herself to stop thinking such nonsense altogether, and was now truly happy that he and his neighbor had found each other. They seemed perfect together.

Still, on occasion, she missed her old habit of looking for him to pass the shop window and wave, or stop in; and she missed pondering what book she might order that would please and surprise him.

It wasn’t that she’d ever wanted to marry him, for heaven’s sake, or even be in love with him; it was just that he was so very kind and gentle and made her feel special. Plus he was a lot like herself, deep and sensitive, not to mention a lover of the romantic poets she’d adored since junior high. Early on, she had made it a point to read Wordsworth again, weeping over the Lucy poems, so she could quote passages and dig out morsels to attract his imagination.

“Come in out of the fretful stir!” she once said as he popped through the door at Happy Endings.

He had looked up and smiled. “Wordsworth!” he exclaimed, obviously pleased.

How many people would recognize two little words among a poet’s thousands? She had felt positively thrilled.

Opening her purse, she examined the contents for the Kleenex she’d stuffed in at the last minute. Though she thought it fatuous to cry at weddings, she deemed it wise to be prepared.

In the fourth row of the epistle side, Gene Bolick wondered what on earth was going on. His watch said  five-fifteen. He knew Richard well enough to know he was looking pale after hammering down on the organ all this time with nothing happening.

He glanced again at the bishop’s wife, whose head was bowed. Was she praying that the father hadn’t chickened out at the last minute? Wouldn’t that be a corker if their priest was on a plane bound for the Azores? He didn’t know where the Azores were located, but figured it was a distance.

Realizing his fists were clenched and his palms sweaty, he forced his attention to the three-layer orange marmalade sitting in the parish hall refrigerator, looking like a million bucks. He hoped to the Lord the temperature was set right and hadn’t accidentally been switched to extra cool, which had once frozen two hundred pimento cheese sandwiches as hard as hockey pucks. He nudged Esther, who appeared to be sleeping under the brim of the hat she wore only to weddings and funerals.

Esther was not sleeping, she was thinking, and ignored the nudge. Didn’t she deserve to sit and catch her breath until these people got their act together and got on with it? She was thinking that maybe she’d put in too much sugar, she knew Father Tim didn’t like too much sugar, but why, after all these years and hundreds of cakes later, did she still worry and fret over her work as if she’d never baked a cake in her life? The Expert is  what some called her, but who could feel like an expert at something as willful and fickle as a cake, cakes having, as she’d always feared, a mind of their own? Use the same ingredients in the same amounts, time after time after time, and were her cakes ever the same? Not as far as she could see.

She’d always depended on Gene to be the judge and he hadn’t failed her yet. Gene would take a taste of the batter and his eyes would wander around the room, as if that little taste had transported him on some round of roving thoughts and idle speculation. After a while, he’d come back to himself. “Best yet!” he might say, or, “Couldn’t be better!”

Whatever he said, he would have reasoned it out, thought it through, and she could depend on the answer—which was more than most wives could say of their husbands. Now, you take Father Tim, his wife would be able to depend on him—the only question was, was she deserving of such a prize? She thought she was, she hoped she was; she was crazy about Cynthia, but hadn’t her senator husband, or was he a congressman, run around with other women? What did that mean? Cynthia didn’t look like a cold fish—the opposite, more like it.

Anyway, didn’t their rector have enough sense to come in out of the rain and choose who he wanted to  spend the rest of his life with? And in the last few months, hadn’t she and everybody else in the parish heard him laugh and joke like never before?

Lord help, it must be virgin’s bower that was making her eyes burn and her sinuses drain. Virgin’s bower mixed with lilies, the bane of her existence, and nobody with the simple courtesy to remove the pollen from the anthers, which means it would be flying around in here like so much snuff, and her with no Sinu-Tabs in her pocketbook and too late to do anything about it.

Pete Jamison made his way into the nave of Lord’s chapel, where a robed and expectant choir overflowed from the narthex. Embarrassed at being late, he dodged through the throng to the rear wall and stood, reverent and shaken, feeling at once a stranger here and also oddly at home. He realized his breath was coming in shallow gasps, probably because he’d run more than a block from the Collar Button where he’d parked—or was it from the excitement he felt in being here for the first time since his life had been changed forever?

Two rows from the front, on the gospel side, Miss Sadie sat holding hands with Louella, oblivious of the time and enjoying the music. She felt certain that the emotions stirring in her breast were those of any proud mother.

After all, Father Tim wasn’t merely her priest, her  brother in Christ, and one of the dearest friends of this life, he was also like a son. Who else would run up the hill after a hard rain and empty the soup kettle sitting brimful under the leak in her ceiling? And who else would sit for hours listening to her ramble, while appearing to be genuinely interested? God in His Providence had not seen fit to bless her with children, but He’d given her Olivia Harper and Timothy Kavanagh! And, since she’d helped raise Louella from a baby, she could almost count her pewmate as her child—Lord knows, she wasn’t but ten years old when she’d begun diapering and dressing that little dark baby as if it were her own!

Miss Sadie wiped a tear with the handkerchief she had carefully chosen for the occasion, a lace-trimmed square of white Irish linen monogrammed with her mother’s initial, and turned and smiled proudly at Louella, who looked a perfect blossom in the lavender dress.

Dooley Barlowe swallowed hard. It would have been fine if everything had started when it was supposed to, but here it was twenty minutes after five and who knew where Cynthia and Father Tim were, like maybe they both got scared and ran off, or had a fight and weren’t going through with it. He felt foolish sitting here in the front row, all of them tricked into waiting  like a bunch of stupid goats, listening to organ music. He was about to die to go to the toilet, but if he tried now to make it to the parish hall, everybody would know where he was going.

He crossed his legs and squeezed his eyes shut and jiggled his foot and went through the verses again.

Reverend Absalom Greer had purposely followed Sadie Eleanor Baxter into the nave, though he tried to appear as if he had no idea she was anywhere around. He followed her so he could sit behind her and look at her again. Who knows when the Lord might call him Home and this would be his last chance on earth to see her face?

The way it fell out was, he was the first to go into the pew behind her, which meant he had to sit all the way to the end, by the window of Jesus washing the disciples’ feet. He thought this location was a blessing from above, seeing as he could look at her in profile instead of at the little gray knot on the back of her head.

Absalom felt such a stirring in his breast that he might have been fourteen years old, going up Hogback to see Annie Hawkins, carrying two shot quails and a mess of turnips in a poke. Annie’s mama was dead of pneumonia and her daddy not heard of since the flood, and as Annie was left to raise a passel of brothers and sisters, he never went up Hogback without victuals;  once he’d killed a deer and helped her skin it and jerk the meat.

It had taken him three years to get over big-boned, sassy-mouthed Annie Hawkins, but he’d never gotten over Sadie Baxter. Sadie had filled his dreams, his waking hours, his prayers for many a year; he’d earnestly hoped she would forget Willard Porter and marry him. Finally, the burning hope had fizzled into a kind of faint glow that laid on his heart like embers, making him smile occasionally and nod his head and whisper her name. He’d confessed this lingering and soulful love only to the Almighty and never told another, though sometimes his sister, Lottie, suspicioned how he was feeling and derided him with a cool stare.

Reverend Greer settled stiffly into the creaking pew and nodded to those around him and bowed his head and prayed for his dear brother in the Lord, Tim Kavanagh, as fine a man as God ever gave breath to, amen. When he lifted his head and looked at Sadie’s profile and the tender smile on her face, the tears sprang instantly to his eyes and he fetched the handkerchief from his pocket, the handkerchief Lottie had starched and ironed’til it crackled like paper, and thanked the Lord Jesus that he still had eyes to see and tears to wipe, hallelujah.

Pete Jamison, though six-foot-three, eased himself up on the balls of his feet so he could see down front to  the gospel side. He found the pew where he sat the day he had wandered, alarmed and desperate, into the darkened church. It had been sometime around Thanksgiving and there was snow on the ground; he remembered noticing his incoming tracks as he left the church a different man, one to whom everything seemed fresh and new.

He’d knelt that day and cried out to God, asking a simple question: Are you up there? He wasn’t trying to get anything from God, he wasn’t begging for money or success, though at the time he urgently needed both, he just wanted to know more desperately than he’d ever wanted to know anything in his life, if God was up there—no more ifs, ands, or buts, just yes or no. Now he knew the answer more completely than he could ever have hoped or imagined.

He felt tears smart his eyes, and his heart expand. The music was beginning to enter him; he was beginning to hear it over the pounding of his heart, and was glad to feel the joy of this time and place as if it might, in some small way, belong also to him.

Standing outside the church door in the warm September afternoon, Katherine Kavanagh saw the bride and groom literally galloping down the street, and suppressed a shout of relief. She tugged on her skirt for the umpteenth time and tried to relax her tense shoulders so  the jacket would fall below her waistline. In the desperate half hour she’d waited for Cynthia to show up, she had decided what to do. The minute she returned home, she was suing the airline, who had gotten away with their criminal behavior long enough.

Though wanting very much to dash across the churchyard and meet Cynthia, she realized this impetuous behavior would cause her skirt to ride up. She stood, therefore, frozen as a mullet as she watched the bride sprinting into the home stretch.

Next to the aisle on the epistle side, Emma Newland nearly jumped out of her seat as the organ cranked up to a mighty roar. The thirty-seven-voice ecumenical choir was at last processing in, sending a blast of energy through the congregation as if someone had fired a cannon.

The congregation shot to its feet, joining the choir in singing hymn number 410 with great abandon and unmitigated relief:Praise my Soul the King of Heaven; 
To His feet thy tribute bring; 
Ransomed, healed, restored, forgiven, 
Evermore His praises sing; 
Alleluia, alleluia! 
Praise the everlasting King!





Dooley Barlowe felt something happen to the top of his head. He had opened his mouth with the rest of the congregation and heard words flow out in a strong and steady voice he scarcely recognized as his own.

Praise Him for His grace and favor;
 To His people in distress;
 Praise Him still the same as ever,
 Slow to chide and swift to bless.
 Alleluia, alleluia,
 Glorious in His faithfulness.



Dooley thought Father’s Tim’s voice carried loud and clear from where he stood with the bishop and Walter at the rail. The bishop was decked out in a really weird hat, but looked cool as anything otherwise. As for Father Tim, he’d never seen him in a tuxedo before and thought he looked . . . different, maybe sort of handsome.

The tremor in his stomach subsided; he felt suddenly tall and victorious and forgot about having to go to the toilet.

Hessie Mayhew gazed at Stuart Cullen, whom she found exceedingly good-looking, and thought it was a darned good thing that Episcopal clergy were allowed to marry, otherwise it could cause a rumpus. She’d never  chased after clergy like some women she knew, but she couldn’t dismiss their powerful attraction, either. Anyway, who’d want to tie the knot with a preacher and end up with a whole churchful of people pulling you to pieces day and night? Head this, chair that! No, indeed, no clergy for her, thank you very much.

She fluffed her scarf over the odd rash that had appeared on her neck, dismissing it as one of the several hazards of her calling, and hoped the bishop was noticing the flowers and that someone would tell him about Hessie Mayhew, who, even if she was Presbyterian, knew a thing or two about the right and proper way to beautify a church.

Angels, help us to adore Him;
 Ye behold Him face to face;
 Sun and moon, bow down before Him,
 Dwellers in all time and space.
 Alleluia, alleluia!
 Praise with us the God of grace.



Jena Ivey could not carry a tune in a bucket and preferred to look at the stained-glass window for the duration of the processional hymn. The window was of Christ being baptized while John the Baptist stood onshore in his animal skin outfit. It seemed to her that St.  John could have presented himself better, seeing it was the Lord Jesus who was getting baptized; like it wasn’t as if St. John didn’t know He was coming, for Pete’s sake. Look at the three wise men, who always appeared nicely groomed, though they’d been riding camels for two years.

She was startled by the sound of the trumpet only a few feet away, causing, simultaneously, an outbreak of goose bumps and a wild pounding of her heart.

Then, suddenly, there was the matron of honor charging down the aisle; Jena didn’t have a clue who this woman might be, she was tall as a giraffe. That’s the way it was with weddings, they turned out people you’d never seen before in your life and would never see again.

Emma thought the matron of honor blew past like she was going to a fire, canceling any opportunity to study the skimpy cut of Katherine Kavanagh’s suit, or to check out the kind of shoes she had on. She did, however, get a whiff of something that wasn’t flowers, it was definitely perfume, possibly from Macy’s or some such.

Then came Rebecca Jane Owen and Amy Larkin, wearing velvet hair bows the color of green Baxter apples. As far as Emma could tell, they were fairly smothered with flowers; you’d think Hessie Mayhew would scale down for children, but oh, no, Hessie scaled up, these two infants were fairly tottering under the weight of what looked like full bushes of hydrangeas.

Jabbing Harold to do the same, Emma swiveled her head to see the bride trotting behind the small entourage.

Cynthia Coppersmith was flushed as a girl—her eyes shining, her face expectant, her hair curled damply around her face as if she’d just won a game of tag. Emma thought she looked sixteen years old if she was a day, and her suit was exactly the color of a crayon Emma had favored in first grade, aquamarine. She appeared to be moving fast, but that was all right—hadn’t she herself run lickety-split to marry Harold Newland, starved to death for affection after ten years of widowhood and thrilled at the prospect of someone to hug her neck every night?

Emma leaned over the arm of the pew so she could see Father Tim as his bride approached the altar. The look on his face made her want to shut her eyes, as if she’d intruded upon something terribly precious and private.

“Dearly beloved, we have come together in the presence of God to witness and bless the joining together of this man and this woman in Holy Matrimony. The bond and covenant of marriage was established by God in creation, and our Lord Jesus Christ adorned this manner of life by His presence and first miracle at a wedding in  Cana of Galilee. It signifies to us the mystery of the union between Christ and His Church, and Holy Scripture commends it to be honored among all people.

“The union of husband and wife in heart, body, and mind is intended by God for their mutual joy; for the help and comfort given one another in prosperity and adversity; and, when it is God’s will, for the procreation of children and their nurture in the knowledge and love of the Lord. Therefore marriage is not to be entered into unadvisedly or lightly, but reverently, deliberately, and in accordance with the purposes for which it was instituted by God.

“Into this holy union, Cynthia Clary Coppersmith and Timothy Andrew Kavanagh now come to be joined. . . .”

Uncle Billy Watson hoped and prayed his wife would not fall asleep and snore; it was all he could do to keep his own eyes open. Sitting with so many people in a close church on a close afternoon was nearabout more than a man could handle. He kept alert by asking himself a simple question: When it came time, would he have mustard on his ham, or eat it plain?

“Cynthia, will you have this man to be your husband; to live together in the covenant of marriage? Will you love him, comfort him, honor and keep him, in sickness and in health; and, forsaking all others, be faithful to him as long as you both shall live?”

Winnie Ivey clasped her hand over her heart and felt tears burn her cheeks. To think that God would give this joy to people as old as herself and no spring chickens . . .

The bride’s vow was heard clearly throughout the nave. “I will!”

“Timothy, will you have this woman to be your wife; to live together in the covenant of marriage? Will you love her, comfort her, honor and keep her, in sickness and in health; and, forsaking all others, be faithful to her as long as you both shall live?”

“I will!”

“Will all of you witnessing these promises do all in your power to uphold these two persons in their marriage?”

“We will!”

At the congregational response, Dooley Barlowe quickly left the front pew by the sacristy door and took his place in front of the altar rail. As he faced the cross and bowed, one knee trembled slightly, but he locked it in place and drew a deep breath.

Don’t let me mess up, he prayed, then opened his mouth and began to sing.

Oh, perfect Love, all human thought transcending,
 Lowly we kneel in prayer before Thy throne,
 That theirs may be the love which knows no ending,
 Whom Thou forevermore dost join in one.



It all sounded lovey-dovey, thought Emma, but she knew one thing—it would never work if Cynthia sat around drawing cats while her husband wanted his dinner! Oh, Lord, she was doing it again, and this time without intending to; she was running down a person who didn’t have a mean bone in her body. She closed her eyes and asked forgiveness.

She’d held on to her reservations about Cynthia like a tightwad squeezes a dollar, but she felt something in her heart finally giving way as if floodgates were opening, and she knew at last that she honestly approved of the union that would bind her priest’s heart for all eternity. Disgusted with herself for having forgotten to bring a proper handkerchief, Emma mopped her eyes with a balled-up napkin from Pizza Hut.

Oh, perfect Life, be Thou their full assurance
 Of tender charity and steadfast faith,
 Of patient hope and quiet, brave endurance,
 With childlike trust that fears nor pain nor death.



Pete Jamison pondered the words “childlike trust that fears nor pain nor death,” and knew that’s what he’d been given the day he’d cried out to God in this place and God had answered by sending Father Kavanagh. He remembered distinctly what the father had said: “You may be asking the wrong question. What you may want to ask is, Are You down here?”

He’d prayed a prayer that day with the father, a simple thing, and was transformed forever, able now to stand in this place knowing without any doubt at all that, yes, God is down here and faithfully with us. He remembered the prayer as if he’d uttered it only yesterday. Thank you, God, for loving me, and for sending Your son to die for my sins. I sincerely repent of my sins, and receive Christ as my personal savior. Now, as Your child, I turn my entire life over to You. He’d never been one to surrender anything, yet that day, he had surrendered everything. When the church was quiet and the celebration over, he’d go down front and kneel in the same place he’d knelt before, and give thanks.

Gene Bolick wondered how a man Father Tim’s age would be able to keep up his husbandly duties. As for himself, all he wanted to do at night was hit his recliner after supper and sleep ’til bedtime. Maybe the father knew something he didn’t know. . . .

Louella heard people all around her sniffling and  blowing their noses, it was a regular free-for-all. And Miss Sadie, she was the worst of the whole kaboodle, bawling into her mama’s handkerchief to beat the band. Miss Sadie loved that little redheaded, freckle-face white boy because he reminded her of Willard Porter, who came up hard like Dooley and ended up amounting to something.

Louella thought Miss Cynthia looked beautiful in her dressy suit; and that little bit of shimmering thread in the fabric and those jeweled buttons, now, that was something, that was nice, and look there, she wasn’t wearing shoes dyed to match, she was wearing black pumps as smart as you please. Louella knew from reading the magazines Miss Olivia brought to Fernbank that shoes dyed to match were out of style

It seemed to her that the sniffling was getting worse by the minute, and no wonder—just listen to that boy sing! Louella settled back in the pew, personally proud of Dooley, Miss Cynthia, the father, and the whole shooting match.

Finally deciding on mustard, Uncle Billy abandoned the game. He’d better come up with another way to noodle his noggin or he’d drop off in a sleep so deep they’d have to knock him upside the head with a twoby-four. He determined to mentally practice his main joke, and if that didn’t work, he was done for.

Grant them the joy which brightens earthly sorrow,
 Grant them the peace which calms all earthly strife,
 And to life’s day the glorious unknown morrow
 That dawns upon eternal love and life.
 Amen.



Dooley returned to his pew without feeling the floor beneath his feet. He was surprised to find he was trembling, as if he’d been live-wired. But it wasn’t fear, anymore, it was . . . something else.
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Father Tim took Cynthia’s right hand in his, and carefully spoke the words he had never imagined might be his own.

“In the name of God, I, Timothy, take you, Cynthia, to be my wife, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, until we are parted by death.

“This is my solemn vow.”

They loosed their hands for a moment, a slight movement that caused the candle flames on the altar to tremble. Then she took his right hand in hers.

“In the name of God, I, Cynthia, take you, Timothy,  to be my husband, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, until we are parted by death.

“This is my solemn vow.”

As Walter presented the ring to the groom, the bishop raised his right hand. “Bless, O Lord, these rings to be a sign of the vows by which this man and this woman have bound themselves to each other; through Jesus Christ our Lord, Amen.”

“Cynthia, I give you this ring as a symbol of my vow, and with all that I am, and all that I have, I honor you, in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.”

She felt the worn gold ring slipping on her finger; it seemed weightless, a band of silk.

Katherine stepped forward then, delivering the heavy gold band with the minuscule engraving upon its inner circle: Until heaven and then forever.

“Timothy . . . I give you this ring as a symbol of my vow, and with all that I am, and all that I have, I honor you, in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.”

Hessie Mahew was convinced the bishop looked right into her eyes as he spoke.

“Now that Cynthia and Timothy have given themselves to each other by solemn vows, with the joining of hands and the giving and receiving of rings, I pronounce that they are husband and wife, in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

“Those whom God has joined together . . . let no man put asunder.”

Dooley felt the lingering warmth in his face and ears, and heard the pounding of his heart. No, it wasn’t fear anymore, it was something else, and he thought he knew what it was.

It was something maybe like . . . happiness.




 CHAPTER TEN

 The Beginning
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Henry Oldman met them at the airport in the Cullen camp car, a 1981 turquoise Chevy Impala that made the rector’s Buick look mint condition, showroom.

It was theirs to drive for the week, and they dropped Henry off at his trim cottage with a two-stall cow barn and half-acre garden plot. While Cynthia chatted with Mrs. Oldman, Henry gave him the drill.

“New tires,” Henry said, delivering a swift kick to the aforesaid.

“Wonderful!”

“New fan belt.”

“Great!”

“Miz Oldman washed y’r seat covers.”

“Outstanding. Glad to hear it.”

“Mildew.”

The handyman who’d served the Cullens for nearly  fifty Maine summers was sizing him up pretty good, he thought; trying to figure whether he’d be a proper steward for such fine amenities.

“You’ll be stayin’ in th’ big house, what they call th’ lodge. Miz Oldman put this ’n’ that in y’r icebox. Juice an’ cereal an’ whatnot.”

“We thank you.”

Henry pulled at his lower lip. “Washin’ machine door come off, wouldn’t use it much if I was you.”

“I suppose not.”

“Downstairs toilet handle needs jigglin’ or it’s bad to run. Ordered th’ part t’ fix it, but hadn’t got it yet.”

“We’ll remember.”

“You got a pretty big hole in y’r floor. Last year or two, we’ve had more’n one snake come in.”

“Which floor exactly?”

“Dinin’ room. I set a barrel over it, Bishop said it’d be all right ’til I can get somethin’ to fix it. Had a rag in th’ hole but somethin’ chewed it out.”

Now we’re getting down to it, he thought.

“Got rid of y’r ants, but not much luck with th’ mice, mice’re smarter’n we give ’em credit for.”

His wife didn’t need to know this. Not any of this.

Henry kicked the tire again for good measure. “Attic stairs, you pull ’em down, they won’t go up ag’in.”

The rector shrugged. He’d rather have a root canal without Novocain than stand here another minute.

“Course you know there’s no electric at th’ Cullen place.”

No electric? His blood pressure was shooting up; he could feel the pounding in his temples. “What lights the place? Pine torches?”

“Only two places hereabout still has gas-lit.”

He hadn’t fared so badly since trucking off at the age of nine to Camp Mulhaven, where he entertained a double-barreled dose of chiggers and poison ivy. What would Cynthia think? What had he gotten them into? He’d wring his bishop’s neck, the old buzzard; his socalled honeymoon cottage was a blasted tumbledown shack! He’d call the moment they arrived and give Stuart Cullen a generous piece of his mind. . . .

“Wouldn’t keep any food settin’ on th’ porch.” Henry removed a toothpick from his shirt pocket and pried the circumference of his left molar.

“Why’s that?” He couldn’t remember ever leaving food on a porch. Why would anyone leave food on a porch?

“Bear.”

Bear?

He craned his neck to peer at his wife, standing with  Mrs. Oldman by a flower bed. Thank heaven she hadn’t overheard the last pronouncement.

“Well!” said the rector, putting an end to the veritable Niagara of bad news. “We’ll see you when we bring the car back.”

“You’ll see me tomorrow,” said Henry. “Bishop called today, asked me to come check th’ water, see if it’s runnin’ muddy. Bishop’s daddy, he tried to dig a new well before he passed, but . . .” Henry raised both hands as if he had no responsibility for the failure of this mission, it was some bitter destiny over which he’d lacked any control. “Bishop said bring you some speckled trout, you know how to clean trout?”

“Ahhh,” he said, wordless. He’d never cleaned trout in his life.

Henry raised an eyebrow. “I’ll have Miz Oldman do it for you.”

He could hardly wait to get in the car, if only to sit down.
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These were the days of heaven. . . .

He walked out to the porch, loving the feel of old wood, silken with wear, under his bare feet.

The view took his breath away. Early morning mist  hovered above the platinum lake, and just there, near its center, a small island with a cabin on its narrow shore....

Nothing stirred except waterfowl: He saw a merganser and a string of young ply the water with great determination. Next to the lodge, cedar waxwings dived and swooped in the seed-dowered garden.

It would definitely take some getting used to, but he was liking this place better with every passing moment.

He expanded his chest and sucked in his stomach and circled his arms like propellers, awash in happiness, in contentment—in a kind of energized sloth, if there could be such a thing.

Though they’d slept at his house the first night and at hers on the second, last night had somehow marked the true beginning.

At the rectory, his antediluvian mattress had rolled them into the middle of the bed like hotdogs in a bun. At her house, circumstances were considerably improved, though the alarm clock had, oddly, gone off at three a.m. Odder still, the clock wasn’t in its usual place on her bedside table. Failing to turn on a lamp, they leapt up to locate the blasted thing and, navigating by moonlight alone, had crashed into each other at the bookcase.

But last night had been everything, everything and more.

He cupped his hands and drew them to his face and smelled her warm scent, now and forever mingled with his own. In truth, he had entered into a realm that had little to do with familiar reason and everything to do with a power and mystery he’d never believed possible. Perhaps for the first time in his life, there was nothing he craved to possess, nothing he felt lacking; he was only waiting for his coffee to perk.

He had schlepped the coffee in his suitcase, for which effort his underwear smelled of decaf Antigua and his socks of full-bore French Roast. Eager to begin their honeymoon on a note of thoughtfulness, if not downright servitude, he had gone to the kitchen to concoct the coffee, to be followed by a breakfast of . . . he opened the cabinets and checked the inventory . . . a breakfast of raisin bran in blue tin bowls.

He’d never messed with gas stoves. While chefs were commonly known to prefer cooking with gas, he’d always feared it might blow his head off. Dangerous stuff, gas, he could smell it in here more strongly than in the rest of the house. If he lit a match, they could be spending their honeymoon in Quebec. . . .

But come on, for Pete’s sake, wasn’t he up for a little excitement on this incredibly beautiful, endlessly promising day? Wasn’t all of this an adventure, a new beginning?

He withdrew a kitchen match from the box and studied it soberly, then walked to the gas-powered refrigerator and retrieved the coffee. Now. Where might the coffee pot be lurking?

Aha. That must be it on the shelf above the stove. Then again, surely not. He took it down and inspected it. Campfires. Many campfires. He lifted the lid. Oh, yes, just like his mother once used, there was the basket on its stick....

Thinking he should try and clean the pot, he removed the basket and peered inside. Hopeless! He rinsed it out under a trickle of cold water. That would have to do; this was not, after all, a military kitchen.

He filled the basket with some satisfaction, thankful he’d brought preground, otherwise they’d be chewing beans....

His wife appeared, looking touseled and teenaged in her nightgown. She slipped her arms around his waist and kissed him. “I love campfire coffee!”

Using the flat of his hand, he hammered down on the lid, which, once round, had somehow become oval with age. “What don’t you love, Kavanagh?”

“Ducks that cry all night, beds with creaking springs, and feather pillows with little gnawing things inside.”

“My sentiments exactly.” He smiled at his bride, set the pot on the stove, and struck the match.

“Stand back!” he warned.
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“Those weren’t ducks calling last night.”

They were rocking on the porch, side by side. He had never felt so far from a vestry in his life. “They’re loons.”

“Loons!” she said, marveling.

The ensuing silence was punctuated with birdsong.

“Related to the auks.”

“Who, dearest? The Cullens?”

“The loons.”

“Of course.”

“They mate for life.”

“Lovely! Just like us.”

They watched the navigation of yet another duck family, thought they spotted a bald eagle, counted three kingfishers, sipped a second cup of coffee.

He relished their easy quietude this morning; it held a richness to be savored. Surely he was blessed beyond all reckoning to have a highly verbal wife who could also be quiet. He had always valued that in a woman, in a  man, in a friend. Though his mother had possessed a sparkling way with people and was bright and eager in conversation on many subjects, she also had a gentle quietude that made her companionship ever agreeable.

“God is mercifully allowing me to forget the dreadful experience of getting here,” Cynthia said of yesterday’s journey.

“You mean the four-hour mechanical delay, the two-hour layover, and the forty-five minutes on the runway with no air stirring in the cabin?”

“The same!” she said.

“The usual,” he said.

He wondered what his dog might be doing at the moment. And how about his boy—how was he faring? He’d call home tonight. On second thought, he could forget calling anybody. His bishop had conveniently forgotten to say there was no phone at Cullen camp.

“I love this place, Timothy. It’s so wonderfully simple.”

“What would you like to do today?”

“Nothing!”

He was thrilled to hear it.

“Of course,” she said, “we might pop down to the village and peek in the shops.”

He hated to be the bearer of bad news. “Umm . . .” 

“There are no shops!” she said, reading his mind.

“Right. Only a service station, a small grocery store with a post office, and an unused church.”

“So we can poke through the graveyard. I love graveyards!”

He grinned. “Of course you love graveyards. But I don’t think there’s a graveyard at this particular church. Stuart mentioned that the flock was buried elsewhere.”

She leaned back in the rocker and turned her head and looked into his eyes, smiling. “Well, then,” she murmured.

He took her hand and lightly kissed the tips of her fingers. “Well, then,” he said.
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Henry had come on Wednesday with fresh trout and a blackberry pie baked by Mrs. Oldman, and on Thursday with a free-range chicken, a quart of green beans, a sack of beets and potatoes, and a providential lump of home-churned butter.

In truth, they were savoring unforgettable meals at an oilcloth-covered table on the porch, lighted in the evening by a kerosene lantern. One evening had been crisp and cold enough for a fire; they’d hauled the table indoors and dined by the hearth on a hearty vegetable  stew, sopping their bowls with bread toasted over the fire and slathered with Oldman butter. Each dish they prepared was such a stunning success that he now dreaded going home to four pathetic electric eyes, albeit on a range of more recent vintage.

In the four days since arriving, they’d clung to the porch like moss to a log, celebrating the sunrise, cheering the dazzling sunsets. Their off-porch expeditions had been few—a walk around the lake, twice, and a canoe excursion to the island. Not being water lovers, they made the island foray with considerable temerity. Finding the cabin empty, they picnicked under a fir tree on a threadbare Indian blanket and, setting off for home, found the trip across had so bolstered their confidence that they paddled north for a couple of miles, only to be drenched by a downpour.

Yesterday, they’d climbed through the window of another cabin in the Cullen camp. Sitting on the floor of a room built in 1917, according to the date carved on a rafter, they drank Earl Grey tea from a thermos and told all the jokes they could remember from childhood.

Finding themselves on a roll, she suggested they draw broomstraws to see who’d entertain the other with a retelling of Uncle Billy’s wedding joke.

The rector was not pleased to draw the short straw. After all, who but Uncle Billy could tell an Uncle Billy  joke? He returned the straw. “Sorry,” he said, “but this joke can’t be done without a cane.”

She got up and went to the fireplace, whipped the broom off the hearth, and handed it over.

“Is there no balm . . . ?” he sighed.

“None!” she said.

Using the hearth for a stage and the broom for a cane, he hunkered down and clasped his right lower back, where he thought he might actually feel an arthritic twinge.

“Wellsir, two fellers was workin’ together, don’t you know. First’n, he was bright ’n cheerful, th’ other’n, he didn’t have nothin’ to say, seem like he was mad as whiz. First’n said, ‘Did you wake up grouchy this mornin’?’ Other’n said, ‘Nossir, I let ’er wake ’er own self up.’ ”

Hoots, cheers, general merriment.

“That’s just m’ warm-up, don’t you know, hit ain’t m’ main joke.”

The audience settled down and gazed at him raptly.

“Wellsir, Ol’ Adam, he was mopin’ ’round th’ Garden of Eden feelin’ lonesome, don’t you know. So, the Lord asked ’im, said, ‘Adam, what’s ailin’ you?’ Adam said he didn’t have nobody t’ talk to. Wellsir, th’ Lord tol’ ’im He’d make somebody t’ keep ’im comp’ny, said hit’d be a woman, said, ‘This woman’ll rustle up y’r grub an’ cook it f’r you, an’ when you go t’ wearin’  clothes, she’ll wash ’em f’r you, an’ when you make a decision on somethin’, she’ll agree to it.’ Said, ‘She’ll not nag n’r torment you a single time, an’ when you have a fuss, she’ll give you a big hug an’ say you was right all along.’

“Ol’ Adam, he was jist a-marvelin’ at this.

“The Lord went on, said, ‘She’ll never complain of a headache, an’ ’ll give you love an’ passion whenever you call for it, an’ when you have young’uns, she’ll not ask y’ to git up in th’ middle of th’ night.’ Adam’s eyes got real big, don’t you know, said ‘What’ll a woman like’at cost a feller?’ Th’ Lord said, ‘A arm an’ a leg!’

“Adam pondered a good bit, said, ‘What d’you reckon I could git f’r a rib?”’

Generous applause, ending with the whistle his wife learned as a ten-year-old marble player.

Crawling out the way they’d come in, they left the cabin before dusk and trekked to the lodge on an overgrown path.

During these jaunts, he faithfully looked for bear and stayed alert to protect his wife, though he saw nothing more suspicious than a raccoon seeking to purloin Wednesday’s chicken bones.

Today, Cynthia had hauled out sketch pads and pencils and abandoned any notion of leaving the porch. She vowed she’d seen a moose swimming in the lake and was  not keen to miss further sightings. He, meanwhile, lay in a decrepit hammock and read G. K. Chesterton.

Peace covered them like a shawl; he couldn’t remember such a time of prolonged ease. There were, however, moments when Guilt snatched him by the scruff of the neck, determined to persuade him this was a gift he had no right to unwrap and enjoy, and he’d better watch his step or else....

“Listen to this,” he said. “ ‘An adventure is only an inconvenience rightly considered. An inconvenience is only an adventure wrongly considered.’ ”

She laughed. “I didn’t know G.K. had been to Cullen camp.”

“And this: ‘The Christian ideal has not been tried and found wanting. It has been found difficult, and left untried.’ Does that nail it on the head?” He fairly whooped.

“I love seeing you like this,” she said.

“Like what?”

“Happy . . . resting . . . at ease. No evening news, no phones, no one pulling you this way and that.”

“Stuart knew what he was doing, after all.”

“I have a whole new respect for your bishop,” she declared.

A loon called, a dragonfly zoomed by the porch rail.

“I heard something in our room last night,” she said.  “Something skittering across the floor. What do you think it was?”

“Oh, I don’t know—maybe a chipmunk?” Right there was proof positive that his brain was still working.

“I love chipmunks!”

He put the Chesterton on the floor beside the hammock and lay dazed and dreaming, complete. “ ‘Blessed be the Lord . . . ,’ ” he murmured.

“ ‘. . . who daily loadeth us with benefits!’ ” she exclaimed, finishing the verse from Psalm Sixty-eight.

A wife who could read his mind and finish his Scripture verses. Amazing....

When he awoke, he heard only the faint whisper of her pencils on paper.

“Dearest, could you please zip to the store for us?”

“That car will not zip anywhere,” he said.

“Yes, but we can’t go on like two chicks in the nest, with poor Henry our mother hen. We must have supplies .”

“I suppose it would be a good thing to keep the battery charged.”

“A quart of two-percent milk,” she said, without looking up from her sketch pad, “whole wheat English muffins, brown eggs, an onion—we can’t make another meal without an onion—and three lemons—”

“Wait!” He hauled himself over the side of the  creaking hammock and trotted into the house for a pen and paper.

She held up the sketch and squinted at it. “Oh, and some grapes!” she called after him. “And bacon! Wouldn’t it be lovely to smell bacon frying in the morning? I do love raisin bran, Timothy, but really. . . .”

[image: 047]

Though the late afternoon temperature felt unseasonably warm when he left the car, it was refreshingly cool as he entered the darkened store.

A man in a green apron was dumping potatoes from a sack into a bin; he looked up and nodded.

The rector nodded back, wondering at his odd sense of liberty in being untethered, yet wondering still more about his desire to hurry back to his wife. This was, after all, the first time they’d been apart since the wedding; he felt . . . barren, somehow, bereft. Perhaps it was the sixtysomething years for which, without knowing it, his soul had waited for this inexpressible joy, and he didn’t want to miss a single moment of it. Then again, his joy might owe nothing to having waited, and everything to love, and love alone.

He didn’t understand these things, perhaps he never  would; all he knew or understood was that he wanted to inhale her, to wear her under his very skin—God’s concept of “one flesh” had sprung to life for him in an extraordinary way, it was food, it was nectar; their love seemed the hope of the world, somehow. . . .

He chose a package of thick-sliced market bacon. This was living on the edge, and no two ways about it.

But perhaps he was happiest, in reflection, about the other waiting, the times when the temptation to have it all had been nearly unbearable, but they had drawn back, obeying God’s wisdom for their lives. The drawing back had shaken him, yes, and shaken her, for their love had exposed their desire in a way they’d never known before. Yet, His grace had made them able to wait, to concentrate on the approaching feast instead of the present hunger.

He set his basket on the counter.

“You over on the lake?” the man asked.

“We are.”

“Looks like you’ll have a fine sunset this evenin’.”

He peered through the store windows toward the tree line. Holy smoke! If he hurried, he could make it back to the lodge in time. . . .

“Anything else I can round up for you?”

“This will do it.”

“You sure, now?”

As he took out his wallet, he realized he couldn’t stop smiling.

“Thank you, this is all,” he said. “I have absolutely everything.”
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Soli deo gloria
To God alone be the glory

And in this mountain
The Lord of hosts will make for all people
A feast of choice pieces,
A feast of wines on the lees,
Of fat things full of marrow,
Of well-refined wines on the lees.
Isaiah 25:6, New King James version
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CHAPTER ONE
Go and Tell

Moles again!
Father Tim Kavanagh stood on the front steps of the yellow house and looked with dismay at the mounds of raw earth disgorged upon his frozen March grass.
Holes pocked the lawn, causing it to resemble a lunar surface; berms of dirt crisscrossed the yard like stone walls viewed from an Irish hilltop.
He glanced across the driveway to the rectory, once his home and now his rental property, where the pesky Talpidae were entertaining themselves in precisely the same fashion. Indeed, they had nearly uprooted Hélène Pringle’s modest sign, Lessons for the Piano, Inquire Within; it slanted drunkenly to the right.
Year after year, he’d tried his hand at mole-removal remedies, but the varmints had one-upped him repeatedly; in truth, they appeared to relish coming back for more, and in greater numbers.
He walked into the yard and gave the nearest mound a swift kick. Blast moles to the other side of the moon, and leave it to him to have a wife who wanted them caught in traps and carted to the country where they might frolic in a meadow among buttercups and bluebells.
And who was to do the catching and carting? Yours truly.
He went inside to his study and called the Hard to Beat Hardware in Wesley, believing since childhood that hardware stores somehow had the answers to life’s more vexing problems.
“Voles!” exclaimed the hardware man. “What most people’ve got is voles, they just think they’re moles!”
“Aha.”
“What voles do is eat th’ roots of your plants, chow down on your bulbs an’ all. Have your bulbs bloomed th’ last few years?”
“Why, yes. Yes, they have.”
The hardware man sighed. “So maybe it is moles. Well, they’re in there for the grubs, you know, what you have to do is kill th’ grubs.”
“I was thinking more about ah, taking out the moles.”
“Cain’t do that n’more, state law.”
Even the government had jumped on the bandwagon for moles, demonstrating yet again what government had come to in this country. “So. How do you get rid of grubs?”
“Poison.”
“I see.”
“’Course, some say don’t use it if you got dogs and cats. You got dogs and cats?”
“We do.”
He called Dora Pugh at the hardware on Main Street.
“Whirligigs,” said Dora. “You know, those little wooden propellerlike things on a stick, Ol’ Man Mueller used to make ’em? They come painted an’ all, to look like ducks an’ geese an’ whatnot. When th’ wind blows, their wings fly around, that’s th’ propellers, and th’ commotion sends sound waves down their tunnels and chases ’em out. But you have to use a good many whirligigs.”
He didn’t think his wife would like their lawn studded with whirligigs.
“Plus, there’s somethin’ that works on batt’ries, that you stick in th’ ground. Only thing is, I’d have to order it special, which takes six weeks, an’ by then…”
“…they’d probably be gone, anyway.”
“Right,” said Dora, clamping the phone between her left ear and shoulder while bagging seed corn.
He queried Percy Mosely, longtime proprietor of the Main Street Grill. “What can you do to get rid of moles?”
Percy labeled this a dumb question. “Catch ’em by th’ tail an’ bite their heads off is what I do.”
On his way to the post office, he met Gene Bolick leaving the annual sale on boiled wool items at the Irish Woolen Shop. Gene’s brain tumor, inoperable because of its location near the brain stem, had caused him to teeter as he walked, a sight Father Tim did not relish seeing in his old friend and parishioner.
“Look here!” Gene held up a parcel. “Cardigan sweater with leather buttons, fifty percent off, and another twenty percent today only. Better get in there while th’ gettin’s good.”
“No, thanks, the Busy Fingers crowd in Whitecap knitted me a cardigan that will outlast the Sphinx. Tell me, buddy—do you know anything about getting rid of moles?”
“Moles? My daddy always hollered in their holes and they took off every whichaway.”
“What did he say when he hollered?”
Gene cleared his throat, tilted toward Father Tim’s right ear, and repeated the short, but fervent, litany.
“My goodness!” said the earnest gardener, blushing to the very roots of what hair he had left.
 
He heard the receiver being crushed against the capacious bosom of his bishop’s secretary, and a muffled conversation. He thought it appealingly quaint not to be put on hold and have his ear blasted with music he didn’t want to hear in the first place.
“Timothy! A blessed Easter to you!”
“And to you, Stuart!”
“I was thinking of you only this morning.”
“Whatever for? Some interim pulpit assignment in outer Mongolia?”
“No, just thinking that we haven’t had a really decent chinwag in, good heavens, since before you went down to Whitecap.”
“An eon, to be precise.” Well, a couple of years, anyway.
“Come and have lunch with me,” suggested his bishop, sounding…sounding what? Pensive? Wistful?
“I’ll do it!” he said, decidedly spontaneous after last Sunday’s Easter celebration. “I’ve been meaning to come for a visit, there’s something I’d like us to talk over. I may have a crate of moles that must be taken to the country. I can release them on my way to you.”
“A crate of…moles.”
“Yes.” He didn’t want to discuss it further.
 
But he couldn’t catch the blasted things. He prodded their tunnels with sticks, a burlap sack at the ready; he shouted into their burrows, repeating what Gene had recommended, though in a low voice; he blew his honorary Mitford Reds coach’s whistle; he stomped on the ground like thunder.
“I give up,” he told his wife, teeth chattering from the cold.
He noted the streak of blue watercolor on her chin, a sure sign she was working on her current children’s book starring Violet, the real-life white cat who usually resided atop their refrigerator.
“But you just started!”
“Started? I’ve been working at it a full half hour.”
“Ten minutes max,” Cynthia said. “I watched you, and I must say I never heard of getting rid of moles by shouting down their tunnels.”
He pulled his gloves off his frozen hands and sat on a kitchen stool, disgusted. His dog sprawled at his feet and yawned.
“I mean, what were you saying when you shouted?”
He had no intention of telling her. “If you still want them caught and crated up, you do the catching and crating, and I’ll haul them to the country. A fair division of labor.” He was sick of the whole business.
Cynthia glared at him as if she were his fifth-grade teacher and he a dunce on the stool. “Why don’t you just stop fretting over it, Timothy? Let them have their day!”
Have their day! That was the artistic temperament for you. “But they’re ruining the lawn I’ve slaved over for years, the lawn you dreamed of, longed for, indeed craved, so that you might walk on it barefoot—and I quote—‘as upon a bolt of unfurled velvet.’”
“Oh, for heaven’s sake, did I say such a silly thing?”
He rolled his eyes.
“Timothy, you know that if you simply turn your head for a while, the humps will go down, the holes will fill in, and by May or June, the lawn will be just fine.”
She was right, of course, but that wasn’t the point.
“I love you bunches,” she said cheerily, trotting down the hall to her studio.
 
He pulled on his running clothes with the eagerness of a kid yanked from bed on the day of a test he hadn’t studied for.
Exercise was good medicine for diabetes, but he didn’t have to like it. In truth, he wondered why he didn’t enjoy running anymore. He’d once enjoyed it immensely.
“Peaks and valleys,” he muttered. His biannual checkup was just around the bend, and he was going to walk into Hoppy Harper’s office looking good.
 
As the Lord’s Chapel bells tolled noon, he was hightailing it to the Main Street Grill, where a birthday lunch for J. C. Hogan would be held in the rear booth.
Flying out the door of Happy Endings Bookstore, he hooked a left and crashed into someone, full force.
Edith Mallory staggered backward, regained her balance, and gave him a look that made his blood run cold.
“Edith! I’m terribly sorry.”
“Why don’t you watch where you’re going?” She jerked the broad collar of a dark mink coat more securely around her face. “Clergy,” she said with evident distaste. “They’re always preoccupied with lofty thoughts, aren’t they?”
Not waiting for an answer, she swept past him into Happy Endings, where the bell jingled wildly on the door.
 
“’Er High Muckety Muck traipsed by a minute ago,” said Percy Mosely, wiping off the table of the rear booth.
Father Tim noted that the slur of her perfume had been left on his clothes. “I just ran into her.”
“I’d like t’ run into ’er…,” said the Grill owner, “with a eighteen-wheeler.”
If there was anyone in town who disliked Edith Mallory more than himself, it was Percy Mosely, who, a few years ago, had nearly lost his business to Edith’s underhanded landlord tactics. It was clergy, namely yours truly, who had brought her nefarious ambitions to utter ruin. Thus, if there was anyone in town whom Edith Mallory could be presumed to despise more than Tim Kavanagh, he didn’t have a clue who it might be.
“Ever’ time I think I’ve seen th’ last of that witch on a broom, back she comes like a dog to ’is vomit.”
“Cool it, Percy, your blood pressure…”
“An’ Ed Coffey still drivin’ ’er around in that Lincoln like th’ Queen of England, he ought t’ be ashamed of his sorry self, he’s brought disgrace on th’ whole Coffey line.”
J. C. Hogan, Muse editor and Grill regular, slammed his overstuffed briefcase into the booth and slid in. “You’ll never guess what’s hit Main Street.”
Percy looked fierce. “Don’t even mention ’er name in my place.”
“Joe Ivey and Fancy Skinner are locked in a price war.” J.C. pulled a large handkerchief from his hip pocket and wiped his face.
“A price war?” asked Father Tim.
“Head to head, you might say. Fancy had this big sign painted and put in her window upstairs, said, Haircuts Twelve Dollars, All Welcome. First thing you know, Joe puts a sign downstairs, says, Haircuts Eleven Dollars.”
Joe Ivey’s one-chair barbershop was located in a former storage room behind the kitchen of his sister’s Sweet Stuff Bakery. The only other game in town was Fancy Skinner’s unisex hair salon, A Cut Above, which rented the upstairs area over the bakery. “Poetic irony,” is what one Grill customer called the arrangement.
“So Fancy cranks her price down to ten bucks and has her sign repainted. Then Joe drops his price, changes his sign, and gives me an ad that says, ‘Haircuts nine-fifty. Free chocolate chip cookie to every customer.’”
“Cutthroat,” said Percy.
“I don’t know where this’ll end,” said J.C., “but if you need a haircut, now’s the time.”
“Happy birthday!” Father Tim thought they should get to the point.
“Right. Happy birthday!” said Percy. “You can be one of th’ first to order offa my new menu.”
J.C. scowled. “I was used to the old menu.”
“This is my an’ Velma’s last year in this hole-in-th’-wall, I wanted to go out with a bang.” Percy stepped to the counter and proudly removed three menus on which the ink was scarcely dry and handed them around. He thought the Wesley printer had come up with a great idea for this new batch—the cover showed the Grill motto set in green letters that were sort of swirling up, like steam, from a coffee mug: Eat here once and you’ll be a regular.
“Where’s Mule at?” asked Percy.
“Beats me,” said Father Tim. “Probably getting a haircut.”
“So how old are you?” Percy wanted to know.
J.C. grinned. “Fourteen goin’ on fifteen is what Adele says.”
“Gag me with a forklift,” said Mule, skidding into the booth. “He’s fifty-six big ones, I know because I saw his driver’s license when he wrote a check at Shoe Barn.”
“OK, give me your order and hop to it, Velma’s havin’ a perm down at Fancy’s and I’m shorthanded. Free coffee in this booth, today only.”
“I don’t want coffee,” said Mule. “I was thinkin’ more like sweet ice tea.”
“Coffee’s free, tea’s another deal.” J.C. opened his menu, looking grim. “You spelled potato wrong!” he announced.
“Where at?” asked Percy.
“Right here where it says ‘tuna croissant with potatoe chips.’ There’s no e in potato.”
“Since when?”
“Since ever.”
Look who’s talking, thought Father Tim.
“I’ll be darned,” said Mule. “Taco salad! Can you sell taco salad in this town?”
“Taco salad,” muttered Percy, writing on his order pad.
“Wait a minute, I didn’t say I wanted taco salad, I was just discussin’ it.”
“I don’t have time for discussin’,” said Percy. “I got a lunch crowd comin’ in.”
Father Tim noticed Percy’s face was turning beet-red. Blood pressure, the stress of a new menu…
“So what is a taco salad, anyway?” asked Mule.
The Muse editor looked up in amazement. “Have you been livin’ under a rock? Taco salad is salad in a taco, for Pete’s sake.”
“No, it ain’t,” said Percy. “It’s salad in a bowl with taco chips scattered on top.”
Mule sank back in the booth, looking depressed. “I’ll have what I been havin’ before th’ new menu, a grilled pimiento cheese on white bread, hold th’ mayo.”
“Do you see anything on this menu sayin’ pimiento cheese? On this menu, we don’t have pimiento cheese, we ain’t goin’ to get pimiento cheese, and that’s th’ end of it.” The proprietor stomped away, looking disgusted.
“You made him mad,” said J.C., wiping his face with his handkerchief.
“How can a man make a livin’ without pimiento cheese on his menu?” Mule asked.
“’Less you want to run down to th’ tea shop and sit with th’ women, there’s nowhere else to eat lunch in this town…”—J.C. poked the menu—“so you better pick something offa here. How about a fish burger? Lookit, ‘four ounces breaded and deep-fried haddock filet served on a grilled bun with lettuce, tomato, and tartar sauce.’”
“I don’t like tartar sauce.”
Father Tim thought he might slide to the floor and lie prostrate. “I’m having the chef’s salad!” he announced, hoping to set an example.
Mule looked relieved. “Fine, that’s what I’ll have.” He drummed his fingers on the table. “On the other hand, you never know what’s in a chef’s salad when you deal with this chef.”
“I’m havin’ th’ tuna melt,” said J.C., “plus th’ fish burger and potato skins!”
“Help yourself,” said Mule. “Have whatever you want, it’s on us.” He peered intently at the menu. “‘Chili crowned with tortilla chips and cheese,’ that might be good.”
“Here he comes, make up your mind,” snapped J.C.
“I’ll have th’ chili deal,” said Mule, declining eye contact with Percy. “But only if it comes without beans.”
Percy gave him a stony look. “How can you have chili without beans? That’s like a cheeseburger without cheese.”
“Right,” said J.C. “Or a BLT without bacon.”
Father Tim closed his eyes as if in prayer, feeling his blood sugar plummet into his loafers.
 
So what are you doing these days?
It was a casual and altogether harmless question, the sort of thing anyone might inquire of the retired. But he hated it. And now, on the heels of the very same question asked only yesterday by a former parishioner…
“So what’n th’ dickens do you do all day?”
Mule had left to show a house, J.C. had trudged upstairs to work on Monday’s layout, and Percy stood beside the rear booth, squinting at him as if he were a beetle on a pin.
After nearly four years of retirement, why hadn’t he been able to formulate a pat answer? He usually reported that he supplied various churches here and there, which was true, of course, but it sounded lame. Indeed, he once said, without thinking, “Oh, nothing much.” Upon hearing such foolishness out of his mouth, he felt covered with shame.
In his opinion, God hadn’t put anyone on earth to do “nothing much.” Thus, in the first year following his interim at Whitecap, he’d given endless hours to the Wesley Children’s Hospital, second only to the church as his favorite charitable institution. He had even agreed to do something he roundly despised: raise funds. To his amazement, he had actually raised some.
He’d also worked on the lawns of the rectory and the yellow house until people had been known to slow their cars and stare. Occasionally, a total stranger would park at the curb and ask if they could take a picture.
During the second year, he’d given a hand to their new mayor, Andrew Gregory, and supplied pulpits in Wesley, Holding, Charlotte, Asheville, Morganton, Johnson City, and, for a span of several months, Hickory. Somehow, it had been enough. Almost.
He was never unaware that something was gnawing at him, he couldn’t say what. Perhaps it was nothing more or less than his masculine ego needing a good-size feeding; in any case, there was a certain restlessness in his spirit, something of feeling unworthy and not quite up to things anymore.
His wife suggested they go to the Dordogne, or even Africa, and he tried to get excited about traveling to faraway places, but couldn’t.
In the end, why beat around the bush? A church! That’s what he needed. He was homesick for his own flock to feed, to herd around. Occasionally he even missed typing a pew bulletin, though he would never have confided such a peculiarity to another living soul.
Why had he retired, anyway? He might have stayed on at Lord’s Chapel ’til the cows came home. When he finally severed that comfortable connection, he was hugely up for freedom and adventure, yet now he wondered what he could have been thinking.
Sometime during the winter, a compelling thought had occurred to him, something for which he and Cynthia had since been seeking God’s wisdom. Not knowing exactly how to press forward with such a notion, he decided to discuss it with Stuart. That would help settle things.
In the meantime, he’d begun doing what any self-respecting retired clergyman ought to do: He was writing a book, notably a book of essays that he’d begun on the first day of the new year.
The only problem with this was, he couldn’t tell anyone about it.
Percy leaned into the booth and squinted down at him, knitting his brows. Father Tim could practically feel his hot breath. “So do you lay up in th’ bed of a mornin’—or what?”
Percy wouldn’t know an essay if he met it on the street; thus he found himself reporting a list of activities so monumental in length that Percy yawned in his face. Later, he wished he hadn’t included the part about cleaning mildew off his old shoes and organizing his socks by color. He also felt that his confession of cooking and washing up most evenings was a little over the top—in fact, certain to be fodder for idle gossip from one end of Main Street to the other.
Another thing that dogged him was the uneasy suspicion that writing essays was an indulgent and egocentric thing to do. For that reason, he considered changing horses in midstream and writing his memoirs.
Didn’t memoirs have a certain cachet these days? In some circles, they were a positive rage. However, he couldn’t imagine saying to anyone, I’m writing my memoirs. Writing about one’s life presumed that one had a life worth writing about. And, of course, he did, but only since marrying his next-door neighbor at the age of sixty-two. Now, that was memoir.
But no, he wasn’t a memoir man; when push came to shove, he was an essay man. He had longed, rather childishly, to reveal his secret to someone; after all, he was more than ninety pages along and very much liking the momentum he’d gained.
When Mule didn’t show up for breakfast the following morning due to a treadmill test at the hospital, Father Tim impulsively decided to reveal his personal tidbit to J. C. Hogan, who was as close to literati as Mitford was likely to produce in this lifetime.
“Say that again,” said J.C., cupping his ear as if he’d misunderstood.
“Essays!” he repeated, suddenly feeling like a perfect idiot.
“I’m…ah, writing a book of essays.”
The Muse editor had a blank look as he forked a sausage link. “I’ve read a couple of essays,” he said, shoving the sausage into his mouth and following it with half a buttered biscuit. “Doo fimmity glogalong. Doo muss ahtoo.”
Father Tim sighed. “That’s one way of looking at it.”
“So,” said J.C., “what kind of business do you think Edith Mallory will bring in here when Percy retires?”
“Heaven only knows. It’s anybody’s guess.”
“I could go for a shoe repair,” said J.C., coaxing the last of the grape jam from the container. “Or a dry cleaner. I’m over goin’ all th’ way to Wesley to get my pants pressed.”
“You wouldn’t have to get ’em pressed if you’d quit hangin’ ’em on th’ floor,” said Percy. Percy had visited the editor’s bachelor quarters prior to his marriage to Adele and had been thunderstruck.
No matter how hard he tried, Father Tim couldn’t imagine meeting J.C. and Mule at the tea shop. It just wouldn’t be the same. Besides, Percy had declared he wouldn’t be caught dead in the place, which was wallpapered in lavender forget-me-nots with matching ruffled curtains.
“Percy!” J.C. yelled in the direction of the grill, “who d’you think Godzilla will move in here when you retire?”
Percy looked disgusted. “A pet shop is what Ron Malcolm said was comin’.” The very thought of that smell blasting out onto Main Street was enough to make a man throw up his gizzard.
“No way!” said J.C. “People in Mitford don’t get pets at a pet shop. They wait ’til somethin’ shows up at their back door. Idn’t that right?” he asked Father Tim, who, after all, should know.
 
“‘O Lord, You are my portion and my cup…,’” he recited in unison with Cynthia and the other congregants at St. Paul’s in Wesley.
“‘It is You who uphold my lot. My boundaries enclose a pleasant land; indeed, I have a goodly heritage. I will bless the Lord Who gives me counsel; my heart teaches me, night after night. I have set the Lord always before me; because He is at my right hand I shall not fall.’”
Cynthia slipped her arm around him as they shared the Psalter. “‘My heart, therefore, is glad, and my spirit rejoices; my body also shall rest in hope. For You will not abandon me to the grave, nor let Your holy one see the Pit.’
“‘You will show me the path of life; in Your presence there is fullness of joy, and in Your right hand are pleasures for evermore.’”
His heart felt warmed by the familiar words, words he had memorized—when? How long ago? Had he been ten years old, or twelve?
He looked upon his wife and was moved by a great tenderness in his breast. The boy who had recited those words before a hushed Sunday School class in Holly Springs, Mississippi—what a miracle that he was standing now in this place in Wesley, North Carolina, more than half a century later, feeling the arm of his wife about his waist and knowing a fullness of joy he’d never believed he might experience.
 
Stuart Cullen didn’t appear to be a venerable and much-esteemed bishop. Indeed, at the age of seventy-one, he looked like a man who had just come in from tossing around a football on a back lot.
Father Tim felt oddly proud that his bishop and best friend from seminary looked young and vigorous and entirely without airs; it was a sight to make a man puff out his chest, hold in his stomach, and step smartly into the room where Stuart looked up from the antique walnut desk and smiled.
“My friend!” Stuart exclaimed.
They met in the middle of the room and embraced, the bishop feeling fond of his longtime favorite priest, the priest feeling glad he’d never had the ambition to rise to the top, though he knew perfectly well that’s where the cream resided in the jug. In truth, he was glad someone else was willing to shoulder the staggering weight of higher church life and leave him in peace.
“You look terrific!” said Father Tim, meaning it.
“And old,” Stuart said.
“Old? What is old? Old is a matter of—”
Stuart chuckled. “Now, Timothy, don’t preach me a sermon. Have a seat.”
He had one, amused to see that he and Stuart were dressed almost identically, both of them wearing khakis, a sport shirt, and a collar. “Gold Dust twins,” he said, indicating their gear.
“Except you’re not old, Timothy.”
“What is this business about being old? I’m creaking in the joints like a hay wagon.”
“I always liked your rustic imagery,” said Stuart.
“Too much Wordsworth at an early age,” replied Father Tim.
“Speaking of rustic, did you drop your moles off in the country?”
“A failed mission,” he admitted. “We never caught any to drop off.”
“I despise moles. Or is it voles? And what’s the difference, anyway?”
“You don’t need to know,” said Father Tim. “Now tell me what’s up. You’re looking quizzical. Or perhaps philosophical.”
Stuart sat in a leather wing chair opposite his retired priest and gazed out the window to the garden that his wife cultivated and he puttered in. A pink dogwood in early bloom trembled in a gusting wind. He turned his gaze on his visitor.
“I want to build a cathedral.”
“Ahhh.” Father Tim reflected a moment on this striking pronouncement. “Building cathedrals isn’t a job for the aged.”
“Thinking about it has made me face my mortality; it strikes me that I may never live to see it finished. In truth, considering the funds we’ll need to raise and the time it will take to raise them, I may not be around for the groundbreaking, much less the dedication. We’re not going to borrow a cent, you see.”
“Well, then, we may both be dead and gone.”
“I’ll be seventy-two in eleven months, at which time, as you know, they’ll chase me off with a broom. I’ve always regretted our strict retirement policy. I’ve never felt better in my life. Why should I be forced to retire at seventy-two?”
“Beats me,” said Father Tim.
“In any case, I’m getting a very late start on a cathedral!”
“If you don’t mind the platitude, it’s never too late.”
“I also wonder whether this notion is merely a self-serving desire for immortality, some…strut of the flesh.”
They pondered this together, quietly. The clock on the mantel ticked. “Do you think,” asked Father Tim, “that the desire for immortality was the driving force behind Michelangelo’s David or da Vinci’s Mona Lisa?”
The bishop crossed his legs and appeared to gaze at the toe of his shoe.
“Or behind, shall we say, Handel’s Messiah?”
“I don’t pretend to know what’s behind much of anything we humans do. There are days when it seems that everything we do is for unutterably selfish reasons, then come the days on the mountaintop when we’re able to know the galvanizing truth all over again, which is that we earnestly seek to do it all to the glory of God.”
“What has God said to you about this thing?”
“Quite a lot. Actually, I think it’s His notion entirely. I’m clever enough, I suppose, but not quite so clever to drum up the…particulars of this idea. I must confess that when it all came to me, I wept.”
“Then it has nothing to do with seeing your name chiseled over the door? St. Stuart’s on the Hill?”
Stuart laughed. Ah, but Father Tim liked hearing his bishop laugh!
Stuart’s secretary opened the door and poked her head into the room. “I’m off to lunch. I don’t suppose the two of you need anything?”
“Only a bit of humility, seasoned with patience and fortitude,” said the bishop.
“On whole wheat or rye?” asked his secretary, closing the door.
“Some of us,” said Stuart, “are interested in initiating only what we’ll see come to fruition, but I’ve always looked beyond the present, beyond the day, a propensity that’s both a blessing and a curse.”
“Niebuhr spoke to that,” said Father Tim.
“Indeed. He said, ‘Nothing that is worth doing can be achieved in our lifetime; therefore we must be saved by hope. Nothing which is true or beautiful or good makes complete sense in any immediate context of history; therefore we must be saved by faith.’”
“‘Nothing we do, however virtuous,’” quoted Father Tim, “‘can be accomplished alone; therefore, we must be saved by love.’”
Stuart leaned forward slightly in the chair. “I have enemies, you know.”
Father Tim didn’t say it, but he did know, of course.
“As you’re aware, ours is the poorest of the southeastern dioceses. So far, the idea of a cathedral has been largely dismissed as flamboyant, self-seeking, a display of spiritual pride, and a flagrant waste of money which could be used for higher purposes.”
“And that’s just for openers, I’m sure.”
“The diocese exists in a culture in which a cathedral smacks of European decadence, though the Baptists down the road just built a church to seat two thousand and nothing was thought of it, nothing at all.”
“Where will the cathedral be built?” asked Father Tim, looking on the bright side.
Stuart rose from the chair, grinning, and buttoned his jacket. “Come. I’ll show you on our way to lunch.”
 
“This is a cow pasture, Stuart!” He knew for a fact that he’d just stepped in something.
“Ah, Timothy, open your eyes! A cow pasture, yes, but one that slopes down to a magnificent view of the city! Look where we’re standing, for heaven’s sake! It’s a habitation for angels!”
The wind swept words from their mouths; their coats billowed and flapped like sails.
“…transept,” yelled Stuart, pointing toward the brow of the hill.
“…cruciform!” he shouted, waving with outstretched arms. Though it was nearly impossible to distinguish what Stuart was saying, his bishop’s countenance spoke volumes; he was as radiant as the youth Father Tim remembered all those years ago in seminary.
They hurried back to the car, swept along by the chill wind at their backs.
“So here are the particulars,” said Stuart, forgetting to put the key in the ignition. “We’ll build our cathedral of logs.”
“Logs.”
“Yes! Honest materials straight from our own highland forests, with scissor trusses of southern yellow pine, a roof of hand-split shakes, oak pews constructed by local artisans…. I can’t tell you how this excites me, Timothy! Plus…”
His bishop had a positive gleam in his eye.
“Plus, such materials are exceedingly cost-wise!”
“Aha.”
“We think we can do it for six million,” said Stuart. “A pittance, all things considered. At last we’ll have what we’ve needed for so many years—a common meeting place for our scattered diocese, a center of learning, and one day, I trust, a great choir school.”
The bishop started the car and they rolled slowly down the hill along the tree-lined street. “Pray for me in this,” he said quietly.
“I’ve been praying for you more than forty years, my friend.”
“Don’t stop now. You know, of course, that you are faithfully in my prayers, and ever will be.”
“Yes,” said Father Tim. “And I’m grateful.”
“But I’ve talked too much about my own interests. Forgive me, Timothy. Tell me what brought you today, what’s on your heart.”
The discussion of a great cathedral was a tough act to follow, but there was hardly a beat between the question and his answer.
“The mission field.”
Stuart winced visibly. “You’re not keeping busy enough, retirement generally gives too much time to think.”
“Don’t talk down to me, Stuart.” He hadn’t treated Stuart’s dream lightly, and he didn’t take kindly to having his own casually dismissed.
“You’re right, of course.”
“This is important to me, and to Cynthia. Besides, the commission is to go and tell, not sit home and fossilize.”
“I reacted that way because you’re diabetic. You don’t need to be stumbling around in some bleak outpost with no medical assistance.”
“I take two insulin shots a day, monitor my sugar closely, eat at regular intervals, exercise twice a week—it’s no big deal. Actually, my doctor would forbid a bleak outpost; we won’t go far from home.”
“Any idea where?”
“Somewhere in Appalachia,” he said. “It’s where the Dooley Barlowes and Lace Harpers come from.”
“Who is Lace Harper?”
“An exceptional young woman who’s the adopted daughter of my doctor and his wife, off to her first year of college this fall. It wasn’t long ago that she was living in the dirt under her house.”
“Whatever for?”
“To escape a drunken father who beat her senseless.”
“Dear Lord.”
“Until the Harpers took her in, she was almost completely self-educated, thanks to the county bookmobile. Now she’s one of the brightest stars her private school has ever seen. We’re exceedingly fond of Lace, we cherish the notion that someday she and Dooley might…well, you understand.”
“I see. And your boy, Dooley, he’s doing well, isn’t he?”
“A freshman at the University of Georgia, where he’ll study veterinary medicine. If you recall, Dooley’s the son of an abusive father he scarcely knew, and of a formerly alcoholic mother who gave her children away. Pauline has since come to know Christ and has married a believer; the transformation is wondrous. All this is to say I’ve seen what a difference it can make for kids like Dooley and Lace to be given a break, to be loved. In truth, it makes all the difference!”
Stuart braked, waiting to turn left, and looked at his old friend. “An English missionary said, ‘Some want to live within the sound of Church and Chapel bell; I want to run a rescue shop within a yard of hell.’ You have my blessing.” Of all his clergy, Timothy Kavanagh had been the one he could depend on completely, the one whose theology never wavered and whose friendship genuinely counted.
“I’ll need your help, Stuart, your input about the ministries we should consider.”
The bishop wheeled into the restaurant parking lot and switched off the ignition. He looked at Father Tim and nodded his assent. “You’ll have that, too,” he promised.
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CHAPTER TWO
Mixed Blessings
Lady Spring’s Coy Flirtation Fails to Amuse
—BY HESSIE MAYHEW


For three days in mid-February, Lady Spring cajoled our wintry spirits with zephyrs so balmy that we found ourselves utterly deceived. How quickly we forget, year to year, the heart-wrenching extent to which this frivolous and unrepentant lady betrays us.
Our power lines felled by ice storms in March! Our rooftops laden with snow in April! Our lilacs lashed by bitter winds on May Day! One shudders to think what June may bring, the dear June that once gave us roses and clematis!
On the southerly slopes of the mountain, where the japonica has long since shed its crimson petals, we, hapless stepchildren that we are, must find delight in adorning our homes with sprigs of withered berries!
However much the heart may yearn toward Lady Spring’s vernal passage, hearken, I implore you, to the one bit of counsel that, come what may in this earthly life, will never, ever betray you:

DO NOT PLANT UNTIL MAY 15!
 
Hessie Mayhew’s annual spring angst….
He sighed and dropped the newspaper to the floor.
Once he’d clipped along through the Mitford Muse in twenty, thirty minutes, max. Looking at his watch, he was dismayed to learn he’d just spent an hour and a half with the darned thing, as absorbed as if it were the Chicago Tribune.
He’d even studied the classifieds, something seldom done in this life, and found his interest sincerely piqued by a walnut chest of drawers listed at a yard sale in Wesley.
Retirement. That was the culprit.
He snatched the latest Anglican Digest from the table by his chair and went at it, head down.
 
“Mail call!” crowed his wife, never happier than when the mail had been chunked through the slot in the front door.
And who wouldn’t be ecstatic? he wondered. Scarcely a day passed that her devoted readers didn’t express their admiration of her talent, beauty, wit, intelligence, and general benefit to mankind.
She sat beside him on the study sofa and busied herself with sorting.
“Fan letter, fan letter, fan letter, bill…bill, bill, fan letter, junk mail, bill…”—she was, he noticed, piling the bills in his lap, not hers—“junk mail, junk mail, fan letter, bill—”
“Doo wap, doo wap,” he said.
She stopped sorting and tore open an envelope.
“Oh, lovely, it’s not a fan letter, it’s from Marion!” Marion was their good and faithful friend from their interim on Whitecap Island; he always relished Marion’s long, newsy letters.
“Oh, my!” She burst into laughter.
“What?” he said.
“Ella Bridgewater’s bird, Louise…remember the canary that serenaded you? Well, it’s not Louise at all, it’s Louis! Marion has no earthly idea how Ella discovered this surprising fact, but it’s the talk of St. John’s.”
“Aha.”
“Marion’s going online and wants our e-mail address.”
“That will be the day.”
“And she and Sam send their love.”
“That’s all? Louise is Louis and they send their love?”
“That’s all, dearest, it’s just a little note.”
“Oh,” he said, disappointed. His wife moved quickly to other matters, using her letter opener to slice the flap of a white envelope.
“My goodness,” she murmured, reading. “Well, then…” She appeared briefly saddened, then looked at him and smiled.
“What is it?”
“I’ve been asked to tour the country with four other children’s book authors and illustrators.”
“Tour the country?” The thought chilled his blood. He remembered her trip to Lansing several years ago to read at a school. She had arrived home very late, just as he was calling the police to begin a statewide search.
“With a program called READ,” she said, glancing again at the letter, “an acronym for Readers Earn Author’s Day. Let’s see…umm…what a grand idea! Schools compete to read so many books, and those who reach or exceed the mark are eligible for a visit by Davant Medal authors. It all raises money for local literacy programs, and look…the other authors are my favorites!”
Her bright countenance frightened him.
“But…”
“But of course I can’t go,” she said.
“And why not?”
“Because it’s the first of August, and we’ll be in Tennessee.”
“Right!” He was flooded with relief. “Of course!” They were going to Tennessee in less than two months, to join forces with Our Own Backyard, the mission project they’d long prayed might present itself. Dooley would finish his freshman year at college, spend a few days with them in Mitford, and head to Meadowgate for the summer to assist Hal Owen in his veterinary practice.
Then Father Tim and Cynthia would tool across the state line to their year-long ministry in the newly formed OOB. The concept for this project, which was warmly endorsed by Stuart Cullen, had been developed by Father Roland, whose research had uncovered dumbfounding truths about the extent of poverty and deprivation in an area around Jessup, Tennessee. There they would find alcohol and drug abuse, violence, severe medical and dental problems, families without transportation, unpaved roads, a high rate of school dropouts—bottom line, an area not unlike Mitford’s Creek community before it had become a shopping center.
Theirs would be a simple ministry and, as far as he was concerned, that was among its attractions. Along with Father Roland and a zealous young Kentucky priest and his wife, they would live in the remote community much like other mountain families; except that, each afternoon, they would open the doors of their homes to whatever young people might come. There would be art classes and singing, Bible stories and books, food and games—a safe place, a good place; and on Sunday, he and the other two priests would celebrate and preach in the several widely scattered mission churches formed in the last century by ardent Anglican bishops.
The move itself would be the soul of simplicity: They would load the Mustang with kitchen gadgetry, a bolt of mosquito netting, five suitcases, four pillows, and a heap of blankets. They would ship thirty-six pounds of art supplies and two hundred books by truck. On arrival, they would set up housekeeping in a sparsely furnished metal building with a cement floor.
His wife had paled when told about the metal building, and had nearly reneged on the whole deal when the subject of cement floors arose.
“But,” she had said, “it’s not about cement floors.”
He patted her hand that held the letter. I’m sorry, he wanted to say, but didn’t. And he really was sorry, for he liked nothing more than to see his wife able to give something back in her own way, in a way not connected to being a priest’s wife.
He looked into her earnest face and was shamed by his feelings. He was unutterably selfish; deep down inside he knew it, and no, he could never confess it to her, not in a thousand years.
 
At Mitford Blossoms, he asked Jena Ivey for a dozen roses; long-stemmed, without wires, ferns, or gypsophilia, please, in a box lined with green paper and tied with a pink satin ribbon.
“Oh, I remember how she likes her roses!” Jena looked him in the eye, smiling. “And it’s been ages since you’ve done this.”
He blushed. He was still smarting from the dark recognition that he desperately feared being separated from his wife. It had made him feel suddenly weak and frail, like a child. All those years alone, a bachelor who seldom yearned for the hearthstone of a wife’s love, and now…he was a man beset with a dreadful mixture of anxiety and humiliation over the depth of his attachment.
“Make that…” The words lodged in his throat. “Make that two dozen!”
Jena blinked, unbelieving. She had never known but one other man in Mitford to buy two dozen roses at a whack, and that was Andrew Gregory, the mayor. Every time he and his Italian wife had an anniversary, Mr. Gregory hotfooted it to Mitford Blossoms and laid out cash money, no matter what the going rate.
“Why, Father! Cynthia will think…she’ll think you’ve gone ’round the bend!”
He forced a grin. “And she would be right,” he said.
 
“Tim?”
It was John Brewster, director of the Children’s Hospital in Wesley.
“Yes, John, how are you, good fellow?”
“Couldn’t be better, I have some great news.”
“I’m eternally interested in great news!”
“We’ve finally got the funds to hire someone, someone strong, savvy, good at encouraging our donors—the kind of person who can really make a difference around here.”
“Terrific! This has been a long time coming.”
“A long time coming, and I’m asking you to consider the position.”
There was a brief silence.
“We can talk about the particulars later. You’re the absolutely perfect person for the job, Tim—heaven-sent, if you ask me. I hope you’ll say yes.” “Ah.” He was oddly shaken. Yes, it was something he would like doing and would, in fact, be pretty good at doing. But…
“It’s too late,” he told the director. “I’ve recently made a commitment, Cynthia and I will be going up to Tennessee to work with a children’s program, we’ll come back to Mitford most weekends, but…”
“I hate to hear this.” He thought John sounded as if he might burst into tears. “I’m terribly disappointed, everyone agreed that I should call you at once. Is there any chance the other thing…could fall through, not work out?”
“I don’t think so. I’m sorry, too, I would have liked…”
John sighed. “Well, then, we’ve got to dig deep over here and reset our thinking. Ah. Well, then. Darn.”
He thought the director seemed fairly stricken. It’s not the end of the world, he wanted to say. “It’s gracious of you to ask, John, I’m flattered, really.”
And he was. He felt a spring in his step as he went down the hall to Cynthia’s studio and sat on her small love seat and told her what they’d just turned down.
She came and sat in his lap and kissed the top of his head and hugged him, wordless.
Dear Stuart:
I’ve just recalled that Mahatma Gandhi said, “First they laugh at you, then they fight you, then you win.”
In His brotherhood,
Timothy

“Father!”
Hélène Pringle dashed across the driveway and into the yard of the yellow house. He observed with some fondness that she bobbed when she dashed, rather like a small hare across an open field.
She clutched a parcel in her hands, which she transferred to his. “Bread!” she exclaimed, huffing a bit. “Just baked. I hope you and Cynthia will enjoy it.”
“Thank you, Hélène!” The seductive warmth of the loaf seeped through the brown bag. “I just might eat the whole thing standing right here!”
His neighbor laughed with childlike merriment. What a transformation had occurred in this small, once-faint-hearted Frenchwoman who had moved next door from Boston two or three years ago. He hardly ever thought of it now, but they’d gotten off to an exceedingly rough start—Hélène had not only stolen a valuable bronze off his mantel, she’d sued him for big bucks—and all the while living in and renting his house. Thank heaven he’d dropped his charges, she’d withdrawn the lawsuit, and he and Cynthia now had the finest neighbor on God’s green earth. In truth, Hélène Pringle had grown in grace and stretched her wings considerably.
“Warming up!” he said of the weather, and was glad to hear such words from his mouth.
“Oui! J’adore le printemps! Oh, excuse me, Father, I always speak French when I’m excited!”
“I saw Françoise yesterday, she looks strong and happy.” Hélène had managed to bring her mother from Boston and install her at Hope House, where, though plagued by several complications of heart disease, she was flourishing.
“Mother loves your visits, Father, thank you for all you and Cynthia do for us. One day, I promise I shall repay you in some important way. Absolument!”
“Don’t even think it! Merely observing your happiness here gives us a double portion.”
“Three new students, Father! That’s fifteen, now, and I think I mustn’t accept more. I never thought I’d be able to say such a thing.” Hélène consulted her watch. “Ça, par exemple! It’s nearly time for Sophie Hawthorne’s eleven o’clock.”
Hélène’s piano teaching had introduced a pleasing new dimension to Mitford. He felt personally proud of her success, though he’d had nothing at all to do with it.
“Please help yourself to your roses when they bloom, Father, I must tell you I’m grateful to live in the home of a gardener! Well, à bientôt!”
“Au revoir, Hélène! Oh, and merci!” He estimated that his French vocabulary now included a whopping ten or twelve words.
She gave a fluttering wave, then darted across the driveway and over the lawn of the rectory and up the steps. He smiled. Precisely like a hare!
As he walked into the hall from the front door, he observed his wife standing by the living room window.
“I saw you talking with Hélène, I thought she might eat you with a spoon on the very spot where you stood!”
“Spying on me!” he said.
“It’s true, darling, but only while washing a smudge off the windowpane. I think she’s mad for you, but in an altogether decent way, of course.”
He judged Cynthia’s eyes to be precisely the color of chicory blossoms, soon to appear in the fields around Mitford. He set the bread in a chair and bounded to her and took her in his arms. “Why would you be jealous of me, for goodness’ sake?”
He was laughing as he said it, but he really wanted to know, needed to know; he suddenly craved to hear her say something that would knock his socks off. She was good at that…
“But I’m not jealous of you at all!”
“You’re not?”
“Of course not! Hélène is a lovely woman who’s scarcely ever known a decent man until she met her neighbor. Which is exactly the way I felt when I started popping through the hedge.”
Ah. Popping through the hedge. That had been the modus operandi of their courtship; he felt positively nostalgic just hearing her mention the hedge.
“Besides, Timothy, I know you’ll love me ’til death do us part, and then forever.”
She put her arms around his neck and he kissed her tenderly, inhaling her warm scent.
But since she’d brought it up, he would have liked her to be jealous—if only a little.
 
He broke the news as they sat at the kitchen table.
“Not again!” wailed Puny. “Y’all jis’ went off a little bit ago, I cain’t even think about you goin’ off ag’in!”
“Just for a year,” he said, feeling like a traitor.
“Yessir, Rev’ren’, seems like we ain’t hardly got settled down from th’ last time you went off,” said Harley. Harley Welch was his friend, his handyman, his brother in the Lord, his neighbor who lived in Hélène Pringle’s basement.
“We’re going to work with children who’ve been terribly hurt by their circumstances,” Cynthia explained. “It’s a wonderful program that will help families find healing.”
“But you got children right here,” said Puny, struggling to understand. “I mean, they’re not really hurt or anything, even if I did spank Sassy somethin’ awful for playin’ with matches.”
Puny’s red-haired twins, Sissy and Sassy, had been part of the Kavanagh household since birth. Now they usually came home each day to the yellow house, from Mitford School’s second grade.
Father Tim glanced at Cynthia, who was clearly sobered by the gloomy response to their news. Didn’t they have a perfect right to do whatever they pleased? Didn’t they deserve the freedom to pursue God’s plan for their lives? And here were two lower lips positively hanging to the floor.
Harley shook his head and sighed.
“Now, listen!” Father Tim said in his pulpit voice.
Aha! That was the ticket, that got their attention. From now on, it would be tell, don’t ask!
“We’re going to Tennessee, but we can’t do it without you. No, indeed, we’d be in a pickle. In truth, if the Lord hadn’t provided the two of you to care for things around here, I doubt if we’d be able to answer this call.
“Harley, you’re to keep the two yards mowed, pruned up, and fertilized.
“Puny, you’re to do the outstanding job you did while we were in Whitecap! We’ll come home on frequent weekends as hungry as bears, so load up the refrigerator and don’t spare the tomato aspic!
“Harley…”
“Yessir?” Harley had snapped to.
“Be sure and take Dooley’s granpaw his livermush, as Dooley will be at Meadowgate with the Owens this summer. Further, I’d like you to go out to the farm now and again and let Marge Owen feed you some chicken pie, she said she’d look forward to it.”
Harley stood bolt upright from the chair. “Yessir, Rev’rend!” He thought Harley might give a salute.
“Puny! You can handle the job?”
“Oh, yessir, I can, and be glad to!” Color was back in her cheeks and adrenaline was pumping; the place was humming again, as if power had been restored after a blackout.
“Well, then, go to it, and thank God for both of you!”
His wife turned and looked at him, smiling. “Darling,” she murmured with evident admiration, “you could have been a Marine!”
 
“For you,” said Cynthia, going about her daily task of mail call.
He eagerly opened the envelope postmarked from a federal prison.
Dear Father:
Thanks for your letter of last month. I haven’t responded as quickly as usual, for a great deal is going on here. God is working in very unexpected ways.
The short of it is this:
After eight years, I am being released on good behavior. My hand is trembling as I write this, as I didn’t know whether I would ever be able to share such glorious good news.
It is my hope that I might be welcome in Mitford. If you could help me find a place there, I will be always grateful and will work hard to earn your trust, and the trust of everyone in Mitford. As I have said many times, I never felt so at home anywhere else. I will need employment and will appreciate it if you will keep your eyes open, though I know there’s not much of a job market for convicted felons.
Pray for me, Father, as I go through these next few weeks, I should be arriving in Mitford, if that is all right with you, the middle of June.
I don’t know what to tell you about my job skills, as I would never again be accepted within the university system. My main interests are living this merciful new life for Christ, and reading. I can play a little softball and restore antique cars, which, as I look at what I just wrote, is a pretty pathetic resume. I would be eager and willing to learn a trade, anything short of breaking wild horses…well, even that.
Enclosed is the monthly check for the Children’s Hospital. I have saved nearly all the rest of my income from working in the prison laundry, and so will have some means, however limited, to make a go of things.
Please note the new address they’ve assigned me until my release. I look forward with hope to your letter.
Yours in the One Who is our faithful shield and buckler,
George Gaynor

“You’re beaming,” she said.
“George Gaynor is being released from prison.”
“Thanks be to God!”
“He’s coming to live in Mitford. We must find him a job.”
“Yes! Terrific! And a place to live,” she said, her wheels already turning.
 
He snapped the red leash on Barnabas and walked up the street, whistling. He hadn’t surprised himself by whistling in a very long time, probably not since his jaunts on the beach at Whitecap.
He was in a visiting mood. If Homeless Hobbes hadn’t moved to the country when the Creek community was uprooted by the shopping center, he’d trot over there for a chinwag. He often missed Homeless’s comfortable companionship and hard-won wisdom. In truth, his visits to the shack on the creek had once been a great getaway….
He hailed Avis Packard, who was smoking a cigarette in front of The Local; he stuck his head in the door of the Collar Button and spoke to the Collar Button man, who was taking inventory and looking grumpy; he veered into the Sweet Stuff Bakery and said hello to Winnie Kendall, averting his eyes from the bake case and trying not to inhale too deeply as her husband, Thomas, removed a tray of chocolate chip cookies from the oven.
Walking on, he hooked the leash around the iron leg of the bench outside the Grill and went in for a large order of fries and chicken tenders, plus a Little Debbie snack cake. Then, clutching the bag, he trotted to the old Porter place, a.k.a. the town museum, to visit Uncle Billy and Miss Rose.
Uncle Billy Watson hoisted himself from the chair with his cane, shuffled to the back door, and looked out, grinning. “Law, if hit ain’t th’ preacher! Rose, come an’ look, hit’s th’ preacher!”
He called to his schizophrenic wife of more than fifty years, who was nearly stone deaf but refused to wear hearing aids. “There’s aids enough in this world!” was her common reply.
Miss Rose appeared behind her husband, wearing a chenille bathrobe and a turban adorned with…maybe a mashed-flat silk tiger lily…or was it a gladiolus?
“You leave that dog outside,” she shouted. The gladiolus bobbed as she spoke.
“Yes ma’am,” he said, “I was going to do that.”
“And don’t strap him to my lawn chairs, he’ll haul them off every whichaway.”
“Yes ma’am.”
He attached his patient dog to the post on the porch stoop and went in with the sack from the Grill. “A little something to add to your supper menu,” he said. He loved to bring fries to Uncle Billy, though he had to monitor Miss Rose or she would eat the whole caboodle and leave her husband holding the bag.
“What is it?” asked the old woman, looking especially fierce.
“Chicken, fries—”
“Bill Watson won’t eat chicken thighs!” She snatched the bag from Father Tim’s hand and bolted down the hallway. “He likes white meat!”
“I be dadgum,” said her husband, sounding plaintive. “Rose! You come back!”
They heard the bedroom door slam and the lock click.
“Eh, law,” sighed Uncle Billy.
“Well, well,” said Father Tim, not knowing what else to say.
“Some days is worse than others, don’t you know.”
Father Tim thought Uncle Billy looked exceedingly fragile, like a dry leaf blown on the wind.
“You feel like going down to the Grill before they close? We’ll sit there in peace and you can have whatever you like. I’ll tip in a chocolate milkshake.”
Uncle Billy’s filmy eyes appeared to sparkle. “I’d be beholden to you, yessir, I would.”
“And I’d be beholden to you,” said Father Tim, eager for his old friend’s company.
 
Walking down the street with Bill Watson was slow going, but he didn’t mind. After all, he had nowhere to hurry to, and Barnabas seemed happy enough.
“We’un’s’ll be a whole lot older when we git there,” said Uncle Billy.
He was helping Uncle Billy negotiate the curb when he looked up and saw her getting out of the Lincoln, several buildings away. It never failed; no matter how often he’d seen her over the years, it was always the same: His heart hammered, his mouth went dry, and he wanted to run for his life.
She glanced his way and appeared to stare for a moment as he helped Uncle Billy along the pavement. He turned his head at once, and when he looked again, Edith Mallory had disappeared into the Sweet Stuff Bakery.
 
On his way home from Uncle Billy’s, where Miss Rose was still cloistered in the bedroom, he dodged into Happy Endings.
Margaret Ann, the orange cat, was sprawled on the counter by the register; Hope Winchester sat on a stool reading…he couldn’t see what.
“What’s new?” he asked, thinking that Hope looked unusually attractive today, rather like a youthful Jane Austen character dressed in jeans.
“Something old,” she said, holding up the book for his view. “Angela Thirkell!”
“Anything on the rare books shelf that I haven’t seen?”
“I have something coming next week, you’ll find it uncommonly egregious.”
“Give me a clue.”
“Oh, I’d like it to be…”—she thought for a moment—“a peripeteia.”
“Aha,” he said. “Call me when it comes in. And by the way, a friend of ours is moving to town in June, he’ll be needing a job. If you hear of anything…”
“What are his skills?” Hope adjusted her tortoiseshell-rim glasses.
The truth about George Gaynor would be out the moment he hit town, so Father Tim might as well start the ball rolling.
“Do you remember the Man in the Attic?”
“Why, yes! Who could forget? And he’s coming to live in Mitford?” Her eyes fairly shone.
If she was this excited about a convicted jewel thief living among them, he thought, maybe the rest of the village would feel the same way. In truth, the whole town had taken to George Gaynor for the way he’d turned himself in to authorities during a Sunday morning service at Lord’s Chapel. He recalled that Mitford School’s first grade had sent drawings for George’s jail cell, and his unusual confession of wrongdoing had been lauded in several local sermons.
He took Hope’s bright countenance as a good sign.
 
Why go for a medical checkup now? Why not a day or two before their trip to Tennessee? That way, everything would be up-to-the-minute. He trotted to the downstairs powder room where he stashed his glucometer, opened the kit, shot the lance into the tip of his left forefinger, and spilled the drop of blood onto a test strip.
Barnabas came in and sat at his feet, curious.
“Hello, buddy.”
He slid the strip into the glucometer and waited for the readout: 180.
Not good. But not terribly bad, either. He could bring it back into line.
He went to the study, called Hoppy’s office, and rescheduled.
 
“Mail call! Mail call!”
Cynthia came down the hall and into the study, trailed by Violet, and dumped the pile onto the sofa. Her letter opener, in permanent residence by the potted gardenia on the coffee table, was snatched up and held at the ready.
“OK, darling. Bill, bill, fan letter, fan letter, junk mail, junk mail, junk mail, ugh, junk mail, fan letter, Southern Living, fan letter…oh, my.”
“Oh, my, what?” he asked, taking a sip of tea.
“This is from the awards commission.” Violet leaped onto the sofa and settled in Cynthia’s lap.
“Awards commission…”
“Yes, of the Davant Medal. No one in New York has said anything to me. Surely they would have said something….”
She opened the letter slowly and began to read.
“‘Dear Ms. Coppersmith:
“‘We are delighted, indeed, to inform you that your most recent Violet book, Violet Goes to the Beach, is being awarded the prestigious Davant Medal, which will be presented at a formal dinner on July 14, at the Plaza Hotel in New York.
“‘Congratulations!
“‘We are thrilled that this will be your second Davant Medal, and though this acknowledgment of your outstanding work is no surprise at all to a distinguished awards committee of your peers, we do hope it will be a most pleasant surprise to you.’”
His wife looked faint.
“Oh, Timothy…”
He reached out to her as she burst into tears.
Local Pastor’s Wife
Grabs Big Award
He rolled up the latest editon of the Muse, put on his cap, and, ignoring his dog, went at a pace down Wisteria Lane and hooked a right on Main Street.
He blew past the bakery, made the front windows rattle in the two-story office building, and charged into the Grill, where he marched to the rear booth, opened the door to the back stairs, and bolted up them two at a time.
“J.C.,” he said, speaking through clenched teeth.
The editor looked up from his layout table. “What?”
He shook the rolled-up newspaper. “My wife is not a pastor’s wife….” He regretted that he was puffing and blowing.
“You could’ve fooled me,” said J.C., looking bewildered.
“She is her own person, she has a name, and I would greatly appreciate seeing you use it henceforth. She has just been given one of the most distinguished awards in publishing, and you have demeaned this high honor by removing her name from the headline and casting her as my wife!”
“Are you drinkin’? She is your wife!”
Father Tim lowered his voice. “This award was not won as a pastor’s wife, it was won as a hardworking writer and illustrator who has slaved over a drawing board for more than twenty years and has earned the right to be called by her own name.”
“I called her by her name, dadblame it.”
“In the headline.” J.C. glared at him. “You’re goin’ to fall down with a stroke if you don’t watch out.”
He saw that his hands were trembling, put them behind his back, and drew a deep breath.
“I just wanted you to know,” he said, and turned around and went down the stairs and through the Grill and out to the street, where he stopped and wiped his forehead and wondered what, exactly, had just happened to him.
 
“Hey, Granpaw!”
“Hey, Granpaw!”
Twin girls, twin tousles of red hair, twin hugs—and yet, two thoroughly individual hearts, souls, minds, and spirits.
“Hey, yourself!” he exclaimed. “Come and tell me everything.”
Ah, but he fancied the grandchildren Puny had allowed him to adopt as his own. There was, however, no Granmaw in the household; no, indeed, Cynthia did not take to this folksy appellation, it was just plain Cynthia for all comers, regardless of age or station.
“This is for you!” said Sassy, removing something from her book sack. “It has my name on the bottom.”
He looked at the watercolor—a man sleeping in a wing chair with a huge black dog at his feet. The man possessed a large nose and was not wearing shoes.
“That’s you!” she said, looking pleased.
“Umm. Are you sure my nose is that big?”
“Miss Cynthy says it looks just like you!”
“An’ see, Granpaw, this is mine!” Sissy held up her own watercolor—a man lying on a sofa with a huge black dog sprawled beside him on the floor. “It’s you an’ Barnabas, I put Vi’let under the sofa, that’s her tail, do you like it?”
There was that turnip-size nose again. He reached up and felt the thing that extended from his face. “I couldn’t like it better. Why on earth were you painting me today?”
“Miss Hellman said do somebody, not your mama or your daddy, that you like really a lot.”
“Well, if that’s the case, maybe you wouldn’t mind being seen around town with me.” The twins began to jiggle on the balls of their feet, entering into an after-school game the three of them often played.
Father Tim scratched his head in mock puzzlement and inquired soberly, “But where on earth could we go?”
“Sweet Stuff !” they shouted in unison.
 
“I didn’t know you had grans!” Ada Rupert, who was buying a dozen oatmeal cookies for a visit of her own grandchildren, looked suspicious.
“I don’t,” he said. “Well, not exactly. I borrow my grans, you might say.”
“Humph,” said Ada. “I guess when there’s nothin’ to do all day, borrowin’ grans helps pass th’ time. As for me, I’ve got all I can say grace over without grans comin’ this afternoon to spend two days!”
He noticed Ada was huffing and blowing as if she’d run to the bakery from the top of the hill.
“Chocolate chip cookie!” said Sassy, standing on tiptoe and placing her order with Winnie.
“Cream horn!” proclaimed Sissy, indicating her choice by touching the glass case and leaving a smudge.
“Well!” said Ada, collecting her purchases and turning to leave.
“You can borrow mine anytime! Help yourself!”
He was ashamed to realize he’d fallen victim to Ada Rupert’s notoriously sharp tongue. Nothing to do all day? Nothing to do, indeed!
His face flamed as the bell jingled on the door, and he reached into his pocket and removed his wallet. “A cream horn, a chocolate chip cookie, and…” He stared into the case, stricken.
“And?” asked Winnie, peering at him.
His heart hammered. “And a napoleon!” he said, surprised to hear the forbidden order issue forth in his pulpit voice.
 
After dinner at the yellow house, he knocked on the rectory’s basement door.
Harley opened it, looking sheepish. “Law, Rev’ren’, you done caught me fryin’ onions! Step on in, I hope you don’t mind th’ smell.”
“Smells good! Won’t take but a minute, just wanted to say a friend is coming to town. He’ll need work and a place to live, says he can restore old cars and he’s willing to learn a trade. If that rings any bells, or if you hear of anything…”
“I’ll keep m’ eye out. Can you set down an’ visit?”
“Can’t do it tonight, thanks, we’re going to take a little stroll through Baxter Park. His name is George Gaynor. He’s…a convicted felon, out on parole after eight years in prison.”
Harley looked dismayed, then dropped his gaze to the floor.
“What is it, Harley?”
“Well, Rev’ren’, they’s one thing I ain’t never tol’ you. I was meanin’ to, but…th’ reason I didn’t never tell you is ’cause you didn’t never ask me.” Harley raised his head and looked his landlord in the eye. “I served time.”
“Aha.”
“What done it is, I was runnin’ from th’ police back when I was haulin’ liquor. I didn’t want t’ run, nossir, but I was s’ scared, I couldn’t think whether I wanted to keep a-goin’ and maybe git caught som’ers down th’ road, or stop an’ face th’ music.”
Harley sighed. “I kep’ a-goin’. They run me all th’ way to Cumberland County with fifty gallons of lightnin’ in m’ fender wells, an’ th’ harder they run me, th’ madder they got, ’cause I had a ’62 Chevy V-8 that went like a scalded dog.” Harley sighed again. “Pulled three years. Hit sobered me up, in a manner of speakin’.”
Father Tim nodded.
“I hate t’ tell you that, hit pains me.”
“What’s done is done.”
“When they let me out, I never hauled another drop. An’ not too long after that, I quit drinkin’ th’ lowdown stuff—just quit foolin’ with liquor all th’ way around.”
He put his hand on Harley’s shoulder. What would he do without this good man the Lord had dropped in his lap? “That hard thing had a bright side, then.”
Harley nodded, then grinned with relief, displaying pink gums entirely vacant of teeth.
“Keep your ear to the ground for George, if you will. He’ll be arriving sometime in June. You’ll like him, he’s a strong believer.”
“I’ll do it. An’ Rev’ren’…”
“Yes?”
“I wouldn’t want th’ boy t’ know, hit’d not be right f’r th’ boy t’ know what I tol’ you.”
“He won’t hear it from me.” He turned to go.
“Rev’ren’?” Harley swallowed hard. “I thank you f’r…lettin’ me tell you that.”
“I thank you for telling me,” he said.
 
He’d done everything possible to trace Dooley’s missing siblings. Sammy and Kenny had, in fact, been missing for more than nine years, and nothing, no matter what he did, seemed to result in useful clues. Dooley’s stepfather, Buck Leeper, was doing his share: He’d worked on a false lead to Kenny for a full year and it had turned into a dead end.
Locating the first two Barlowe children had been miraculously simple. Father Tim and Lace Turner had hauled Poo out of the Creek community, and Jessie, then five years old, had been traced to Florida. On the oddest of hunches, he and Cynthia had made the long trip to Lakeland with Jessie’s mother, Pauline, and now, thanks be to God, three of the five siblings were safe and accounted for. More than anything, yes, more than anything, he wanted to see the whole family reunited with their utterly transformed mother who had surrendered her life to Christ and married a believer who loved her kids.
He tried not to despair over the mounting discouragement he felt, and firmly denied the thought that occasionally came to him; the thought that, deep down, he had given up hope.
 
“Sit still,” he told his wife. “I’ll get it.”
He’d always rather liked a ringing doorbell. One never knew what surprise or even amazement might be waiting. It was a great deal like the mail in that regard.
He could scarcely see Jena Ivey, owing to the enormous basket of flowers she was delivering to their threshold. Jena ducked her head around the ivy that trailed profusely from one side.
“Congratulations!” she crowed, shoving the vast thing into his arms. He staggered backward from the weight of it.
“Congratulations? What did I do?”
“Nothing, as far as I know, it’s for Cynthia!” The hardworking owner of Mitford Blossoms was positively beaming.
“Of course! Yes, indeed. Good gracious….”
“It’s the most money anyone ever let me spend on an order,” she called after him. “I used everything but the kitchen sink!”
He trotted down the hall, peering carefully around a thicket of maidenhair fern so he wouldn’t crash into a wall, and delivered the basket to the study.
“There!” He set it on the hearth, nearly poking his eye on one of the several lengths of grapevine stuck capriciously into the moss. “I don’t know what it is; possibly a complete shire from the west of England!”
“How wonderful !” His wife bounded from the sofa, streaked to the thing, and buried her face in it, wreathed in smiles. “Heaven! Oh, my! What joy!”
He observed that she was now down on all fours, crawling around the basket, which was fully the size of Johnson County and loaded with everything from yellow tulips and lavender foxglove to pink roses and purple verbena.
“Umm! Oh, goodness! Look, dearest, could it be heliotrope? And there! See the tiny mushrooms growing in the moss?”
“Who’s it from?” he asked, squatting down to where the action was.
She removed the card from the French wire ribbon. “Let’s see…. Well! Have you ever?”
No, he had never. “Who?” he asked.
“Dear James!”
“Dear James?”
“You know, darling, my editor.”
“Aha.”
“‘My dear Cynthia,’” she read aloud from the card. “‘Please accept this smallest of tokens for the joy you have brought so many. Congratulations!’”
“Dear James, dear Cynthia?” This inquiry, spoken with uncharacteristic sarcasm, was out of his mouth before he knew it. His face flamed.
Just as it took very, very little to make his wife happy, it took very little, indeed, to wound her deeply. She looked as if she’d been dashed with ice water.
“I’m sorry,” he said, dumbfounded by his feelings. Where had that sudden, bitter jealousy come from?
He reached toward her, but she drew back. “I’ve never heard you…speak that way before,” she whispered.
Tears sprang to his eyes. “I don’t know, I’m sorry, please forgive me.” He felt oddly lost, bereft, as if a great chasm had opened between them.
She leaned her head to one side and looked at him for a long moment. Then she smiled. “It’s all right, dearest,” she said, taking his hand.
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CHAPTER THREE
The Future Hour

He settled into his chair in the study, swiveled around to the desk, and tore off several calendar pages.
May 21st, vanished!
May 22nd, defunct!
May 23rd, out of here!
Where had time gone? He hadn’t penned a word in nearly a month. But there’d be no guilt; he’d sworn to enjoy the process and not kick himself for failing to churn out a predetermined volume of work. The book would happen when it happened.
He put his mind to the thing before him.
“‘Enough, if something from our hands have power,’” he recited aloud, “‘to live and act and serve the future hour….’”
This new essay would address the couplet from Wordsworth; it put forth an issue he’d been searching in his heart, whether indeed he’d done anything in nearly forty years as a priest that would truly serve the future hour. He needed to know the answer, the honest answer. Writing to search the soul had often helped; more than once this had enabled him to arrive at a better understanding of a personal issue. He thought, too, that the whole subject might be of interest to others—didn’t everyone fervently desire to leave a mark, to make a difference? In truth, mortality had been one of mankind’s most devouring disappointments—having only a brief time to make a difference, one forever felt the pressure to get cracking.
He picked up the black pen and relished its solid heft; for years, he’d wished for a fine pen, something more than the annual Christmas ballpoint from The Local, or the sundry poor excuses in his pen cup that multiplied like wire hangers in a closet. And now, in honor of this book of essays, his good wife had given him a black roller ball with a white emblem on the cap; he couldn’t imagine what it might have cost—it had bucks written all over it. Maybe he’d use the pen today instead of his typewriter; after all, had Montaigne used a typewriter, or Proust, or Emerson?
He peered at the decrepit Royal manual that had served him well for longer than he could remember. It had gone through his sixteen-year tenure at Lord’s Chapel and was still working like a clock, except for the lowercase i, which often printed ii; he’d always meant to have that fixed and now nobody repaired typewriters anymore.
Dooley trotted down the hall to the kitchen, which opened directly to the study, and examined the contents of the refrigerator. He popped the top on a Coke and glanced at Father Tim. “Hey.”
“Hey, yourself.” Father Tim felt the grin on his face.
“What’s going on?” Dooley asked.
He opened his mouth to answer, but Dooley didn’t wait for an answer; the question was rhetorical. He vanished down the hall, the soles of his tennis shoes squeaking on the pine floor.
Dooley. Of course! It was Dooley who, through whatever bumbling influence he’d had upon the boy’s life, would serve the future hour. Yes!
He felt the sting of tears in his eyes and got up and crossed the study and went to the kitchen and peered down the hall, hoping to see Dooley before he reached the front door. He wanted to tell him something, he couldn’t think what, exactly. But Dooley was gone.
His wife was gone, too, he’d forgotten just where, and his study was quiet as a tomb, the whole house seemed in a kind of repose which he should savor, but he could not. He listened to his dog snoring in the corner and observed Violet sleeping on the sofa. Violet, who was no longer a spring chicken, had lately begun to snore, as well. He stood for a moment listening to the odd cacophony, the delicate whiffle from the sofa, the bass rumble from the corner of the room near his desk. If he didn’t watch out, he’d join the throng any moment. In truth, the world was standing still until Cynthia came in the door; it was as if half of him were missing—his better half.
Better half! He’d once found this term as quaint as missus. But he was wiser now, and wasn’t she indeed his better half? The half that laughed more easily? The half that didn’t take life so seriously? The half that was more spontaneous and free, more expectant of God’s blessings, more certain, at times, of His love?
He heard the tolling of the bells at Lord’s Chapel, a mere block away, and checked his watch. Three o’clock. Thirsty, he was very thirsty, but returned to his desk and sat as if asleep until he heard her come into the kitchen and set something on the counter. It was a glad sound; he wanted to rush to her, to see her face, but it was this very need that nailed him to the chair where he sat.
“What are you doing, dearest?”
“Thinking!” he said.
“Thinking? But you’ve been thinking for hours. You were thinking when I left!”
He picked up a piece of paper, trying to feign scholarly absorption. In truth, there was absolutely nothing on the paper; it was blank. He put it down and fumbled in his desk drawer.
“It’s a gorgeous day, Timothy!” Rustle of bags in the kitchen, a few things from The Local, he supposed. It was her night to make dinner.
“Just gorgeous!” she crowed.
His wife wanted someone to play with, he could tell—a walk around Mitford Lake, perhaps, or a drive on the Parkway with the top down. Couldn’t she see he was busy with something important? He grabbed a book off the stack by his desk and opened it. At once he felt filled with authority, as if he were knowledgeable and wise and she a child without purpose.
She came and stood by his chair and looked at him fondly. “Timothy, you think too much!”
He couldn’t believe he was hearing those words from his wife, words he’d heard since childhood—from his mother, his teachers, his first bishop, even from Stuart Cullen. What was too much? Who was to say which chalk line one should think up to and then come to a screeching halt? What if Wordsworth had never thought too much, or Shakespeare or Milton or Cranmer or Socrates? And what about Beethoven or Edison or…Madame Curie? Why was thinking such a crime?
“Why is thinking such a crime?” he asked, oddly angry.
“Oh, pfoo, darling!” She threw up her hands and walked back to the kitchen.
He didn’t want her to leave the room, he wanted her to stay, he wanted her to…sit on his lap and ruffle what was left of his hair. He felt suddenly small and bereft. In a fleeting moment, she had become the authority and he the child without purpose.
Dear George,
As you know, we won’t be here when you arriive on June 15, as we leave June 1 for Tennessee. Everything iis finalized for your arrival. Our upstairs tenant at the rectory, Helene Priingle, has approved your moving into the basement apartment with Harley Welch, and ii believe the two of you wiill do fine together. Harleyi is a pretty darned good cook and hi s brownies can’t be beat. He’ll be glad for the company. Anything you can do in the yard for Miss Pringle will be appreciated.
harley wiill take you to a body shop I n Wesley, where he thinks there may be a job available. he could Drive you each morning before he goes to work at his job in Mitford. I also have a few friends looking out for you, and have mentioned iit to Avis Packard of the Local, who is going to replace his delivery truck driiver at the end of June.
Rodney Underwood is still our police chief and is aware that you’re coming. He invites you to stop by the station and say hello to the guys who attended your baptiism ceremony, they’re all still there except the good fellow who gave you the socks.
the rectory basement isn’t the Ritz, but we Believe you’ll be comfortable. The mattress on the sofa bed is a little lumpy but only on the left siide. Remember the orange marmalade cake you called ‘the finest cake you ever ate in your life’? that same good parishioner has offered to put one in the basement refrigerator for your arrival.
Mmay God bless you George as you go about the considerable business of making a new life. Cynthia and I deeply regret that we can’t be here to welcome you but we’ll be home on leave for a long weekendi in September, and home for good in June of next year.
Hal and marge Owen invite you and Harley out to Meadowgate Farm for homemade chicken pie any Sunday iin July. Take my word for it, you definitely don’t want to miss this great treat.
In closing ii think back on the portion of psalm 126 which ii quoted at our parting eight years ago. he that goeth forth and weepeth, bearing precious seed, shall doubtless come again with rejoicing, bringing his sheaves with him. how good it is that God would have you come again, my friend…this time with rejoicing.
in the love of Him Who Loved Us fiirst

On his way to the Grill, a strange thing happened. Out of the blue, he had an idea that was so perfect, so right, that he couldn’t imagine why he’d never thought of it before. Of course. Of course! The only problem was, how would he present it to Dooley?
 
“I got to do somethin’ to rake in business.”
Percy slid into the booth, looking…Father Tim pondered what Percy was looking…Percy was looking old, that’s what; about like the rest of the crowd in the rear booth. He sucked up his double chin.
“Maybe I ought t’ mess around with th’ menu,” said Percy, “an’ come up with a special I could run th’ same day ever’ week.”
“Gizzards!” said Mule.
“What about gizzards?”
“I’ve told you for years that gizzards is th’ answer to linin’ your pockets.”
“Don’t talk to me about gizzards, dadgummit! They’re in th’ same category as what goes over th’ fence last. You’ll never see me sellin’ gizzards.”
“To make it in th’ restaurant business,” said Mule, “you got to set your personal preferences aside. Gizzards are a big draw.”
“He’s right,” said J.C. “You can sell gizzards in this town. This is a gizzard kind of town.”
Mule swigged his coffee. “All you got to do is put out a sign and see what happens.”
Percy looked skeptical. “What kind of sign?”
“Just a plain, ordinary sign. Write it up yourself an’ put it in th’ window, no big deal.”
“When me an’ Velma retire at th’ end of th’ year, I want to go out in th’ black, maybe send ’er to Washington to see th’ cherry blossoms, she’s never seen th’ cherry blossoms.”
“That’s what gizzards are about,” said Mule.
“What d’you mean?”
“Gizzards’ll get some cash flow in this place.”
“Seem like chicken livers would draw a better crowd,” said Percy.
“Livers tie up too much capital.” J.C. was hammering down on country ham, eggs over easy, and a side of yogurt. “Too much cost involved with livers. You want to go where the investment’s low and the profit’s high.”
Mule looked at J.C. with some admiration. “You been readin’ th’ Wall Street Journal again.”
“What would I put on th’ sign?” asked Percy.
“Here’s what I’d put,” said Mule. “Gizzards Today.”
“That’s it? Gizzards Today?”
“That says it all right there. Like you say, run your gizzard special once a week, maybe on…” Mule drummed his fingers on the table, thinking. “Let’s see…”
“Tuesday!” said J.C. “Tuesday would be good for gizzards. You wouldn’t want to start out on Monday with gizzards, that’d be too early in th’ week. And Wednesday you’d want something…”
“More upbeat,” said Mule.
Father Tim buttered the last of his toast. “Right!”
“Wednesday could be your lasagna day,” said J.C. “I’d pay good money for some lasagna in this town.”
There was a long, pondering silence, broken only by a belch. Everyone looked at Mule. “’Scuse me,” he said.
“Do y’all eat gizzards?” Percy inquired of the table.
“Not in this lifetime,” said J.C.
“No way,” said Mule.
“I pass,” said Father Tim. “I ate a gizzard in first grade, that was enough for me.”
Percy frowned. “I don’t get it. You’re some of my best reg’lars—why should I go to sellin’ somethin’ y’all won’t eat?”
“We’re a different demographic,” said J.C.
“Oh,” said Percy. “So how many gizzards would go in a servin,’ do you think?”
“How many chicken tenders d’you put in a serving?”
“Six,” said Percy. “Which is one too many for th’ price.”
“So, OK, as gizzards are way less meat than tenders, I’d offer fifteen, sixteen gizzards, minimum.”
J.C. sopped his egg yolk with a microwave biscuit. “Be sure you batter ’em good, fry ’em crisp, an’ serve with a side of dippin’ sauce.”
Percy looked sober for a moment, then suddenly brightened. “Fifteen gizzards, two bucks. What d’you think?”
“I think Velma’s going to D.C.,” said Father Tim.
A brief silence was filled with the sound of the dishwasher running full throttle behind the rear booth. Accustomed to its gyrations, the occupants of the booth no longer noticed that the wash cycle occasioned a rhythmic tremor in the floorboards.
“So how do you think your jewel thief will go over?” asked J.C.
“He’s not my jewel thief,” snapped Father Tim.
“It was your church attic he hid out in,” said Percy.
“I think he’ll go over just fine. He’s paid his debt to society in full, but better than that, he’s a redeemed man with a strong faith.”
Silence.
Chewing.
Slurping.
“I hope,” said Father Tim, “that you’ll extend the hand of fellowship to him.” There. That’s all he had to say about it.
Mule nodded. “No problem. It’s th’ right thing to do.”
More chewing.
“So how come you’re not goin’ to Rwanda or someplace like that?” asked Percy.
“Hoppy wouldn’t allow it.” Hoppy would never have considered such a thing. Father Tim knew his limitations and they were numerous.
“What about th’ kids in your own backyard? You ever thought of doin’ somethin’ for them?”
The fact that he’d supported the Children’s Hospital in Wesley for twenty years was his own business; he never talked about it. “Tennessee is our own backyard.” How he ever ended up with this bunch of turkeys was more than he could fathom.
“We’ll miss you,” said Mule, clapping him on the shoulder. “I won’t hardly know what to order around here.”
Father Tim laughed, suddenly forgiving. He thought he might miss them, too, though the possibility seemed a tad on the remote side.
“Here comes Hamp Floyd,” said J.C. “Hide your wallet.”
“What for?”
“Th’ town needs a new fire truck.”
“Seems like a good cause,” said Father Tim. He took out his billfold and removed a ten.
“Th’ town’s got th’ money for a standard truck, but Hamp wants a few bells an’ whistles.”
“Aha.”
“Plus, he won’t have anything to do with a red truck,” said J.C.
“Seems like a fire chief would like red. Besides, what other color is there?”
“Yellow. He’s holdin’ out for yellow.”
A yellow fire truck? Father Tim put the ten back in his billfold and pulled out a five.
 
The usually talkative Puny moved around the kitchen without once acknowledging his presence. He might have been a bump on a log as he sat at the kitchen island drinking tea.
He peered over his newspaper.
He knew that pinched brow of hers and the soulful cast of her eyes; Puny Guthrie wore her heart on her sleeve, she couldn’t hide anything from him. He should ask her straight out what was going on, but then again…maybe he didn’t want to know.
He dropped his gaze to the story about the grave sites of Union soldiers presumed to exist on Edith Mallory’s sprawling ridge property above Mitford. Coot Hendrick, their unofficial mayor pro-tem and great-grandson of Mitford’s founder, wanted the graves identified and available to public view, as did several preservationists in the area. Edith Mallory, secure behind a combination of electric fences and electronic gates, continued to deny access to anybody, much less what she called in a letter to the editor, “the morbid and profane.”
Though the controversy between the town and Edith Mallory had dragged on for two or three years, most people didn’t give a hoot either way. Who wanted to see graves? And especially Yankee graves? The legend that the soldiers were shot in cold blood by the town’s founder might have gone over big a hundred years ago, but in today’s world, said another letter to the editor, it was murder, plain and simple, and “nothing to be proud of.”
As usual, the Muse printed a sidebar containing all the verses of a song said to have been composed by Mitford’s founder, Hezekiah Hendrick, and believed by Coot Hendrick and his elderly mother to be proof positive that the graves could be located on the Mallory property.
Shot five yankees a-runin’ from th’ war
Caught ’em in a cornfield
Sleeping by a f’ar
Now they’ll not run no more, oh
They’ll not run no more!

Dug five graves
With a mattock and a hoe
Buried ’em in th’ ground
Before th’ first snow
Now they’ll not run no more, oh
They’ll not run no more!

Editor’s note: Mrs. Hendrick, who enjoys singing the song passed down through her family, believes the first verse may have originally said, caught ’em in my cornfield, adding weight to the theory that five Yankee soldiers do, indeed, lie buried on the Mallory property.

“Brouhaha!” exclaimed Father Tim.
This comment elicited no response from his longtime house help, who remained silent as a tomb as she peeled apples for a pie.
“Puny, what’s on your mind?”
She turned from the sink and looked at him oddly, then burst into tears.
See there? He should have kept his big mouth shut.
Puny pulled up her apron and hid her face. “I had th’ awfulest dream!”
“Tell me everything,” he said. “Come and sit here.” He patted the stool beside him.
“I cain’t talk if I sit,” she said, wiping her eyes. “Th’ dream was so lifelike, I thought it was real. It’s worried me to death all day.”
“What did you dream?”
“It was about you. I didn’t know if I should tell you. I mean, I want to tell you, but I don’t know if I should, because it’s like if I tell you, it might really happen.” She drew her apron over her face again. “You were so sick.”
“Puny, Puny, it was just a dream, don’t cry, everything’s fine! I’m healthy as a horse!” He got off the stool and went to her and put his arm around her solid shoulders.
“I jis’ couldn’t stand it if anything happened to you, you’re th’ only granpaw th’ girls’ll ever have….” She blew her nose on the handkerchief he handed her.
“What was the dream about?”
“In th’ dream I begged you to go to the doctor and Cynthia did, too, and you wouldn’t go and you got real bad off an’…”
“And what?”
“An’ maybe died, I cain’t remember th’ end, but it seemed like you died, Joe Joe woke me up because I was cryin’.”
“Let it go from your mind, it was only a dream. You were probably sleeping on your back. I have bad dreams if I sleep on my back.”
“I was sleepin’ on my side, I always sleep on my side,” she assured him.
“So you probably ate too late, that’ll do it every time.”
“No!” she said, shaking her head. “All I had was fruit salad, you cain’t have bad dreams on fruit salad.”
He sighed.
“I feel like this dream meant somethin’. I think you’re supposed to go to Dr. Hopper and see if you’re OK.”
“Well…,” he said, not wanting to make a big production over a dream.
“Well ain’t good enough,” she said flatly. “You need to do this for Cynthia. An’ for Sissy an’ Sassy!”
“OK,” he said. “I’ll go.”
“You could pick up th’ phone and make an appointment this minute.”
Emma Newland made over, except with freckles. “As a matter of fact, I have an appointment coming up in…let’s see, three days! How’s that?”
She looked at him intently, red-eyed. “Father…”
“Yes?”
“I think th’ Lord wants you to do this.”
“Well, then, that settles it,” he said earnestly.
 
“Dearest, you need a haircut.”
Get a haircut. See a doctor. Was there no end to it? “It can wait awhile.”
“You look like a Los Angeles film director.”
“What do you know about Los Angeles film directors?”
“Television, darling. Remember television? Film directors appear on things like Oscar night, which you and I recently watched for a full nine minutes before we fell asleep with our clothes on.”
“Ah.”
“So when can you do it?”
“I don’t know.”
“Yes, but you know the alternative. If you don’t get it done professionally, that means I must do it, or Dooley.” His wife raised one eyebrow and grinned.
The very thought made him weak in the knees. Both had positively butchered him once or twice before, and Puny wouldn’t touch his hair with a ten-foot pole. But the last thing he wanted was to get caught in the fray between Joe Ivey and Fancy Skinner. No way would he slink in the back door of the Sweet Stuff Bakery and risk a run-in with Fancy Skinner; Fancy would curl his hair right then and there. In truth, rumor had it that she often looked down from her upstairs aerie to see who came and went to Joe Ivey, and was taking names. Emma said Fancy had seen Marcie Guthrie, to name only one, go turncoat. For a measly two bucks less, Marcie had popped in to Joe and was said to have exited the place looking like J. C. Hogan. “Let ’em go downstairs!” Fancy snapped, nearly burning Emma’s ear off with the curling iron. “Anybody can save two dollars and spend two months wishin’ they hadn’t!”
“I’ll run over to Wesley one of these days,” he said, trying to mean it.
 
He was sitting on the sofa in the study when he heard Puny and his wife discussing their neighbor.
“I don’t think she’s the marrying kind,” said Cynthia, rinsing mixed greens for a salad.
“Yes, but she’s a nice-lookin’ woman, seems it’d be good for her to have a husband.”
“Maybe. But who on earth would it be? I mean, this is Mitford!”
“Watch it!” he called into the kitchen. “Mitford, after all, is where you found yours truly.”
Puny giggled. “I think she’s kind of soft on th’ father.”
“Yes, well,” said his wife, “she can get over it!”
There! He was thrilled to hear this. Feeling expansive, he kicked off his loafers.
“What about the Collar Button man?” asked Puny, setting dinner plates on the island.
“I don’t think he’s the marrying kind.”
“Mr. Omer,” said Puny. “He has a nice, big smile.”
“Omer Cunningham is a teddy bear, but not her sort. Darling, who are the bachelors in Mitford?”
“Ummm. Let’s see. Avis Packard!”
“Too strange!” said his wife, rolling her eyes.
“Scott Murphy!” he called from the study.
“Timothy! Scott and Miss Pringle wouldn’t be suited in the least. What are you thinking?”
“I’m not trying to make matches here, you asked me who the bachelors are. I’d like to see Scott find someone, though, if you have any ideas on the distaff side.”
“Then, of course,” said Cynthia, dismissing his agenda for Scott Murphy, “there’s Andrew Gregory’s brother-in-law, Tony, a handsome fellow, and Catholic like Miss Pringle, but quite clearly—”
“Too young!” declared Puny.
“This is hard.” He scratched his head. “Old Man Mueller?”
“Timothy, for heaven’s sake!”
“Remember, I’m not proposing anything, I’m only naming bachelors, as I was asked to do. Lew Boyd!” Lew had been a widower for a number of years.
His wife didn’t acknowledge this contribution.
He threw up his hands, naming the only other bachelor he could possibly think of. “Coot Hendrick!”
“You see?” Cynthia said to Puny. “There’s absolutely nobody in Mitford for a nice French lady who teaches piano.”
 
He and Cynthia were hammering down on the front and side yards of the yellow house. Mayor Gregory had poured on the coal for their annual Rose Day, advertising the event in newspapers as far away as Charlotte, Asheville, Winston-Salem, and Raleigh. Now everybody was breaking their necks to get cleaned up for the tourists just days hence. While former Mayor Esther Cunningham had despised the very word tourist, Andrew Gregory thought otherwise, arguing that controlled tourism was an economy that produced no factory emissions or water pollution. The merchants, while fond enough of the Cunningham reign, clearly favored the Gregory renaissance.
Though five projects had been marked off Father Tim’s list, the following remained:
Add lkspr to front bds, cut wisteria off garage, grub honeyskle/ivy at steps, cultivate/mulch/spray roses, whlbarrow from H. Pringle, new hose/ nzzl.
Could he finish in time? Had his list been too ambitious? And then there was Cynthia’s list, which was considerably longer than the one in his shirt pocket. He leaned on the garden spade and wiped his perspiring forehead with a worn handkerchief. “No rest for the wicked,” he said.
“And th’ righteous don’t need none!” crowed his wife, completing a proverb favored by Uncle Billy Watson. She was squatting with a weeder, going full throttle at an infestation of wire grass in the perennial bed facing Wisteria Lane.
He heard a car brake suddenly in the street, squawking to the curb. “There she is!” a voice called.
He looked up as the driver and passenger leaped from a Buick, the motor still running, and dashed across the sidewalk to the perennial bed. Both callers wore muumuus, though of different colors, and both appeared flushed and overwrought.
“You’re Cynthia Coppersmith!” exclaimed the one with a camera strapped around her neck.
“The nice man at the drugstore told us where you live,” said the other, “but don’t tell him we told you he told us!”
“We’re your biggest fans in the whole world, we drove all the way from Albany, Georgia, just to see where you do your little cat books!”
“We hoped we’d run into you, but we never dreamed we’d find you out in your yard!”
“Oh, gosh, I’m often in my yard,” said Cynthia.
“Get over there behind her, Sue Lynn, and let me take a picture!”
He noted that Sue Lynn jumped behind his wife with astonishing agility.
Click. “Sue Lynn, honey, you blinked, let me take it again.” Click. “Oh, umm, could you move out of the picture, your arm was in that one.” He moved out of the picture. Click.
“Now, would you take a picture of Sue Lynn and me behind Cynthia?” A camera was thrust into his hands.
“Sue Lynn, honey, take your sunglasses off, we can’t see your face!”
“Oh, mercy,” said his wife, clearly distressed. “I’m filthy, we really shouldn’t be doing this.”
He was struck by her look of dumbfounded desperation. “Ladies!” he proclaimed in his pulpit voice, “perhaps we could—”
“Just look through that little place in the middle and push down the button on the right,” said the camera owner. She hunkered over Cynthia, who appeared frozen in a squat position. “We just love your little books better than anything, this is so exciting I can hardly stand it, we’ll send you a copy of the pictures, we always order four-by-six glossy. Sue Lynn, honey, move over ! It’s that little button on the right! On th’ right! There you go!”
 
He noted that Dooley was forking down his lasagna, itching to pick up Tommy and haul him to Wesley for a movie. The plan to eat at least one meal a day together wasn’t easy to stick to, especially with a teenager, but they were all hanging in there until Dooley’s move to his mother’s house tomorrow night. After that, he’d be out to Meadowgate for the summer, helping Hal Owen with his veterinary practice, and they’d be heading for Tennessee.
“‘Fame…,’” he muttered, dribbling olive oil on a slice of bread.
“What about it?” Cynthia inquired.
“‘…can never be a bedfellow to tranquillity,’” he said, loosely quoting Montaigne.
“And all because of little books about a cat. Who knew?” His wife looked oddly pleased.
The award business in New York and the invitation to travel around the country had been one thing, but today had been another. He’d felt strangely unnerved by the women in muumuus.
“So who’s going to the movie with you?” he asked Dooley. He thought the boy looked unusually handsome; his bones were fitting together nicely these days.
“Tommy.”
“I know about Tommy. Anybody else?”
“Jenny. And Tommy’s date.”
“Aha.”
“Jenny,” murmured his wife, arching an eyebrow. Their young neighbor in the house with the red roof had moved in and out of Dooley’s life with some frequency over the years.
“Isn’t Lace home yet?” asked Father Tim. He’d heard Lace was visiting a roommate on her way from school to Mitford.
Dooley shrugged.
“We’ll just ring up to the Harpers and see,” said Cynthia, bolting from the table. “Excuse me!”
“Wait!” said Dooley, looking alarmed. “Don’t call. I don’t want to know if she’s home.”
“You don’t want to know?” asked Cynthia, clearly not concerned about being obvious. “What could it hurt to know ?”
With some haste, the boy folded his napkin, a civility drilled into him at school, and stood. “I’ve got to go. Thanks for dinner.”
“You’re welcome,” said Father Tim, feeling the tension in the air.
“Lunch tomorrow, right?”
Dooley left the kitchen without looking back. “Be there or be square!” he called over his shoulder, and was gone down the hall.
Father Tim peered at Cynthia, who had a positively wicked gleam in her eye. “You see?” she said.
“See what?”
“He’s dying to know if Lace is at home!”
He sighed without meaning to. “He could have asked around town if he wanted to find out. Maybe he really doesn’t want to know if she’s home.”
“It’s not that we’re trying to force him into anything,” said his wife.
“Of course not,” he said. “Certainly not!”
 
He wasn’t taking Dooley to the Grill, no way. J.C. and Mule and Percy would want to know everything about school, girls, cars, grades, it was too much. Besides, Dooley did not hold the Grill in high estimation, as the menu still offered livermush and fries that were decidedly on the limp side.
He’d read somewhere that a place in Wesley was now selling wraps. He didn’t know exactly what a wrap was, but it sounded modern and upbeat. He got the new number from information, called to find out the address, and Dooley hied them there in the Mustang with the top down.
“So what do you think?” he asked as they looked around the wrap place. There was a considerable crowd of young people with nose rings and tattoos, there was music that sounded like…he couldn’t be certain what it sounded like, maybe like someone breathing heavily into an empty coconut shell.
“Cool,” said Dooley.
“And how was the movie?” he asked as they unwrapped their wraps.
“Neat.”
What had happened to the boy’s vocabulary? At the stunning cost of twenty-two thousand a year, it had been reduced to that of a mynah bird. Of course, he and Cynthia had found Dooley’s grades to be first-rate, so there was no complaint in that department.
“How’s Jenny?”
Dooley took a huge bite. Father Tim took a huge bite; stuff from the other end of the wrap thudded into his lap.
“Great,” said Dooley.
At the age of eleven, and with hardly any schooling, Dooley Barlowe had been able to speak in complete sentences. Father Tim couldn’t understand this drastic decline—he couldn’t blame it on one lone year at the University of Georgia; it must have taken root at that fancy school in Virginia.
“Wouldn’t you, ah, like to at least say hello to Lace before you go out to Meadowgate?”
“Say hello? She doesn’t want to say hello to me. The last time I called her from school, she was too busy to say hello, she never even called me back, I wish you’d quit bringing up her name all the time, Lace, Lace, Lace, I could care less.” The boy’s face flamed.
“Sorry,” said Father Tim, meaning it.
“You just dropped lettuce in your lap,” said Dooley.
 
“This is the coolest car in the whole town,” Dooley told him on the way home. “Mitford doesn’t have any really cool cars.”
“Come on! There’s Miss Sadie’s 1958 Plymouth still sitting in the Fernbank garage. Some people would give their eyeteeth to get their hands on a car like that.”
As Dooley wheeled right around the monument, Father Tim threw up his hand to Bill Sprouse, out for a walk with his dog, Sparky. Father Tim thought Sparky looked precisely like the head of a kitchen mop pulled along by a leash.
“There aren’t any neat girls in Mitford, either.”
According to Cynthia and Puny, there were no men; according to Dooley, there were no girls.
Father Tim felt suddenly inspired. “Let’s don’t go home! Let’s drive to Farmer.” The road to Farmer was the road Dooley had practiced driving on, the road Dooley had crashed Harley’s old truck on…it was a road of memories, it was a day that felt like summer; he wanted to savor every minute with the boy who was growing up so fast, too fast.
Dooley looked at his passenger and grinned. “Cool,” he said.
 
They had stopped at a country store and taken their cold drinks out to a table and wooden benches under a maple tree. Father Tim relished its mentholated shade. There was even a small breeze blowing.
“I’ve been wanting to talk with you about something,” he told Dooley. He paused a moment and lifted a silent prayer. “It’s about Sammy and Kenny.”
“I don’t want to talk about them anymore.”
“But we’ve got to do it once and for all, we’ve got to find your brothers. It’s been on my mind a lot, and finally I have a good idea.”
“It won’t work. There’s no use lookin’ for ’em, we’ll never find ’em, it’s been too long. Buck looked, you looked, and…”
“And what?”
“And you prayed.”
“Always.”
“Plus Cynthia prayed, Mama prayed, and I prayed. Even Jessie and Poo. It didn’t work.”
“Right. Not yet.”
Dooley looked at his drink bottle. “What kind of idea?”
“If we’re going to find your brothers, especially Sammy, I think we’ve got to find somebody else first.”
“Who?”
This was the part he dreaded. “Your father.”
“No,” said Dooley, getting up from the bench. “No.” All color drained from his face; he took several steps backward.
“He’s the one who can give us leads. Sammy was with him when he was last seen. It’s a chance we’ve got to take, son.”
“I thought you wanted to be my father.” Dooley had backed to the maple and stood there, defiant.
“I want to give you everything a father can give, but I can’t give you any clues about Sammy like I believe your birth father can. Help me in this, Dooley.”
“I hate his guts!” shouted Dooley. Tears escaped onto his freckled face. “I don’t want to see him, I don’t want him hanging around, bein’ drunk and knockin’ everybody in th’ head and callin’ me names.”
“Yes, but—”
“He might find Mama and hurt ’er, or try to take Jessie and Poo.”
“I’ll be in Tennessee, but I’ll manage to go to wherever he is. Or Buck—Buck will go. But you’ve got to help us figure out where he might be, what some of his habits were.”
Dooley had less than two days left with them, and now this hard thing in the midst of the only private time they’d had together….
But one couldn’t wait forever to tackle hard things.
Dooley wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. “I can’t remember,” he said. “Besides, maybe he’s dead. I hope he’s dead.”
“Come on. Sit down. Try to remember. Kenny is seventeen now, Sammy is fifteen, only four years older than you were when I saw you the first time.” As clearly as if it had happened yesterday, Father Tim recalled the image of an eleven-year-old Dooley Barlowe, barefoot and in filthy overalls, peering in his office door. You got anyplace I can take a dump?
“Let’s do our best, let’s give it another shot,” he said. “After all, life is short.”
He had a terrible lump in his throat—for Sammy and Kenny, for Dooley, for the hard things of life in general.
 
Was he jealous of his wife’s fame? He wrenched a dandelion from the damp earth and tossed it on the pile. On the other hand, could two women in muumuus be called a bona fide indication of fame? His face burned as he thought of being spoken to as if he were the yard man.
He made it a point to pray—asking for humility, for help in swallowing down his pride. At least it appeared on the surface to be pride. Was there a deeper issue? Surely he couldn’t be jealous of any honor accruing to his wife’s long years of hard work and dedication.
Whatever it was existed at a level deeper than jealousy. He thumped into the grass near the fence, took off his work gloves, and leaned against the pine tree. So what was really making his gut wrench?
Fear.
It was that simple.
He was afraid she’d somehow be taken from him, swept away on a tide they couldn’t anticipate or control.
 
“How’s the new book coming?” he asked as they lay in bed. He was rubbing her neck, as he often did when she was slaving over a drawing board. He’d long ago given up hope that she wouldn’t do this to herself anymore; no, she loved it too much. Just as preaching had been what he did, writing and illustrating books was what she did, it was how she processed her life.
“Umm. Good, dearest. More to the right, there’s an awful crick on the right.”
“I need to adjust the chair at your drawing table again.”
“Would you, Timothy?”
“Of course. First thing tomorrow. Tell me about the book.”
“I’m dismayed, it won’t come right. I should have listened to myself when I said I wouldn’t do any more Violet books. I think I may put it aside ’til we come home from Tennessee.”
“No wonder you’re having a problem with it. That cat’s already done everything there is to do—been to see the Queen, learned to play the piano, gone to the beach, stayed in a hotel in New York, taken up French as a second language—”
“Right there! Ugh, it’s sore. What did you and Dooley talk about at lunch?”
“About finding his father, to see if we can learn something about the boys. Any involvement with his father frightens him, of course. It could be like stirring a nest of hornets.”
“I understand. But it’s a good idea, Timothy.”
“He remembered that his father had a best friend, a drinking buddy he hung out with, got in trouble with. The name came to Dooley very clearly—Shorty Justice. He lived in Holding, worked on the highway. I’m going to get Emma on it.” His erstwhile secretary, who had helped locate Jessie Barlowe, liked nothing better than to spread a dragnet in cyberspace.
“I’ll help you any way I can,” said Cynthia. “I’ll do anything.”
He leaned down and kissed her shoulders, loving the feel of her living flesh. She was balm to him, she was everything he might ever want or dream of having, she was his best friend, his encourager. How had he ever bumbled along in that odd dream state of bachelorhood, thinking himself sane?
“I love you,” he said.
“I love you back, sweetheart.” She yawned and rolled over and put her arms around his neck. “You are still my sweetheart?”
He grinned. “‘Until heaven and then forever!’” he said, quoting the inscription engraved on his wedding band.
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CHAPTER FOUR
www.seek&find.com

Emma Newland thumped into his leather chair in the study, adjusted the needlepoint pillow behind her back, and opened her laptop.
It was her custom to arrive at the yellow house at eight-thirty every Tuesday morning, with the express purpose of inputting the latest portion of his current essay, sending various e-mails in her erstwhile employer’s stead, munching tortilla chips to maintain appropriate levels of blood sugar, and tidying his desk whether he wished it tidy or not.
She considered this stint, generally four hours in length, to be her “bounden duty,” having made a pact with God. She had committed to serve her helpless former priest ’til death did them part if only God would spare her the agony and aggravation of arthritis—which, at least in recorded history, had afflicted every female in her family. So far, she had suffered only a minor twinge in her right thumb, which she blamed on excessive use of the mouse.
Far be it from her former priest to mention such a thing, but he thought her eyebrows appeared singed this morning, or even missing, as if she’d failed to jump back when lighting an outdoor grill. He’d always thought her eyebrows incredibly similar to woolly worms that had grown extra-thick coats for winter. In truth, his secretary’s face looked so oddly denuded that he was embarrassed.
“What’re you lookin’ at?” she demanded, without glancing away from the screen.
He felt like a schoolboy, caught releasing a toad in the girls’ rest room. “Nothing!”
She fiddled with the thing in her lap. “So have you had your spring cold yet?”
“I don’t expect to have a spring cold,” he said.
“How on earth you’ll escape it, I don’t know…all that drinkin’ out of th’ cup with everybody and his brother and shakin’ a hundred hands at th’ Peace.”
He didn’t comment.
“Now that you don’t have to drink out of the cup every Sunday, you ought to start dippin’ your wafer, that’s what I did before I went back to bein’ a Baptist.”
He bit his tongue.
“I guess you heard the Methodists are gettin’ a woman preacher.”
He didn’t like it when Emma heard news before he did, especially news from the ecclesiastical realm. It was petty of him, but…“Well, well.”
“I’m goin’ to see if you’ve got e-mail,” she said, “then we’ll go lookin’ for Dooley’s daddy.”
He swiveled around to his desk and began final revisions to the essay on Wordsworth’s postulations, wondering whether he’d have to endure Emma Newland’s close company even in heaven. No, surely not, as that would somehow smack of the other place….
He tried to disclaim his excitement that she might indeed be able to trace Clyde Barlowe, right here in this room, today. He didn’t want to get excited about a shot in the dark, though his Alabama bishop had once chastised him about that very thing.
The Right Reverend Paul Jared Sotheby had wagged his finger like a schoolmarm. “Timothy, stop this nonsense of preparing for the worst and spend your time preparing for the best!” This counsel had never been forgotten, though he was seldom able to follow it.
Emma stared at the screen, making a light whistling noise between her teeth. Pop music wasn’t his strong point, but it sounded like the first two lines of “Delta Dawn,” repeated ad infinitum.
“Lookit,” she said, “you’ve got mail!”
“Really?” He leaped up and crouched over her shoulder. “Aha!” Marion Fieldwalker, his former parishioner and good friend in Whitecap Island.
“I gave her my e-mail address, bless ’er heart, so she could keep in touch.”
Dear Fr, will dash this off as well as am able, it is my first try at cyberspace.
Fr Conklin has not upset us too badly. He has a fondness for parish suppers and the old hymns and is organizing a trip to the Holy Land. Sam thinks he will work out.
Morris Love plays the organ each Sunday. We’ve never heard such a holy racket! People come from far and wide to enjoy the music & end up hearing about God’s grace which is a tidy arrangement.
Ella Bridgewater brings dear Captain Larkin to church most
Sundays and subs for Morris on fifth Sunday. Jeffrey Tolson is working across at the college three days and up
Dorchester at the big dock two days. He is in church with
Janette and the children every Sunday. Some think he will slip back into his old ways, but Sam thinks he will work out.
We miss you greatly. Otis and Marlene had a playground built behind the church and Jean Ballenger is writing a history of St. John’s with a list of all the gravestone inscriptions, including Maude Boatwright’s “Demure at last,” which I recall was your great favorite. I will dispatch a copy as soon as the ink is dry.
Sam has a kidney infection, we would covet your prayers. You are always in ours.
Best love to you and dear Cynthia. When you left it was as if a candle flame had been snuffed out, but we are soldiering on.

He straightened up, clutching his back.
“Wait!” she said. “There’s more.”
“My back…,” he said, feeling a creak in every joint.
“If you weren’t too cheap to buy a printer, you wouldn’t have to read your mail hangin’ over my shoulder!”
Blast and double blast today’s technology. He’d stood firm for years until just the other day when he’d finally sold out and let Puny teach him to work the microwave. It was a watershed moment, something he wasn’t proud of, but in the space of a few heartbeats his tepid tea was steaming. Maybe he did need to buy a printer.
“Look,” she said. “Your pal in Mitford, England.”
“Move it this way, there’s a glare on the screen.” He bent closer, battling the heavy scent of My Sin that rose from his secretary like a cloud off Mount Saint Helens. “The type is too small!”
“Your back hurts, there’s a glare on the screen, the type is too small. The answer is to get your own laptop, like a normal person!” She snorted. “Sit down, I’ll read it to you. ‘Dear Father…’”
She blinked and looked up. “You know, I can get you online in a heartbeat!”
“I don’t want to be online!”
“Anytime! Just let me know.”
“No way,” he said, meaning it.
“Stick your head in the sand, let life pass you by,” she muttered.
“‘Dear Father…’”
A sudden shower pecked at the windows. He heard his wife’s radio playing in her workroom.
“‘What a thumping good idea to have your Mitford and ours become sister villages. I’m sure the whole business wants a bit of pomp to make it official. I can’t think what sort but I’m certain my wife Judy can make it click. She’s known for pulling off the best jumble sales in the realm, and our vicar is clever at this sort of thing, as well. We’ll all of us put our heads together and come up with something splendid, I’m sure. Sincere best wishes on your mission work in Tennessee, I believe that’s where a considerable amount of your whisky comes from. Will keep in touch through your good sec’y. Yours sincerely, Cedric Hart, Esq.’”
“Terrific,” he said. “Anything else?”
“That’s it. Anything you want to send before I look for Clyde Barlowe?”
“This,” he said, handing her a piece of paper on which he’d scrawled a quote for Stuart Cullen.
“You could do it yourself,” she said.
“Blast it, Emma…”
Church architecture, she typed, ought to be an earthly and temporal fulfillment of the Savior’s own prophesy that though the voices of men be still, the rocks and stones themselves will cry out with the laud and praise and honor due unto the King of kings and the Lord of lords. Michel di Giovanni, medieval builder and designer.
“Who to?” she asked.
“The bishop.”
He watched her move the mouse around. “Done! Now. Ready if you are.”
“Excellent!” He was on the edge of his seat.
“But don’t get your hopes up,” she said, peering over her half-glasses.
“Oh, no,” he said.
“This will take a little time.”
“Right.”
She waved her hand at him. “So do what you have to do to your essay so I can input it before I leave.”
Trying to cast the search from his mind, he created two paragraphs from one and crossed out a line that he’d formerly thought stunning. He noted by the faded type that the ribbon on his Royal manual was wearing through, a circumstance that Emma wouldn’t favor in the least when transcribing.
The clock ticked, the rain pecked, the radio played Brahms. Couldn’t she somehow just go to the B’s and find it? What was taking so long?
He deleted a paragraph, transposed two lines, and capitalized Blake as in William. Thirty minutes to find one ordinary name?
“Lookit!” she exclaimed.
“What?”
“I’ll be darned.”
“What?”
“Well, well,” she said, paying him no attention at all.
There was nothing to do but get up and look over her shoulder.
“See there?” She jabbed her finger at a list of names.
“Where?”
“Right there. Cate Turner. Idn’t that Lace Turner’s daddy’s name?”
“Why, yes.”
“There’s only one Cate Turner on th’ list, and he’s livin’ in Hope Creek, that little town close to Holding.”
“Lace isn’t anxious to know where her father is. Far from it. Keep looking.” In truth, Lace had been legally adopted by the Harpers and had taken their surname, though most Mitfordians, out of habit, still referred to her as Lace Turner.
“Why are you in the T’s, anyway?” he asked, irritated. “You can’t find Barlowe in the T’s.”
“I was lookin’ for Caldecott Turner, my high school sweetheart, we called him Cal.”
“Emma, Emma…”
“I already looked in th’ Barlowes.”
“And?”
“And I hate to tell you, but there’s no Clyde Barlowe.”
“There’s got to be a Clyde Barlowe. Both names are common to this area.”
“I looked in all fifty states and everywhere in Canada, including Nova Scotia and the Yukon, plus—”
“But it’s such a simple name. Surely—”
“See for yourself.” She stood up, thrusting the laptop in his direction. “Just sit down right here and fool with it while I go to the johnny.”
He backed away, grinning in spite of himself. “Oh, no, you don’t! I’m not falling for your flimsy ploy to get me hooked on this miserable contraption.”
Emma chuckled, a rare thing to witness. “You’ll be hooked sooner or later. Might as well be sooner.”
“When you come back,” he said, ignoring her prediction, “I’d like you to look for a fellow named Shorty Justice.”
But there was no Shorty Justice, either.
 
As he walked Emma to the front door, he knew he’d ask, and he knew he’d regret it.
“Ummm. Your eyebrows…”
“What about my eyebrows?” she snapped.
“They just look…” He shrugged. “Different!” Didn’t he know that curiosity killed the cat?
“Do I ask about your eyebrows?”
“Well, no, but there’s nothing different about mine.”
“Oh, really? Have you looked in the mirror lately?”
She swept out the door, blowing him in the ditch.
He went at once to the downstairs powder room. Consulting the mirror, he saw there was absolutely nothing different about, much less wrong with, his eyebrows.
“Do my eyebrows look funny?” he asked Cynthia.
She studied him soberly. “No. Why?”
“Emma said I should look in the mirror at my eyebrows.”
“Why would she say that?”
“I don’t know. I guess because I asked about hers, they seemed…different.”
“Oh, that! Of course, they are different! Which is to say she doesn’t have any! Fancy Skinner talked Emma into thinning her eyebrows, and instead of plucking them, Fancy used a wax thing that pulled off the whole shebang.”
“Oh, boy.”
“When I croak, Timothy, remember my instruction. You do remember?”
He remembered. This instruction was handwritten and paper-clipped to his wife’s will, which specified burial instead of the increasingly popular cremation. TIMOTHY, Do not let Fancy Skinner touch my hair!!! Yours from above and beyond, C.
 
Dooley’s Wrangler was at Lew Boyd’s, where Harley was working on the stick shift, which was, in fact, living up to its name and sticking.
“I’ll drive you to your mom’s,” said Father Tim. He didn’t want Dooley to leave, not at all, but of course he wouldn’t mention it….
“Can I have your car tonight since mine won’t be ready ’til tomorrow?”
“Can you?”
“May I?”
Father Tim smiled, waiting.
“Please!”
“Yes, you may,” said Father Tim, tossing him the keys. “Thanks, Dad!”
“You’re welcome.”
He was touched that the boy gave him a good punch on the arm.
 
All the books they could possibly wish to read or refer to while in Tennessee were at last in boxes. He noticed they were virtually the same books they’d schlepped to Whitecap, with the addition of a crate of children’s books.
He stood back and scratched his head. What else? Ah! He’d want the Tozer and the complete works of George Macdonald, which were upstairs, he’d forgotten about those; then there was the business about the Galsworthy….
He recalled that his wife had preached him a sermon about popping into Happy Endings for any reason other than to say goodbye to Hope Winchester. The drill was that neither he nor Cynthia was permitted to add another ounce to their current shipping charges.
He hadn’t promised her he wouldn’t buy another book, though he did say he considered her counsel wise. That was, of course, before he realized how much he needed the Galsworthy volume. One little book! And a paperback, at that! How much could it weigh, after all? He wouldn’t put it in the book crates, anyhow, he’d stuff it in his duffel bag, he’d tote it in his rolled-up pajamas. Some men chased women, some were smitten with fast cars. Big deal, he liked books.
Before going on his mission, he opened the refrigerator door and spied the cache of Cokes they kept for Dooley’s comings and goings. He realized he’d been ignoring his pressing thirst, and though he shouldn’t do this, the can was already open…probably flat, but what the heck, just a sip. He drained the contents, rinsed the can, flattened it, and tossed it in the recycle bin in the garage.
 
He shelled out thirteen dollars and change.
“Don’t, ah, mention this,” he said, confident that Hope would get his meaning.
“Of course not!” said Hope, offended. “I’m asked to keep all sorts of things confidential!”
“Really? Like what?”
She peered at him through her tortoiseshell-rim glasses and smiled. “If I told you, Father, then it wouldn’t be—”
“Confidential!” he said. “Of course.”
She dropped the book into a bag and handed it to him. “I suppose you know that some people are making exceedingly captious remarks about the Man in the Attic.”
“I’m not surprised.”
“They say his flagitious behavior will almost certainly assert itself again.”
There was nothing he could say to that, nor could he help noticing that Hope looked oddly worried, a little pale. “I pray that all will be well and very well,” he said. “Perhaps you’ll pray about it, also.”
“I don’t pray.”
“Aha.” He tucked the bag under his arm.
“But I believe in God,” she said.
“Good! God believes in you.”
“So, I hope you have a really great trip, I admire you for going up there and living in the wilderness, I hope you’re taking a snake kit.”
“Umm, I don’t think so. Well! Probably won’t see you again ’til September, I hope everything—”
“Father?”
“Yes?”
“Do you have a moment?”
“Of course.”
She lowered her eyes. “I think I…need to tell you something.”
In all the years he’d known Hope Winchester, she had never confided in him.
“I wrote the Man in the Attic a letter,” she whispered. “I told him Happy Endings would have a job for him when he comes.”
“Why, that’s wonderful!”
“You see, I thought everyone liked Mr. Gaynor for how he handled what he’d done, making his confession before your congregation and then asking you to call the police to take him away. I remember how the schoolchildren made drawings for him while he was in jail, and all those pairs of shoes that were brought to the police station. Someone said you preached a sermon about him and called him a type of St. Paul. Now I’m not sure anymore, some people say he’d be tempted to steal again. I feel very distressed about making such a precipitate gesture. What if people refuse to come in, what if it hurts sales?”
“Have you told Helen you did this?” Though absent nine months of the year, the owner was known to be seriously interested in the details of her business.
“A few weeks ago, she told me to hire part-time help to take care of our mail order for the rare books. I know she trusts me completely, I’ve never let her down.”
“I’m sure you haven’t.”
“Now I don’t know what to do.”
“Speaking of St. Paul, he asked us to be instant in prayer. Don’t be alarmed, but I’m going to pray about this right now.”
“Right now?” asked Hope.
He bowed his head. “Father,” he said, “we’re in a pickle here. Thank You for giving Hope wisdom about what to do and putting Your answer plainly on her heart. In Jesus’ name, amen.”
Hope looked at him quizzically. “Is that all?”
“That’s it!” he said. “Just check your heart, you’ll know what to do.”
“Oh,” she said, oddly relieved.
“And by the way, I think everyone will love George Gaynor all over again.”
“Thank you, Father, thank you!”
“I’ll drop you a postcard with our new address,” he said. “Let me know how it goes.”
 
He stopped by the drugstore, made a beeline for the candy section, and set about examining the see-through packages of jelly beans.
“Lookin’ for jelly beans for your doc?” asked Tate Smith.
“Yep.”
“I think he made a pretty heavy sweep through here th’ other day.”
Father Tim inspected one package twice. “This looks like it has quite a few green. I’ll take it.”
Hoppy Harper was known to be inordinately fond of green jelly beans; he carefully picked through mixed flavors and, after robbing the bag in his favor, turned the remains over to his nurses.
“Seems like a doctor that scarfs down jelly beans idn’t a very good example to his patients,” said Tate. “My doc’s got me plumb offa sugar, but he don’t let me see what he eats. Doc Harper, he don’t care who knows he’s got a sugar jones.”
Tate rang up the dollar-and-seventy-nine-cent sale. “Prob’ly eats bacon an’ who knows what all.”
“Link sausage!” said Father Tim.
“You playin’ for th’ Reds this year?” asked Tate.
Father Tim tucked the jelly beans into the bag with his book.
“Can’t do it this year. We’re headed up to Tennessee for a while. Maybe next year.”
He realized he was greatly relieved not to be playing on Mitford’s star softball team. The thought of running around the bases, hitting the ball, just picking up the bat…
He was tired, somewhere deep in himself, in a place where he hadn’t really looked before. But that didn’t make sense. He was no longer a full-time priest; he wasn’t sweating vestry meetings, building campaigns, or quirky parishioners; he had only occasional weddings, baptisms, or funerals to perform, and no confirmation classes to teach. He didn’t even have to dash to the rest room, as he’d done at Whitecap, and jiggle the ball when someone left the toilet running.
Running! That was the solution right there. He needed to get back to his running schedule. As soon as he left Joe Ivey’s barber chair, he’d head home, put Barnabas on the leash, and take a go at his old route—up Main Street, right on Lilac Road, down Church Hill, and right on Old Church Lane to Baxter Park and then home.
 
On the way to Joe’s, he ducked into The Local and rounded up Avis, who was cutting a leg of lamb.
“Looks like a superb cut,” said Father Tim.
“How do you roast your lamb?”
“Varies.”
“Here’s how you do it, no fail. Heat your oven to four-fifty, OK?”
“OK.”
“Rub your meat with garlic and lemon, push some fresh rosemary under the skin, slap it on a rack uncovered, OK?”
“OK.”
“Reduce your heat to three twenty-five, and let ’er rip ’til the internal temperature’s around one seventy-five. Superb! Outstanding! Delicious! OK?”
“Got it.”
“While you’re at it, quarter and roast a few potatoes, and make a salad with my balsamic vinegar in th’ green bottle, third row, second shelf. You want my mint jelly recipe?”
“I have one, thanks.” He stood on one foot and then the other.
“Avis! Any more thoughts about hiring a new driver?”
“Already hired! Starts Wednesday.”
“Aha.”
Avis wiped his hands on his apron. “I’d top that off with a nice merlot, is what I’d do.”
In other words, thought Father Tim, the job opening was definitely closed.
 
Joe Ivey whipped open a folded cape, draped it over Father Tim’s front section, and tied it at the back of his neck.
“I hear you got a convict comin’.”
“He won’t be a convict when he gets here; he’ll be a free man, repentant and eager to join society.”
“That don’t always work.”
“What don’t, ah, doesn’t?”
“That repentance business.”
“It worked for you. How long have you been dry?”
“Four years goin’ on five.”
“See there?”
Father Tim was dead sure he heard Fancy Skinner’s high-heel shoes pecking on the floor above their heads, but he wouldn’t introduce that sore subject for all the tea in China.
Joe picked up his scissors and comb.
“Just take a little off the sides,” said Father Tim.
“It’s fannin’ out over your collar, I’m gettin’ rid of this mess on your neck first.”
“Cynthia said don’t scalp me.”
“If I had a’ Indian-head nickel for every time a woman sent me that message, I’d be rich as cream an’ livin’ in Los Angelees.”
“Why on earth would you want to live there?”
“I wouldn’t, it’s just th’ first big town that popped to mind.”
“Aha.” Father Tim saw a veritable bale of hair falling to the floor.
“Where’s he goin’ to work at?”
“I don’t know. We have a couple of possibilities.”
“You wouldn’t want him to be out of work.”
“Of course not.”
“That’d be too big a temptation.”
“You’re going to like this man. Remember, he made a public confession and turned himself in; he was willing to admit his mistake and spend eight years paying for it. Give him a chance.”
“I don’t know…”
“Ours is the God of the second chance, Joe.”
Joe stood back and squinted at his handiwork, then handed Father Tim a mirror. “Well, there they are.”
“There what are?”
“Your ears. How long has it been since you seen ’em?”
 
He left the barbershop and walked toward the corner of Main Street, head down. He wouldn’t confide it to anyone, not even to Cynthia, but something Hope expressed had already been nagging him. Indeed, what if things didn’t work out with George? Yours truly would be the one to blame. Worse, he wouldn’t even be here, he’d be in Tennessee, with no way to sense the flow of things at home. Somehow, he couldn’t grasp the reality of their move to Tennessee; it wouldn’t stick. The boxes were packed, their clothes were ready to zip into hanging bags, but…
He admitted his relief that they’d failed to locate Clyde Barlowe. Indeed, it was possible that Dooley’s worst fears could come true; if they found the man, the family could be at risk, it was playing with fire. Why was he messing in other people’s lives, anyway, giving George Gaynor easy entry to Mitford, and actively searching for someone who’d never been anything but trouble?
 
When he reached the hospital four blocks away, he figured he may as well check into a room and get it over with. His feet and legs had the weight of cinder blocks; he’d literally dragged himself up the hill. He recalled that Uncle Billy had asked him to stop by this afternoon, but maybe tomorrow….
 
“So how do you like boot camp?”
“Boot camp?”
“Your hair. What’s left of it.” His ever-harried doc grinned, running his fingers through his own wiry, disheveled hair, which grew in plenty. “Your glucometer reading is through the roof. Two-fifty.”
His heart sank.
“You know it should be well under two hundred, around one-forty is where I’d like to see it hang.”
He said nothing; he loathed this disease, he was sick of it….
“I’ll have Kennedy draw blood for the lab. What happened to your exercise program?”
“Let’s see…” His mind felt positively fogged.
“Gone with the wind, is my guess.” Hoppy popped a green jelly bean.
The very nerve, thought Father Tim.
“I’m ready to scuttle your trip.”
“What?”
“Either that or I let you go on good faith, with your absolute commitment to take care of yourself.”
“Meaning…?”
“Meaning you’ve got to get back to a strict exercise regime and watch your diet. Plus, I’m going to double your insulin.”
Father Tim stared at his shoes.
“You know the higher we make your insulin the hungrier you’ll get, and if you don’t exercise you’ll gain weight, you’ll feel rotten…it’s a vicious cycle. So it’s imperative you stick with it, Father. I’m prescribing ten more units…every day. Every morning, every evening, no cutbacks, no slipups, and no excuses.”
He nodded, numb.
“I’m worried about you, pal. There’s no quick fix to diabetes.”
“Right.”
“Who’s going to be your medical counsel in Tennessee?”
“I don’t know, I haven’t thought about it.”
“Fortunately, you don’t have to. I have an old school chum in Nashville. Call him. It’s a must.”
Hoppy scribbled a name on a notepad, tore off the page, and handed it to him. “I don’t think you’ve ever realized how serious this can be, even with the dive you took a few years back.”
“Maybe not. I’ve tried to stay with the exercise, but lately I haven’t felt up to it.”
“That’s when you need to push yourself to do it, of course.”
“Of course.” Maybe he was tired because he was old. Age ought to count for something in this deal.
“Wretched thing, exercise,” said his doctor. “Thank God diabetes is missing in my gene pool. Our crowd has other problems.”
“Like what?”
“Prostate cancer. My father, two uncles, a cousin.”
Father Tim shook his head. “Sorry,” he said, meaning it. Who didn’t have a cross to bear? “Tell me about Lace. Is she home from school?”
“Came in yesterday, went straight to visit Harley, said she’d try to see you and Cynthia before you go. You won’t believe how gorgeous she is, Timothy. Dumbfounding.”
“I’m not surprised.”
“Dean’s list, to boot. Olivia and I can never thank you enough for bringing us together as a family. It hasn’t been easy, but she’s the light of our lives.”
Father Tim grinned. “I’m not the one, of course, who brought you together, but I’ll pass your sentiments along in my prayers tonight. What’s she up to next year?”
“University of Virginia.”
“Good. Terrific.”
“How’s Dooley?”
“Handsome. Smart as a whip. The light of our lives.”
They laughed together comfortably, the two who had prayed for Olivia Davenport to find a heart transplant. In the process of finding a heart, his good doctor had a found a wife.
 
In the evening, he pulled on his sweat suit, put his good dog on the leash, and ran.
It wasn’t working. At the top of Church Hill, he wanted nothing more than to sit and stare down at the village. Just sit; not run, not travel to Tennessee, not even go home for dinner.
In the evening, he took his glucometer out of the box to check the number of strips he had left. He fumbled the thing, somehow, and dropped it on the floor. While searching for it in the unlit bathroom, he heard it crunch under his heel.
“Good riddance!” he said, switching on the light to do the cleanup.
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CHAPTER FIVE
A Sudden Darkness

He sat at the kitchen island, pulling together a list of winter gardening chores for Harley.
Should the leaves remain on the lawn, or be raked and worked into the compost heap? There were clearly two schools of thought on the subject; he had a history of swinging back and forth between them. But why worry about it in June when Harley didn’t need to know ’til the end of October?
Cynthia trotted in and climbed onto the stool beside his.
“Lace Harper called. She’ll be here at four o’clock!”
“Aha! Good news.”
“I’ve made lemonade and pimiento cheese sandwiches. We’ll have afternoon tea.”
“Scratch pimiento cheese?”
“Timothy! Is the pope a Catholic?”
Chuckling, he kissed his wife and looked at his watch. Maybe he could catch Dooley. He bounded to the phone by the sofa in the study.
“Jessie!” he said when Dooley’s ten-year-old sister answered the phone.
“Hey, Father Tim.”
“How are you?”
“I’m OK. Dooley gave me a whole box of candy from the drugstore, it has nuts. Do you like nuts?”
“I am nuts,” he said, grinning.
“Why?”
“Because I’m going somewhere I…don’t really want to go.” He couldn’t believe he’d said that.
“I have to do things I don’t want to do.”
“Like what, may I ask?”
“Washing dishes and homework.”
“Both very popular in the category of what people don’t like doing. Is Dooley around?”
“Yeah.”
He heard Dooley in the background. “Say yes, sir!”
“Yes, sir, do you want to speak to him?”
“I do, thank you. And Jessie…”
“Yeah? I mean, yes, sir?”
“I’ve been meaning to tell you this for ages. You’re a lovely girl. We’re all proud of you.”
She caught her breath, considered his remark, then giggled. “Thanks.”
“You’re welcome. See you when we get back.”
“Hey,” said Dooley.
“Hey, yourself! Lace Harper’s dropping over at four o’clock. Cynthia made lemonade and pimiento cheese sandwiches. Want to come?”
Silence. Maybe he should throw in a plate of brownies. He could run to Sweet Stuff….
“Dooley?”
“I don’t know, I don’t think so.”
“It’ll take thirty minutes, maybe an hour, it won’t be a long visit.”
“I don’t think so.”
He observed his own silence. “Well, then. I’ll drive out to Meadowgate with you on Thursday morning, OK?”
“OK.”
“We love you, buddy.”
“Love you back.”
Click.
“He’s not coming,” said Father Tim, feeling oddly bereft.
His barefoot wife thumped onto the sofa beside him. “Want to bet?”
 
Perhaps he’d write an essay on the mystery of a woman’s ability to know and sense things beyond a man’s ken. At five ’til four, the front door opened and Dooley blew down the hall.
“Hey.”
He and Cynthia offered their family greeting in unison. “Hey, yourself!”
“I forgot something.”
“What?” asked Cynthia.
“My, umm, tennis shoes.”
“You’re wearing them.”
Dooley blushed. “Oh, right. I mean, no, not these. My old ones.”
“You outgrew them.”
Father Tim put his arm around his wife’s shoulder, hoping to distract her. She was a regular CIA agent, a storm trooper. “Cynthia…”
“I want them for…for Poo!” said Dooley.
“For Poo! What a great idea. Of course!”
“Of course!” said Father Tim. Quick thinking! Chalk one up for Dooley.
Dooley grinned, displaying sixteen hundred dollars’ worth of recent dental work, underwritten by Miss Sadie’s trust.
Handsome! thought Father Tim. Smart as a whip! The light of our lives!
 
His doctor was right. Lace Harper was…what had Hoppy said, exactly? Gorgeous. Slightly bucktoothed when he’d first encountered her stealing Miss Sadie’s ferns, Lace had obviously undergone dental work of her own. However, it was her eyes that engaged him. He’d remembered them as brown, but they were, in fact, amber, a startling, clear amber that gave this young woman great presence.
Dooley tried to sprawl on the study sofa, but, finding it impossible to appear nonchalant, returned to posing as ice sculpture.
“What will you be doing this summer?” his wife asked their guest.
“My friend Alicia invited me to visit her aunt in Martha’s Vineyard, but we’re going to take a family trip out West.”
He noted that Lace pronounced aunt like the Virginians, and not like Mitfordians, who comfortably used what sounded like ant and even aint.
“I love the West!” Cynthia said. “Where?”
“Hoppy’s great-grandfather had a ranch in Montana, so we’re going there, then we’re going to explore the Oregon Trail.” Lace smiled suddenly.
Father Tim thought her smile a miracle of healing; in the early years, her countenance had reflected only anger and the weight of a terrible sadness. Further, he thought her poise was nothing to be taken lightly. Though a year younger than Dooley, she seemed wiser, more mature, more settled into her skin.
“Sounds like good medicine for my doctor,” said Father Tim. In all the years he’d known the earnest practitioner, Hoppy had taken only two vacations, one of them his honeymoon.
“Olivia bought him cowboy boots.”
“Aha!”
“But don’t tell,” said Lace. “It’s a secret.”
“Never!”
Though the conversation flowed smoothly enough, the tension in the room was palpable; he felt it somewhere around the region of his jaws, as if he’d clenched his teeth since their visitor arrived. There was no mistaking Lace’s cool indifference toward Dooley, and Dooley’s wall of defense against her.
Father Tim remembered the day Dooley had stolen Lace’s old hat and she’d responded by punching him so hard in the ribs that Dooley thought a few of them broken. Now, that was communicating!
Cynthia passed the small sandwiches a second time. Father Tim took one, Lace declined. Dooley took two, one in each hand, then, realizing his social blunder, tried to return one to the plate, but Cynthia had passed it out of reach. He popped an entire sandwich into his mouth and sat red-faced and chewing, holding the other as if it were a hot potato.
Something must be done! thought Father Tim. He shot from his chair and addressed the assembly.
“Why don’t we all go for a ride in my car? Dooley, you can drive!” There! That ought to do it. Dooley at the wheel of the red Mustang, the top down, the four of them without a care….
“A ride?” queried his wife, refilling their glasses. “Whatever for?”
He sat as quickly as he’d stood.
 
“Didn’t go too well, did it?” Cynthia asked.
They lay in bed, holding hands.
“Depends on what we were expecting.”
“We were expecting them to be friends, of course, just as they used to be.”
“He told me she snubbed a phone call he made to her at school.”
“Yes,” she said, “but it’s more than that. Because of their backgrounds, they’re both terrified of feeling their feelings. Dooley can take Jenny to a movie and it doesn’t mean a great deal to him, but there’s something so…intense, so volatile in his feelings toward Lace that he simply tries to shut his feelings down.”
“Deep stuff.”
“Some of the stuff you dealt with when courting me.”
“Really?”
“Absolutely!”
“What happened?” he asked, smiling in the dark. “How did we end up in the same bed?”
She patted his hand. “Water wears away stone.”
He yawned hugely. “Whatever that means,” he said.
 
He sat in a straight-back chair in a small, empty room with a dirt floor. It was the same cool, hard-packed floor of his grandmother’s potato cellar, but there were windows through which light streamed, casting patterns at his feet.
He heard a door opening behind him; children filed into the room on either side of his chair. They came in silently, almost reverently, and settled themselves at his feet as if waiting for him to speak, to tell them a story or solve some great riddle; there were dozens of children, many more than a small room could possibly hold, but their silence made them seem fewer. The light from the open doorway fell upon their hair and illumined their faces as they looked at him, searching for something he had no ability to name or to deliver. He tried to speak, but couldn’t open his mouth; he tried but could not speak—
“What is it, dearest?”
Her hand on his shoulder was the most reassuring touch he’d ever known, save that of his mother. “I keep falling asleep and waking again. Did I disturb you?”
“You were dreaming,” she said. “I’ve been awake, too. It’s the change that’s coming.”
It’s already with us, he thought. We have disrupted something precious, something fragile. Yet they were doing what they believed God wanted….
“Come,” he said, taking her into his arms. They lay without talking as he stroked her cheek.
“I’m going with you to New York,” he said at last.
“You don’t have to, it’s all right.”
“No, we’re going together.” To arrive in Tennessee in early June and leave the middle of July didn’t seem the best thing, but he was going with his wife, period. As for his lifelong fear of flying, he’d put his head down and do it, he’d reckon with it.
She kissed him tenderly. “I’ll be proud to show off my husband.”
He turned his head on the pillow and looked out the window to the leaves of the maple tree gleaming in the moonlight.
“Whitecap didn’t seem so hard.”
“We were lighthearted about going to Whitecap,” she murmured.
“The freedom of an island…”
“The wind in our hair…”
“Gulls wheeling above us…”
“The smell of salt air!” He completed their old liturgy. Whitecap had seemed inviting and open; what lay ahead now seemed closed, though he didn’t know why.
“This will be our last foray,” he said.
“Thank you, Timothy. We’re no spring chickens.”
Ah, yes. He would be sixty-nine in less than a month, looking square into the maw of The Big Seven-oh. But age had nothing, less than nothing to do with serving God. There were countless older saints who, faithful to the end, had perished on the mission field. And there were mission fields at home, right in his own backyard—hadn’t he always been a proponent of the local mission field? After Tennessee, he would get down to it once and for all. He would find his niche and make his mark for God at home, in Mitford. What with two days at the Children’s Hospital in Wesley, a couple of days with Scott Murphy at Hope House, Wednesdays with Homeless Hobbes’s soup kitchen, and a pulpit here and there, he’d have more than a full plate.
“Let me pray for us,” he said, smoothing her hair from her forehead. The faintest scent of wisteria rose from her flesh, evanescent but consoling. He’d be able to locate his wife anywhere, even blindfolded in a crowded air terminal; her smell had become the smell of home to him, of peace and certainty.
“Lord,” he said, “to You all hearts are open, all desires known, and from You no secrets are hid. We can hide nothing from You, yet something is hidden from us. Speak to us again, Father, help us discern Your direction for our lives. Are we on the path you’ve set for us? Have we missed the mark?”
They lay still then, hearing the ticking of the clock, and Barnabas snoring on the hall landing.
 
Buck Leeper dropped by the following morning on his way to the construction site in Holding. He stood at the front door holding a to-go cup of coffee, looking exhausted and apologetic.
“I figured you’d be up.”
“Since five-thirty,” said Father Tim. “What is it, my friend?”
“Could we sit out here and talk?”
They thumped onto the top step of the front porch.
“I had a big runaround yesterday, I thought I’d found Kenny.
“Somebody on my job said they’d seen a bunch of paintings on velvet up around Elizabethtown, said they were propped against a van in an empty lot, an’ signed Kenny Barlowe.”
Though the mission had clearly failed, a bolt of adrenaline surged through Father Tim.
Buck swigged the coffee. “I started to call you, but there was no time, I just jumped in th’ truck an’ went for it. I drove up there an’ found th’ van—my heart was pumpin’ like a jackhammer, and then this kid came out, probably around Sammy’s age. It was all I could do to keep from bustin’ out cryin’.”
“But?”
“But th’ boy’s name was Wayne, his daddy’s name was Kenny Barlow, no e. I met his daddy, a pretty decent guy down on his luck. I bought a painting of a deer head, it’s rolled up behind th’ seat in th’ truck.”
“Well done.”
“I don’t know about you, but I’m ready to quit on this.”
Father Tim took a deep breath. Quit. That’s what he was about to do, as well. But it would do no good to quit, no good at all.
“Let’s don’t quit,” he said. “Let’s don’t quit.”
Buck set the cup on the step between his feet.
“A few days ago I asked Pauline to tell me everything she could remember about the boys, like if they had any birthmarks, an’ th’ color of their eyes.”
“Good thinking.”
“She couldn’t remember th’ color of their eyes.”
There was a long silence between them.
“When she realized she couldn’t remember the color…” Buck hunched over, his head in his hands. “It was the alcohol, of course. All those years…”
“Those years are behind you.”
“Yeah, they are, thank God.” Buck looked at him. “But you pay the consequences.”
“True. But now God is in the consequences with you. Otherwise, you’re in them alone, desperately alone.”
Buck stood up. “Forgive me for makin’ a rough start to your day, Father. Findin’ a needle in a haystack ain’t ever been my long suit.”
The men walked to the truck together.
“I saw something on TV last night,” said Father Tim. “It happened right after the Second World War when nobody had any money. A sewing machine company held a contest…whoever found the needle hidden in a haystack would win a brand-new sewing machine. There were people swarming all over that haystack, hay was flying everywhere. And guess what?”
“What?”
“The chances were one in a million, but somebody found the needle.”
Buck laughed his water-boiling-in-a-kettle laugh. “Oh, yeah?”
“Yeah!” said Father Tim, beaming.
Dear Timothy:
We’re elated that you and Cynthia will be arriving only a few days hence. Have done as you asked and scraped up a rug. It appears that dogs have chewed one end of it, but you can pop that end under a piece of furniture. Be it ever so humble, I’m sure you’ll be pleased with your quonset hut (my lodge in the Canadian wilds wasn’t half so commodious). I hope you don’t mind that I mounted my moose head on your living room wall, as my own quarters (being humbler still) had no room for it. I’m living four miles away, and trust you’ll let me visit the old thing when the mood strikes? Jack Farrier, a Primitive Baptist who knows these coves and firths like the back of his hand, will be taking you around on Monday following, to visit your new parish. Some areas don’t have bridges, you’ll be driving through creek beds, so bring your waterproofs! Spaghetti supper on arrival, courtesy of yours truly. Be assured, Timothy, that God is working in Jessup, Tennessee!
In His service, Fr Harry
P.S. Could you possibly bring mosquito netting? Enough for two Kavanaghs and one Roland ought to do the trick, Richard and Trudy are bringing their own.

He decided he wouldn’t bother his wife with this latest communication from the mission field.
 
He opened the refrigerator and spied his lunch of freshly made chicken salad with hard-cooked eggs and celery, his favorite combination—no nuts and grapes for him, thank you. He peeled back the Saran Wrap and nabbed a carrot stick and shut the door—lunch would wait ’til he returned from Meadowgate—he wasn’t as ravenously hungry since he cut back on his insulin a few days ago. If his sugar started acting up, he’d do the ten extra units again. Which reminded him—he needed to stop at the drugstore and pick up a glucometer; it had been on his list for days. And his jogging…he needed to get back to it.
He was due in five minutes to meet Dooley and follow the Wrangler to Meadowgate Farm. The boy could have driven out alone, he was nearly twenty years old, for heaven’s sake, but he wanted to go with him as he’d done all those years ago when he left Dooley at Meadowgate and traveled to Ireland to meet Walter and Katherine.
 
They found Hal and his associate, Blake Eddistoe, in emergency surgery with a border collie. After a visit on the porch with Marge and seven-year-old Rebecca Jane, he and Dooley walked to the creek, to the very place they’d said goodbye before. Dooley had been only eleven then; he remembered sitting with him on the creek bank and talking, his heart heavy. Was it so different now?
“Well, son…,” he said.
“I’ll maybe write you or something.”
“Would you? We’ll write you back. And we’ll call, of course. I believe it will be a good summer for both of us.”
They sat on a large, smooth stone embedded in the creek bank. Dooley picked up a stick and slapped the water, precisely as Father Tim remembered him doing years ago.
“How will you get on with Blake?” There had been more than a clash or two with Hal’s associate; while Dooley veered toward a more natural practice of veterinary medicine, Blake was staunchly committed to traditional treatments.
“I’ll do my thing, he’ll do his.”
“Seems fair enough.”
“He needs to keep his nose out of what I do, that’s all.”
“Still fair enough. But it might be good to swap ideas along the way.”
Hal would keep the two in line; he was well aware of the friction between them. As Hal’s own medical theories were drawn from tradition, he often sided with Blake, but Dooley’s fresh perspectives intrigued the seasoned vet, and he gave the boy plenty of rein.
Dooley slapped the water with the stick. “What do you think about Sammy and Kenny?”
He would not, could not tell Dooley what he thought. He thought that finding them may be a closed chapter. “I don’t know. Buck and I will do everything we can. Just because I’m going away doesn’t mean I won’t think about it, pray about it, and try to come up with something.”
Dooley gazed at the water. “What can I do?”
Father Tim sighed. “I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t know.” Sammy and Kenny might be two grains of sand on a beach that stretched to the horizon.
Dooley raised his head and looked at Father Tim. “I’m goin’ to try and come up with something,” he said with finality.
 
“Tim!”
Hal Owen waved from the front door of his clinic. “Tim! Before you go…”
“Yes?”
Hal walked quickly toward Father Tim. “Sorry we didn’t get to visit.”
“How’s the collie?”
“He’ll make it. He was torn up pretty badly by some dogs across the creek, but he’ll be fine. Listen…something to think about…”
He didn’t need another thing to think about.
“Marge and I would like to go to France next year and take Rebecca Jane. We’d leave sometime after Christmas.” Hal removed his glasses and stuck them in the pocket of his blood-stained surgical smock. “We’ve been invited to run the practice of a college chum for a year while they take a similar post in Italy. We were talking last night—we wondered if you and Cynthia might care to farm-sit?”
Farm-sit. He’d never sat a farm.
“You’d be fifteen minutes from Mitford in your Mustang, twenty-five if you use the pickup. Might be interesting. I know how Cynthia likes to sketch out here. Joyce Havner comes every Monday and Friday to clean house, there are two churches right down the road…”
“Aha.”
“Dooley would be here for the summer, of course, and Blake would be around full-time to manage the practice. There wouldn’t be any farmwork involved. Lewis would do the bush hogging, Sam Rayner the milking, Bo Davis the odd jobs…business as usual. If the notion strikes, you might take a few eggs out of the nests every morning.”
“Aha!” he said again; his mind was Jell-O.
“Plus, Meadowgate would be a great place to work on those essays you mentioned!”
“I don’t know, I’d have to…”
“Pretty soft job, all things considered.”
“Right. Well…”
“No need to make a decision now. It’s just…something to think about.” Hal slapped him heartily on the shoulder and gave him a hug.
“Take care, old friend. The Lord be with you.”
“And also with you,” said Father Tim, hugging back.
 
Though time was short, he took the long way home.
He wanted to think. He’d been in a kind of funk the last few days; a gray fog seemed present in his brain.
It came to him that he was terribly thirsty, as if something in his very soul had been deprived for a long time….
Why wasn’t he taking his wife on a cruise instead of hauling her to Tennessee? He envisioned a ship’s passengers lined up in deck chairs, broiling like chops. No. No way. He could never do it. He and Cynthia did little to amuse themselves because there was so much he didn’t like—he didn’t like flying, he didn’t like the thought of lining up in deck chairs, he didn’t like Cynthia’s occasional enthusiasm to see Spain or France or even return to Maine, the scene of their honeymoon. What had she gotten herself into? A celebrated author tied to a man as dull as dishwater and entirely self-serving.
In truth, he was too pathetic even to play golf. Didn’t retired clergy have a fondness for golf? He thought so; he seemed to recall he’d heard a lot of golf talk around diocesan meetings, about how terrific it was to keep the mind alert, the body strong. Look at Stuart Cullen, for example. A golfer, and fit as any boy. Yet, in the end…
“Throw me in the briar patch,” he muttered aloud. “Anything but golf!”
He mopped his brow with his handkerchief and cranked the air conditioner a notch higher.
It was the same unbearably tiresome nonsense he’d wrestled with for years. He didn’t know how to do anything on the side of fun, didn’t have a clue how to instigate it. It was Cynthia who dragged him into fun like a sack of potatoes; hadn’t she come up with those famous clergy retreats, small treasuries of time to laugh, to unwind, to refresh themselves? Had he ever come up with a retreat for her benefit? Not that he could recall. One might question if he had a brain in his head.
But wait. She was as much a part of this trek to Tennessee as he. They had both prayed for a ministry with children, something they could do as a couple, and Cynthia had been eager and willing. It was he, however, who’d gotten the adrenaline pumping about Father Roland’s deal, which, he now learned, came with a moose head in their living room, no bridges over their creeks, a rug chewed by dogs, and an infestation of mosquitoes.
Down the road, maybe Hal’s idea was, indeed, something to think about. Meadowgate had always held a place in Cynthia’s heart, and certainly in his. It would give them something to look forward to while in Tennessee. He mused for a moment on picnics in the Owens’ meadows and long walks in the woods; on the background music of lowing cattle and crowing roosters. Best of all, they’d be with Dooley through the summer, they wouldn’t have to make this wrenching disconnect….
The thirst was profound, dredging up some odd anxiety he couldn’t name. But right up the road was the little store he and Dooley had stopped at the other day. He wheeled into the parking area and heaved himself from the car and went inside.
“Water,” he said.
“Thirty-two, thirty-three…Around back.” Absorbed in counting money, the man at the cash register jerked his thumb toward the rear of the building.
“Around back?”
“Spigot out back. Forty, forty-five…Th’ drink box is over there.”
Drink box. He walked to it as if through high water, his legs heavy.
Coke. Pepsi. Sprite. Dr Pepper.
He couldn’t drink this stuff.
But he didn’t feel like going around back, either.
He dropped the change in the slot, punched in his selection, and pulled the handle. The can thumped into the dispenser. His hand trembled as he popped the top and drank, feeling the icy liquid flow down his gullet like a river of life, a benediction.
He sat on a stack of drink crates and checked his watch.
He was within two miles of Lottie Greer, Absalom Greer’s elderly sister, who was still living in back of the country store built by her parents more than eighty-five years ago. He should go by and visit. It had been a long time.
 
The fork in the road was coming up. He had thirty seconds to make a decision.
He saw the marker, Mitford Seven Miles, Farmer Two Miles, and noticed how, in the well-mown V of the fork, the weeds had been left to grow up around the marker post. His father never liked to see weeds left growing around a post….
He veered left; he wouldn’t go to Lottie Greer’s. Everything at home was now on a schedule that, if interrupted, could throw them off the mark for their early morning departure. God willing, he would visit Lottie when he came back in September. He made a vow to do it; Absalom would have wanted it.
He missed the old preacher, who had loved Miss Sadie ’til death did them part, the preacher who’d hung on to what some called “old-time religion.” Indeed, there was nothing “old-time” about the truth of the gospel, it was instead a truth for all time—yesterday, today, tomorrow. Absalom Greer had never preached the fashion of the day, nor done whatever popular thing it took to fill his pews; he had preached the Word and let the chips fall where they may. He would visit Absalom’s sister for this reason alone.
Speaking of visiting…blast! he hadn’t gotten by to see Louella at Hope House. That wouldn’t do, that wouldn’t do at all. He stepped on the accelerator, hoping the sheriff’s boys weren’t lurking in a bush somewhere.
 
Louella sat by her window, gazing out to the rooftops of Mitford.
“Knock, knock!” he said, standing at the open door of Room Number One.
“Uh-oh! Look at my shameful self! I’m still in this ol’ housecoat!”
“It’s all right, Louella, you look beautiful in that color.”
“Lord knows, I get dressed ever’ day that rolls around; today I say, Louella, ain’t nobody comin’ that you got to impress!”
“And you were right! You don’t have to impress me, I’m already impressed.”
“I don’ know by what!”
He leaned down and kissed her cheek. “By your stamina, your positive attitude, your fine singing voice. Want to hit a couple of verses?” He sat on the footstool near her chair. He instantly felt eight, maybe ten years old. Miss Sadie and Louella had always done that for him, made the years roll away.
“I cain’t praise th’ Lord in this ol’ housecoat, it’s nothin’ but rags and patches, Miss Sadie give it to me.”
“We’ll just gab, then,” he said.
Nurse Carter stuck her head into the room, grinning. “Y’all going to sing today?”
“No,” he said. “We can’t. Louella’s in her housecoat.”
“Oh,” said Nurse Carter.
“Cynthia and I are leaving town tomorrow,” he said. “We’ll be home for a week in September.” For some reason, he found it difficult to put those two sentences together.
 
He stood in the parking lot, trying to remember where he was and where he was going. He looked up to the roof of the front entrance and saw the angel weather vane. Of course! He was at Hope House and he was going home.
He located the red Mustang on the other side of a Bronco and got in it and drove down the long driveway to Lilac Road, turned left on Church Hill, and passed Little Mitford Creek on his right. As he approached the stop sign, he noticed that weeds were growing up around the post, and there…
…there was his father. His heart beat with a profound joy.
As the image of Matthew Kavanagh appeared to him, an odd and severe explosion erupted in his head, and he felt his body violently jolted into a kind of limbo, a sudden darkness.
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CHAPTER SIX
The Vale

“Father?”
Dressed in dark trousers and a familiar plaid shirt, the man up ahead stood next to a road sign at the edge of a cliff. The man’s right arm was lifted, as if shielding his eyes from a bright sun, though no sun shone.
His heart pounded in his breast—to think it may be his father, dead all these years and now alive and real and wearing a shirt he remembered giving him at Christmas. The brown in the plaid was extraordinarily beautiful; he’d never known that brown might have this rich and glowing life.
The man squinted in his direction, as if affronted by the interruption of an important thought.
Yes! He could see clearly now: It was his father, his young and handsome father, the very image of the picture that had sat always on his mother’s dressing table in a silver frame. Tears stung his eyes. How extraordinary that he wasn’t dead, that there would be another chance for them. He stood rooted to the spot, weeping unashamed.
“Who is it?” demanded his father.
“It’s…” Who was he? He looked at his arms, his legs, his feet. He was wearing loafers he’d put on this morning, and pants he’d picked up from the cleaner’s in Wesley. He felt his head, and the hair lying about his skull in a fringe. It was this that inarguably identified himself to himself.
“It’s Timothy!”
His father knit his brow and frowned. “I don’t know you!” he said, then turned and walked off the cliff’s edge as though out for an evening stroll.
 
A voice murmured at his right ear; he felt a warm breath that cosseted his hearing and made it acute.
“O God, Light of lights, Keep us from inward darkness. Grant us so to sleep in peace, that we may arise to work according to Your will.”
The voice ceased, and he waited to hear it again, desperately wished to hear it again. Is that all? There came a kind of whirring in his head, as if of planets turning, and then the voice warmed his ear again. “Goodnight, dearest. I love you more than life….”
He could not open his mouth, it was as if he had no mouth, only ears to catch this lovely sound, this breath as warm as the tropical isles he would never visit. Nor had he eyes to see; he discovered this when he tried to open them. No mouth to speak, no eyes to see; all he could locate was his right and waiting ear.
He tried to remember what the voice had just said to him, but could not. Speak to me again! he cried from his heart. Please! But he heard nothing more.
 
The water poured in through the top of his head, as loud as a waterfall, and rushed into his neck and arms and hands and belly and legs and streamed into his feet. Immediately the wave came in again at the top of his head and flowed through him once more.
The water’s journey was warm and consoling, familiar; it was as if he’d waited for this moment all his life, and now that it had come, he was at peace.
Then he was floating somewhere, weightless, emptied of all doubt or fear, but not emptied of longing. More than anything, he longed for the sound of the voice at his ear, and the warm zephyr that came with it.
 
The birdsong was sharp and clear, the sky cloudless. He was walking along a woodland trail, carrying something on his back. He supposed it might be a pack, but he didn’t check to see. In trying to balance the thing between the blades of his aching shoulders, he felt the weight shift wildly so that he lost his balance. He stumbled; the edge of the woodland path crumbled under his right foot and he fell to his knees, hard, and woke shouting.
Lord! Where are you?
He knew he had shouted, yet he hadn’t heard his voice.
The room—was it a room?—was black, not even a street lamp shone, and the dream—was it a dream?—had been so powerful, so convincing, that he dared not let it go. Where are You? he repeated, whispering, urgent.
Here I am, Timothy.
He lifted his hand and reached out to Jesus, whom he couldn’t see but now strongly sensed to be near him, all around him.
The tears were hot on his face. He had found the Lord from whom he’d thought himself lost, and lay back, gasping, as if he’d walked a long section of the Appalachian Trail.
Thank you! he said into the silence. Had he spoken?
“‘And yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death…’”
There was the voice at his ear, and the soft, warm breath. Stay! Don’t go, don’t leave me.
“‘I will fear no evil, for Thou art with me, Thy rod and Thy staff, they comfort me….’”
He listened, but couldn’t contain the words; he forgot them the moment they were spoken.
“I love you, my darling, my dearest, my Timothy.”
A fragrance suffused the air around his pillow, and he entered into it as if into a garden. It possessed a living and deeply familiar presence, and was something like…
…Home. But what was Home? He couldn’t remember. His heart repeated the word, Home, Home, but his head couldn’t fathom the meaning.
 
“I…came…shift…yes…it’s…soon.”
Voices. Voices interrupted by static, sounding like the radio that sat in the corner of the living room in Holly Springs, with broadcasts that left out entire words of critical war news and replaced them with air.
“Did you…Kennedy?”
“…right…then some.”
“…twice…seventh leading cause…death.”
“I…doctor…must, too.”
“…wring neck.”
He grew weary of trying to piece together a puzzle that was clearly missing its most interesting pieces.
 
He discovered he was longing for something so finely woven into the fiber of his being that it couldn’t be identified, one might as well strive to put form and feature on vapor. Longing, longing, his spirit torn with it…
Then he began to know. It was a gradual understanding, unfolding in him like petals opening after rain.
He held his breath, waiting for the revelation he was certain would come. When at last he could name the longing, he felt his heart lift up with a sudden, stunning joy.
He was longing for…his wife.
But he couldn’t make sense of the word; his heart appeared to know its meaning full well, but his brain refused to step up to the plate. What was “wife”? Think, Timothy! Think! His head felt as if a network of connections had shut down entirely and an odd rewiring were taking place.
Wife. His heart told him it meant something like comfort or solace. Yes! Wife was solace. Chocolate was candy. Candy was chocolate. Solace was wife.
Wife was also…He waited for the meaning to grow in his breast, then felt himself reading his heart as one might read a book to gather understanding. Wife was also wonder, his heart seemed to tell him. Yes! Wonder and pleasure and…delight!
He liked this game, he had always liked games, really, was quite good at Scrabble and practically unbeatable at something starting with…what did it start with? With an M? But he was veering off into mist again. Now that he knew he could read his heart, he wouldn’t feel so alone. What else, then?
Wife was……
laughter! He remembered laughter, though distantly. Laughter doeth good like a medicine! he tried to say.
He fell into a kind of sleep in which his body floated as if on waves of music. He thought it might be Beethoven’s Pastorale, in which the crashing of the thunderstorm over the meadows would soon be heard, but the storm did not come. When he awoke, he found he’d learned yet another definition:
Wife was peace.
He felt someone caressing his hand, but couldn’t open his eyes to see or his mouth to inquire who it might be. The touch was inexpressibly tender; he wanted to clasp the caress, to hold it to himself as insurance against what might come.
Wife, he said, trying to move his mouth. Wife, he had discovered in his sleep, was a place one went when one was afraid, or alone, or even senselessly happy. It was a place one wanted to be, a place one cherished…it was something very like Home.
“Home,” he said, and heard himself speak.
 
“But it’s what he wants. It’s the only word he’s uttered in days.”
“He can’t go home, it’s too soon, he could be here for weeks, we don’t know where this thing is going—”
“We could have help come in, surely you could find someone for us, perhaps Nurse Kennedy on her hours off.” He thought the woman sounded close to tears and wanted to rise up and protect her from the other voice.
 
He was urinating where he lay and could do absolutely nothing to prevent it. He felt it streaming out of him and afterward was greatly relieved. He wondered why it hadn’t soaked the bed beneath him. But of course he wasn’t lying in a bed, he was in a hammock swung by his mother and he was wearing knickers and was barefoot and laughing, and she was singing.
Baby Bye, here’s a fly,
Let us watch him you and I,
As he crawls, up the walls,
Yet he never falls.

I believe with six such legs
You and I could walk on eggs!
Spots of red dot his head
Rainbows on his back are spread.

“I’m not a baby!” he shouted, in case she had forgotten.
She laughed. “Oh, really? Is that so? I did forget for a moment, I admit, but only a very tiny moment!”
He thought his mother the most beautiful woman in the world. More beautiful than the ladies in Ladies’ Home Journal, and nine hundred thousand times more beautiful than the other ladies at church.
“I’m five!” he shouted again, flying through the air.
“You have a whole day left before you’re five! I want this day to go on and on and on and on and—”
“For always?” he yelled.
“For always!” whooped his mother.
He felt secretly pleased that she wished him always to be four instead of five, though he would have hated being four forever.
 
O Lord, you are my portion and my cup; it is you who upholds my lot. My boundaries enclose a pleasant land; indeed, I have a goodly heritage. I will bless the Lord who gives me counsel; my heart teaches me, night after night…
He stood before his Sunday School class in his mother’s Baptist church and recited the whole of the Sixteenth Psalm, for which he would be given a coveted gold star to wear on his lapel.
I have set the Lord always before me; because he is at my right hand I shall not fall. My heart, therefore, is glad, and my spirit rejoices; my body also shall rest in hope….
You will show me the path of life; in your presence there is fullness of joy, and in your right hand are pleasures for evermore.
For evermore… the phrase moved him deeply and set him wondering about eternity and the souls of others. Miss Wright was smiling and nodding her head. While one part of him was twelve years old and sitting down after the recitation, another part of him, a vague and hazy part, stood filled with relief and joy that Miss Wright, whom he and everyone else loved, had not been killed in a car accident with her husband on Christmas Eve.
Well done, Timothy.
Thank you, ma’am.
His heart pounded like a jackhammer, his face blazed. He suddenly knew that tonight, possibly even before, he would pray, Lord, show me the path of my life…
 
Why can’t we talk? he wanted to say to his father, who sat across from him at the kitchen table. But this question supposed that they had tried to talk and failed. They had never really tried to talk. He would attempt something else, then, something more straightforward and to the point. After all, what if his father died before they seized the chance?
He cleared his throat and felt the terrible fear of a man who, though poised on a diving board, cannot swim. “Let’s talk…sir,” he said.
“About what?”
His father was much older than the handsome man in the silver frame that always sat on his mother’s dressing table.
“I…I don’t know,” he said, ashamed that he didn’t know. Now that he had his father’s attention, he remembered that he hadn’t chosen a subject. “Maybe about how we could…communicate better.”
“Communicate.”
His father repeated the word, looking as he often looked—inordinately bored.
“Why do you hate me?” There it was, he’d said it. His breath failed.
“Hate you.”
He gulped air. “Yes. I think you do. I don’t know why.” He was stricken by what he was doing, but more than that, he urgently wanted to know.
His father was stalling for time, making him suffer.
“Talk to me, Father. Tell me why.”
The color had drained from his father’s face. “You are impertinent, Timothy.”
“No, Father, I am your son and I must know the answer.” Rage flamed in him, but he resisted it. He was a man now, he had finished high school with honors, he had been accepted into a respectable and discriminating college—he would wait for the answer without asking again, and without begging or whining. He felt the heavy pounding of his heart.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about, Timothy. I seldom do, in fact.”
His father rose from the table and walked stiffly from the kitchen. He shut the door, which usually remained open, behind him.
He sat frozen, lest the slightest movement cause something in him to shatter.
Then there was the whisper of his mother’s dress, the gray faille that sounded like dry husks of corn blown together in a breeze.
She sat in his father’s chair and reached for his hand across the table. “Love your father, Timothy,” she said quietly. “Pray for him.”
“I can’t. I’ve tried, but it doesn’t work.” He wanted it to work, if only to please her.
“It’s time I told you something.”
Her eyes were brown and dark. He felt he could see a kind of eternity in them.
“Your father bears many wounds.”
“But it isn’t right to inflict them on others; especially not on you.”
“No. It isn’t right. Yet, in many ways, it’s no surprise. His father treated him brutally. You know the verse from Deuteronomy.”
“Lots of people have been treated brutally. Saint Paul—”
“But Saint Paul had encountered Christ, and your father shields himself against even the remotest possibility that Christ would approach him.”
Through the window, he saw his father driving away.
“Timothy, your grandfather once horsewhipped your father—in front of a great number of people. It was a vicious attack that left Matthew terribly damaged in many ways. After that incident, which wasn’t the first of its kind, Matthew sealed himself up like a tomb. That’s how he made certain that his father could never reach him again.”
He watched the black Packard make a right turn by the hedge of myrtles and disappear from view. The loss he felt was sudden and immeasurable, different from any loss he’d ever felt before.
“I’m sorry,” he said at last. “But it’s too easy. When he shut out his father, he shut out everyone else, too. He uses a terrible personal experience as an excuse to wound others.”
“Forgive him, Timothy.”
“How can I do that? I don’t know how to do that.”
“I’ll pray for you to be able to do that,” she said simply.
“Do you love him?” he asked. It was a deeply personal question. His family did not ask deeply personal questions, and today he had asked an intimate confession of both his parents.
She gazed out the window as she answered. “I thought I could soften his heart, could give him joy. I believed that love would conquer all.”
“Do you still believe that?”
“Yes,” she said, turning to look at him. “I still believe that. Please believe that with me.”
He’d attended college for two years, then gone on to seminary, perceiving his call to the priesthood as God’s way of using Timothy Kavanagh to bring his father into relationship with Jesus Christ. But his father died with a hardness of heart no mortal son could remove.
He had tried hard to believe with his mother that love would conquer all. And love had not conquered.
 
He felt a cool breeze on his face and heard the laughter of children.
The children appeared to be sitting on a limb of the tree above his head, for he saw feet dangling among the leaves. One small pair of feet was shod in white socks and patent leather shoes and the other feet were brown and bare.
“Father, is that you?”
“Miss Sadie! Is that you?”
“It’s us!” More laughter. The limb moved; leaves trembled.
“What are you doing up there?”
“Playing!”
“Is Louella with you?”
“We eatin’ cornbread an’ milk!” Louella shouted.
“I declare,” he said, shaking his head.
“Come up!” crowed Miss Sadie. “I need to talk with you about something.”
“No way am I coming up there.”
“Father, if you want my advice, clergy needs to climb a tree once in a while.”
“Else you goes stuffy!”
“You’ll have to talk to me where I stand,” he said, being firm. What nonsense!
“Well, then, Father, I want you to look out for Dooley and Lace Turner.”
“What do you mean, look out for them?”
“Don’t let them drift apart.”
“What can I do about such things?” He was starting to feel positively huffy. “That’s God’s business!”
“I thought God’s business was your job!” replied Miss Sadie.
“It is not my job to meddle in the romantic lives of people who’re barely college age!”
“Oh, pshaw! What do you think I should tell him, Louella?”
“Tell ’im do the best he can.”
“Do the best you can, Father. That will be enough.”
“Blast!” he muttered, stomping away. He didn’t like people thrashing around in trees above his head. How ridiculous.
 
He was a balloon shaped like a man; his right arm, his chest, his groin, his legs were being filled with a familiar substance, though he couldn’t have said what it was….
There was a terrible fatigue in him, as if he had toiled up mountains, mountains he had not in the least wished to climb.
Abba, Father…
He struggled to pray, but was disconcerted by a loud beeping noise somewhere above his head. He opened his eyes and found he could see.
He was in a dark place.
It smelled of aluminum foil, or possibly mouthwash.
A narrow column of light shone through a door that stood ajar.
Where in God’s name was he? Their door wasn’t on that side of the bedroom.
Cynthia!
He found he couldn’t move his left hand, it hadn’t yet filled up, so he examined the bed with his right. The bed was narrow, and he was alone.
He tried to roll onto his side, but found he was tethered.
“Cynthia? Cynthia!”
The beeping grew louder and the slice of light grew wider as the door opened.
“Father Kavanagh!”
“Who is it?”
Someone walked soundlessly into the room without turning on the light.
“Nurse Kennedy.” She took his wrist and placed her fingers on his pulse. “Thank God,” she said softly.
“Where am I?” he asked.
She did something that stopped the beeping. “You’re in Mitford Hospital. Welcome home.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN
Grace Sufficient

“Dearest…”
He opened his eyes and saw Cynthia standing by the hospital bed. Though tears streamed down her cheeks, her smile was radiant.
He found he could not lift his hand to touch her, though the sight before him was the most wondrous he’d ever beheld.
He touched her with his gaze, then mutely examined her face with his eyes. Home. He was home. Whatever he had done, he would never do it again. He felt like a man who had been to a hideous war and returned at last to kiss his very doorstep.
“Timothy…,” she whispered, leaning down to brush her cheek against his.
“Come,” he said.
She lay down in the narrow space beside him, and held him, and wept.
 
“Dear God, what bloody foolishness! How many times are you planning to pull this stunt?”
“What stunt?” Father Tim asked. The effort of speaking seemed monumental.
“Making yourself comatose. You did it so well the first time, you thought you’d do it all over again?” Hoppy raised his voice as if his patient had gone clinically deaf.
“Comatose?”
“For nearly forty-eight hours. I suspect it all started with delirium from severely elevated blood sugar, complicated by a concussion from whacking your head. All of which resulted in grieving your wife and upsetting half the county….” Hoppy stooped and squinted at Father Tim. “What the devil did you do to yourself, anyhow?”
Get out of my face, he wanted to say; he felt nailed to the pillow by his doctor’s blazing stare. “I don’t remember.” He had some vague recollection of going to the country with Dooley, but not much more. “How high was my sugar?”
“You don’t want to know,” snapped his doctor.
“How did I get a concussion?”
“You weren’t wearing your seat belt.”
“When can I go home?”
Hoppy walked to the window, scowling, his hands jammed into his coat pockets. “We’ll take you out of ICU tomorrow, then three, four days on the floor. You’ll be home Sunday, looking at a full month of recovery. To tell the truth, you’ll feel rotten for six weeks.”
Hoppy had the grayish pallor Father Tim had often seen in him over the years. He knew it well—it was exhaustion, plain and simple; he supposed he was the cause….
“You’re pretty fired up.”
“Yes!” Hoppy turned from the window. “Because you don’t listen. I talk, I preach, I warn, but you turn me off like I’m some know-nothing parent.”
He decided to ignore this accusation. “What happened?”
“You blacked out while you were driving and hit…”
“Hit what?”
Hoppy raked his hand through his thatch of gray hair. “A stop sign at Little Mitford Creek. So what was it, Father? More of that infernal cake you ate last time? Or did you cut back on your insulin and try living by your own rules?”
He had cut back on his insulin, yes, but only a little. As for cake, he hadn’t had any cake. Coke, maybe. Or was it cake? No, it was Coke, some glimmer of memory assured him. “Coke,” he said. “I had a Coke at the country store, coming home from Meadowgate.” There. His mind was back. “I thought I punched the Diet Coke button, but I guess I got the real thing…. I skipped lunch and then I was thirstyand—”
“I don’t know,” said Hoppy, shaking his head. “I just don’t know.” He thumped into the green vinyl chair by the bed and checked his watch. “You’re a pain in the butt.”
He grinned at his doctor, whose bedside manner appeared to be in drastic ill repair. “Same back.”
Hoppy tried to smile. “We’ll get through this,” he said.
 
He fell asleep almost immediately after Hoppy’s visit, and woke with a start.
Tennessee! What about Tennessee?
He felt around on his pillow for the nurse’s bell, but the movement exhausted him and he lay panting from the effort. The phone. He could phone Cynthia and ask her; they hadn’t talked about it when she rushed to the hospital this morning at two o’clock. Now it was—what time was it? No watch. No clock. How was he supposed to know anything around here? He noticed for the first time that a TV hung over his bed at a drunken slant, as if it might plummet into his face at any moment. Maybe there was a remote; he could get the time from CNN. He craned his neck and peered at the nightstand, but saw only a box of tissues and a glass of water. He decided that shouting for a nurse was out of the question—it would take more energy than he had, and worse, disturb other patients.
He would simply lie here, then, until someone came, enduring the pounding of his head and the sharp sting of the bruise where his temple had gotten banged up in that business with the sign.
He heard rain strike the windowpane, and felt strangely bereft and alone. He should be glad for the sound, glad for what a spring shower would do for the grass and the garden, his roses. But he felt no gladness. In truth, he felt almost nothing.
Was this how it would be during the long weeks ahead? And was it really his stubbornness and stupidity that had caused his wife such agony, his doctor to work overtime, and the ministry in Tennessee to go begging from the beginning?
 
Emma’s packet arrived with his lunch, which consisted of a pint of milk, a bowl of yogurt, and something he couldn’t identify—was it congealed tomato soup or aspic or…worse? He tore into the saltines and read his e-mails.
From: ourbackyard@aol.com

That’s a fine kettle of fish, Timothy! I suppose it was the moose head that scared you off.

When you’re up and about and ready to join us, I’ll take it off your living room wall and hang it in your woodshed.

Forgot to mention you’ll be heating with a woodstove, like the rest of us in Bear Creek Cove.

Thank God for Richard and Trudy, who arrived yesterday and have already done the work of two hale men. Youth! That’s the ticket!

We discovered your roof needs a patch job, it has let a good bit of spring deluge into your sleeping quarters, which, looking on the bright side, drowned a good many of the mice.

Richard will fetch new sheathing for the roof as soon as the mud dries on the road and we can get around without miring up to our fenders.

We’re all assuming you and Cynthia have four-wheel drive.

Well, old friend, hang in there and content yourself with the bald truth that God is working in Jessup, Tennessee!

Yrs, Fr Harry

P.S. A neighboring boy named Abner, as in the comic strip of yore, has come to my door looking for work, heaven knows we can use an extra hand. It makes the heart glad to see his patient industry. Around fourteen, maybe fifteen years old, can’t read a word or write his name.

Pray for Abner. Keep me posted. Send money.

The eternal effervescence of Harry Roland was more than a man could take on an empty stomach. He opened the other package of crackers and downed his low-fat milk, watching the door for a sign of his wife. Four-wheel drive. Blast. Why hadn’t they thought of that? Cynthia’s Mazda had front-wheel drive. Wouldn’t that do the trick? What could he have been thinking these last couple of months? What kind of fog had he been in, anyway?
From: hisbp@aol.com

My old friend,

I write to you as St. Paul wrote to the Hebrews.

“How can we thank God enough for you in return for all the joy that we feel before our God because of you?

“Night and day we pray most earnestly that we may see you face to face and restore whatever is lacking in your faith.” (If anything be lacking, dear brother)

“Now may our God and Father himself and our Lord Jesus direct our way to you and may the Lord make you increase and abound in love…just as (Martha and I) abound in love for you.”

I plan to come through Mitford on 28th, en route to mtg in

Charlotte. Will see you then unless advised to contrary. Be encouraged.

Stuart

There was an appalling soreness in every limb, every joint; his eyes were as painful as if they’d been punched like a voting ballot. And his head—pounding like horses at a gallop. He found his left temple bandaged and supposed this had come about from crashing into the stop sign….
He dropped the mail onto his blanket, exhausted.
Perhaps the yogurt would provide some strength, but he couldn’t get interested in lifting the spoon to his mouth. He rang for the nurse to take his tray so there would be room for Cynthia to sit on the bed beside him. Some flame licked up at the thought of her and warmed him, and he lay back against the pillows and closed his eyes and tried to forget what he had done and where he was, and why.
 
His wife lay on her side next to him, her hand in his. They had been silent for some time, content merely to lie together, touching.
“We’re a pair,” he murmured at last. “What are you thinking?”
“I’m thanking God for you.”
“What’s left of me,” he said, surprised at the irony in his voice.
“I’m thinking about Tennessee, how they’ll have to dig deep ’til we get there. It won’t help matters to start off short-handed.”
“We’ll think about that later.”
“What about the car? Did I…?”
“Let’s talk about it later, dearest. We’ll talk about…everything, later.”
Hoppy blew in with a burst of energy that scattered the e-mails to the floor.
“Now I have two patients?”
“Multiplying like coat hangers in a closet!” crowed Cynthia, sitting up and tidying herself.
Hoppy put his hand on Cynthia’s shoulder. “Have you slept?”
“Finally,” she said. “But still a bit droopy.”
Father Tim raised his head from the pillow. “We were just talking about Tennessee, and when we might be able to—”
“You’ll have to forget Tennessee,” said his doctor, folding his arms across his chest. “With your out-of-control diabetes, the last thing you need is a year in the backwoods.”
“Yes, but you—”
“What if this had happened in Jessup, Father? Fourteen miles from the nearest hospital?”
Having no answer, he was silent.
“There’s your answer,” said Hoppy.
 
Hoppy had decreed that no one but Cynthia could visit him when he moved to the floor. That suited him fine. He had nothing much to say and less energy to say it with. The staff was conniving to stuff food into him at every turn. He felt like a goose in which someone sought to cultivate pâté. When the phone rang, he didn’t answer it. Once, a nurse answered and announced that J. C. Hogan was on the line. He waved the proffered receiver away, spent.
Flowers poured in. Roses, tulips, even a few sprigs of ivy pulled from the yard of a former parishioner and stuck into a Mason jar. Let this root, said the note.
Sissy sent the heel of a potato, sprouting in a paper cup. Sassy sent an avocado seed, suspended in a jelly glass by three toothpicks, whose stupendous crop of leaves had seen better days.
Hessie Mayhew had clearly outdone herself with the offering she sent in a basket that occupied an entire corner of the room. He wanted to pore over every stem and stamen, examine the colors, muse on the fragrances, but he could not. When he occasionally glanced at it, he felt guilty that he didn’t care about it in the least, and so stopped looking in that corner.
He gave it to Kennedy, who was clearly skeptical. “I’ve had yards smaller than this,” she said, lugging it from the room.
He discovered that he was content with the laughter of other patients’ visitors along the hall. It was a kind of assurance that people’s lives were going on, though his own had come to a bitter halt.
 
He walked down the hall once, without permission, stiff as a board, shuffling like an old person. He was old, of course, he was nearly seventy. When he was young, seventy had been old, hadn’t it? One of his grandfathers had died at the age of seventy, and surely no one had said, Poor Yancey, he was so young.
He noticed that several people stared at him as he scuffed along in his slippers, as if toilet tissue might be trailing from one of the soles. At least two people, whom he’d met casually, lowered their eyes and appeared not to recognize him. He knew some of the patients, certainly, and most of the nurses—as rector of Lord’s Chapel, he’d come here nearly every weekday morning for sixteen years—yet today nothing seemed familiar. He might have been a stranger in the place he’d once spent hours praying with patients and staff and reading the Word by countless bedsides.
He barely made it to the rubber plant at the elevators when Kennedy found him and hauled him back to his room as if he were a convict who’d gone over the wall.
“No wonder people die in hospitals,” he muttered to the longtime head nurse. “They never let you have any fun.”
 
I have come home.
He wrote these words on a blank page in the back of his journal, intending to say more, but discovered there was nothing else to say. It was all he had wanted and then some, just to come home.
Thinking he should date the entry, he picked up the pen and held it for moment, then put it down and looked out the window to the postage-stamp view of Baxter Park.
They should tear down the old garage and open up the view. He had no idea why they’d never thought of it before. Even the straggly hedge behind it, which belonged to the town, could be cleaned up to some extent, and deadwood pulled out. In only a couple of days, he and Harley could get the job done, no problem. They would use the chain saw, as needed, he’d stack brush and put it out for the town chipper, and voilà! a view of Baxter Park.
“What do you think, old boy?” Barnabas jumped from the slipcovered chair by the sofa, came to him, and looked soulfully into his eyes.
He started to rise from the chair, but found he hadn’t the strength or will to actually do it. The thought of pulling down the garage and cleaning up the hedge had nearly finished him.
 
“No more e-mails, and especially from Father Roland,” he heard Cynthia tell Emma at the front door. “He needs rest.”
Emma’s words were muffled, but his wife’s were sharp and clear, even though she lowered her voice. “No more anything for a while.”
Emma’s muffled voice, obviously cranky.
“I’m sure he wants to see you, too, but doctor’s orders are doctor’s orders. Call me on Monday, I’ll give you a report….”
The front door closed and his wife came down the hallway, his dog behind her at a trot.
Why couldn’t he see Emma? Besides, he was starting to like e-mail. He didn’t want to personally be online, for heaven’s sake, but he liked the little sheaf of papers Emma brought every week, found them a wonder, truth be told. What about Father what’s-his-name in England? What was he up to? And Father Harry—had he received the check or had last Thursday’s flood kept the mail truck out of the Cove? Since no one seemed to write regular letters anymore, how would he ever know anything? And of course there was Marion Fieldwalker…though just getting started at the business of e-mail, she promised to be a positive encyclopedia of news from Whitecap, a place he’d found himself missing more than once.
“Guess who’s coming today, dearest.” Cynthia stood behind his chair and kissed the top of his head.
“Umm.” He wanted to say something bright and clever, but couldn’t come up with anything.
“Dooley!” Barnabas barked at her announcement. “He’ll be here at three o’clock. He was terribly worried about you, he wanted to visit the hospital, but Hoppy—”
“Blast Hoppy,” he muttered.
“Hoppy is dropping in after lunch, by the way.”
“Why?”
“To talk.”
“Seems to me he had plenty to say at the hospital.”
“He’s leaving for his trip out West, and wanted to…go over some things with you.”
“Where’s Puny?”
“I’ve given her a few days off.”
Something was up with his wife, he didn’t know what. She seemed tense, distracted, worn. Perhaps it was all she’d been through; then again, perhaps it was something more.
“Uh-oh,” she said, looking at the clock on his desk. “I’m off to The Local. Dooley’s coming, you know what that means.”
She kissed his cheek and dashed from the room, grabbing her car keys off the kitchen island. “I’ll bring you a surprise!” she called over her shoulder.
No surprises, please, he thought. Anything but another surprise.
 
“Father…”
Hoppy sat in their study, looking anxious and exhausted. Any improvement Father Tim had seen in his doctor two days ago had clearly vanished. There was no small talk, no mention of the weather, which was currently sullen with rain, nor any reference to the new study, which Hoppy had never seen until today.
“You’ve been through a dangerous patch. It will take a while to recover your stamina.”
“Yes,” he said. He had the sure sense that an axe was about to fall. His wife sat with him on the sofa and held his hand. He thought she looked unwell. This whole thing had been too much….
“But you’re in a familiar place now, with the best nurse in the county, outside Kennedy. And I believe you’re strong enough to hear what we have to tell you.”
But he didn’t want to hear anything more….
“When you blacked out at the wheel of your car, you did hit the stop sign at Little Mitford Creek.”
“If there’s any damage, Rodney knows I’ll take care of it.”
“You also hit Bill Sprouse.”
He looked at his wife, disbelieving, and saw that all color had drained from her face. Her hand tightened on his.
“And his dog, Sparky,” she whispered.
Something like ice formed in his veins.
“Bill is at the hospital with several fractures and a mild concussion. His room was right down the hall from yours. I’m sorry, Father.”
Everyone knew and loved First Baptist’s jovial pastor, who was devoted to his dog and regularly seen walking Sparky around Mitford.
“What else?” The pounding of his heart was nearly unbearable.
“Sparky was found under the rear wheel of your car; we think he died instantly.”
Lord have mercy, Christ have mercy. He put his head in his hands. “Why didn’t you tell me this before?”
“We wanted to wait ’til you were stronger. Not everybody would have handled it this way, but it seemed the best thing to do.”
Father Tim had a fleeting thought that this was only a terrible dream…
“Here’s the good news. Bill is going to be all right, though he’ll need several weeks to rest and heal. They’re looking for someone to supply his pulpit.”
…but no, it was a waking nightmare.
 
Dooley sat with him on the sofa, unspeaking. Barnabas left the slipcovered chair, came to his master, and lay down at his feet.
The clock ticked. The hand moved from 3:10 to 3:11.
“I’m sorry,” Dooley said at last.
“I know,” he replied.
“I would do something if I could.”
“I know,” he said again.
“I’ve been praying for you.”
“Don’t stop.”
“No, sir. I won’t.”
“Bill will be all right. But his dog…”
“Yes, sir.”
The hand passed from 3:13 to 3:14. A June breeze poured through the open windows, bearing a scent of rain and leaf mold.
“I’d better go,” said Dooley.
“I know.”
The boy stood; Father Tim looked at him, stricken.
“I love you,” Dooley said with courage. His voice shook.
I love you back, he thought, but could not speak.
 
He sat in the study as Cynthia, looking disconsolate, went up to bed. He knew he should do something to reassure her, she who had reassured him again and again. But he could not.
He took his Bible off his desk and opened it to Second Corinthians, and closed his eyes and prayed for Bill Sprouse and his wife. Afterward, he sat with the Bible in his lap for a long time, praying again.
Then he lifted the book into the warm circle of light from the lamp. Though he knew the passage by heart, he wanted to see it in print.
“‘My grace is sufficient for thee,’” he read, barely whispering the words, “‘for my strength is made perfect in weakness….’”
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CHAPTER EIGHT
Tender Mercies

Unlike the arrival of spring, which in Mitford always seemed dilatory, summer came this year precisely on time.
On the day of solstice, the weather changed as if driven by a calendar date, and temperatures rocketed into the high eighties from the previous day’s low seventies.
Hessie Mayhew’s deck, which was known to enjoy cool breezes from the west, became by noon a veritable broiler and Hessie an unwilling capon as she arranged flowers for a wedding at the Methodist chapel. Rescuing buckets of roses, wild larkspur, yellow heliopsis, and Madonna lilies from the perilous heat, she dumped the whole shebang in her kitchen, regretful that her screened porch was currently a storage bin with no room to skin a cat.
She absolutely despised working a wedding in a kitchen the size of a cocktail napkin, but more than that, she hated what rode in on her plant materials—caterpillars, spiders, beetles, mosquitoes, gnats, aphids, bees, inchworms, ladybugs, creatures too weird and disgusting to identify, and, depending on the season, chiggers and fleas.
Feeling rivulets of sweat streaming down her spine, she opened the refrigerator door to cool her backside and declared aloud to the Ken-more stove that this was it, this was her last year to be every Tom, Dick, and Harry’s step-and-fetch-it flower arranger—she was getting out of the business once and for all and, come hell or high water, was prepared to let Social Security show her what it was made of.
And another thing. That ridiculous “Lady Spring” column, which she’d slaved over every year for ten years, was history. She’d done the first on a lark, after forcing herself to read Wordsworth and Cowper and all those other old poets who liked to hang around in the country searching for violets and stuffing their pockets with nuts. When she saw what a kick Father Tim got out of it, she did it another year, then another and another, until she was practically senseless, and all for a measly fifteen dollars a clip, which J. C. Hogan appeared to regard as a cool million before taxes.
Hessie yanked up her dress and tucked the hem into the legs of her underpants, so that she assumed, overall, the look of a mushroom turned upside down on its stem.
All these years of scrambling for her livelihood, running around like a chicken with its head cut off, and still no air conditioner, not even a window unit! And here it was, getting hotter and hotter in the mountains every blessed summer—gone were the days when people sometimes wore a sweater in August!
Hessie jabbed the rubber stopper into the drain of her kitchen sink and turned on the tap. Some people said all this weather mess was the greenhouse effect. Pretty soon the icebergs would be melting in the north and the terrible floods hurtling in this direction, which meant that, once again, the South would be taking the brunt of things.
Rankled by the doomed and unfair outcome of fuel emissions, she plunged the stems of forty-seven lilies into the tepid water. “Drink up!” she commanded.
At that moment, she realized she’d never heard a single, civilized word from Father Kavanagh about the garden basket she sent to his hospital room nearly three weeks past. She’d certainly heard straight back from Rachel Sprouse about the lovely vase of yellow roses.
She grabbed a coffee mug and smashed a worm on the countertop. What was the matter with people these days? Had common courtesy gone completely out the window? People nattered on about their sex lives ’til they were blue in the face, but there was scarcely a soul left standing who’d bother to say a simple please or thank you.
On the other hand…
She was stunned at the thought—had she really taken the father a basket, or had she dreamed it? Had she planned it so carefully, in every detail, that she only imagined she’d done it? To tell the truth, she couldn’t remember delivering it. And no wonder—since the middle of May, she’d made so many garden baskets, slogged to the hospital so many times, and done flowers for so many weddings, that it all seemed a blur….
A dull heaviness settled on her heart. Poor Father Kavanagh, with everything that had happened to him, and not a civilized word from Hessie Mayhew.
She felt like the worm she’d just sent to its reward.
 
A few blocks south, Uncle Billy Watson carried a packet of seeds and a rusted hoe to the backyard of the town museum.
He liked the way the seeds rustled in their colorful packet. The sound encouraged him in what he was about to do. The dadjing things had cost a dollar at Dora Pugh’s hardware, and he’d made such a fuss about the price, she gave him an old pack from last year’s inventory, warning him they may not germinate but don’t come crying to her about it.
What he was out to accomplish was a beautification plan for the town museum, since the town was too trifling to do the beautifying themselves. He would show them what a man with a little get-up-and-go could do, which ought to put the whole lot of the town crew to shame. Before long, people would be driving by and taking notice, like they did down at Preacher Kavanagh’s place every summer—those pink roses blooming up the side of his wife’s yellow house…now, that was a sight for sore eyes.
He laid the packet on the seat of a rusted metal dinette chair that had sat under the tree for several years, and considered the roots of the tree, which were exceedingly prominent. He’d better not go to digging around tree roots, Lord knows what trouble that might stir up; if he was to mess with that tree, it could end up falling on the house, and this was the side his and Rose’s bedroom was on.
He moved away from the tree and into the yard, where the tall grass awaited the town crew and their mowing machines two days hence. How he would get a patch of this tall grass dug up was more than he could figure, but he was going to do it, and that was that.
He raised the hoe and gave the ground a good lick, but the hoe bounced out of his hand and landed two feet away. Uncle Billy said a word he hadn’t said in a good while, then shuffled over and bent down stiffly to pick it up. “Lord have mercy,” he said, wiping the sweat from his eyes.
Without returning to the original spot, he gave the ground another good lick and this time made a dent. The hoe blade turned up a smidgen of earth as red as a brick and nearly as hard. Seeing dirt gave him a feeling of confidence; he struck the ground again, but missed the opening he had just created and scored a second dent several inches from the first.
“Dadgummit!”
He was having a hard time drawing a breath, and his heart was flipping this way and that, like a fish on a creek bank.
Not to mention he was hot as a depot stove, and no wonder—he was wearing Rose’s brother’s old wool britches, which were not only burning him up, but itching him half to death. It was enough to make a man run around buck-naked.
He considered going to the house and changing clothes, but it was too much trouble. Besides, if he went in, Rose would start harping about this or that, and first thing you know, he’d be hauling out garbage or peeling potatoes or sharpening a knife blade that wouldn’t cut butter. She might even send him to the basement for that jar of pickles Lew Boyd had brought a while back, and the thought of all those jumping spiders was enough to make his scalp prickle.
Nossir, he was going to knock this thing in the head, and by October—or was it September?—they would have a bait of yellow chrysanthemums that a man could see all the way from the town monument. It would be a help if Preacher Kavanagh would walk by with his dog, the preacher would definitely know the best way to do this job of work, but he hadn’t seen the preacher in a good while, owing, he supposed, to the bad thing that had happened. He would go down the street in a day or two and tell him the two new jokes he’d learned from one of his almanacs. He would do the same for Preacher Sprouse, but there was no way in creation he could make it up that long hill to what most people called Sprouse House.
He took the hoe handle firmly between his arthritic hands, raised it as high as he was able, and whacked the ground with all his might.
By johnny, that did it. A tall stand of grass keeled over, exposing a shallow hole the size of a man’s hand.
“Hallelujah!” he hollered.
He looked toward the house to see if Rose was watching. As far as he could see, which wasn’t very far, she wasn’t.
He decided to sit a minute and catch his breath, but the dadblame chair was halfway to China. He dropped the hoe in the grass and hobbled toward the tree, clutching his lower back, where a shooting pain bubbled up like carbonation in a soft drink.
He thumped down in the chair on the packet of seeds, wiped his forehead with his sleeve, and considered the satisfying hole he had just dug with only one whack.
How many whacks would it take to make room for a handful of seeds? How long would it take to see sprouts? Would he have to build a fence around the bloomin’ things to keep the town crew from…
He dozed, dreaming of the creek near his boyhood cabin, the creek where he caught his first tadpole and saw his first bear and got bit by a snake. In this dream, however, there were no snakes, just his mama standing in the bend of Little Jack Creek, stooped over and washing out his school britches and humming “Redwing.”
 
At Happy Endings Bookstore, Hope Winchester opened the front door, looked at her watch, then trotted to the rear of the shop and unlocked the back door, which led to the loading dock. She didn’t care if the flies came in the back door, which had never had a screen, she would deal with it, she was absolutely craving a breath of cool air.
Cross-ventilation! Wasn’t that the crux of all important southern architecture? She slid a box of paperbacks across the floor to hold the back door open and, satisfied that she might make it until the air-conditioning was repaired on Tuesday, returned to her stool by the cash register and picked up her 1913 edition of Aunt Olive in Bohemia, which had mistakenly been shipped with an order of rare and used books.
Hope had seen immediately that this was not literature, it was shallow entertainment, but perhaps she should loosen up just this once and read something light and unimportant, which was precisely what most of her customers enjoyed. With the exception, course, of her good clientele from the college in Wesley or Mrs. Harper and Lace Turner and Mr. Gregory and a sprinkling of others, not to mention her favorite customer, Father Kavanagh.
She sighed, suddenly miserable at the thought of what had happened to him, and how inauspicious the whole dreadful thing had been. She wished she could do something to help, but there was nothing she could do. Two people had told her they were praying for him and suggested she might do the same, but she didn’t believe in prayer, she was a lifelong friend of optimism and reason.
She had succeeded in avoiding her deepest feelings all morning, as they served only to inspire a wild swing between morbid anxiety and sheer exhilaration. Indeed, she would concentrate her energies on reading this innocuous book, keeping the shop cool, and satisfying the needs of her customers, should she have one. Whatever she did, she would make a strict and disciplined effort to keep firm control of her imagination, which had always been wayward and fitful—a problem, according to her mother, caused by too much reading.
She glanced at her watch again, and opened the book to Chapter Three.
It was nearly seven o’clock in the evening, and through one of the windows of the newly-furnished studio a shaft of sunlight had found its way. It formed a patch of light on the blue drugget on the floor, and caught the corner of an oak dresser on which the old Worcester dinner service was arranged…

Hope thought the imagery deft enough and liked very much the word drugget, which she’d never before seen or heard. It must surely be a rug, but as she’d never learned anything by guessing, she put the book down and hurried to the dictionary on the little stand by the front door, placed there for customers to peruse at their leisure.
…a rug from India, of coarse hair with cotton or jute…

She felt the breeze then, so cool and sweet against the back of her neck that she let down her guard and closed her eyes and found herself standing on a moor in England, her long, dark cape snapping in the wind and George Gaynor riding toward her on a gray steed—
“Good morning, Miss Winchester. I hope it’s all right if I’m early.”
She shot awake from her dream, burning with mortification and alarmed by the uncontrolled pounding of her heart. She was struck dumb before the tall, lean silhouette of George Gaynor standing in the shop door, the afternoon light shining behind him.
 
Hélène Pringle stood at the upstairs bedroom window in what had once served as the rectory for the Chapel of our Lord and Savior, otherwise known as Lord’s Chapel.
She felt terribly perplexed and anxious—on pins and needles, really—trying to decide what might be proper.
Should she go next door and pay her respects and possibly be thought intrusive at this sensitive time? Or wait until things were back to normal and perhaps be thought cold and uncaring for not calling sooner? She had always been a worrier, and often found herself torn between complete opposites of choice and affection.
Before and after piano lessons and visits to her mother at Hope House, she had been glued to this window, thinking she may find some clue to what was transpiring at the Kavanaghs’. But the yellow house next door might have been a sepulchre; she had seen Cynthia only once, dashing from her front door in robe and pajamas, picking up the newspaper, and running in again. Since the Muse was delivered on Monday and this was Saturday, it had literally been days since she’d witnessed movement. Of course, she couldn’t see the new garage side of the house, where people probably came and went all the time, and certainly nothing could be seen through their upstairs windows, as they were always shuttered on the side facing her own.
Her cat, Barbizon, rubbed himself against her ankles, though she took no notice.
She couldn’t bear this dreadful anxiety another moment, and certainly not another day.
How was the dear man? Was his diabetes so advanced that his life might be threatened? Was he grieved beyond telling? As someone of infinite sensitivity, and a dog lover to boot, he would have taken this thing very, very hard.
While shopping at The Local, she had questioned Avis Packard about Reverend Sprouse and learned he must endure another several weeks of bed rest, but would recover. Further, Reverend Sprouse was stricken about the loss of his dog, but made every attempt to remain jovial and to lift the spirits of others. She hadn’t the courage to inquire about Father Tim, afraid that Mr. Packard might interpret the depths of her concern as odd or extreme.
She found that she was wringing her hands, and knew she must put this thing away from her once and for all. It had jangled her nerves most dreadfully and distracted her attention from her students.
“Ça ne va pas!” she said aloud, scolding herself.
“Bake a loaf of bread, if you must, and leave it on their doorstep! Better still, roast a nice poulet !” He’d told her he enjoyed roast chicken.
Bien sûr! That solved it, then!
Since her youthful faith grew cold years ago, she regretted that she hadn’t often prayed. Of course she must pray at once; she had quite neglected to do this most crucial thing for a man who had, in almost every sense, saved her life, whose tender forgiveness of the wrong she’d done him had resurrected her from a grave of bitterness and guilt.
She crossed herself quickly and looked toward the ceiling. “Saint Père, accorde-moi, s’il te plaît, l’occasion de faire quelque chose pour ton cher émissaire, quelque chose que fera une différence!”
She reflected a moment, then spoke the same words in English. “Holy Father, please give me the opportunity to do something for your dear emissary, something that will make a difference.”
She hoped that two separate pleas might be doubly persuasive, yet had no idea at all that she’d been heard. She felt an odd relief, nonetheless, as she straightened the collar of her blouse and pinched her cheeks and walked downstairs to prepare for her next student.
In the hallway, she hesitated—was that a sound from the basement?
No, it was a car on the street. Since the Man in the Attic, as Mitfordians often called him, moved in with Mr. Welch two days ago, she thought she might hear uproarious laughter or a great deal of coming and going. In truth, she wouldn’t have known another soul was down there if he hadn’t come knocking on her door to introduce himself. He’d even invited her to call on him if she needed anything at all.
She had thought him attractive, or perhaps comely was a more precise term, and was relieved to see he was clean-shaven, which she supposed was required in prison. He had also been immensely courteous—but, of course, if he was going to get ahead in the world, he could hardly afford to be otherwise. On the whole, she had approved, confident that Father Kavanagh would not send anyone suspicious to live on his own property.
She moved toward the music room, thinking, the man in the attic….
She mused on this odd appellation, finding it odder still that George Gaynor was now l’homme au sous-sol.
 
After a meatloaf sandwich and iced coffee for lunch, Esther Bolick lay in her plaid recliner in full repose, listening to the snores of her husband and wondering what she could do for Father Tim.
It was hard, very hard, when people couldn’t—and, in today’s world, wouldn’t—eat cake. When she was coming up, families lived from cake to cake. A cake was a special event, it meant something. Now a homemade, baked-from-scratch cake meant next to nothing. For one thing, most young people had never experienced such a thing. All they’d ever known was bought from a store and tasted like hamster shavings, or had been emptied from a box into a bowl, stirred with low-fat milk, and shoved into an oven that nearly blew a fuse from being turned on in the first place. Such a cake could never be your cake, no way, it would be Betty Crocker’s or Duncan Hines’s cake, and the difference between yours and theirs was vast and unforgivable.
And look how people acted these days at the mere sight of a piece of cake. Cake? Get it out of here! I’m on a diet! I don’t want it in the house!
Worse yet was the inevitable declaration: I never touch cake!
Never touch cake. Pathetic! The world was increasingly filled with such people, not to mention the crowd that ate cake in secret, stuffing it in their faces when nobody was looking, and claiming to nourish themselves on a diet of boiled eggs and dry toast. She knew who they were.
Father Tim was different, of course; eating cake would not merely add a measly pound or two, it would kill him dead as a doornail. Just look what he’d done to himself with a Coke, or was it a Pepsi?
Gene snorted and woke himself up. He raised his head and looked at her inquiringly. “What’d you say, Sugarfoot?”
“Go back to sleep!” she snapped, fed up with the whole notion of modern civilization.
And take biscuits—biscuits had fallen into disgrace right along with cake. Would anybody eat a biscuit anymore? No way, not on your life. Too fattening! Too much cholesterol! All that white flour! All that shortening! On and on, ’til you could keel over and croak. She’d been born in the wrong century.
She cranked her chair upright, dismounted, and went in the kitchen and jerked open her cabinet doors.
Nothing. There was absolutely nothing in this house that the father could eat, except maybe a can of salmon.
A card, then. Pitiful though it was, it was the best she could come up with. She had waited ’til the dust settled on this awful mess before acting, and now was the time to act; it was a new season and a fresh beginning—Father Tim would want to know that people didn’t hold anything against him….
She went to the downstairs half bath and ran water over a washrag and scrubbed her perspiring face and dried it, then dipped her little finger in the lipstick tube. She had gouged stuff out of there for so long, there was hardly a scrap left; she’d get another tube at the drugstore when she went looking for a card. She stretched her lips in a wide grimace and applied the dab of color with her finger. Maybe coral this time, instead of mauve—mauve made her look washed out.
She sighed, hoping she’d be able to find something that would make him laugh.
 
Over the last few days, he’d had the odd impression of a recent visit with Miss Sadie. There was some fresh, instinctive connection to her that he hadn’t experienced since her death. Perhaps he’d dreamed….
Father Tim sat at his desk, looking out to the space where the garage had stood. He was surprised by two extremes of feeling—he would miss seeing the moss on the roof tiles and the nest the swallows were building with daubs of mud; at the same time, the opening of the view gave him a sense of liberty he realized he’d been craving.
He watched George Gaynor toss a couple of old boards into the bed of Harley’s truck, as Harley swigged Gatorade from a plastic bottle. He’d mentioned to Harley his sudden inspiration about tearing out the garage, a project they might do together when he was feeling stronger. The next thing he knew, the two men were at work, fulfilling his vision within hours of the telling.
With Harley’s cleanup of the hedge, Father Tim could see into Baxter Park as if with new eyes. The labor of yesterday and today had revealed a corner of the park grounds he’d never especially noticed, including a red maple that spread its branches over summer grass that, even in today’s sultry heat, appeared cool and inviting.
He felt his dog move at his feet. “Good fellow,” he whispered, the lump coming again to his throat.
What would he have done if someone had…if the same thing had happened to Barnabas? He looked down into the dark and soulful eyes from which he’d drawn consolation for so many years, eyes that sometimes seemed a window into the depths of his own soul. Had Bill Sprouse known this mysterious and consoling connection with Sparky?
Of course…and it had been violently wrenched from him.
Cynthia came into the room and stood by his chair, watching George toss another board onto the truck bed.
“A blessing!” she said.
“A blessing, yes.”
She leaned down and kissed the top of his head. “God is good.”
“Yes,” he replied. “God is good.”
He heard her leave the room and wanted to turn around and watch her go, but he could not.
“Barnabas!” Cynthia called, jingling the leash. “Monument time!”
Barnabas rose slowly and trotted to the kitchen, where Cynthia snapped on the worn red leash.
“Back in ten, dearest! Then I’m dashing to the Sprouses’ with a tuna casserole.”
They were gone along the hall and out the front door.
He sat as if frozen. At least a month of rest, Hoppy had said; now three weeks had gone by and he hadn’t recovered an ounce of strength; in truth, he couldn’t even walk his dog. Perhaps he’d ask Dr. Wilson about his medication, perhaps it wasn’t doing the job. He resented Hoppy’s absence—he who had urged his doctor, year after year, to take a vacation.
He glanced at the open journal on his desk, and the quote from Thomas à Kempis which he’d inscribed early this morning: “Great tranquillity of heart is his who cares for neither praise nor blame.”
He had no tranquillity of heart; the blame that he felt from himself and imagined from others was corrosive. He regretted, in some perverse way, that Bill Sprouse would not sue him.
“I’m not a suing man,” Bill had said when they spoke on the phone. “‘Dare any of you, having a matter against another, go to law before the unjust and not before the saints?’ St. Paul said it, and I trust it! Then over in Luke, we’re told, ‘As ye would that men should do to you, do ye also to them likewise.’ The Lord himself said it, and I trust it! Besides, I wouldn’t want you suing me for something I couldn’t help. You couldn’t help it, brother. Let up on yourself.”
“I’ll be over to see you as soon as I can,” he had said, mopping his eyes.
Bill had laughed. “Whichever cripple is th’ first to get up an’ around calls on th’ other one. How’s that?”
“Deal.”
“God bless you, Timothy.”
“And you, my friend.”
You couldn’t help it, Bill had said. But he could have helped it. He could have helped it by not cutting back on the insulin, by buying another glucometer and using it, by not skipping meals, by sticking to his exercise, by drinking water instead of sugar-loaded soda….
But he couldn’t say that to anyone, he couldn’t utter the horrific truth that he had been that day like a loose cannon, that, indeed, he could have helped it.
The rabbits…he still thought about his little herd and how they had been seemingly well one day and dead the next, every one of them. He would never forget his father’s wrath, the conviction that his son had done nothing to prevent the wasteful crime of their loss and the useless drain on the family finances.
Yes, he had noticed some listlessness in several of the does, but he hadn’t known it was anything serious, he hadn’t known he could…help it.
He watched Harley’s truck pull out of view; he was headed to the dump, where, for fifteen dollars a load, a garage built more than seventy years ago would vanish from the face of the earth.
If only…
He realized he’d sat here like a stone for what seemed to be hours, and stood, stiff in every joint.
He wanted his wife—her softness, her breath on his cheek, her warmth, her benediction.
He went slowly up the stairs and into their room and began to turn back the bedspread. When had he ever gone to bed in the afternoon? Even when he’d had the flu a time or two, he’d toughed it out on the sofa. He wanted to stop turning back the covers, but he could not.
He undressed, noting for the first time that he’d buckled his belt differently and that his pants were surprisingly loose-fitting. Then he hung his clothes in the closet and put on his pajamas; the whole thing seemed to take a long time.
He lay down, then, and pulled the sheet over him and waited for his wife, ashamed for her to find him like this, yet eager for her touch.
“Timothy?” she said, standing in the doorway. He couldn’t see her face and read her thoughts about his lying in bed like a sluggard. He wanted desperately to please her; perhaps she would forgive him.
She came into the room and sat on the side of the bed. He was relieved to see no judgment in her eyes, only concern. “Dearest?”
“Come,” he said, drawing back the sheet.
With all his heart, with all his soul, and with all his might, he wanted to reassure and gratify his wife. And yet, when she lay down beside him and embraced him, he could not.
Save me, O God; for the waters are come in unto my soul.
I sink in deep mire, where there is no standing: I am come into deep waters, where the floods overflow me.
I am weary of my crying: my throat is dried: mine eyes fail while I wait for my God….
O God, thou knowest my foolishness; and my sins are not hid from thee….
My prayer is unto thee, O Lord, in an acceptable time: O God, in the multitude of thy mercy hear me….
Hear me, O Lord; for thy lovingkindness is good: turn unto me according to the multitude of thy tender mercies.
And hide not thy face from thy servant; for I am in trouble: hear me speedily.
Draw nigh unto my soul, and redeem it: deliver me because of mine enemies.
Thou hast known my reproach, and my shame, and my dishonour: mine adversaries are all before thee.
Pour out thine indignation upon them, and let thy wrathful anger take hold of them…

He sat in the pool of lamplight at three in the morning, Barnabas at his feet. He was praying the Psalms, as he’d done in times past, with the enemies of King David translated into his own enemies of fear and remorse and self-loathing, which, in their legions, had become as armies of darkness.
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CHAPTER NINE
Touching God

He’d put off returning the calls of two priests who wanted to give him communion.
He’d also put off calling Dr. Wilson, but his wife had not.
Her end of the conversation could be heard through the open door of her workroom—obviously she didn’t mind being overheard, though he missed some of it.
“It’s dreadful…and he never laughs, which is so unlike him. Yes, possibly. Well, almost certainly…. little appetite, though I’ve been…favorite things…quite thin. Thank you, Doctor. What a blessing that you’ll come. Yes, hardly enough energy to get out of the chair….”
She came into the study and announced that Dr. Wilson would be dropping by after five o’clock.
“And since tomorrow is your birthday, dearest, I thought we might have a little party.”
“No,” he said. “Please. I don’t want a party.”
“I understand. But you’ll love it, Timothy. Trust me.”
He wanted to trust her.
 
“Depression,” said Dr. Wilson. “And please don’t think it’s unusual after what you’ve been through.”
Depression. The word impacted him like a ton of bricks. He loathed the very thought of such a thing snaring him. Depression was everyone else’s problem; he was clergy, he was…
“Depression usually stems from anger turned inward. I’m no psychologist, but I suggest you look at what the anger is about—getting to the root of it could help.”
His blood surged in a kind of fury.
“We’re going to change your medication, but more important, I want you to start seeing people—perhaps you could have a few friends in to visit.”
“I don’t want to see anyone,” he snapped.
“That’s all well and good, Father, but it’s doctor’s orders for you to have a bit of company.”
That was the trouble with Wilson, he acted like he ran things when Hoppy was out of town. “Before Hoppy went tooting off to heaven knows where, it was doctor’s orders that I not have company.”
Wilson grinned. “That was then, Father. This is now.”
 
He smelled coffee and opened his eyes.
“Happy birthday, sweetheart.” His wife put the tray on the bedside table and kissed his face: his nose, his chin, the tender spot where he’d banged his head….
He didn’t sit up. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Sorry that I can’t be more…that I can’t be…everything you need.”
“But you are everything I need,” she said. “This will pass away, Timothy, this difficult time is not for all eternity. Remember our good verse from Jeremiah, ‘I know the plans I have for you, says the Lord, plans for good and not for evil, to give you a future and a hope.’”
“Yes.”
“I don’t understand Him, Timothy; if I did, would He be God? I believe that everything that happens must pass God’s muster, and that somehow He permitted this. He is very present—and working in our lives.”
“Yes.”
“But sometimes you forget it?” She handed him a steaming mug.
He nodded.
“I’m praying that He will use this hard thing for good. I mean, after all, darling, look what He did for the Israelites!”
“Right.” But he didn’t have forty years….
“You’re going to have fun today!”
“Do I have to?” He couldn’t believe the whine he heard in his voice; it was nauseating.
 
“Preacher…”
Bill Watson shuffled into the study. Though obviously nervous, he revealed his gold tooth in a broad smile.
“Don’t git up, now.” He came and stood before his former priest, bowed slightly, and shook his hand. “Happy birthday, don’t you know.”
“Thank you, Uncle Billy.” Bill Watson’s hand was as dry as a corn shuck in winter. “Sit down, my friend.”
His onetime parishioner sat opposite him in the leather wing chair. Early afternoon light from the long bay of windows dappled the old man’s face.
“Rose couldn’t come, she was peelin’ taters f’r supper.”
“Aha. How are you faring these days?”
“Fair to middlin’. I was settin’ in my chair this mornin’ when all of a sudden I felt somethin’, don’t you know.”
“Like what?”
“Itchin’. Th’ worst kind. What it was, I had broke out in whelks.”
“Somethin you ate.”
“Nossir, it’s workin’ a garden that done it.”
“You’re working a garden?” He wanted to lie down on the floor and expire. How many people had Cynthia invited? He was already exhausted.
“Mostly I’m breakin’ new ground, I ain’t started plantin’ yet.”
He racked his brain for small talk, but found nothing. He heard his wife in the kitchen, and the sound of the doorbell. Another shift coming on.
Uncle Billy cleared his throat. “I’ve come t’ tell a joke f’r y’r birthday.”
“Is that right?”
“Yessir, I’ve studied out two f’r you.” To keep his legs from trembling with the excitement of what he was about to do, Uncle Billy clasped his knees.
“I appreciate it,” said Father Tim. He would have given anything to have squirmed out of this social event. In cahoots with Wilson, Cynthia had arranged to have a few people drop by to deliver birthday greetings; they were to be shown into the study one at a time so he wouldn’t be overstimulated. He felt like a clinical experiment, they might have dolled him up in a white jacket; and all the while, Hoppy Harper was tooling along the Oregon Trail in ostrich-hide boots and couldn’t care less about his patients in Mitford.
Uncle Billy straightened his tie and coughed, then got down to business.
“Wellsir! They was two fellers a-workin’ on th’ sawmill, don’t you know, an’ th’ first ’un got too close to th’ saw an’ cut ’is ear off. Well, it fell in th’ sawdust pit an’ he was down there a-tryin’ t’ find it, don’t you know. Th’ other feller said, ‘What’re you a-doin’ down there?’ First ’un said, ‘I cut m’ ear off an’ I’m a-lookin’ f’r it!’
“Th’ other feller jumped in th’ pit, said, ‘I’ll he’p you!’ Got down on ’is hands an’ knees, went to lookin’ aroun’, hollered, ‘Here it is, I done found it!’
“First feller, he took it an’ give it th’ once-over, don’t you know, said, ‘Keep a-lookin’, mine had a pencil behind it!’”
Father Tim tried to laugh. A sound like the creaking of a gate on a rusty hinge escaped before he could choke it back. He saw the pained look on the old man’s face.
“Didn’ go over too good, did it?”
“I’m sorry, Uncle Billy, it’s a good joke, really it is.”
“No, it ain’t,” said Uncle Billy, obviously stricken.
Father Tim burned with shame. He knew what a desperate task Uncle Billy faced in coming up with jokes that guaranteed a laugh so as to uplift the hearer and not humiliate the teller. But what could he do? There was no laughter in him to be summoned.
“Wellsir, let me tell th’ other ’un, seein’ as it’s studied out.”
Father Tim nodded. If he could just lie down…
“Three preachers was settin’ around talkin’, don’t you know. First ’un said, ‘You’uns ought t’ see th’ bats I’ve got a-flyin’ around in m’ church attic. I’ve tried about ever’thing, but nothin’ scares ’em off.’
“Next ’un said, ‘Law, we’ve got hundreds of ’em livin’ in our belfry. I’ve done had th’ whole place fumigated, but cain’t git rid of ’em a’tall.’
“Last ’un said, ‘Shoot, I baptized ever’ one of mine, made ’em members of th’ church, an’ ain’t seen nary one since.’”
Father Tim shook his head. It was hopeless. He wanted to crawl in a hole, go out in the garden and eat worms, whatever; it was useless, he was useless. Tears sprang to his eyes.
The old man appeared mortified. “Lord help, I’ve done went an’ made you bawl….”
“No, no, that’s fine, Uncle Billy, I don’t know…. I’ll make it up to you somehow…. I’m just not…”
“I ain’t goin’ t’ take it personal, Preacher. Nossir! We’re goin’ t’ try ag’in is what we’re goin’ t’ do.” Here was a challenge and he was determined to meet it. “You’uns jis’ set right there a day or two an’ I’ll be back, don’t you know.”
Uncle Billy rose stiffly and shuffled toward the door. “I’m through with my turn, Miz Kavanagh!”
Cynthia came into the room, clearly pleased with the way things were going so far. “Uncle Billy, there’s cake and ice cream in the kitchen. We’d like you to celebrate with us.”
“I’ll jis’ carry mine home f’r Rose, an’ much obliged.”
“I don’t know,” she said, “it’s awfully warm to be carrying ice cream home.”
Uncle Billy pondered the import of toting ice cream from here to the town museum in ninety-degree heat. Here was another challenge and he was determined to meet it. “I’ll have t’ trot t’ do it,” he said, “but fix it up f’r me, if you don’t object, Rose’ll be expectin’ it.”
“Timothy, Emma’s here to see you. Would you like another glass of water?”
Water. There was cake and ice cream in the kitchen and he was offered water. Water and Emma Newland. No wonder he’d never been much on birthdays.
“Happy Birthday!”
Emma, it seemed, had grown larger, much larger, than she’d been only a few weeks ago. Or perhaps he had grown smaller. He had a terrible urge to rise and somehow defend himself, but he sat like a rock. His dog went to Emma and sniffed her bare legs.
“He smells Snickers,” she said, thumping into the leather chair and rustling a sheaf of papers. “I’ve been on th’ Internet….”
“And?” He felt interested in something for the first time today. If he couldn’t have cake and ice cream, he would have e-mail.
She held up one of the papers and squinted at it. “Listen to this, this is a good one. ‘Read the Bible, it’ll scare the hell out of you.’”
There was a dull silence.
“You’re not laughing,” she said, accusing.
“It’s not funny.”
“I laughed,” she said archly.
“Yes, well, what you just read is a very serious statement. And true, I might add. Wish I’d said it.”
She shrugged. “Listen to this one. ‘War Dims Hope for Peace.’”
He stared at her.
“That’s funny,” she said, huffed.
“What is this stuff, anyway?”
“Blooper headlines. The kind J. C. Hogan writes, only better.”
He sighed.
“I’ll just read the whole list, maybe you’ll find one you like,” she said, pursing her lips. He felt oddly threatened. Why didn’t his wife come in here and help him out?
“‘Police Begin Campaign to Run Down Jaywalkers.’”
He leaned over and scratched his dog behind the ears.
“‘Drunks Get Nine Months in Violin Case.’”
“Umm.”
“‘Stolen Painting Found by Tree.’”
“I don’t get it.”
“You wouldn’t,” she said, clearly miffed. “‘Typhoon Rips Through Cemetery; Hundreds Dead.’
“‘Miners Refuse to Work After Death.’
“‘If Strike Isn’t Settled Quickly, It May Last Awhile.’”
She stuffed the papers in her pocketbook and glared at him as if he were a beetle on a pin.
“So how’s Harold?” he asked.
 
Scott Murphy came in quietly, squatted before his chair, took Father Tim’s hands in his, and said, “Let me pray for you, Father.”
Someone to pray for the priest!
 
His head was pounding, but he wouldn’t say a word about it. He would ride this mule….
“Who else?” he asked Cynthia.
“Just George and Harley, I’m letting them both in at once, they’ll be good medicine.”
“Yes,” he said, brightening.
“Everyone wants to see you, they’re clamoring for a visit.”
“I miss the girls,” he said, referring to Puny and the twins.
“So do I. They’ll come on Sunday, how’s that?”
He thought she looked worn, pale around the gills. It was all this messing with him, of course, day after day.
“Do you feel like seeing J. C. Hogan?”
“No.” Absolutely not!
“I told him I’d call if you felt up to it, but he’ll understand. Percy and Mule wanted to come, too, but I thought it best to wait ’til another time.”
“Another time?” he snapped. “How many of these little galas are you and Wilson drumming up? I expect to be on the street any day now, I’ll go see Percy myself.”
“Timothy, don’t be peevish.” Cynthia bounded from the sofa and trotted to the kitchen, his dog behind her.
And another thing—why was everybody trying to make him laugh?
And why couldn’t he just give them a good, rollicking chortle and get this ridiculous business behind him? It would put an end to their torment, for heaven’s sake! He thought of the pressure they must be under, trudging in with the awful responsibility of trying to make the preacher laugh. He could see them huddled in the yard, inquiring of the poor souls leaving the house, Did you make him laugh? No, but we’ll be back with more ammunition! He can’t hold out forever!
He was ashamed that he couldn’t attain to the high summit of their hopes and affections.
 
George and Harley didn’t appear to want anything from him. They weren’t trying to make him do something he didn’t want to do, or couldn’t.
“Thank you,” he said, as they looked through the study window to an unobstructed view of Baxter Park. “I don’t know when I’ve ever received such a marvelous gift.”
“If I’d knowed you wanted it done,” said Harley, “hit’d been done a long time ago.”
“I never knew I wanted it done ’til the other day. How’s the Mustang coming?”
“Lookin’ brand-new. Showroom!” Father Tim thought Harley’s grin might wrap clear around his head. “George is helpin’ with th’ front fender, I done th’ grille m’self.”
“George, it seems like we’re working you pretty hard right out of the box.”
“Good, Father. I need it.”
“How’re your quarters? Is Harley’s snoring too loud?”
George Gaynor smiled. “No, sir, I’m afraid I’m the one rattling the windows.”
“We’ve got a lot to talk about. Let’s have a visit soon.”
“Yes, sir, I’d like that.”
“What about your new job at the bookstore?”
“I’m getting the hang of it. Prison offered a lot of opportunities—one was a chance to learn the computer. I think we’ll be able to move quite a few rare books via the Internet.”
“If you run across a first edition of Wilberforce, keep me in mind. Let’s sit, why don’t we?” Was he shuffling like Uncle Billy? His legs were dead weight.
His guests took the sofa and he the chair, as his wife came in with a tray and set it on the coffee table. After serving George and Harley, she turned to him with a certain happiness. “For you, dearest.”
She handed him a plate of ice cream and cake.
“But…,” he said, dumbfounded.
“Sugar-free! Low-fat! No sodium! The whole nine yards. I wanted it to be a surprise. Happy birthday!”
He took the plate from her, deeply moved.
Barnabas leaped into his slipcovered chair. A junco called outside the open windows. George and Harley eagerly tucked into their refreshments, as did he. Peace at last, he thought, feeling suddenly uplifted.
 
He and Cynthia had filled the dishwasher and turned it on when the doorbell rang.
“Ugh,” she said, trooping down the hall.
“Bishop!”
“How are you, dear girl?”
Blast! He’d completely forgotten the e-mail, forgotten to tell Cynthia…. It hadn’t crossed his mind since he left the hospital. The subsiding headache cranked up again, pounding in his left temple.
He looked at the clock above the refrigerator. Four-thirty. A fine time to go knocking on people’s doors…
 
“Chuck Albright is with me,” said Stuart, “I dropped him at The Local, where he’s buying livermush to ship home in dry ice. Where we come from, livermush is hard to find.”
“With good reason,” said Father Tim, who never touched the stuff.
They sat in the study, which was flooded with afternoon light. Father Tim thought Stuart looked surprisingly older, frayed somehow.
“Do you feel like telling me everything?” asked the bishop.
He didn’t want to talk about it. Surely someone had given Stuart the details; everybody knew what had happened. He plunged ahead, however, dutiful.
“I blacked out at the wheel of my car and hit Bill Sprouse, who pastors First Baptist. He was walking his dog. His dog was killed instantly. Bill had several fractures and a mild concussion.” He took a deep breath. “He’s going to be all right.”
That was the first time he’d given anyone a synopsis, and he had made it through. His headache was blinding.
“Yes, I heard all that, and God knows, I’m sorry. What I’d really like to hear is how you are—in your soul.”
“Ah. My soul.” He put his hand to his forehead, speechless.
“The Eucharist, then,” said Stuart. He bolted from the chair, took his home communion kit from the kitchen island, and brought it to the coffee table.
Father Tim watched his bishop open the mahogany box to reveal the small water and wine cruets, a silver chalice and paten, a Host box, and a crisply starched fair linen.
“I was reminded the other day,” said Stuart, “that when Saint John baptized Christ, he was touching God. An awesome and extraordinary thing to consider. When we receive the bread and blood, we, also, are touching God.” Stuart poured the wine and drizzled a small amount of water into each glass. “I know you recognize that wondrous fact, dear brother, but sometimes it’s good to be reminded.”
 
“…Heavenly Father, Giver of life and health, comfort and hope; please visit us with such a strong sense of Your Presence that we may trust faithfully in Your mighty strength and power, in Your wisdom vastly beyond our understanding, and in Your love which surrounds us for all eternity. At this time, we ask Your grace especially upon Timothy, that he may know Your gift of a heart made joyous and strong by faith. Bless Cynthia, too, we pray, whose eager hands and heart care for him….”
As Father Tim knelt by the coffee table next to his wife, the tears began and he didn’t try to check them.
 
“The cathedral?” He stood at the front door with Stuart, drawing upon the very dregs of his strength to inquire about the bishop’s grand passion.
“That’s why I’m racing out of here to Charlotte. Someone’s making a gift of half a million.”
“You’re looking weary, my friend.”
“Yes. I am that.”
“You’re still afraid to take a break, to rest awhile….”
“I can’t. The cathedral.”
“Of course.”
There was irony in Stuart’s smile. “Besides, I’ll be seventy-two soon enough, and forced to rest awhile.”
The bishop kissed him on either cheek and opened the door. “You and Cynthia are ever in my prayers, Timothy. He will put things right, and don’t forget it. That’s what He’s about, after all, putting things right.”
“The Lord be with you, Stuart.”
“And also with you!”
“Give Martha our love!”
“Will do!”
He watched as Stuart walked briskly to his car and climbed in.
“Father!”
Hélène Pringle darted from the side of the house and hastened up the steps to his front stoop—apparently she’d popped through the hedge—wearing blue striped oven mitts and bearing a dish covered by a tea towel.
“For you!” She thrust her offering at him with seeming joy, but how could he take it from her if oven mitts were required to handle it?
He stepped back.
Miss Pringle stepped in.
“Roast poulet!” she exclaimed. “With olive oil and garlic, and stuffed with currants. I so hope you—you and Cynthia—like it.”
“Hélène!” His wife sailed down the hall. “What have you done? What smells so heavenly?”
“Roast poulet!” Miss Pringle exclaimed again, as if announcing royalty.
“Oh, my!” said Cynthia. “Let me just get a towel.” She trotted to the bathroom at the end of the hall and was back in a flash. “Thank you very much, Hélène, I’ll take it. Lovely! Won’t you come in?”
“Oh, no, no indeed, I don’t wish to interfere. I hope…that is, I heard about…” She paused, turning quite red. “Merci, Father, Cynthia, bon appétit, au revoir!”
She was gone down the walk, quick as a hare.
“I like her mitts,” said Cynthia.
 
“Delicious!” He spooned the thick currant sauce over a slice of tender breast meat and nudged aside the carrots Cynthia had cooked.
“Outstanding!” He ate heartily, as if starved.
He glanced up to see his wife looking at him.
“What?” he asked.
“I haven’t seen you eat like this in…quite a while.”
“Excellent flavor! I suppose it’s the currants.”
“I suppose,” she said.
 
The morning of his nativity might have begun last week or last month; indeed, it seemed an eternity since he waked to the kisses of his wife.
He rolled over in bed and tried again to position his head on the pillow so he could gain a bit of comfort and sleep. He looked at the clock face, glowing green in the dark room. Two o’clock.
His wife had given the party to cheer and encourage him, and surely underneath his exhaustion was a gladness of heart that he would feel tomorrow after he’d rested.
In all the uproar, he realized he’d forgotten something terribly important—not only had it been his birthday, it was also the anniversary of his proposal to Cynthia. They had a tradition of celebrating that momentous occasion with his birthday, and heretofore he had always remembered. This time he’d forgotten entirely, and now it was too late.
He wondered if he really would get his strength back in the six weeks Hoppy had mentioned, or whether he was being sucked into the same quagmire that had destroyed his father.
No matter what he did these last few weeks or how hard he tried, he failed himself and everyone else. He failed to be cheerful and quick, to rise to the occasion, to look at life with thanksgiving and approval. There was a growing coldness in him, in some deep place he’d never gone before. In truth, he often felt himself sinking, out of control.
Perhaps his father had been out of control, perhaps depression had made him unable to restrain the cold severity toward his wife and son. Perhaps there was no controlling such a thing once it took root in the spirit….
Then again, his father had claimed no God, no redeeming Christ, while he, the son, had claimed it all—mercy and forgiveness, unconditional love, and the capstone of the faith: salvation.
So what was his excuse?
 
Barnabas followed him downstairs and lay in the soft pool of lamplight as he opened his Bible to the second letter of Timothy.
He’d read the two epistles on almost every birthday since his twelfth year. His mother had instructed him in this habit, and, as a serious youngster, he imagined the letter to have been written across the centuries personally and directly to him, Timothy Kavanagh. He still believed this to be true in some supernatural way.
He read aloud, knowing his dog would listen.
“‘…continue in what you have learned and firmly believed, knowing from whom you learned it, and how from childhood you have known the sacred writings that are able to instruct you for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.
“‘…always be sober, endure suffering, do the work of an evange-list, carry out your ministry fully…’”
Carry out your ministry fully. This was the line that, every year, stopped him cold, wondering—was he carrying out his ministry fully? A few times in his priesthood he’d actually believed that he was. Now…now, of course, things were different.
He could journey no further with Paul tonight. Recently, he’d become aware, however dimly, that he was looking for something in the Scriptures. He felt desperate for a specific message from God, yet he didn’t know what it might be. He knew only that it would be direct, meant profoundly for him, and that he’d recognize it instantly when at last it was revealed.
He thumbed the Scriptures in reverse order to the voice of David, a voice that might have been his own:
“Hear my prayer, O Lord, and let my cry come unto thee.
“Hide not thy face from me in the day when I am in trouble; incline thine ear unto me: in the day when I call answer me speedily. For my days are consumed like smoke, and my bones are burned as an hearth.
“My heart is smitten, and withered like grass; so that I forget to eat my bread.
“By reason of the voice of my groaning my bones cleave to my skin.
“I am like a pelican of the wilderness: I am like an owl of the desert.
“I watch, and am as a sparrow alone upon the house top.
“My days are like a shadow that declineth; and I am withered like grass.”

He heard a sound behind him and turned, startled.
“Timothy…”
“I couldn’t sleep.”
“Nor I.”
“Forgive me for forgetting.” He made a move to rise and go to her, but she came to him.
“It’s all right.”
“It isn’t all right. I’m sorry.”
She kissed him on his forehead. “What are you reading?”
“The Hundred and Second Psalm.”
“Let me read to you, dearest. I know how you love that. May I?”
“Yes,” he said, giving her his Bible.
She glanced at the open book. “I’ll read the very next one, the Hundred and Third. Come, let’s sit on the sofa where there’s a breeze through the windows.”
She turned on the lamp and settled into her end of the sofa. He sat beside her, thankful, realizing how happy he was to see her, to have her company.
“‘Bless the Lord, O my soul: and all that is within me, bless his holy name!’”
He put his head back against the cushion and closed his eyes. His wife had a gift for reading Scripture as if it were hot off the press.
“Bless the Lord, O my soul, and forget not all his benefits:
“Who forgiveth all thine iniquities; who healeth all thy diseases:
“Who redeemeth thy life from destruction; who crowneth thee with lovingkindness and tender mercies;
Who satisfieth thy mouth with good things; so that thy youth is renewed like the eagle’s….
“As far as the east is from the west, so far hath he removed our transgressions from us.
“For he knoweth our frame; he remembereth that we are dust….
“Bless ye the Lord, all ye his hosts; ye ministers of his that do his pleasure….
“Bless the Lord, O my soul!”

He knew only that she covered him with the afghan, and he slept soundly until morning.
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CHAPTER TEN
Up and Doing

As he turned the pages of his desk calendar, he discovered the date marked for the trip to New York.
The trip was only days away. Maybe he should call the airline and cancel; maybe they could get a refund.
But Cynthia mustn’t miss this. She could go without him and he’d try and get a refund on his own ticket. There was no way under heaven that he could face a trip to New York and a high-powered social event into the bargain. But he hated that she’d have to go alone. They’d been so positive, so happy about going together….
He got up and walked to the window and stared at the maple tree, unseeing.
Who could accompany his wife and look out for her and take her to the awards dinner and see her safely to and from the hotel and the airport?
The answer came at once; and at once, he knew it was right.
 
He was dozing on the sofa when someone knocked at the back door. Though unshaven and in the shabbiest of his sweat suits, he went to the door and opened it, eager for company.
“I come t’ check on you,” said Harley. “Hit’s my afternoon off.”
“Come in, come in! I’m glad to see you!”
“I wanted t’ bring you a pan of brownies, but hit’d be outright first-degree homicide, so I brung you this….”
Harley withdrew his hand from behind his back and offered a fistful of Malmaison roses from a bed at the old rectory.
Father Tim looked at them with amazement. He’d quite forgotten about his roses….
“You could put ’em in a show,” said Harley.
How could he have forgotten about his roses? “Sit down, Harley, sit down. I need the company, I’ve missed you.”
He ran water into a vase he found in the cabinet and arranged the pink roses, which were just unfurling their petals. Breathtaking! He would look for the camera and take a picture….
He carried them into the study and put the vase on the mantel where he could see it from the sofa. Then he thumped into the hollow he’d made in the cushion during the last weeks.
“Tell me everything,” he said with interest. “How are you pushing along with George?”
“Real good. He ain’t much in th’ kitchen, so I cook an’ he does th’ washup. ’E puts ’is britches on a hanger an’ keeps ’is room like he was in th’ armed service. I reckon he learned that in th’ penitentiary. He’s tryin’ t’ teach me poetry, said ’e had a class in th’ pen that got ’im to likin’ poetry, said it helped ’im exercise ’is mind.”
“Have you learned a few lines?”
“Somebody’s always tryin’ t’ teach me somethin’ I ain’t in’erested in learnin’. Let’s see if I can say that’n of Mr. Longfeller’s.” Harley propped his elbows on his knees and dropped his head into his hands.
“All right, now, I’m studyin’ on it.” There was a long pause. “OK, here goes. ‘Lives of great men all remind us we can make our lives sublime, an’ departin’, leave behind us, footprints on th’ sands of time.’”
“Well done!”
“Let’s see, they was another line or two. ‘Let us then be up an’ doin’ with a heart f’r any fate…any fate…’” Harley looked up, defeated.
“Hit’s gone out of m’ noggin.”
Father Tim grinned. “‘Still achieving, still pursuing, learn to labor and to wait.’”
“’At’s it!”
“I learned that poem as a youngster. Lace would be proud of you.”
“I miss that young ’un.”
“What else is going on? Tell me news of the outside world!”
“Well, let’s see. Ain’t much t’ tell. Ol’ Man Mueller brought ’is rattletrap car in t’day. I got t’ work on it t’morrow.”
“What’s wrong with it?”
“Says it won’t turn right. Says it won’t go in th’ direction of ’is politics.”
“Aha.”
“Hadn’t turned right in two or three weeks, ’e said.”
“How did he get around?” asked Father Tim. “A man has to turn right once in a while.”
“Well, gen’rally, if he was goin’ t’ town, he’d turn right out of ’is driveway. But since he cain’t turn right, they won’t nothin’ t’ do but put ’er in reverse, back all th’ way to th’ shed, go around behin’ that ol’ barn that fell down, an’ circle around ’til he ended up beside ’is front porch—”
“Still in reverse?”
“That’s what he said.”
“How come he couldn’t turn around in front of his house?”
“Got a cornfield right up to ’is front door an’ another’n to th’ left.”
Father Tim shook his head as if to clear it.
“So onc’t he was headed out beside ’is porch, he could turn left an’ go t’ town.”
“If I couldn’t turn right, let’s see…how would I get to town?” A man who didn’t have anything better to do than this didn’t deserve anything better to do.
Harley stared fixedly at the wall, thinking. “Well, Rev’ren’, you’d have t’ back out of y’r garage an’ turn left, that’d head you t’ Church Hill, where you’d turn left ag’in. Then you’d turn left on Lilac Road an’ hang a left on Main Street.” He grinned broadly, revealing pink gums. “There y’ go. Nothin’ but left turns in that deal.”
“Piece of cake,” said Father Tim.
He didn’t know why, exactly, but a visit from Harley always did him a world of good. In truth, he felt the courage to ask what had been on his mind daily, and what Harley would surely know.
“Harley, what are they saying on the street?”
Harley looked sober. “Sayin’ it could’ve been a whole lot worser.”
The clock ticked on the mantel.
“Nobody holds it ag’in you.”
“Nobody?”
“Nossir. An’ if you don’t mind me sayin’ so, I wisht you wouldn’t hold it ag’in y’rself.”
He sat silent for a moment. “I’ll try, Harley. I’m going to try.”
Harley nodded encouragement. “That’s all a man can do,” he said.
 
The more he thought about it, and he fervently hoped he’d never think about it again, he wondered why Old Man Mueller didn’t make a U-turn beside his porch when he came home from town, which would head him in the proper direction for the next go-around.
Come to think of it, why was Old Man Mueller driving at all? Wasn’t he well into his nineties? And all that backing up! Good grief. He went to the kitchen and opened the refrigerator door and stared blankly at the contents.
 
“Bill, it’s Tim. How’re you doing?”
“When th’ Lord ordains, He sustains. I’m doin’ all right, brother, and I hope you are.”
“Yes. Bill…I hope it’s OK for me to suggest this….”
“What’s that?”
It was tough to say, but he had to get it behind him. “I’ve been thinking that…” He cleared his throat and made a fresh start.
“Whenever the time seems right, I’d like to buy you a dog.”
“I ’preciate it, but I’ve never had a bought dog—th’ Lord always sends my dogs. Except for Hoover, I believe th’ Other Party sent Hoover! No, I appreciate it, Tim, but whenever it’s time, my dog will come along.”
He didn’t know where else to go with this. It seemed there was nothing he could do for Bill Sprouse. He wanted desperately to minister to him in some way, yet Bill never seemed to need it. In truth, Bill’s faith seemed stronger, his confidence surer, his hope brighter than his own.
He sat in the place he’d worn for himself on the sofa, wishing, if only for a moment, that Bill had been driving the car, and he’d been the one standing by the stop sign.
 
Uncle Billy Watson dragged a chrome dinette chair from the kitchen to the dining room, where stacks of newspaper stood higher than the heads of most men.
It took a while to climb onto the chair seat and stand up so he could reach the top of the stack. Because he didn’t do this often, he forgot now and again what he’d hidden up there. Today he was looking for a special copy of the Farmer’s Almanac, but hoped he might find a little cash money while he was at it. He used to hide his money under the mattress, but Rose had found out and that was the last he ever saw of two fifties and a ten he’d made from building birdhouses.
What a man had to do was feel around real gentle, because if you poked your hand in a stack too forceful, it might come down all over creation. When newspapers was stacked up, they had a way of slithering like snakes, you couldn’t trust what they might do.
The town inspector had threatened to haul off the whole shebang, but he’d never gone through with it. Uncle Billy figured it must be a low-down kind of job to have, to go into people’s houses and tell them what they could hang on to and what had to be hauled off.
He’d be willing to give the newspapers to a paper drive if they ever had such a thing anymore, but he hadn’t heard of a paper drive in a coon’s age. Nossir, now they wanted you to bundle the dadjing things up and set them on the street in a red rubber bucket. On top of that, the town give a man a blue rubber bucket for glass and a white rubber bucket for periodicals.
Red, blue, white—it was all too much to keep up with; him and Rose put everything in a grocery bag when they could think of it and set it in a garbage can he’d found in a dumpster. That ought to be enough for a man to lawfully do with his garbage, this side of digging a hole and burying it hisself.
He pawed around on top of the stack, trying desperately to locate the almanac he clearly remembered putting up here. It had been full of good jokes, about as good as any he’d seen in a while. But if he’d left it out on a table where it ought to be, Rose would have done Lord knows what with it—peeled potatoes on it, or set a cook pot on it, or cut recipes out of it. He never knew why his wife cut out recipes when she’d never made anything from a recipe in her life. Heaven knows he’d made plenty of things from recipes he remembered from his boyhood.
He had stood by his mama’s table in that little cabin in the woods and watched her roll out dough for biscuits and pies and he didn’t know what all. He’d learned to cook creasies with fatback, and make rabbit stew, and even use a woodstove oven to bake deer meat with vinegar, springwater, lard, and wild onions. You had to cover your skillet good and tight, though, or your meat would dry out and be tough as whitleather….
He stopped trying to find the almanac and wondered, as he usually did, how in the dickens he’d get down from the chair. He nearly always forgot how hard it was to climb down once he climbed up. Seem like lately his arthritis was making his limbs so stiff that when the Lord called him Home, he’d be coffin-ready.
It was a real aggravation to find a decent joke these days. Sometimes he thought he’d quit joke-telling, just put it all behind him—retire, you might say. Only thing was, he liked to hear people laugh, yes, sir, that was about as good a feeling as a man could get without it costing an arm and a leg.
Maybe he’d hid the almanac in that little pantry off of the kitchen…
He held on to the back of the chair and looked down.
“Go easy!” he cautioned himself aloud. The chair wobbled as he lifted his right foot off the seat and set it on the floor. Boys howdy, that done it, that sent a pain up his leg that would lay out a mule…
He lifted the other foot off the chair seat, set it down, and felt the solid floor beneath. That was two feet set down, and all they was to set down, thank God A’mighty!
Famed Local Arthur
To Receive Award
Mitford’s biggest celebrity, Ms. Cynthia Coppersmith Kavanagh, will travel to New York City on Thursday to receive one of publishing’s highest honors.
In a ceremony at the Waldurf Astoria, she will be given her second Davant Metal in recognition of her series of \% books about a white cat, Violet, who is an actual cat that lives right here in Mitford with Ms Kavanagh and her husband.
A publicity release from Ms. Kavanagh’s publiser states that no other arthur has ever won the metal twice. Insiders say the Davant metal is right up there with an Oscar.
Avette Harris, head librarian at the Mitford volunteer library says, “Violet personifies today’s liberated woman—she thinks for herself, isn’t afraid to learn new things, and manages to get out of many interesting scrapes.”
Ms. Kavanagh has been drawing and writing little stories since she was ten years old. Her first book was about a doodle bug, though it was never published. Her numerous Violet books include Violet Goes to the Country, Violet Visits the Queen and Violet Goes to School. Ms. Kavanagh also goes to school, as she reads to local students several times a year. Other book jaunts take her %^ Wesley, Holding and many surrounding comminities.
“She is our favrite arthur,” says Dorene Little, who received last year’s Teacher of the Year award at Mitford School. “Boys and girls alike can identify with Violet, who is more of a real person than a cat, if you ask me.”
The arthur has also been invited to tour America with a literacy program called READ, along with other famous childrens book arthurs, which departs on August 5.
Ms. Kavanagh will be accompanied to New York by Dooley Russell Barlowe of Mitford, who is a rising soph-more at the Univiersity of Georgia.

“Ugh,” said his wife. “Who writes this stuff?”
“Mostly J.C. But sometimes he hires help.”
“I mean, really—today’s liberated woman? And who are these insiders? And this spelling! The lowliest school computer has spellcheck!”
His wife was hot, and no two ways about it.
“Not to mention this picture of me. Where on earth did he dig it up? It’s older than dirt, I’m wearing a beehive!”
“Here,” he said, taking the newspaper from her, “why rile yourself?”
“Does he ever talk to the subject of his little butcher jobs? Or is all his reportage done by hearsay and rumor? I never wrote a book about a doodle bug!”
“What was it about?”
“A ladybug!” she said, thoroughly disgusted.
He patted her hand. “Now, now, Kavanagh.”
She looked at him a moment, then fell back against the sofa cushions, hooting with laughter.
 
They walked to the garden bench and sat watching the moon rise over Baxter Park.
“My dear John…,” she said, fingering his silver tresses.
“Who’s John?”
“You know, sweetheart, John the Baptist!”
He sighed. “Maybe I’ll cut it myself.”
“I’ll do it as soon as I come home! How’s that?”
“No way. I’ve witnessed your tonsorial skills.”
“I don’t want to leave you, Timothy.”
“But of course you must. It’s the only thing to do.”
“Thank you, darling.”
“I’ll be fine. I am fine. There’s nothing at all to worry about.”
“Puny will be here every day, and the girls will come straight from day care in the afternoons. Dooley and I will call you in the morning, and of course we’ll call you after the awards dinner. Then we’ll call you the next morning and after lunch and after the play and before we leave for the airport—you’ll be sick of hearing from us.”
“Never!”
“Thank you for buying the theater tickets, dearest, for taking care of everything. Dooley is so excited, you’d think we’re going to the moon.”
“It’s time we did something special for that boy. Besides, I can’t think of anyone I’d rather send you off with.” His heart was heavy, but he made certain his voice was light. Nearly forty years in the pulpit taught a man how to hide his personal feelings.
“Please don’t be sad,” she said, putting her head on his shoulder.
“Sad? How could I be sad?” He kissed her forehead. “You’re the first author ever to win the Davant Medal twice!”
He wanted his wife to have a life apart from nursing him like some hothouse orchid. He really did.
 
“Give her your arm when you cross the street. Like this.” He demonstrated.
“Why?” asked Dooley.
“Because there’s a lot of traffic in New York and it’s dangerous up there. Because she’s a woman. And because, as a man, it’s your job.”
“I never heard of that job.”
“You heard it here first.”
Dooley grinned. “I’ll take care of her, I promise.”
“You’ve got my card. Pick a good restaurant, ask someone at the awards dinner to recommend a good place, she likes French or Italian. Call ahead and make a reservation, they’re big on reservations in New York.”
“OK. Cool.”
“Take taxis, do whatever you need to do. Here’s a hundred bucks. And be sure and tip the bellman who carries your luggage to your rooms.”
“I can carry our luggage.”
“They won’t let you.”
“But it’s our luggage!”
“Yes, well, don’t ask me to explain. And when the tab comes at the restaurant, tip twenty percent.”
“Man!”
“Just put it on the card. And while we’re on the subject, hold on to your wallet. And help Cynthia watch her pocketbook, she’s been known to set it on a counter while she shops. Do you need to write any of this down?”
“No, sir.”
“Good. On second thought…” He dug into his pocket and pulled out his wallet. “Here’s another hundred, just in case. And twenty for you.”
“Wow,” said Dooley, taking the bills. “I always wanted to carry this stuff around.”
“One more thing. Buy flowers somewhere, they usually have flowers on the street. Give them to Cynthia.”
“When?”
“Whenever you pass a flower stall. Pink roses only, no red. Or white tulips if they don’t have roses.”
“OK.”
“A dozen. Tell her they’re from me.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Any questions?”
“No, sir.”
“Well done!”
He’d never felt so proud in his life. He could send this young man on a mission and trust him to complete it. He felt his chest literally expand as he embraced the boy who’d come into his life and changed it forever.
 
He stood at the garage door and watched Dooley back the Mazda onto Wisteria Lane.
“We love you!” Cynthia called.
“Love you back!”
He waved until the car disappeared from view beyond the hedge, then hurried to the edge of the yard, where he could watch them turn left on Main Street.
 
He had hoped to feel better about being alone—this way, he could be as grumpy as he liked and no one would notice or care. But he felt bereft.
He opened the refrigerator door and stared inside, then shut the door without remembering what he’d seen. He walked into the study and turned on the lamp by his chair and gazed out the window to Baxter Park, noting the lowering sky. A book! Of course. That was the ticket….
He took a volume from the shelf and sat in his armchair and was thankful for his good dog snoring at his feet. Then he opened the book to a random page and gazed at it for some time.
There was nothing in the book but words.
 
The storm reached Mitford shortly after dark. He’d taken Barnabas to the backyard as the rain began—fat, pelting drops that smarted when they hit his shirt. At ten o’clock, a full-bore electrical storm was up and running, dousing power in the village and waking him from a deep sleep.
A dazzling flash of platinum lit the room. He turned on his side and listened to the pounding of rain on the roof, and the great flume of water flushing through the downspouts.
He hadn’t taken his medication for depression; he would leave it off for a few days and see what happened. It was humiliating to be taking such a thing. The only consolation was that millions of others were in the same boat; depression was common, run-of-the-mill stuff. But he’d never aspired to being run-of-the-mill; he was certain that in a few days, his energy would increase—his spirits would be stronger, his outlook brighter, and this whole miserable experience would be over.
He was clinging to the Rock, trusting it to cleft for him.
 
The vacuum cleaner was going full throttle, as were the washing machine, dryer, and pressure cooker. He liked to stay as far away as possible from pressure cookers; a neighbor in Holly Springs had scrubbed green beans off every surface, including the ceiling, for two weeks. But today’s rumbling, hissing, churning, and roaring created a welcome cacophony in the yellow house, and he was grateful.
“…to reach the port of heaven…” he inscribed in his quote journal, “we must sail sometimes with the wind and sometimes against it—but we must sail, and not drift, nor lie at anchor.” Oliver Wendell Holmes had hit the nail on the head. He closed the book from which he’d gleaned the quote and gazed into the park.
He could kid himself into believing he was drifting. The truth was, he was lying at anchor.
He’d tried more than once to get back to his essays, yet had drawn a blank over and over again. He was spending time looking at the maple tree rather than pursuing the progress of what he’d titled The Future Hour.
As open and bright as their house might be, it was feeling like a prison. He wanted out of here….
He rose suddenly and went to the back door and opened it wide. He would take the girls to Sweet Stuff as soon as they arrived. He not only needed the fresh mountain air, he needed to see people face-to-face, so that he might look into their eyes and read their judgments, if any. He had dreaded his excursion onto the street; now he was ready to get it behind him.
“Don’t overdo it,” Wilson had said. “Whatever energy is there will burn off quickly.”
Yes, but he couldn’t go on living to himself, in himself; it was sickening.
 
He snatched the cordless from the hook before the answering machine kicked in.
He’d hardly picked up the phone in weeks; his wife was on orders from the doctor to keep such stimulants at a minimum. However, if he was well enough to push along on his own, he was certainly entitled to answer the blasted phone….
“I can’t believe it!” huffed Emma.
“What can’t you believe?”
“That I’m talkin’ to you. I was beginnin’ to wonder if you were dead or alive…”
“All of the above,” he said.
“…and your e-mail stackin’ up over here like…like…”
Emma had never been good at analogy. “Like planes over Atlanta.”
“Right! You’ll never guess what’s goin’ on in Whitecap!”
“How fast can you get over here?” he said.
As he hung up, he was distinctly aware that he was grinning. E-mail!
Dear Father, it has been ages since your friends at Whitecap have heard a peep out of you, your good secretary e-mailed us to say you haven’t been up to par.

How distressing to hear this, and please take care of yourself. Hardly a day passes that we don’t speak of you at the library, where I am serving my last season as head. How quickly time passes, it has been more years than I care to remember, I think they are plotting to give me a first edition of Agatha Christie’s autobiography, still in its dust jacket!

Be warned that I have not gotten the knack of writing those short e-mail messages that seem so popular with one and all. I hope you are still interested in news from our little island, as there seems to be quite a lot of it these days!

We hear a wall has been erected on the yellow line between the bait & tackle shop and Mona’s. We don’t know what this portends, we are hoping it is not a forecast of any more drastic action such as divorce! Do pray, as I know how much Ernie means to you.

Morris is still playing the organ each Sunday, but we haven’t been able to get him to stay for the Coffee Minute afterward, Jean Ballenger has taken it upon herself to work on this. I’m not sure she’s the one for the job, she may scare him off completely. I do believe that playing each Sunday has given him a kind of happiness, you should hear the praise heaped upon his head before he manages to get away in the truck with Junior and Misty, who always fetch him back and forth. Have you heard that Jr and Misty are going to have a baby? Jr is very proud, you should see how tenderly he cares for his young bride!

Jeffrey Tolson struggles with himself, I think, but is being faithful to his dear family. Janette looks wonderful. She has become a truly beautiful girl with the flowering of her marriage. Certainly she isn’t forced to work so hard now that J has a steady income. Your Jonathan is full of mischief, and has stolen every heart in the parish.

Otis and Marlene have two new grandchildren and have closed up the pool at their house. Marlene says it is just

until the grandchildren get older, Otis says it is for forever and a day, as a pool is nothing but nuisance and expense. He intends to have his construction people fill it with topsoil and plant palm trees therein, though I can’t imagine that palms will flourish this far north—I think palmettos might be a better choice.

The Duncans have got a new rooster, which makes the neighbors complain. I think the world has gone wrong when one cannot enjoy the sound of a rooster crowing!

Fr Conklin means well, and heaven knows, he tries, but I’m not sure how he will do in the long run, if there is one.

I wish all news were good news. Sam is again going into the hospital, this time for a kidney operation. Everyone says it is nothing, not to worry, but of course I do, shame on me.

It has never been the same since you left, we would have kept you and Cynthia until the cows come home.

Give her my love and thank you for keeping us in your prayers, as we hold you faithfully in ours. I shall not rest until I hear you are feeling hale again.

Timothy, for heaven’s sake, can you not give a man WORD OF YOUR CIRCUMSTANCES?

Are you dead as a door nail, or only on the downward spiral toward last rites—which I shall be happy to come and administer if only you will ask.

We are pushing along up here in the wilderness, though frightfully short-handed. I’m wearing out a PERFECTLY GOOD pair of boots going up hill and down dale, all the while observing the most heartbreaking conditions imaginable. But we are making progress. The good Lord has brought a veritable drove of youngsters to our door, and one or two grim parents. They come out of curiosity and stay for cookies and tea and Bible stories. The flood is a particular favorite. Abner comes daily, I hope you are praying for him as I requested.

Well, brother, have you cast us utterly away? If you cannot write, for heaven’s sake do the next best thing…

SEND MONEY!!!

Sissy unrolled the watercolor and held it before him. “See, Granpaw? This is the church, will you put it on your ‘frigerator?”
“Absolutely! Well done!”
“An’ this,” said Sassy, “is Barnabas. I used the biggest piece of paper in th’ whole school !”
“Terrific!” he said, admiring the watercolor of a black hulk on a red rug. “However, like your subject matter, your painting is bigger than the refrigerator.”
“You could…umm…you could put it on the wall!”
“Ah, the wall.”
“You have tape in your desk drawer, we saw it when we used your colored pencils.”
“Let me think….”
Sassy ran to the wall by his desk. “Right here, Granpaw! It would look great! You can take this other stuff down.”
“I want mine on the wall, too,” said Sissy, “not on th’ ’frigerator.”
Life was short.
He went to the desk drawer and got out the tape. “Consider it done!” he said.
 
Amazing. He’d gone from a hopeless bachelor who lived alone to a man with a dog, a son, a wife, and two grandchildren. Thinking thus, he marched down Main Street, a red-haired twin on either side, glad to be alive.
 
He was standing at the bakery case with the girls when he heard the door open and the tick, tick, tick of heels on the tile floor. Knowing he was nailed to the wall, he turned to face the onslaught.
Fancy Skinner, in her signature uniform of hot-pink T-shirt and capri pants, arched one eyebrow and gave him a withering look. “Long time no see!”
“Fancy, how are you?”
She was smoking over his hair pretty good, he thought, ducking his head to peer into the bottom shelf of the case.
“Choc’late éclair!” said Sassy.
“Choc’late chip cookie!” crowed Sissy.
“I’m havin’ a sugar-free fruit tart,” Fancy informed him. “That’s my favorite, it sends me over the moon, all that custard and those little slices of kiwi, I hope they have kiwi today, some days they don’t have kiwi, sometimes it’s just raspberries an’ whatnot, thank th’ Lord Winnie never uses blueberries, which I can’t stand to put in my mouth, I don’t know why, prob’ly ’cause they turn your tongue blue, even your teeth, an’ bananas, you take bananas, I have never liked th’ texture of bananas, I don’t care if they do have potassium, they make me feel fat, don’t bananas make you feel fat?—but you take kiwi, now, kiwi is very tropical, very light an’ refreshin’…”
Actually, he hadn’t thought he could have anything. But a sugar-free fruit tart was another matter entirely. He brightened.
Winnie blew through the curtains that separated the kitchen from the bake shop. “Father! I’m so glad to see you, I could hug your neck!”
“Come and do it, then!”
Dear, good-hearted Winnie, smelling literally of sugar, spice, and everything nice, trotted from behind the bake case. “How’s business?” he asked, relishing her vigorous hug.
“Booming, now that your crowd is here!”
After the girls piped their orders, he gave his. “Sugar-free fruit tart!” he said with immeasurable anticipation.
“Just one?”
“Just one.”
“Good! Because that’s all that’s left!”
He had no intention of making eye contact with Fancy Skinner. He devoutly hoped there would never again be a necessity so dire as to force him into her chair.
“For here or to go?” asked Winnie.
“For here!” he chorused with the twins.
On her way out with a low-fat doughnut, Fancy gave his hair a final look of professional scorn. Or was it downright disgust?
“Do you think Granpaw needs a haircut?” he inquired of his counsel.
“Yessir,” said Sassy. “You really do.”
Sissy nodded, her mouth full.
“Well, then,” he said, making short work of the tart, which had come fully loaded with kiwi.
 
They’d left the house less than an hour ago, and already his small spring of energy had run utterly dry. As the girls drank soda pop at Sweet Stuff, he sat in Joe Ivey’s barber chair feeling raw, exposed.
“I prob’ly oughtn’t t’ tell y’ this…”
Snip, snip. Joe began his labors with the hair that had grown over his customer’s collar.
“So don’t,” suggested Father Tim.
“…but somebody said if you was goin’ to run over a preacher, you should’ve aimed for that clown over at Wesley Chapel.”
He stiffened.
“Wadn’t too funny, was it? I oughtn’t to have said that.”
Snip, snip.
“You’re lookin’ sort of down an’ out. I guess this has hit you pretty hard.”
Snip, snip, snip. The sound of a car horn on Main Street, footsteps above their heads, Winnie’s shop door opening, his blood pressure rising.
“I don’t reckon you’d like a little shooter?”
“I thought you were keeping away from that stuff,” he snapped.
“I am keepin’ away from it, it’s settin’ there for my customers.”
Next time he needed a haircut, he was going to Wesley, or down to Holding…anywhere but here.
 
He glanced up to the eastern ridge above Mitford and was surprised to see the chimneys of Clear Day, Edith Mallory’s rambling stone house, which boasted roughly eight thousand square feet. Apparently, some serious tree work had just been done; he’d liked it better when nothing at all could be seen of her ninety-acre property.
When he’d been rector at Lord’s Chapel, she had often invited the vestry there for meetings. He was thankful to God that he was no longer forced to endure the whole miserable experience—stopping at the electronic gate box and punching in numbers that seemed to change with each meeting, then making the long, dark drive through the narrow tunnel of low-arching rhododendron. He remembered the smothered feeling he often got when coming through that tunnel, followed by a long evening of dodging her attempts to make eye contact, hang on to his arm, or remove nonexistent lint from his lapel.
Then there was the stormy night the vestry had convened about Hope House. After sending his ride home while he was in the bathroom, she’d trapped him in her library, where, after a harsh exchange, he’d spent most of the night in a club chair. Ed Coffey had claimed Edith’s Town Car wouldn’t start, though he’d gotten the blasted thing started well enough by daylight. Yours truly had been dropped off at the rectory just as his next-door neighbor had come out looking for her cat. He would never forget the look on Cynthia’s face as he slithered out of that black Lincoln feeling humiliated and furious.
As he entered the front door with the girls, he didn’t know if he could make it to the end of the hall and into the kitchen.
“Lord help!” cried Puny, looking shocked. “Go lay on th’ sofa this minute!”
He feebly obeyed; he had no choice.
 
When the phone rang, he sat up, confused. Why was he on the sofa? His head throbbed wildly. It was nearly dark, with no lamp burning. He fumbled for the phone and knocked the handset to the floor. “Hold on! I’m coming!” he shouted. He went to his knees, blindly searching the rug in front of the sofa. There.
“Hello, sweetheart,” he said, breathless.
“Why, Timothy!” Edith Mallory gave a husky laugh. “You must have been expecting…someone special.
“I won’t keep you. I’ve just come home to Mitford from Spain and heard the terrible thing that happened to you.”
“The terrible thing didn’t happen to me, it happened to Bill Sprouse,” he said coldly.
“Of course. Well, do let me say I hope you’ll soon be well and strong and that we’ll be seeing you back to normal very quickly.”
He heard her exhale smoke from a cigarette.
His impulse was to fling the handset across the room. Yet he sat speechless, enduring the pounding of his head.
“I must say, Timothy, that I hold no grudge against you, none at all. I ought to thank you. The people I might have rented the Grill to have gone bankrupt, while Mr. Mosely’s check arrives promptly every month.”
“I must go,” he said.
“Of course you must. I understand! Well, then, goodbye—”
He dropped the handset into his lap, feeling oddly alarmed, as if a viper now lay coiled in the darkened room.
 
Hessie Mayhew awoke at three in the morning to the sound of…what in the dickens was it, anyway?
Her vintage Sears box spring creaked as she sat up in bed and listened.
Hail!
The bedroom shimmered in a dazzling flash of light, and then came a crash of thunder that shook and rattled the windows.
She clapped her hands over her eyes as if to deny this could be happening. Hail meant that every rose in her garden would be shattered, she’d be lucky to have a fistful left for the wedding at Methodist Chapel tomorrow. She’d be forced to rogue roses in other people’s gardens from here to Wesley, and with a car that had tires so bald Lew Boyd said she should start writing her obituary.
Her mind was racing. Maybe Father Tim wouldn’t mind if she cut what was left of his antique Malmaisons; for Pete’s sake, he didn’t even live at the rectory anymore, it was just that little bitty Frenchwoman and that cat the size of a barn, she should be glad to get rid of some of those roses, how many roses could one little woman use anyway?
Father Tim! Hessie gasped. His garden basket! Clad only in a faded toile pajama top she’d found at last year’s Bane and Blessing, she bolted to the kitchen, switched on the light to the deck, and looked through the glass doors.
Mashed flat! Killed! Totaled! The beautiful basket with twelve herbs and five pots of miniature roses, lavender, and sweet william, all so carefully nestled into living green moss, moss which she had pulled with her own hands from her own special section of her own backyard, a gesture she extended only to very special people—ruined!
Hail the size of marbles jumped around on the deck and bounced against the glass doors. A blaze of lightning illumined her yard.
She turned from the awful sight and stormed into the kitchen. She wouldn’t wait ’til she was sixty-five, thank you very much, she was getting out of the flower business immediately. Just as soon as she got new tires, which two big weddings and a bridal luncheon would pay for, she was out of this racket—she couldn’t bear another day of something as fragile, as frail, as puny as flowers! She would go to work at Wal-Mart, maybe in the housewares section, or even at the front door where she would give people a shopping cart and tell them to have a nice day.
Completely disgusted and close to tears, she threw open the refrigerator door, snatched out last night’s meatloaf, and gave herself permission to eat the whole thing.
 
The sound of a hailstorm woke him from a deep sleep.
He was lying on the sofa, with something like a rock digging into his left rib. The blasted handset. He slammed it on the hook and dragged himself upstairs, where he found Barnabas under the bed and Violet curled on Cynthia’s pillow. He looked at the clock. Three in the morning, and not a word from New York. Should he call the hotel? Of course not. He wouldn’t call anyone at such an hour.
He sat in the wing chair, spent though wakeful. He pulled the chain on the floor lamp next to him and took what he called his Upstairs Bible from the table. If he was going to find what he was seeking, he’d have to look, it was that simple. “Show me, Lord,” he prayed aloud. “Lead me there and open my heart to Your wisdom….”
The Bible lay in his lap for a long time. He had no strength to open it.
 
He climbed into bed and, lying on his back, listened to the clatter of hail on the roof and the baritone snore of his dog. He felt as if he’d gone back in time to his bachelor days when the place beside him was always empty. But no, he wasn’t that bachelor anymore, he’d been completely changed, altered clear to his taproot. He had a wife, and day after tomorrow, she was coming home—then they’d be up and doing, with a heart for any fate.
He rolled onto his right side and punched up his pillow. He should have given Dooley another twenty.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
To Sing in the Dark

At seven A.M., he snatched the ringing phone from the hook.
“Cynthia?”
“Timothy! Are you all right?”
“Are you all right? That’s the question!”
“We tried and tried to call, but the phone was busy for hours. Who on earth were you talking to?”
“Nobody. I went to sleep on the sofa and must have rolled over on the receiver.”
“Pathetic! I can’t leave you alone for five minutes!” He heard the relief in her laughter.
“I’m sorry, sweetheart, forgive me. Was it wonderful?”
“More than wonderful!”
“Keep talking.”
“I love the hard work, and the agony of hardly ever knowing if what I’m doing is any good, and then the joy of the book being published and the children and parents liking it, and now…this.”
“Are you ten feet tall? Will you tower over your rustic husband?”
“My humility has made me small enough to put in your pocket.”
“And how’s Dooley treating his famous consort?”
“He’s taking the tenderest care of me, opening doors, even giving me his arm when we cross the street. You should see this, Timothy, I can’t imagine who taught him such lovely, outmoded courtesy.”
“Heaven only knows.”
“And he tips twenty percent! They must have a class in that sort of thing at the university.”
“I imagine so.”
“And the flowers! Armloads of roses and tulips! But all from you, of course. Thank you, my darling, I can’t wait to see you. How are you feeling?”
“Went out yesterday. Took the girls to Sweet Stuff. Got a haircut.”
“Joe Ivey?”
“Brace yourself.”
“Oh, dear. How did you feel, being out and about? Was it…all right?”
“I felt like a chick newly hatched from the shell. What are you up to today?”
“I’m buying Dooley a suit.”
“A suit?”
“Italian!”
“Have mercy, Kavanagh, he’s only a youth.”
“And a silk tie! He’ll make the earth tremble when he walks.”
He grinned. Dooley Barlowe would never be the same….
“The girls here absolutely fall over themselves when they see him. I can’t think how Lace has held out so long!”
“Think how long I held out,” he said, “and look what happened.”
“I miss my husband,” she said, suddenly pensive.
“I miss my wife…my extravagant, generous, witty, and important wife.”
“I love it when you talk like that.”
“Ah, Kavanagh, what don’t you love?”
“Taxis that go ninety miles an hour in midtown traffic, pantyhose that are a size too small, which one can’t know ’til dressing for the awards dinner, and then it’s too late, and, of course, age spots.”
He laughed. “That about covers it.”
“We’ll call you tonight and again in the morning, and before you know it, we’ll be home!”
“I count the hours.”
When he waked this morning at six, he’d felt leaden, old. Now that he’d heard her voice, he was fit for anything.
 
“Father?”
“George! Come in!”
“Is this a good time? I was praying for you next door, and felt a strong conviction to do my praying over here, instead.”
He opened the screen door to his tall, slender neighbor, known to all of Mitford as the Man in the Attic, and greeted him with a hug.
“Glad to see you, brother. Have a seat. Tell me how things are going in your new hometown.”
“If I could tell you another time, Father? I’ve got twenty minutes to get to the bookstore.”
“Whatever you say.” Though eight years in prison had added a few lines to George Gaynor’s face and his thinning hair had turned gray at the temples, Father Tim thought he’d never looked handsomer.
“Father, I understand a little of what you’ve been through. I’ve been hesitant to ask you to let me pray for you.”
“No need to hesitate with me, George. We all need prayer.” He wished he could confess just how much, indeed, he needed it….
 
After giving Barnabas a ramble around Baxter Park, he poked through the hedge to the old rectory. The hail would have made hash of his roses, and done a dandy job of hole-punching the hostas.
He wasn’t especially up for visiting the scene of the crime; he still felt fragile, like nearly transparent porcelain that might shatter if jostled. He knew only that he must get on with his life, which lately seemed to have passed him by. Thanks be to God, his blood sugar had been down this morning, things appeared nearly normal, he was right on the cusp of the prophesied six weeks. Soon, all would be well and very well.
“Father! Bonjour!” Hélène Pringle stood on the back stoop, waving. Her cat, Barbizon, sat by her feet, looking disgruntled.
“Bonjour, Hélène! I hope you don’t mind me lurking around your backyard?”
“Indeed not, Father. It’s your backyard, you may lurk whenever you please.”
“That was a terrific storm we had last night. I wanted to visit what was left of the roses. Oh, my.” He looked at the leaves lying about, and the rain of petals on the dark mulch. “Not much, I’m afraid.”
“My grandmother believed a bit of ill weather was good for the garden.” She came down the steps, tentative yet smiling with some delight. “It’s wonderful to see you out and about.” She wrung her hands as she spoke, as if greeting him gave her intense anxiety. He wondered if he might try to be more affable, in hopes of putting her at ease.
“Thank you, Hélène, I was beginning to ossify.”
“Ossify?” she said, perplexed.
He smiled. “Harden like bone.”
“Oh!” she said. “Oui!”
He walked around the bed, trying to care about the devastation as fully as he might have cared a year or two ago. It took such energy to care….
“Are you…feeling all right, Father?”
“Oh, yes. Pushing along.” He sat on the bench. “If you don’t mind…”
“Certainly not! It’s your bench, after all!”
She stood on the opposite side of the bed, still wringing her hands. He realized there was nothing he could do.
“I was in Holding yesterday and saw your dear boy.”
“Dooley?”
“Yes, he was coming out of the drugstore as I was going in. I don’t go to Holding often, it seems such a journey.”
“Yes, it is a bit of a haul. But you couldn’t have seen Dooley. He’s in New York.”
“In New York?” She pondered this news, clearly befuddled. “But I spoke to him! Of course, he didn’t reply, he appeared to be in a great hurry…and awfully thin and pale.” She hesitated. “I wasn’t going to say anything to you, but he was…soiled and mal habille, quite unlike himself. I know he’s living on a farm this summer, perhaps that’s why.”
“Yes, well, Dooley is in New York.”
“Oh, oui, bien sûr, you did say that.” She shook her head. “I suppose this boy did look younger than Dooley, yet…how extraordinary.”
He rose from the bench. “I’ll push off, Hélène. Incidentally, the roast chicken you brought was very good, indeed. Très…”—he hesitated—“bon! Oui, très bon!” How hideous his French was. He had embarrassed himself and his neighbor into the bargain.
Her cheeks flushed. “It was nothing!”
“Au revoir, then!” he said, waving.
“À bientôt, Father! Thank you for coming, please come again!”
He shuffled home and sat on the sofa, panting. He should have the blasted sofa removed from the house, stored under lock and key, until things were a bit further along. His heart pounded.
“Water,” he said, as Puny came into the room.
“You’ll worry me t’ my grave!” she said, looking distraught. She dashed to the kitchen and brought him a glass of water, which he drank down at once.
“Good. Just what the doctor ordered.”
“Father…”
“Yes?”
“I couldn’t stand it if anything happened to you.” Tears rolled heedlessly down her freckled cheeks.
“Why, Puny, how amazing—I feel the very same way about you.”
She laughed and wiped her eyes on her apron. “Are you all right?”
“I’m perfectly fine. It’s true.”
“You ain’t been yourself.”
“Who have I been, do you think?”
She giggled. “Somebody sad an’ grouchy.”
“Aha.”
She looked at him, wrinkling her brow. “Cynthia loves you more’n anything, she’d do anything f’r you, an’ so would I, an’ so would th’ girls, they love their granpaw.”
“Their granpaw loves them back.”
“You cain’t die,” she said matter-of-factly.
“Certainly not!”
“Are you goin’ to git back to your ol’ self?”
“You bet.”
“Good!” she said. “I hope you make it snappy!”
 
Dooley at the drugstore in Holding…
It dawned on him as slowly as a sunrise, when it should have hit him like a bolt of lightning.
 
He quickly punched the numbers on the handset and paced the floor.
“Bonjour!”
“Hélène, Tim Kavanagh. I hope I haven’t interrupted a lesson.”
“Not at all, Father. Two students are out today with summer colds. I don’t have a lesson until four-thirty.”
“Where is the drugstore in Holding?”
“There are two drugstores. I patronize the one on Main Street, it has a special hard candy Mother enjoys.”
He’d never been on Holding’s Main Street; he’d always gone to the mall on the bypass like the rest of the common horde. “Could you give me directions?”
“It’s awfully hard to get to just now, they’re restoring the monument to the town square and the streets are a bit…”—she searched for a word—“addled. In a jumble.”
“Aha.” He’d have to get someone to drive him; he knew he couldn’t make the trip alone. He’d call Buck. On second thought, he didn’t want to give false hope; and he certainly couldn’t ask George, who was just getting established at the bookstore, and part time work at Lew Boyd’s.
“I’m going down there if I can find someone to…I think it’s a bit soon to make the drive myself.”
“I’ll drive you!”
“Oh, heavens, no, that would be asking—”
“But you’re not asking,” she said, clearly excited. “I’m offering! It would be a great privilege to do something for you, Father, who has done so much for me.”
“Now, Hélène…”
“When would you wish to leave?”
He thought a moment. “Could we leave at once?”
“Je serai devant votre maison dans cinq minutes!”
“I beg your pardon?”
“I’ll be there in five minutes, Father. Five minutes!”
“Thank you!” he said. But Hélène had already hung up.
 
Uncle Billy Watson stood before the mirrored door of the bathroom medicine cabinet and spoke aloud to his image.
“Wellsir, this feller got a parrot f’r ’is birthday, don’t you know.”
He glanced at the almanac he was holding, but his trembling hand caused the words to dance a jig. It was enough to give a man a headache, trying to read words that bounced around like a monkey on a mule.
“Hold still!” he commanded. He was surprised to see that his hand obeyed him. He adjusted his glasses, held the almanac closer to the light above the cabinet, and squinted at the next line.
“Hit was a full-growed parrot an’ come with a mean attitude an’ a manner of talkin’ that was scand’lous. Seem like ever’ other word or two would near about kink a man’s hair.
“Course, th’ feller tried t’ change things, don’t you know, he was all th’ time sayin’ polite words, playin’ soft music on th’ radio, anything he could think of t’ try an’ set a good example, but they wouldn’t nothin’ work.”
Uncle Billy laid the almanac on the tank of the commode, squeezed his eyes shut, and repeated by memory what he’d just read aloud. He figured he’d done that part pretty good; he picked up the almanac and adjusted his glasses, which were taped across the nose bridge where, several months ago, they had broken in two.
“One day he got s’ mad, he took ’at ol’ bird an’ shook it ’til its beak rattled. Boys, ’at fired th’ parrot up, he went t’ cussin’ th’ feller ever’ whichaway, sayin’ worser things than he’d been a-sayin’.”
“Wellsir, th’ feller grabbed ‘at bird up an’ stuck it in th’ freezer an’ slammed th’ door. Yessir! Heard it a-squawkin,’ a-kickin’, a-screamin’, an’ I don’ know what all. Then it got real still in there.
“Feller was scared he’d lost ’is parrot, so he opened th’ freezer door, and dadjing if th’ parrot didn’t step out nice as you please, said, ‘I’m mighty sorry if I offended you with my language an’ all, an’ I ask y’r forgiveness, don’t you know. I’ll sure try to correct my actions from here on out.’
“Th’ feller was about t’ ask what caused such a big change when th’ parrot said, ‘About that chicken in there—may I ask what’n th’ world it done?’”
By johnny, that ought to work if he practiced it enough times. He just hoped it would make the preacher laugh, that was the main thing. He’d never seen a man look so low, like he could crawl under a snake’s belly wearing a top hat. He’d give a dollar bill to say this joke to Rose Watson, to get somebody else’s opinion, but Rose never laughed at his jokes, nossir, never did.
He noted that his right hand had begun to tremble again. He stuck it in his pocket and walked into the hall with his cane in the other hand, singing under his breath. It was the song his mother had taught him as a boy; he often mumbled or sang a few words of “Redwing” when he was happy.
 
Driving with Hélène Pringle made flying with Omer Cunningham resemble an Altar Guild tea party.
He shut his eyes, unable to look. Hélène was proceeding down the winding mountain road like a ball from a cannon. If his blood had been as turgid as a river bottom these past weeks, it was now pumping like oil through a derrick. To make things worse, Hélène seemed incapable of driving and speaking English at the same time. Worse still, she was precisely the height of Sadie Baxter and could barely see over the steering wheel.
“I do love these mountain roads, they make me feel so free! Je n’ai jamais de la vie été plus heureuse nulle part ailleurs que je ne le suis ici dans ces montagnes. I presume that’s true for you, also, as you’ve chosen to live here so many years. Ça par exemple! Regardez les nuages audessus de ce pic là!”
“Hélène,” he croaked, “could you slow down? Just a mite?” He emphasized mite, as he certainly didn’t want to offend.
“Of course, Father, but my speedometer reads only fifty-five.”
“Better take your car in and let Harley have a look, I think we’re doing…seventy.” Eighty was more like it, but he didn’t want to push.
“Seventy? But this car has never done seventy.”
He shut his eyes and prayed.
 
“What’s he look like?” asked the pharmacist.
Father Tim reached for his wallet as Hélène explained.
“Tall, very thin. Freckles. Red hair. Quite…dirty.”
“Here,” said Father Tim, holding out a photo of Dooley. “Something like this.”
The pharmacist looked disapproving. “You must be talkin’ about Sammy Barlowe. We’ve caught him tryin’ to stuff his britches with candy, but nobody’s ever actually found anything on ’im.”
Father Tim’s heart pounded. He looked around for a chair, someplace to sit for a moment…. “Where does he live?”
“God only knows. Someplace with his old man, who’s the worst drunk you’ll ever run into. Why would you be looking for this boy? I see you’re clergy.”
“Yes, well, he’s…” Father Tim paused a moment. “He’s family.”
The pharmacist raised his eyebrows.
“You could ask at the pool hall. Go down to the corner, cross the street, an’ it’s on your left.”
They bolted from the drugstore, the bell jangling on the door, and went at a trot to the corner, where they waited for the light.
His breath came quickly; his head felt lighter than air. “Hélène, this could be a dead end. But you need to know how terribly, terribly important it is for us to do…what we’re doing. Do you pray?”
“I’ve just begun!” she said, thrilled that this might somehow make things more convenient for him.
“Pray, then. You may have found Dooley’s kid brother.”
Tears sprang to her eyes. “Oh!” she said, breathless. “Oh!”
 
“That definitely ain’t Sammy Barlowe,” said the pool hall owner. He took a long drag on the last of his cigarette, dropped it to the cement floor, and stepped on it. “This boy looks like he’s livin’ high on th’ hog.” He exhaled a considerable fume of smoke.
“Right. What I’m saying is, does Sammy look like this boy? Is there a strong resemblance?”
“Oh, yeah. I’d say so. What you need to know for?”
“I’d like to contact him.”
“Has he come into big money?” The man cackled. Two other men halted their pool game and listened to the conversation.
“Nothing like that. Perhaps you can tell us where he lives.”
“I cain’t tell you that.”
“Why not?” He hadn’t careened down the mountain with Hélène Pringle, risking life and limb, to be put off so easily.
“Because it ain’t nobody’s business, is why not.”
“I’m family,” he said, as if that would change everything.
The man smirked. “You’re a preacher.”
“Preachers have families!” said Hélène, indignant.
“You might as well go on, I ain’t tellin’ you nothin’.” The man walked across the room, entered a door marked Office, and slammed it behind him.
A radio played, drifting randomly between two country stations.
One of the pool players walked over and held out his hand. “How bad you want t’ know where Sammy lives at?”
“Real bad,” said Father Tim.
“Pink Shuford.”
“Pink,” said Father Tim, shaking hands. “Tim Kavanagh. And this is Miss Pringle.”
Hélène put her hands behind her back. “Bonjour.” Father Tim thought he heard a tremor in her voice.
“Named after m’ great-granpaw, Pinckney.”
“A fine old southern name.”
“This here’s Skin Head Bug Eye Snaggle Tooth Austin, you can call ’im Bug f’r short.”
Father Tim nodded toward Bug, who blinked but didn’t return the nod.
“You ever shoot any pool?” asked Pink Shuford. His left arm was tattooed with a snake coiled from wrist to elbow.
“Once or twice. I’d appreciate knowing where we can find Sammy.”
Pink walked back to the table, hunkered over it with the stick, and made a shot. The balls clicked together and rolled apart. The seven ball dropped into the corner pocket.
“I reckon you ain’t played enough pool to recognize that as a mighty fine shot.”
“No, I haven’t,” said Father Tim.
“Seven in th’ corner pocket. Most places, I could’ve won cash money on that shot.”
“What will it take for you to tell us where to find Sammy?”
“Well, let’s see.” Pink scratched his head and gazed at the ceiling.
“Let me just see, now.” The odor of stale tobacco and sour beer permeated the room; a ceiling fan oscillated over their heads.
Pink Shuford looked at Father Tim and suddenly grinned. “How about…”
Bug’s cue ball scratched in the side pocket. Pink eyed the table, chalked his cue, bent over the rail, and returned the shot. “Eight ball in the corner pocket, eat y’r heart out,” said Pink. Bug uttered a curse.
“Now,” said Pink, “back to business. How about fifty bucks?”
Father Tim took out his wallet and examined the billfold. Twenty, thirty, thirty-five, -six, -seven, -eight…He felt a trickle of sweat along his spine. This whole scenario exuded a palpable darkness; he wanted out of here. Hélène was already backing toward the door.
“Thirty-eight,” said Father Tim.
“Deal.” Pink crossed to him quickly and took the money. He stuffed it in his jeans pocket. “Follow me an’ Bug. I’m in th’ blue Chevy truck out front.”
“Perhaps you could just give us directions.”
“You ain’t goin’ t’ find it without help.”
There was no turning back. “We’re parked in front of the drugstore.”
“A gray Dodge sedan,” said Hélène, the quaver still in her voice.
“How far do you think it might be to…where we’re going?”
Pink Shuford pulled a Lucky Strike from a package in his shirt pocket. “Maybe ten, twelve miles.” He lit the cigarette with a match, inhaled deeply, and grinned at Hélène. “I hope you got good shocks, lady.”
 
Father Tim managed to beat her to the car and, racing to the driver’s side, gripped the door handle. “I’ll be glad to drive!”
“Oh, no, Father! There’s something wrong with the brakes, I have to tap them just so or…”
“Or…what?”
“Or they don’t work very well. You just get in and relax and leave the driving to me!”
Relax? Relax? He took out his handkerchief and wiped his brow, then got in, sat down and crossed himself. Surround us with Your loving care, he prayed silently. Protect us from every danger; and bring us in safety to our journey’s end; through Jesus Christ our Lord, Amen.
Hélène started the car with a roar. “I’m so glad you’re praying,” she said happily.
 
The pickup truck didn’t appear to slow down for the bend in the road. Hélène gunned the motor and they careened after it.
“Mon Dieu!” gasped Hélèn. “What haste they make. Our own speed is fifty.”
Sixty! he thought, paralyzed with dread. But why worry? Didn’t he believe God had a time for everybody? If so, so be it; he was ready. It’s just that there were other ways he’d rather go Home, like in his sleep, with a smile on his face….
He had an awful and hankering thirst. It had come upon him suddenly as they pulled away from the curb in Holding. Not only had he left the house without a bottle of water, he realized he’d utterly forgotten his morning insulin shot.
Hélène’s face looked considerably pinched, not to mention white as a sheet, as his mother would have said.
“Are you…all right?”
“It is a very uncomfortable thing to talk about, Father….”
“You can talk about it to me.”
He watched her struggle with some deep truth. “I would hope to be delicate, but you see…”
They hauled around another curve, and were now barreling down a steep grade on a gravel road, enveloped in a flume of dust kicked up by the truck.
“…I desperately need to…to…find a powder room!”
He thought she might burst into tears of humiliation.
“And I need to find water!” he said, equally urgent.
It didn’t look hopeful. No, indeed, they were in the piney woods with no habitation in sight. In truth, he hoped they didn’t meet another vehicle, as the road was fit for the passage of one car only. What had he gotten them into? He felt a sudden responsibility for Hélène Pringle, an innocent bystander. They passed a deserted house trailer.
“There’s something else I should tell you,” she said. “Something far worse.”
“What’s that?”
“Our petrol gauge reads half full, but the gauge doesn’t work properly. There’s really less than a quarter of a tank.”
“Aha.”
“We left in such haste that I forgot to look until now, but I’m sure we have enough to get back to town….” her voice trailed away thinly.
Lord, have mercy…. “I’m sure,” he said, coughing from the dust seeping into the car.
“J’en suis désolée, mon père! Pardonnez-moi. J’espère que je ne nous ai pas attiré des ennuis.”
He had no idea what she was saying, but her distress was evident.
“We can turn around and go back!” he exclaimed, thinking to console her.
“Non, non! We must not do that! This is very crucial to your happiness, to dear Dooley’s happiness! We must press on and take our chances.” She turned to look at him, beseeching. “You pray, Father, and I’ll drive!”
The road was a washboard; he thought his insides might be rearranged in some unrecognizable way, his liver where a kidney had been, his heart in his throat….
They followed the blue truck, making a hard left turn onto an unmarked dirt road scarred with potholes; he heard the exhaust pipe scrape over one rock, then another. This was hardly better than a dry creek bed.
He realized, suddenly, that the truck had disappeared.
“Where did they get to?”
“I don’t know,” she said, bewildered. “But we’ll catch them!”
He clapped a hand over his eyes and held on for dear life.
 
He didn’t want to admit it, even to himself, but minutes later he was greatly relieved to find that the truck had, indeed, disappeared.
Hélène slowed down and stopped for a moment, shaken. He had the odd feeling they’d gotten off light with a thirty-eight-dollar joyride.
 
The fatigue was like nothing he’d ever experienced; it was all the exhaustion and despair of the last weeks rolled into a single agony. He supposed he’d have to turn himself in to an institution of some sort; he could not be trusted to care for himself. Perhaps there was a kind of death wish in him that he’d never routed out, that he’d held back from God and never let Him touch.
On their way home, they had stopped to go to the rest room, get gas, and take nourishment. He sat in the car at the service station like an invalid, while Hélène pumped gas, bought drinks and two bags of Fritos, and ministered to his pathetic needs. It was desperately humiliating, but he could do nothing about it. As they sped up the mountain, he guzzled bottled water and feebly consumed the Fritos.
He came into his kitchen, out of breath and dazed, and reached for the countertop of the island. As the wave of fatigue rolled over him, he felt like a sinking swimmer whose foot had just touched an undertow. He inhaled deeply and shook his head, panicked; then it passed and he was safe again, holding on to the countertop and looking into the eyes of his dog.
He let Barnabas into the yard without a leash, something he rarely did, and thanked God that his faithful companion obeyed his master’s every command.
Now he could administer his evening shot and drag himself to bed—that’s all he wanted, nothing more: nothing.
 
He was sleeping when the phone rang; he fumbled it to his ear.
“Hello?”
“Ah, Timothy, so glad you’re there, it’s Edith.”
Edith! Was this a dream?
“When we spoke last evening, I said I ought to thank you, and then, silly me, I forgot to actually do it! So, thank you, Timothy, thank you. God uses everything for good, don’t you think? But I mustn’t keep you. Blessings to you and Cynthia and that dear boy you took in. Toodles!”
He was dumbfounded all over again, but more than that, he felt molested, plain and simple. Why would Edith Mallory never leave him alone? Why did she endlessly insinuate herself into his life? He hated this business of phoning him up like some old school chum, and fervently hoped it would never happen again. Perhaps it wouldn’t; she had thanked him, after all, for whatever aberrant reason she might have had, and that should be enough.
He hoped to God it would be enough.
 
The talk with Cynthia hadn’t gone well; she’d heard his fatigue and wanted to know everything, but he’d been afraid to tell her everything.
He knew that hiding the raw details from his wife, or any wife, did not bode well for future outcomes. But he couldn’t explain it all; it was too exhausting, too complicated, too…he thought the whole afternoon vaguely dreamlike, as if it had never happened. He’d been to another world with the intent of accomplishing a grand mission, and had come home humbled and defeated. Why even speak of it?
 
At the foot of the bed, Barnabas scratched furiously, causing the mattress to throb like a great, arhythmic heartbeat.
Still awake at three in the morning, Father Tim lay in the dark room and looked out the window to darkness. The heavens were over-cast, obscuring a nearly full moon, and the street lamp had been knocked winding two weeks ago by a careless driver.
Who was to say that Cynthia wouldn’t give up on him? In truth, he was wearing down while she was gearing up. How long could a bright, successful, beautiful woman be patient with a man who had no passion in him anywhere? His wife was all about passion, passion for whatever she was doing, for whatever lay ahead. At the beginning, she’d declared him charming and romantic—perhaps now she was changing her mind. But he couldn’t bear such thoughts, it was blasphemy to think these vile things.
“Are you there, Lord? Sometimes I can’t sense Your Presence, I have to go on faith alone. You want us to walk by faith, You tell us so…don’t we go on faith that the sun will set, the moon will rise, our breath will come in and go out again, our hearts will beat? Give me faith, Lord, to know Your Presence as surely as I know the beating of my own heart. I’ve felt so far from You….”
He remembered Miss Sadie’s story of falling into the abandoned well, of her terror as she cried out, unheard, in the dark summer night, unable to move—she said she’d known for the first time the deep meaning of the prayers she had learned by rote. “It was the darkness,” Miss Sadie had told him, “that was the worst.”
The tears were hot on his face. His own life seemed overwhelmed by darkness these last weeks; there had been the bright and shining possibility, then had come the crushing darkness. Something flickered in his memory. “Song birds,” he whispered. “Song birds, yes…are taught to sing in the dark.”
That was a line from Oswald Chambers, from the book he’d kept by his bedside for many years. But he couldn’t bear switching on the lamp to read it; his eyes had been feeling weak and even painful. He turned on his side and opened the drawer of the nightstand and took out the flashlight. Then he pulled Cynthia’s pillow atop his own and shone the flashlight on the open book.
He thumbed through the worn and familiar pages. There! Page forty-five, the reading for February fourteenth….
At times God puts us through the discipline of darkness to teach us to heed Him. Song birds are taught to sing in the dark, and we are put into the shadow of God’s hand until we learn to hear Him…. Watch where God puts you into darkness, and when you are there keep your mouth shut. Are you in the dark just now in your circumstances, or in your life with God? Then remain quiet…. When you are in the dark, listen, and God will give you a very precious message for someone else when you get into the light.

The flashlight slid onto the bed beside him as he fell asleep, but his hand resolutely gripped the book until dawn.
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CHAPTER TWELVE
Where the Heart Is

Uncle Billy Watson decided he was fed up with trying to learn jokes from a book. A man had to study out a little bitty part in print as fine as frog hair, then close his eyes and say it out loud ’til he got it right, then study out the next dadblame part, and so on and so on, ’til the whole works was so mixed up in his head he didn’t hardly know hisself if it was funny. He hadn’t laughed one time over that parrot joke, so why did he think he could get the preacher to laugh?
“Where are you headed?” demanded his wife.
“Out t’ m’ dadjing garden!” he said, stomping to the door.
“This soup’s cooked and ready to eat!”
“Hit’s too hot f’r soup!” he said, mad as a hornet about things in general. “A man oughtn’t t’ have t’ eat soup when th’ weather’s ninety degrees in th’ shade!”
“A man ought to eat what’s offered and be glad to get it!”
He thought Rose Watson was the meanest-looking woman he ever laid eyes on, the way she crossed her arms and glared down on him like he was two feet tall. He sometimes figured they wadn’t nothing at all wrong with his wife. She was smart as a whip and twice as tough; her sickness was just something she used to get attention and worry a man to death.
“No rest f’r th’ wicked an’ th’ righteous don’t need none,” he said under his breath. He let the screen door slam behind him, even if slamming doors wasn’t allowed in his house, and went down the back steps with his cane.
For all he cared, she could holler at him ’til she was blue in the face, he was going out to his little patch and set in a chair and watch his sprouts grow. He’d make up his own joke, by johnny—a man who’d lived eighty-some years ought to have enough dadblame sense to make up his own joke.
 
They lay facing each other in bed; the moon had risen, bright and full, illuminating the room.
“It was good for you to get away,” he said, tracing the outline of her ear with his fingertips.
“Yes. It was. But it’s better for me to be home.”
“Do you really mean it?”
“I really mean it.”
He kissed her, lingering.
“I think you’re glad I’m home.”
“Amen!”
She smiled. “Home is where the heart is.”
She put her palm against his cheek and kissed him back; he felt the slow, steady tide rising in him.
He wasn’t as old and feeble as he’d thought. No, indeed, he wasn’t old and feeble at all.
 
Hope Winchester sat on the stool behind the cash register at Happy Endings, not daring to lift her eyes from the book she was reading. She couldn’t make heads nor tails of the words; they seemed to mush together in a kind of typographical quagmire. What a snare she’d gotten herself into; she was exerting every effort to appear absorbed in Jim the Boy, which the New York Times had raved over, but her mind was riveted on the mailroom.
It was nearly unbearable that the door to the mailroom, just a few feet from the register, was partially open; occasionally she saw him walk to the stacks and take a book from the shelf. She thought his hands mesmerizing—long, tapered fingers that seemed to hold things with sensitivity and purpose.
She tried to forget that he’d used those same fingers to unscrew the oil pan from a car and steal a friend’s jewels, which, as it turned out, had been stolen from a British museum. But that was over, that was past; he had suffered his punishment, and was nice as anything and very serious and kind and loved books as much as she did.
She thought she might have borne his nearness with more equanimity if he had not loved books, or if he were not so very handsome. She had never been around handsome men, and the fact that one was working in the next room and speaking her name and occasionally bringing her coffee in the mornings was…she tried to find words for what it was. It was something like painful, even excruciating to have him so near and to feel such an avalanche of emotion and be completely unable to laugh and talk and go about one’s life normally, instead of sitting on a stool, frozen with longing and fear and pretense, trying to read words that would not penetrate her brain.
“Miss Winchester?”
George Gaynor stood at the open door, only feet away, smiling. He was wearing a denim shirt the color of his eyes; she could barely speak.
“Yes?”
“I wonder if you would show me how to enter this order—it’s different from all the others.”
She wanted to die on the spot and get it over with, and not suffer so cruelly.
“Of course,” she said, slipping off the stool. The book crashed to the floor and she stooped to pick it up. She looked at him as she laid it on the counter and saw that he was smiling.
 
“You know how things have gone the last couple of years,” he told Buck on the phone. “We’ve had a lot of disappointments. Maybe we shouldn’t say anything yet to Pauline and the kids…or to Dooley…but Sammy is in Holding.”
He heard the sharp intake of breath.
“What’re the circumstances?”
“He’s living with his father, I don’t know where. I had someone drive me down the mountain and we were led on a wild goose chase.”
“I’ll stop by tomorrow night on my way home, if that’s all right. I’ve got to take Poo and Jessie to a ball game tonight, I promised.”
“I have a big event planned tomorrow night. How about in the morning—maybe the Grill—could you be there at, say, eight-thirty?”
“I’ll be there,” said Buck.
For a man who had once scared the living daylights out of him, not to mention made him plenty mad, Buck Leeper now offered a kind of consolation. If there was anybody he’d want in his corner when facing down Clyde Barlowe, it was Buck Leeper.
 
He should tell his wife the news about Sammy. But it took too much energy to start at the beginning and explain everything. He would wait. He was feeling stronger today than in a very long time, but every activity cost him dearly in strength—bringing in the paper, talking to Harley, walking his dog to the corner, the slightest thing. He would tell her after he and Buck had talked, when they had put together a plan. After all, she was good with plans. He could run it by her and get her input, that had always proved to be a good thing.
 
“Tim, it’s your brother in th’ Lord!”
“Bill!”
“You’ll never guess what’s happened!”
“No, sir, I couldn’t. What is it?”
“Th’ Lord has sent me a dog.”
“You don’t mean it….”
“He was mighty quick about it, I wasn’t lookin’ for one so soon, but this is it, this is th’ one. I want you to see ’im, Tim, he’s a laugh a minute! Are you gettin’ out yet?”
“I got out for a haircut and a little…drive. I want to come up for a visit. When would be a good time?”
“Anytime is a good time. Just come on.”
“Have you named him?”
“Buddy.”
“Buddy. Good name. I’m sure he’ll live up to it.”
“He walks sideways.”
“That takes some doing. What age, do you think?”
“Five, maybe six years old. One of th’ congregation found ’im in a ditch, no tags, bones stickin’ out. I talked to Sparky about it last night, Sparky says it’s OK, said to let ’im have…”—Bill’s voice broke, but only for a moment—“to let ’im have his bed over in th’ corner of our bedroom.”
“I’m thrilled for you, Bill.”
“Are you doin’ all right?”
“God is faithful, I’m coming along,” said Father Tim. “How about you, my friend?”
“Can’t complain!”
“Well, if you can’t complain, nobody can. Why don’t I bring you and Rachel some fruit tarts?”
“Nossir, Hoppy’s got me off sugar.”
“He’s got everybody off sugar. These deals are sugar-free.”
“Bring ’em on, then, brother,” said Bill Sprouse, laughing.
Father Tim felt the weight lifting from his shoulders, moving off his chest. Bill Sprouse had a dog! Bill Sprouse was laughing! God was faithful, indeed.
When he took the tarts up the hill tomorrow, he’d throw in a box of dog treats.
 
He didn’t think he’d ever driven to the Grill before; he’d always walked, no matter what the weather.
Feeling like one of the modern-day common horde, he backed the Mustang out of the garage in order to drive two blocks. He was saving the energy it would take to walk, saving it for her.
 
“I ain’t believin’ my eyes.” Percy wiped his hands on the towel he kept tucked in his belt and trotted to the rear booth. “I thought you’d dropped offa th’ face of th’ earth.”
“Back again and better than ever. It’s great to see you, buddyroe. Where’s Velma?”
“In th’ rest room, takin’ curlers out of ’er hair.”
“Aha.”
“I ain’t poached a egg since th’ last time you was in here.”
“We’ll see if you’ve lost your touch! I’ll have two poached on whole wheat, the usual.” He slid his coffee cup to Percy, who filled it.
“You’re trouble,” said Percy, feigning aggravation, but clearly pleased. “Want you a little bacon on th’ side? A dish of grits?”
“Cantaloupe. I’ve been craving a good cantaloupe.”
“Sliced or cubed?”
“I’ve got a choice?”
“Naw, I was jis’ kiddin,’ all we got is sliced.”
“All I want is sliced,” said Father Tim, grinning.
“I got somethin’ in th’ back with your name on it. Come in yesterday, UPS.”
“Right. I’ll get it before I go. Thought I’d hang with Mule and J.C. awhile, then meet Buck Leeper here around eight-thirty.”
“Yeah, well, th’ Turkey Club ain’t been the same with you gone.”
“The Turkey Club?”
“That’s Velma’s name for th’ reg’lars in the rear booth.”
“Descriptive. So what’s the latest scandal and gossip? What have I missed?”
J.C. slid into the booth with his bulging, unzippered briefcase. “All scandal and gossip has been duly recorded in th’ Mitford Muse. If I didn’t report it, it didn’t happen.” The editor shoved a copy of the newspaper across the table. “Hot off the press, all th’ news that’s fit to print, you heard it here first. That’ll be fifty cents.”
“Fifty cents?” said Father Tim.
“Paper’s gone up, ink’s gone up, distribution’s gone up….”
Percy filled J.C.’s cup, frowning. “Quality’s gone down….”
“A man has to make a living,” said J.C. He dragged a rumpled handkerchief from his jacket pocket, unfurled it, and mopped his brow.
“Ten cents’ worth of news for half a dollar is what that deal is.’
“While you’re preaching,” snapped J.C., “let me have a quarter’s worth of sausage biscuit for a dollar, with a twenty-cent side of hash browns for a dollar seventy-five.”
“Turkey,” muttered Percy, legging it to the grill.
“So look at th’ front page,” said J.C.
There was his wife, nearly as large as life, with a shot of the Davant Medal used as an inset. The picture definitely did not do her justice, no, indeed, heads would roll at her publishing house for sending out this particular photo….
“Read th’ headline,” said J.C. “I wrote that, I always write th’ big stuff, I don’t farm out th’ big stuff.”
“‘Prestigious Davant Metal Bestowed on Local Author.’”
“I had trouble with the headline,” confessed the editor.
“No kidding.”
“Yeah, I didn’t know whether to say local or world-famous. I thought local was more…”
“Sells more papers,” said Father Tim, trying to be helpful.
“Then I thought bestowed kind of a big word for a small town newspaper….”
“Right.”
“But I figured that learnin’ a new word could be educational.”
“Good thinking.” Why should he be the one to point out the spelling in the much-talked-about headline?
“Lookit, I put in there about the invitation for her to tour the country on that literacy deal. It was in th’ letter her publisher sent down.”
“Very thorough story. But she won’t be going on the tour.”
“Let me slide in here and drink a little coffee b’fore th’ roof caves in!” Mule Skinner thumped down beside Father Tim.
“Why is the roof caving in?” asked J.C.
“Because th’ father’s here, blockhead.”
“Oh,” said J.C.
Though he’d been out of the picture for only a few weeks, Father Tim felt it might have been a few years; these guys looked…different, somehow. It would take a while for the new to wear off and the old to kick in again.
“So what’s it goin’ to be?” Percy called from the grill, where he was working bacon, sausage, and hash browns.
“The usual!” said Mule.
“What th’ dickens is that?” Percy wanted to know. “You ain’t ordered th’ same thing twice in twenty years!”
“Give me a break. Just last week I ordered eggs over light twice in a row.”
“So that’s your order, eggs over light?”
“I didn’t say that was my order, I said—”
Velma blew out of the rest room. “Let me get in here! I’ll yank ’is order out of ’im.”
J.C. put his head in his hands. “Just once, man, heaven knows, just once…”
“Just once what?”
“Just once, order and get it over with.”
“Right!” said Velma, gripping her order pad. “And make it snappy.”
“Over light or not?” demanded J.C.
“Over light, for Pete’s sake! White toast! Hold th’ butter! Grape jelly! Orange juice! Hash browns!”
There was a stunned silence.
“There, dadgummit!” Mule looked triumphant. “I hope y’all are satisfied.”
“I cain’t believe it!” said Velma. “This’ll be one for th’ hist’ry books. Now—what was it you said after orange juice?”
Mule shrugged. “I don’t know.”
“You don’t know what you said?”
“I wadn’t listenin’.”
“Hash browns,” said J.C. “He said hash browns.”
“Yeah, but maybe I should have grits. With butter! Why not? Butter on the grits, but no butter on the toast.”
“Bring ’im hash browns,” said J.C.
Velma gazed briefly at the ceiling, ripped the order off the pad, stuck it on the spindle at the counter, and stumped to the next booth.
“Man!” said J.C., mopping his face.
Mule turned to Father Tim and grinned broadly. “So, buddyroe, welcome back.”
“Thanks. Glad to be back. Looks like nothing’s changed.”
“Same ol’, same ol’,” said Mule.
Father Tim was certain that Mule had glanced at him in an odd way. In truth, he might as well take the bull by the horns and deal straight up with what people were thinking about the accident. His heart hammered as he asked, not really wanting to know.
“So, what are you thinking?”
“Thinkin’?” asked Mule. “I’m not thinkin’ anything.”
“Par for the course,” said J.C.
Father Tim smelled the bacon frying, he heard the rattle of the window air conditioner, he saw Percy slicing the cantaloupe….
He wedged his back into the corner of the booth as he’d done for nearly two decades; the place where the green, painted wood converged felt a lot like home.
 
“Maybe we should turn it over to the authorities, let Social Services be the go-between.”
“With three marriages an’ a drinkin’ problem, I’ve had all the go-between I can choke down,” said Buck. “Sometimes I think we should let sleepin’ dogs lie. Jessie was a baby when the kids were split up, she doesn’t remember Sammy or Kenny, and Poo hardly remembers them, either. Things are settled with us, runnin’ pretty smooth.” Buck looked at the tabletop, then at Father Tim. “But there’s no way we can’t try an’ pull this family back together. No way.”
“If it all works out, you’d want Sammy to live with you?”
“We’d want to give him the option,” said Buck.
“The boy could have serious behavior problems.”
“We understand that. It would mean a lot just to know he’s all right—and if he wants to live with us, if we could get it through th’ courts…we’ll give it our best shot.”
“When I went to Holding the other day, I did it without thinking. I don’t know what I hoped to accomplish, perhaps it was just to see him, to remind him of his brothers and sisters, to look over the circumstances—maybe he wouldn’t have been home, or maybe it would have set his father off in some way that—”
“Let’s just find him, then take it from there. We’ve both got a pretty good idea how he’s livin’, an’ as far th’ courts go, it wouldn’t stack up against th’ home we could give him.”
“You’re doing a fine job with Jessie and Poo.”
“It’s been good tryin’ to be their daddy, I couldn’t ever have kids…an’ when you think about th’ road I’ve been down, that’s prob’ly th’ best. I try to do right by Dooley, too, but I know he looks on you as his dad an’ I’d never want to mess with that.”
“The first time I saw him is etched in my memory like an engraving—a little redheaded guy with freckles, mad at the world, old before his time. It hasn’t been easy, but it’s been rich…and I’m thankful.”
“I admit I’m real uneasy about what could come of this….”
“Dooley’s afraid it could be a powder keg.”
“But I’ve been prayin’ about findin’ th’ boys since we got married. So has Pauline. And I know you’re prayin’.”
“Have been, will be.”
“So…” Buck finished his coffee and set the cup down firmly.
“Why don’t you an’ me plan a time to run down th’ mountain? I’d like to start from scratch with Pink Shuford an’ ’is buddy.”
 
“Father Tim!”
He turned and saw Father Talbot trotting toward him from Happy Endings, in his running gear.
“Wait up!”
It wasn’t easy, thought Father Tim, to have been succeeded at Lord’s Chapel by a man who, though only a few years younger, had all his hair, ran daily, worked out, used a rowing machine, and wore top-of-the-line Nikes.
“Henry! Glad to see you!” And he was glad.
“Just going down to the office to ring you,” said Henry Talbot, huffing. “You’re looking terrific, very trim and fit!”
In truth, he was so drained that he was headed home instead of to Sweet Stuff for fruit tarts. “Pushing along very well, thanks. How are you and Mary getting on?”
“Planning our trip to the Bahamas for ten days, a surprise anniversary gift from our kids. I’m hoping you can supply for me at Lord’s Chapel next month. The, ah, let’s see…” Henry Talbot fetched a small planner from the pocket of his running shorts, and flipped the pages. “The eighth and fifteenth. It would make a lot of people happy, I daresay.”
Lord’s Chapel! Something like fear pierced his heart. Was he rusty? Was he up to it?
“Yes!” he said. “I’d like nothing better.”
 
Hessie Mayhew dodged into the handkerchief garden between the Collar Button and the Sweet Stuff Bakery and stood, frozen, by a bed of dahlias, hoping Father Tim would not spot her as he passed.
She clutched a brass vase chock-full of multiflora roses that she’d just cut from her arbor and was taking to the office building next door to Sweet Stuff. It was a forty-dollar arrangement and worth every dime, but she suddenly felt like a common criminal. To think of all he’d been through, and now, at last, he was out and about, no doubt to pay tribute to those who’d sent food and flowers through the long weeks, while the absence of a single, solitary word from Hessie Mayhew pained him like a sore and festering thumb….
“Good morning, Hessie!”
She turned, humiliated, and looked into his beaming face.
“It’s great to see you, Hessie! How are you?”
Unthinking, she hastily closed the distance between them and thrust the vase of roses into his hands.
“There!” she blurted, sloshing water onto his shirtsleeve. Appalled at her grossly inept presentation, she turned and fled along the sidewalk.
 
Since he was standing at the door of Sweet Stuff, he decided to go in. It would, at the very least, be a place to sit for a few minutes before he began the long trek home. The vase of flowers seemed to weigh more than he would have thought. He went inside, thumped the vase onto a table, and sat.
“Water,” he said to Winnie, who gave him a concerned look.
 
“Where’s your car, darling?”
“Ah,” he said. “My car.”
“Yes. You know, the red Mustang with the rag top, the leather seats, the—”
“Oh, that car.” Blast! “Parked in front of the Grill.”
He thrust the vase into her hands. “There!” he said, not knowing what else to say.
“Oh, my! Lovely!”
“Happy birthday!” he said, recovering his wits.
She set the vase on the coffee table before the sofa. “Perfect! What a wonderful shade of pink! Thank you, dearest!” She plucked a small envelope from among the roses and smiled. “Let’s see what tender sentiment you’ve inscribed to me.”
He lifted his hands helplessly. He hadn’t seen an envelope!
She withdrew a small card and peered at it. “‘Happy retirement, Mildred…,’” she read aloud.
“‘Old bookkeepers never die, they just nickel and dime the rest of us to death.’ Timothy, what on earth?”
“Joke,” he said feebly. However, as the joke was on him, he told her the truth and was vastly relieved when she howled with laughter.
 
He lay across the bed, remembering what else he’d forgotten—the fruit tarts, the promised visit to Bill and Rachel….
Voices floated up from downstairs. Three o’clock. He must have fallen asleep after lunch. He was slightly disoriented; the morning had seemed an entire day in itself. Maybe he should see Hoppy tomorrow—but no, tomorrow was full….
He sat up on the side of the bed and gazed at the floor, unseeing.
“Timothy?”
“Yes?”
Cynthia stood in the doorway; the blanched look on her face alarmed him.
“Harley just brought this over.” She walked to the bed and handed him a sheet of paper.
“‘For labor and parts,’” he read aloud, “‘one hundred and sixty-eight dollars.’”
“For Miss Pringle’s car. Harley said you told him to repair the brakes and gas gauge and that you’d pay the bill.”
The tone of her voice made his heart beat heavily. “Come and sit down,” he said.
“I’m perfectly fine standing up. He said you noticed her car needed work when she…drove you down the mountain while I was away.”
He hadn’t told his wife everything. He had postponed the truth.
He would definitely be paying for this unfortunate mistake.
 
The pain he’d experienced over the last terrible weeks had been a dull pain. This suffering was sharp and hard. He looked at the closed door of her workroom; he had seldom ever seen this door closed….
In both cases, he’d hurt someone through selfish neglect. The accident had occurred because he’d neglected to follow doctor’s orders; he’d hurt his wife by neglecting to share the simple truth of what he’d done. Hélène Pringle had made a gesture of sacrifice for him, and in return, he’d tried to do something he knew she needed and couldn’t easily afford. It hadn’t occurred to him that this act of gratitude might be a breach of Cynthia’s trust.
It was as if the earth had disappeared beneath him, and he was falling through a space both vast and cold.
 
Words cannot express the sorrow I feel for having…
He put the pen down and stared into Baxter Park.
This was his wife’s birthday, the day he was to take her into this very park for a picnic and give her the gift he’d planned so carefully all those months ago. They could not utterly lose this day, it was too important; indeed, it was crucial. One must not lose the day that belongs so especially to a loved one; birthdays must not be tossed about by every ill wind that blows….
He looked at his watch. Four forty-five. He had thirty minutes to throw himself on her mercy and get this show on the road.
 
“Here y’ go,” said Avis Packard, wearing an apron imprinted with the green Local logo. Father Tim stood at the front door and held out his arms to receive the picnic basket, packed to the brim. “Tell me what you think, maybe I’ll offer this as a reg’lar deal, maybe have a banner printed…First-Class Picnics, Fresh Daily, what d’you think?”
“I think it’ll work,” he said, backing away from the door. Avis was a talker and he didn’t have all day….
“A nice touch for honeymoons, anniversaries, or just takin’ th’ ol’ buggy for a spin on th’ Parkway, pull off to an overlook with your honey, roll out this basket, an’…” Avis rubbed his hands together, grinning.
“You’re a marketing genius,” said Father Tim, closing the door to within an inch of the jamb. “Thanks for the personal delivery. Put it on my tab.”
“Th’ goat cheese is from France,” said Avis, peering through the crack, “not th’ valley. I thought for your special occasion you’d want th’ French.”
“Right. Thanks a million.” He closed the door.
Avis knocked.
He opened the door.
“Your champagne…”
“What about it?”
“It’s from Champagne, France, th’ real thing, you said do whatever it takes. An’ oh, yeah, happy…what is it? Anniversary?”
“Birthday,” he said. “Got to run.”
“I’m havin’ a birthday next week, guess how old—”
“Catch you later,” he said, closing the door.
 
“Cynthia,” he implored, standing at the door to her workroom. “I have something important to say.”
She opened the door and looked at him, calm, unruffled.
“Will you come out to our garden bench?” he asked.
He gave her his arm. As she took it, his heart leaped with gratitude.
 
“When I asked you to marry me,” he said, “I failed to do all that you deserved.”
He stood before her, ashamed and naked in his regret.
“When I asked you to marry me, I went down on one knee. My very soul knew it wasn’t enough, but in those days, I didn’t heed my soul the way you’ve taught me to do. I heed it now.”
He sank to one knee, then the other, and took her hands in both of his.
“Forgive me, please, for shutting you out. I was going to tell you everything, I vow that I was.”
He saw a certain light return to her eyes, the light he had lived by, the light he could not bear to lose.
“Hélène remarked that she’d seen Dooley at the drugstore in Holding, and something in me knew it might be one of the boys. I didn’t have the strength to drive down the mountain, and she offered to take me. It was the most urgent thing I’d done in a long time, I had to go, I wanted to see whether it might be…” He swallowed down a lump. “We’ve all waited so long, and prayed so fervently…”
“Yes,” she said.
“And so we went, and it was a wild goose chase and Hélène’s car had very bad brakes, I tell you I was scared out of my wits the way she careened around the curves….”
She looked at him, silent.
“And her gas gauge wasn’t working, we might have run out of gas in the middle of nowhere…believe me, this was nowhere.”
“I believe you,” she said quietly.
“There is absolutely nothing between Hélène Pringle and myself except a mutual respect. Having her mother at Hope House is a considerable expense, I daresay she couldn’t afford the work on her car—I didn’t think twice about asking Harley to do it, she’d gone out of her way for me. I feel certain she helped us find Sammy.” He looked at her, imploring. “She’s a kind neighbor, nothing more.”
“Yes,” she said.
“Do you believe that?”
“I have always believed that, and ever shall. I don’t mind so much that you went down the mountain with another woman, or even that you footed the bill to have her crankcase greased—”
“Her brakes, it was her brakes.”
“Brakes, then! What I mind very, very much, indeed, is that you didn’t tell me. And such good news that you’ve found Sammy…but nothing, not a word to me. I’m more than a little sensitive, Timothy. Remember that I was married to someone who enjoyed the company of other women, and in the end, he chose them over me.”
The leaves of the dogwood by the bench murmured in a light breeze.
“These last weeks haven’t been easy, you’ve been so silent and dark, so unlike yourself. It has frightened me terribly to see you this way, to feel you might be moving away from me, drifting toward some other purpose—”
“Never!” he said, stricken that she would think this.
She patted the bench beside her. “Come and sit, darling.”
His legs were beginning to notice what he’d done; they were as numb as tinned mackerel. “Not until I get what I’m down here for.”
“And what is that?”
“Your forgiveness.”
He was the blind beggar, he was the lame man at the pool called Beautiful, he was the woman with the issue of blood….
She gazed at him fondly, then leaned over and kissed his forehead. “There, dearest. I’m sorry I fretted so. I love you with all my heart.”
“I love you back with all of mine.”
“Of course I forgive you,” she said.
He looked into her eyes and found what he was seeking. “Happy birthday, sweetheart.”
She laughed, and stood, and held out her hands to him. He grasped them, noting that he couldn’t have gotten up without her help.
 
They had dined, they had toasted her nativity, they had lolled on the quilt in Baxter Park like rustics.
“Hurry,” he said, “before we lose the light….”
He took the box from under the park bench and handed it over; it was wrapped in blue paper and tied with raffia he’d found on her potting table.
She placed it in her lap, beaming.
“I ordered it months ago, it was made just for you.” He could hardly wait to see her face. He was nearly bursting with anticipation and relief.
She tore the paper off—his wife was not one to iron and save wrapping paper—and twined the raffia in her hair, laughing. She lifted the lid of the box that enclosed her gift, and found another box. Her initials, inlaid into the warm olive wood in brass, gleamed in the twilight.
She was hushed and silent.
“Look inside,” he said, touching her shoulder.
She lifted the hinged lid and saw fat pastel sticks fitted into the box, row upon row—indigo, violet, ultramarine, cobalt, yellow ocher, vermilion, carmine, purple, and all the hues in between.
“Timothy…” His chipper and talkative wife could barely speak.
“The box is from Italy. It was made by Roberto’s close friend, Marcello, from olive wood. Roberto included something wonderful in this little compartment. Lift the pull.”
She lifted the small brass pull and peered inside the Lilliputian box within the box.
“Seven of his grandfather Leonardo’s pastelli,” he said. “Leonardo was the boy who helped paint the angel ceiling at Fernbank when Miss Sadie was a child. Roberto sends these with love.”
He found his wife’s tears of joy an odd pleasure, rather than the fright they’d been during their courtship. “There,” he said, holding her in his arms. “You once said you’d like to try pastels….”
“You are the dearest man I’ve ever known, there is none dearer than thee.”
“Regrettably, I’m vastly handicapped by selfishness, and I’d like to ask you to give me a gift.”
She looked at him and smoothed the hair over his left ear. “Anything, Timothy.”
“I want you to go on the literacy tour.” There. He’d said it, and his heart did not wrench. In truth, as the words came out of his mouth, a certain peace flooded in.
 
Uncle Billy Watson stood at the bathroom mirror, raking his bushy gray eyebrows with his wife’s pocket comb, and faced the terrible truth.
He couldn’t make up a joke if his life depended on it.
Every time he tried, he fell off to sleep and woke up with a blooming crick in his neck. If he couldn’t find a joke over at the Grill today, it looked like the preacher was going to have to make his own self laugh.
 
Puny had brought the girls this morning, as she was working only a half day. He was sitting in the study with his prayer book when Sassy came in and thumped down beside him.
She nestled into the crook of his right arm. “What’s wrong, Granpaw?”
“Wrong? Is something wrong?”
“You’re sad. Is it ’cause Miss Cynthy’s goin’ off on a trip around th’ world?”
“No, no. Not around the world. Around the country.”
“That’s th’ same thing.”
“Yes,” he said. “Yes. You’re right.”
 
He was at Sweet Stuff soon after it opened, to buy a half dozen fruit tarts. Then he walked to his car and zoomed up the steep hill to the Sprouse place, where, his nerves alarmed by the prospect of what lay ahead, he had a cup of coffee with Bill and Rachel, prayed with Bill, laughed his head off at Sparky’s replacement, and felt immeasurably better when he said goodbye an hour later.
 
The hall was illumined only by a gray light from windows on the street front. Father Tim walked with Buck Leeper to the pool table.
“Mr. Shuford, I believe you have something that belongs to me.”
Pink Shuford didn’t look up; he knifed himself over the rim of the table and studied a shot. “What’s that?”
“Thirty-eight dollars.”
“Make me laugh, Preacher. Can I help it your broke-down car couldn’t keep up?”
“Right,” said Bug Austin from the other end of the table.
“You lost us, which was clearly your intention.”
“Law help, Bug, you recall how we had to hold back to keep ’em behind us?”
Buck moved within inches of Pink Shuford and stood, silent, until Pink looked up.
“I don’t understand why we have to discuss this particular issue,” said Buck. “Father Kavanagh paid you to do something you didn’t do. You can give ’im his money back, or you can lead us to Sammy Barlowe. Take your pick.”
Buck Leeper was a big man, a very big man. His whole physique spoke of physical power; Father Tim saw that Pink Shuford noted this fact.
“Clyde Barlowe, he’s got some bad dogs back in there, ain’t he, Bug?”
“Bad dogs don’t mess with me,” said Buck.
Pink turned away and chalked his cue.
“I can see you and your friend here have all day….” Buck nonchalantly rolled up one shirtsleeve, then the other. “But we don’t.”
Pink Shuford appeared distinctly pained. “If you ever say I run you out there, I’ll say you lied. Where you parked at?”
“Right behind your truck, ready to roll,” said Buck. “By the way, you wouldn’t want to pull th’ same trick again.”
“Right,” said Pink. “No problem.”
Father Tim felt a definite surge of adrenaline. While bad dogs might not mess with Buck, they’d sure messed with him a time or two; at the age of nine, he’d been badly bitten on the ankle. However, with God in control and Buck Leeper second in command, he figured the odds were definitely improved over his last trip down the mountain.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Sammy

They followed the truck along a state highway, then veered left onto a gravel lane that ran by the wayside pulpit of Shady Grove Chapel.
Don’t wait for six strong men to take you to church.
Father Tim uncapped a bottle of water and peered at the landscape. “This is a different road,” he said as they made a hard right.
“It better be the right road,” said Buck. “If Shuford don’t deliver this time, I’ll wrap that tattoo around ’is neck.”
Father Tim took a swig of water with one hand and with the other gripped the handle above the passenger door. Pink Shuford was moving, no two ways about it, and Buck was hammering down on the blue truck’s rear bumper. In the absence of air-conditioning, the windows of Buck’s red pickup were cranked open and they were taking on the dust of Creation.
The gravel track was now running beside a shallow river. Its banks rose steeply from a streambed that was randomly paved with large boulders; gnarled vines knit an intricate web among the trees.
“Spooky,” said Buck.
“How far have we come from town?”
“Twelve miles. By th’ way, don’t worry, I won’t wrap Shuford’s tattoo around ’is neck.” Buck grinned. “But he don’t know that I won’t.”
They saw an abandoned farm building with a collapsed roof, then a derelict house overgrown with honeysuckle; at the end of a rutted drive, a dog sat by an open mailbox, panting. Father Tim could no longer ignore the headache that had started in the pool hall. It throbbed in his temples like a hammer.
The blue truck braked so suddenly that Buck swerved off the road. He leaned out the window and shouted, “What’s th’ deal?”
Pink Shuford made a U-turn, heading his truck the way they’d come in. Bug sat in the cab as Pink got out, chewing a toothpick.
“That’s it over yonder.” Pink gestured toward a house trailer set back from the opposite bank of the river. Two pairs of pants hung on a clothesline between the house and a nearly empty woodshed. A chicken scratched in the dust.
Father Tim and Buck got out of the truck. “How do we know that’s it?” asked Buck.
“You asked me to bring you out here, that’s what I done. I ain’t got papers t’ prove whose house it is.”
“Is Barlowe home? I don’t see a car.”
“They ain’t got a car.”
“How does the boy get to town from out here?” asked Father Tim.
“Hitches a ride with Lon Burtie, whatever.”
“Does he go to school?”
Pink shrugged. “I don’t keep up with ’is personal life.”
“Does he go to town often?”
“A good bit.”
“What does he do at the pool hall?”
“Shoots pool.”
“He’s underage.”
“That ain’t my problem.”
Buck shaded his eyes and looked across the river. “I don’t see anybody over there,” he said to Pink.
“So? Somebody bein’ there wadn’t in th’ deal.”
“How does Clyde Barlowe make a livin’?”
“He don’t make a livin’, he gets a check from th’ gov’ment, plus Sammy’s a sharp little pool shooter, he wins enough to help out with a few rations, ’is daddy’s liquor, whatever. Course, he don’t win nothin’ offa me.” Pink grinned, hanging his thumbs in the loops of his jeans.
“Where’s th’ bridge?”
“A little ways down an’ make a right. It’s a hangin’ bridge, you cain’t take a vehicle on it.”
Someone appeared in the doorway of the house. The distance was great enough that Father Tim couldn’t distinguish much more than a blue shirt.
“That’s Clyde right yonder,” said Pink. “We can see him better’n he can see us, he’s blind in one eye. Can’t hear too good, neither.” Pink spit the toothpick on the ground. “That toothpick ain’t gittin’ it. Any chance of bummin’ a cigarette?”
“I quit that foolishness,” said Buck.
“So, look, if y’all got what you come after, me an’ Bug are headed back t’ town.” Pink extended his hand, palm up. “I don’t reckon you’d like to buy a man an’ ’is buddy a cold beer.”
“Nope,” said Buck, “I wouldn’t. Thanks for the ride.”
“Seem like f’r runnin’ y’all out this way twice, thirty-eight dollars ain’t much, you’d of paid more for a cab.”
“When you took th’ father on a wild goose chase, I figure you were on your way home, anyway, so that’s no charge. Today’ll be twenty-four miles round trip at thirty-four-point-five cents a mile gover’ment allowance, which amounts to eight dollars an’ change. This leaves thirty bucks for an hour of your time. I call that good money.”
Pink’s laugh was raucous. “You’re a pretty cool dude, maybe I’ll shoot you a game one of these days. By th’ way, Preacher, you don’t believe ’at ol’ mess about God bein’ real, do you?”
“I know He’s real.”
“How d’you know?”
“I was talking to Him this morning.”
Pink took a step back, laughed again, and walked quickly to the blue truck. He got in, gunned the motor, let out the clutch, and scratched off, the tires digging into the red clay of the riverbank.
They watched the truck disappear around a bend, then turned, silent, and gazed across the river.
 
“You lookin’ for clean jokes or th’ other kind?” the truck driver asked Uncle Billy. He lifted the top off his burger and removed the sliced tomato, added pickles and a dollop of fries, shook ketchup over the revision, replaced the top of the bun, and mashed down the whole caboodle.
“Clean,” said Uncle Billy. “That’s all th’ kind I tell. Besides, they’re f’r a preacher.”
“They’s some preachers as like th’ other kind.”
“Not this preacher,” said the old man.
“I got your wife jokes, your in-law jokes, your schoolteacher jokes…” The driver took a generous bite of his burger. “Then there’s your preacher jokes, which might be a good idea, under th’ circumstances.”
Uncle Billy was dumbfounded at his good fortune. All he’d done was climb on a stool at the Grill, strike up a conversation with a trucker making a run to Greensboro, and look here…
“Plus I got your doctor jokes, your lawyer jokes, your cabdriver jokes…”
“I’ll be et f’r a tater,” said Uncle Billy. “I don’t hardly know where to start at.” He thought the good Lord must somehow be in on this.
“I got a old-maid joke that’s pretty funny.”
“Hit’s clean, is it?”
“Clean,” said the driver, hammering down on his burger.
“Wellsir!” Uncle Billy felt light-headed. All these years scrambling around for jokes, and right here at a feller’s elbow set the Joke King hisself. This called for a celebration.
He felt carefully in his left pants pocket and located the twenty, then looked up and caught Percy’s eye. “I’ll take a order of chicken fingers with y’r honey mustard dip!” he called in a loud voice. It had a been a long time since he’d set on a stool and ordered like a man.
“An’ give me a Pepsi-Cola with that!”
 
Hope Winchester jumped as if a shot had been fired.
“Excuse me, Miss Winchester…”
She turned quickly and blurted, “Call me Hope!”
“Hope,” he said, smiling. He stooped and picked up the book he’d just dropped. “Gray’s Anatomy, no harm done.”
She hadn’t meant to say what she’d just said, she’d planned to say it when they were conversing quietly about poetry or even the nuances of mail order. “The thirteenth edition before the revision?” She strained to appear casual.
“Yes. I’ll be more careful.”
“I find you very careful, Mr. Gaynor, you handle books as if they were infants.”
“Please call me George. No one has called me Mr. Gaynor since I taught economics.”
“George.” Saying his given name seemed alarmingly intimate. She colored deeply and turned away, reaching for the book lying open beside the register. Her aim was awkward, and the book crashed to the floor.
She was humiliated. She had twice dropped a book in front of him, and of course he had just dropped a book…. Was there some epidemic of the nervous system passing through Mitford?
He walked over and picked it up and handed it to her. “Thank you,” she whispered.
She knew she could no longer bear the crushing fear and attraction she felt, and the terrible conflict between the two.
 
Hessie Mayhew parked in the no parking zone at Mitford Hospital and took the elevator to the second-floor nurses’ station. Her cargo was destined for Minnie Louder, who had just undergone a kidney operation and turned eighty-four, all in the same day.
She gave the basket a last once-over, critiquing the simple harmony of periwinkle, cinnamon fern, moss from which a tiny red mushroom was growing, and a real bird’s nest that she’d plucked from a pot of ivy after the wrens had flown.
“Oh!” said Nurse Kennedy. “Beautiful! You’ve done it again, Hessie!”
“It could use more color,” Hessie said sternly.
“Oh, nonsense, you’re too hard on yourself! But of course nothing measures up to the basket you gave Father Tim when he was with us.”
“The basket…”
“Yes, it was just glorious, and as big as Johnson County!” Nurse Kennedy would never have confessed that Father Tim had given the basket to her, and that she’d planted everything in it around her birdbath.
Hessie thumped the basket down at the nurses’ station. “Minnie Louder, Two-oh-six!” she proclaimed in a loud voice.
Then, mad as a wet hen, she turned and hotfooted it to the elevator.
 
“Don’t move,” said Father Tim. The pounding of his heart nearly took his breath away. “Look there.”
They watched the tall, barefoot boy come along the riverbed, walking on boulders that inlaid the stream.
Sunshine filtered through the canopy of trees overhanging the water; as he stepped into a patch of light, Sammy Barlowe’s hair blazed like a coronet of fire.
 
They had walked to the bridge, crossed over, and come along a path by a pine wood to their left. They paused when they approached the clearing where the Barlowe trailer sat on an underpinning of concrete blocks.
A dog limped toward them with its tail between its legs. Father Tim judged it to be a member of the hound family; he could easily have counted its ribs.
“If that’s a bad dog, I’ll eat a billy goat,” said Buck.
Father Tim reached into his shirt pocket and withdrew the rest of the granola bar his wife had sent on this mission. He unwrapped it and laid it by the root of a white oak at the edge of the yard. “Good fellow!” he said as the dog devoured it and sniffed for crumbs.
“Are you ready?” asked Buck.
“Ready. And praying there won’t be any guns in this encounter.” He was also praying that his headache would ease off. It was the worst he could remember.
“A man with a dog like that prob’ly don’t keep a gun.”
“I’d stop right there if I was you.”
Both men jumped, startled by the voice from the shadow of the woods. Peering into the pine grove, they saw the boy standing by a large outcropping of rock.
“We’re looking for Sammy Barlowe,” Buck said.
“You ain’t g-goin’ t’ find ’im. He’s done m-moved off t’ Statesville an’ ain’t comin’ back.”
Father Tim looked into the face of a younger Dooley Barlowe, and knew he must make an effort to keep his voice calm. “But you’re Sammy, of course.”
“No, I ain’t! An’ you better git out of here right now, this is p-private property.”
The dog sniffed Father Tim’s pant legs. “We’ve come to talk with you about your brothers and little sister.”
Sammy uttered Dooley’s once-favorite four-letter word. “I ain’t got no brothers an’ sisters.”
Had Pink led them on another wild goose chase? No. This was Dooley Barlowe’s blood kin, freckles and all; nothing in him doubted it.
“Jessie doesn’t remember you,” said Buck, “but Poo does, and Dooley. They really want to see you.”
“I’m goin’ t’ b-bash y’r heads in if you don’t git on.” Sammy picked up a stick and brandished it.
“You remember Dooley,” said Father Tim. “He took care of you that time you were so sick with the flu, he gave you his best jacket to wear to school and put a dollar in the pocket. You remember.” He was piecing together fragments of stories Dooley had told him. They didn’t amount to much, but it was the best he could do.
He walked closer to the patch of woods, to the narrow path that led into the cool, chiaroscuro shade. Even from this distance, he saw the anger and fear in the boy’s eyes; he thought he also saw something else—a kind of hope or longing. “And Dooley was saying how—”
“Come another step an’ you’ll fall in a nest of rattlers big as y’r arm!”
“Right,” said Buck, “and Jessie was sayin’ how if she could see her brother, Sammy, she’d give him all the money she’s saved and make him scrambled eggs every mornin’. Jessie makes fine scrambled eggs.”
“I’ve got a shotgun hid under this rock. I’ll blow y’r brains out if you don’t git back where you c-come from.”
“She likes to crumble up livermush in her scrambled eggs,” said Buck, “the same as your granddaddy Russell Jacks likes to do.”
“We’ve got pictures to show you,” said Father Tim, reaching into his jacket pocket. Sammy’s confusion was visible; he appeared ready to turn and run. Instead, he stood his ground as if frozen.
“Sometimes,” said Buck, “Jessie sets a place at the table for you. She turned ten years old last week.”
They were walking into the woods now, toward the rock, toward the boy with the blanched and stricken face.
Without looking at each other or exchanging a word, the two men knew they had to show Sammy these pictures; it was crucial. Father Tim wondered if there might really be a shotgun, but something in him doubted it. He felt a kind of eagerness about walking into the wood; it had to be done. He smiled at Sammy, though it was Dooley he saw in this thin boy with the scar on his cheek and the lank red hair pulled into a ponytail.
He stood aside to let Buck walk ahead of him on the narrow path, and reminded himself to keep talking. “Dooley dreams about you, Sammy. He saved his first bicycle for you….”
Sammy didn’t move; he was listening now. He was trying not to, Father Tim observed, but he was listening, waiting, letting them come in. Buck drew the pictures from his pocket. Father Tim did the same. Be with us, Lord, send Your Holy Spirit….
As they approached the rock, he looked directly into Sammy’s eyes. The joy this gave him was indescribable; he wanted to throw his arms around the boy and shout, but restrained any show of feeling. They were walking on eggs. Stay calm, stay cool. He laid the pictures on the rock, silent; Buck followed suit, fanning the snapshots like a hand of cards. They had run the bases; they were nearly home.
“That’s Poo, he’s eleven,” said Buck, keeping his voice casual. “His school picture, he made an A in geography, I never even knew where Idaho was when I was in school. This is him with his new bat, he can hit a softball all th’ way to Tennessee…. An’ this is him on his bike….”
Buck breathed deeply, as if he’d held his breath for a long time. “And this is Jessie…her last school picture…she’s ten.”
Father Tim felt the hard knot in his throat; this was a type of miracle and he was standing in the midst of it. He pointed to a picture of Dooley and Cynthia sitting on the front steps of the yellow house. “This is Dooley,” he said, “he’s nineteen.”
Father Tim watched Sammy Barlowe resist the depth and power of his feelings. Sammy was doing what Dooley had always done, hardening his face into a mask, a stone; only his eyes betrayed the depth of his longing to examine the images spread before him.
Sammy stepped back from the rock. “You’uns better git out of here. When my p-paw sees you hangin’ around, you’ll be skinned.”
Buck grinned. “It’d take a while to skin me. He prob’ly don’t have time to complete th’ job.”
Father Tim realized his adrenaline had been pumping hard all morning; exhaustion was sweeping through him in a wave. His vision suddenly blurred, then cleared. In that moment, the exhaustion vanished, taking his headache with it.
“Ahh,” he said aloud, amazed and grateful. The place where they stood became abruptly vivid; he hadn’t looked about him until now. It was wondrously cool in this light-and-shade-dappled copse; indeed, they were standing in a garden.
“Lady slipper!” said Father Tim. “And by heaven, look there! Jack-in-the-pulpit.” Though the blossom had gone, he recognized the leaves.
“Stay on th’ path!” commanded the boy. “W-watch where you’re steppin’.”
“Of course. I’m sorry. And there’s trillium, a whole grove! Is the bloom white or pink?”
Sammy hesitated a long moment. “W-w-white,” he said.
Father Tim heard water rushing along the nearby riverbed, the first time he’d heard it since they crossed the bridge “These lovely things surely didn’t grow here in the same patch?”
“I dug some in th’ woods over yonder.”
In a space hardly bigger than Cynthia’s workroom, and carpeted with black loam and leaf mold, was a remarkable variety of wild plants—tall ferns with furred fiddleheads, a colony of silvery Dutchman’s-pipe that lit the woods floor like small candles, a grove of mayapple….
Father Tim squatted down and peered beneath the leaves of a plant where rows of onyx berries hung like necklaces.
“Solomon’s seal?” he asked, looking up at Sammy.
“It’s common,” said Sammy. “Not diff’rent like some of th’ others, but it g-grows good and gives cover to th’ jacks.”
“And these pink lady slippers,” said Father Tim. “I’ve never seen so many in one place.”
“They was already growin’ in here, in a bunch, it give me th’ idea to”—Sammy glanced around—“d-do this.”
“Is that a yellow slipper over there?”
“Yeah, they’s five kinds of slipper. This is th’ only yeller I ever found. They’s a yeller an’ white, too, but Lon Burtie says it don’t grow excep’ out West som’ers.”
“What a blessing to see all this,” said Father Tim, smiling up at the boy. “A blessing.” Sammy’s grandfather, Russell Jacks, had been the finest gardener Lord’s Chapel had ever hired…. “I believe the slipperis in the orchid family.” He was feeling like a new man, light of spirit, the headache vanished.
“Lon Burtie was in a jungle in Nam where he seen plenty of orchids. He says they’s two million kinds of orchids.”
“And that purplish leaf? Let’s see, I can’t think of the name…”
“Galax. I didn’t dig that, it was already g-growin’ over there, but I’ve got t’ take s-some of it out, it’s forceful.”
Father Tim squatted for a moment more, then stood, his knees creaking like rusted gates. Something had just happened in here, quite a lot had happened….
“This is a private place, isn’t it, Sammy?”
The boy lowered his eyes and shrugged.
“Thanks for letting us come in.”
“Yeah,” said Buck, clearing his throat. “Thanks.”
 
“Let me say that last ’un back t’ make sure I learned it right.”
“Take your time,” said the trucker, who had just ordered apple pie à la mode. “This is a easy run, nothin’ perishable like last week when I was haulin’ cantaloupes to Pennsylvania.”
Uncle Billy cleared his throat. “Woman went to th’ new doc, don’t you know, he was s’ young he was hardly a-shavin’. Wellsir, she was in there a couple of minutes when all at once’t she busted out a-hollerin’ an’ run down th’ hall.”
Uncle Billy paused.
“You got it,” said the trucker. “Keep goin’.”
“Wellsir, a doc that was a good bit older took off after ’er, said, ‘What’s th’ problem?’ an’ she told ’im. Th’ ol’ doc went back to th’ young doc, said, ‘What’s th’ dadjing matter with you? Miz Perry is sixty-five a-goin’ on sixty-six with four growed chil’ren and seven grans—an’ you told ’er she was a-goin’ t’ have a young ’un?”
“New doc grinned, don’t you know, said, ‘Cured ’er hiccups, didn’t it?’”
Uncle Billy knew when a joke hadn’t gone over, and this one hadn’t gone over—not even with the person he’d gotten it from in the first place.
The trucker gazed thoughtfully at his reflection in the chrome napkin dispenser. “Seem like it was funny when I heard it th’ first time, but now it might be what you call…” He shrugged.
“Flat,” said Uncle Billy, feeling the same way himself.
“I’d advise you to axe it,” said the trucker, digging into his apple pie. “Start off with your two guys on a bench, slide in with your cabdriver joke, and land you a one-two punch with th’ ol’ maids.”
Uncle Billy wished he had some kind of guarantee this particular lineup would work.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Waiting for Wings

As families around Mitford waked and stirred, more than a few wondered what last night’s violent storm might have done to the valley corn crop. Second only in importance to the town’s Independence Day parade was the season’s first delivery of Silver Queen corn, expected to arrive any moment at The Local.
After hearing a weather bulletin, Neese Simmons and his wife and four children had picked corn until two o’clock in the morning before the storm broke over the valley at three a.m. Working by torch and flashlight, they loaded their hasty harvest in the farm truck and backed it into the barn in the nick of time. From three until seven, the storm dumped five inches of precipitation into the valley below Mitford, washing out large crops of potatoes, cantaloupes, and strawberries, all destined for sale at The Local. This devastation caused the Simmons family to worry whether their prayers for rain had been too fervent. Neese told his wife, Vada, that he would make a point of discussing it with their preacher to see whether any of the blame for crop loss might, in fact, lie squarely on the shoulders of the Simmonses.
“Hush an’ go to sleep,” she said, patting his hand. “Th’ Lord knows what He’s doin’.”
“Will you ride up with me t’morrow?” he asked.
“If I’m not too give out,” she said.
On the way to the airport, Father Tim passed Neese and Vada Simmons driving into Mitford as he and Cynthia drove out. Both parties threw up a hand in greeting.
“There’s our corn,” said Father Tim. It would be a big day in Mitford. By one o’clock, every ear would be emptied from the bins on Main Street, and by six o’clock, the lot of it would be boiling on village stoves, his own included.
But his wife wouldn’t be here to enjoy it with him. For two weeks, she would be touring the world—and he was the one who’d encouraged her to do it.
The truth was, she needed a chance to relish the fruits of her labors, to see the rapt faces of the children for whom she’d written and painted with such passion for so many years. And there was a further truth, one they hadn’t talked about, one that he’d hidden in his heart so carefully he hardly knew it himself—he needed time.
Time for what? To somehow get his act together, to work on his essays, and pitch in with George and Harley to build bookcases in the hallway and maybe a cabinet for her illustrations. Just a little time, that’s all he needed, and he would once again be himself.
For weeks on end, he’d been a swimmer sinking to the pond bottom, with his brave wife struggling to pull him ashore. He’d been a heaviness to her, though she’d never said it; indeed, she may not even have known it. But he’d known it, for he’d seen it in her face and heard it in her voice. If he were half the man he’d like to be, they’d be driving to the airport on their way to Venice or Tuscany, or one of those other places she might love to go…even their honeymoon cottage in Maine, for heaven’s sake. But he was not that man, and there was no use thinking he would one day become that man. He was the worst bump on a log ever given breath.
He swallowed until the knot in his throat disappeared. “I’m not going to cry,” he said, taking her hand.
The tears were streaming down her cheeks, though they were scarcely beyond the town limits.
“Thank you, dearest. I’m so sorry I’ll miss your sermons.”
“Rats in a poke!” he said, quoting one of her favorite epithets.
“You’ve heard me preach a hundred times and I hope you’ll hear me preach a hundred more. I’ll save you my notes…if I use any.”
She looked at him, smiling. “Promise me something.”
“Anything,” he said.
“Don’t put butter on your corn.”
No butter on his corn!
“Use olive oil, it’s better for your health.”
“No rest for th’ wicked,” he sighed.
She squeezed his hand and laughed through the tears. “An’ th’ righteous don’t need none!”
 
His house was not a tomb nor a crypt, after all. The very light may have gone from it, but Puny Bradshaw Guthrie, his appointed guardian and watchdog, was doing her mightiest to make it shine. Dooley was coming to lunch and they were having a feast fit for royals—nay, for the heavenly hosts.
“Alleluia!” he declared to Puny, who wiped her face with her apron as she stood at the stove. Not even the air-conditioning could spare them from the furnace produced by roiling steam, sizzling grease, and the divine tumult of preparation in general.
Their house help, a.k.a. his nonlegally adopted daughter, was frying chicken, making potato salad with scallions, bacon, and sour cream, cooking fresh cranberries with shavings of ginger root and orange peel, simmering a pot of creamed corn, deviling eggs with homemade mayonnaise, and rolling out biscuits on the countertop. A pitcher of sweet tea stood at the ready, covered with one end of a tea towel; his grandmother’s heavy glass pitcher, filled with unsweetened tea, was covered by the other end. A three-layer coconut cake, set square in the center of the kitchen island, reigned over the room next to a small vase of early, apple-green hydrangea blossoms.
Excited as a child, he went to the downstairs powder room and tested his sugar.
The banquet being prepared for Dooley Barlowe had none of the criminal restrictions required by the diabetic. Thus, lunch would be filled with land mines that he must circumnavigate as best he could. Even so, a man could die with happiness on a day like this and have nothing at all to regret.
 
He’d discussed it in detail with Cynthia, and they’d agreed: Go straight to the point—but only after the cake.
“So, what do you think?”
“Good!” said Dooley, looking up and grinning. “Really good. The icing’s great.”
“Tell Puny.”
“Yes, sir, I will.”
“Remember when you first came to bunk with me, and Puny dunked you in the tub?”
Dooley grinned. “I remember.”
“She had to chase you around the house a time or two.”
“I chased her back.”
Father Tim laughed, aware that simply watching Dooley eat cake today would be among his happiest memories.
Dooley licked the icing off his fork. “I’d like to stay with you and Cynthia next summer.”
Something like joy surged in him. “We’d love nothing better, but be warned—it’s pretty dull around here.”
“That’s OK.”
It seemed eons since Dooley had lived in their house, clattered up and down the stairs, sat at their table. They were silent for a moment.
“How are things at Meadowgate? Still wanting to be a vet?”
“Yes, sir!” The acclamation was immediate and fervent. “We did a uterine torsion procedure on a llama yesterday.”
“A llama!”
“There’s a llama farm in Wilson Creek.”
“What’s a uterine torsion procedure?”
“Sometimes a llama, even a cow, will have a twisted, or torsed, uterus. That means the fetus can’t pass through the birth canal. Doc Owen says most fetuses are in the left horn of the uterus—”
“Left horn?”
“The lamoid uterus has two horns. Doc Owen says most u.t.’s are twisted in a clockwise direction, so the left horn flips over the right horn. It’s really hard on the llama, and we had to work fast, so Doc Owen decided to do a plank in the flank.”
“A what?”
“We used a two-by-five board, put it into the flank of the llama, and Doc Owen told me to kneel on the plank, right over the flank area. Then we used ropes looped around the front and hind legs and rolled her over. See, what we wanted to do is hold the fetus and uterus in place with the plank and roll her to kind of catch up to the uterus. That solved the whole thing.”
“It did?”
“Yes, sir. Her cria is really beautiful.”
He was stunned by this piece of completely incomprehensible information. Dooley Barlowe must be a genius.
“You’re a genius!” he said, gushing, proud, moved.
“No, I ain’t, I mean aren’t.” Dooley turned red. “Doc Owen is.”
He didn’t know when such seeming nonsense had made him so happy. “I’m so proud of you I could bust!”
Dooley studied the geranium in a pot on the table.
“So how’s the social life out there in the sticks?”
He loved to see his boy grin from ear to ear.
“Not bad, I take it.”
“No, sir.”
“Aha.”
“I’m going out with Reba Sanders.”
“Really? Who is Reba Sanders?”
“A girl.”
“Glad to hear it.”
“Her dad’s a farmer, they have four hundred head of cattle. Angus crossed with Hereford. Her mom teaches fifth grade.”
Maybe he should tell Dooley that the Harpers were coming home in a couple of days—wouldn’t he like to know how Lace liked the Oregon Trail? Probably not.
Dooley hammered down on the remainder of his cake. “She’s cool.”
“Reba?”
“Yes, sir. The Jeep needs some work. Hal thinks it’s the carburetor.”
“After lunch, we’ll run over to the station and let Harley take a look. Why don’t you take a look with him? It’s good to know what’s going on with your vehicle.” He was a fine one to talk; he’d never peered under a car hood in his life, except to scratch his head momentarily before slamming the thing down again.
His heart was full, and so was the boy’s. He sensed the quiet happiness between them; yet he was about to change all that. Surely it couldn’t hurt to postpone his announcement a few minutes—let the boy’s meal digest, for heaven’s sake.
“So. Tell me more about Reba.”
“Tall.”
Lace was tall, if he was looking for tall.
Dooley thought a moment. “Her hair’s kind of brown—or maybe blond.”
“Good. Anything else?”
“Umm. I can’t think of anything.”
Getting quality information out of Dooley Barlowe was right up there with squeezing blood from a turnip.
“What are her interests?”
“Motorcycles.”
“Motorcycles.” What could he possibly say to that? He pushed ahead. “In…what way, exactly, is she interested in motorcycles?”
“She rebuilds sport bikes to make money for college next year. Right now she’s working on a Suzuki GSXR 1100. When she gets through, it’ll do a hundred and sixty, just like it came out of the crate.” Dooley looked at his empty cake plate. “Man! I’m killed!”
“I’m only half killed, but we’d both better hug Puny’s neck.”
Dooley cackled. “I ain’t huggin’ her neck.”
“I like it when you say ain’t.”
“I can’t believe you said that. You used to hate it when I said ain’t.”
“I know. I only like it because you never say it anymore.”
“Let’s go see Harley, we can take ol’ Barnabas.”
His stomach was literally churning over what he’d just learned about Reba Sanders. While he had dreaded delivering a blow to Dooley, Dooley had delivered one to him. A hundred and sixty miles an hour? Nonetheless, he couldn’t put it off any longer.
“I have something to tell you, son. We found Sammy.”
Dooley’s fork clattered to the table and bounced to the floor.
“He’s living with your father, he’s blind in one eye and has lost part of his hearing.” Why had he said that, what did it have to do with anything? Perhaps it would make Clyde Barlowe seem less threatening.
“Who’s blind?” Dooley asked, hoarse.
“Your father.”
“He’s not my father!” Dooley shouted.
He would not tack to the left or the right, he would sail directly into the storm. “They’re living about twelve miles east of Holding. Buck and I have seen Sammy and talked with him. He’s fine, he looks a lot like you, he wants to see his brothers and little sister.” Sammy hadn’t said that, but Father Tim had read it clearly in his eyes; thus it wasn’t a lie. “I thought we could talk about it, work out how you’d like to handle it.”
Dooley turned from the table and faced the stove, stricken.
The boy’s conflicts would have to do primarily with his father, but Father Tim remembered a lesser issue: Dooley had said he would find Sammy and Kenny, he would do something that would be miraculous, magical. Instead, it had been done for him. He wished Dooley could have found his brother, but it had been ordained otherwise—Sammy had been found by a Frenchwoman who, as an infant, had been deserted by her own father.
 
The very thought made him pace the study like something caged. He was itching to preach a sermon, but he knew better.
At six-thirty, he called Meadowgate Farm and was relieved that Dooley answered.
“Hey, buddy.”
“Hey back.”
“Are you wearing a helmet?”
“Right now?”
“When you ride a motorcycle.”
“Yeah.”
“Every time, no excuses?” He knew country roads, and the lure of breaking a few rules.
“Yes, sir,” Dooley said over a burst of background laughter.
“Good. I’m counting on it.” He paused to let that pronouncement sink in.
“Don’t worry,” said Dooley.
Music to his ears. “Is Meadowgate having a party?” he asked, trying to sound nonchalant.
“Reba came over for supper, we’re having spaghetti. Miz Owen says tell you thanks for what you sent. Got to go.”
I give him into Your hands, Lord, he prayed as he hung up. Send
Your angels with him, to keep him from every harm. He pondered a moment. And bless him, please, with wisdom and discretion in all that he does, through Christ our Lord, Amen.
While he was at it, he figured he’d better pray for Reba Sanders, too.
 
At seven o’clock, he was rustling up a partial reprise of lunch, and found he wasn’t even remotely tempted by the sweetened tea; thank heaven he’d learned a little sense in this life. For safety’s sake, he’d packed Dooley off to Meadowgate with the rest of the cake.
“Preacher?”
Startled, he turned around from the kitchen island to see Uncle Billy peering through the screen door. “Are you’un’s havin’ y’r supper?”
“Getting ready to, Uncle Billy. Come in here and have it with me.”
“Don’t mind if I do,” said the old man.
Father Tim was shocked to see his friend—some inner illumination had gone from him, like sap tapped from a tree. “How did you get way down here?”
“Harley seen me a-comin’ down th’ street an’ picked me up. I like t’ never climbed in ’is truck, hit seemed tall as th’ Wesley bank buildin’. I’d as soon walked.”
“You’re out of breath, my friend. I’ll carry you home.”
“I’d be beholden.”
“How are you?”
“I ain’t been too good.”
Father Tim helped the old man to the island.
“Can you swing up here on this stool?”
“Let me git ahold of you.” Uncle Billy set his foot on a rung, then grabbed Father Tim’s shoulder with one hand and pushed on his cane with the other. “Aye, law!” he exclaimed as he hauled himself up and thumped onto the stool. He couldn’t help but wonder why an important man like the preacher didn’t have a table and chairs like the rest of Creation.
“Glad to see you, Uncle Billy. I hope you don’t object to leftovers.”
“Nossir, I like leftovers, as we don’t usually have none. A man stays s’ hungry on Rose’s provisions, they ain’t nothin’ t’ leave over, don’t you know.”
Father Tim ducked to the refrigerator and pulled out the platter of chicken and the bowls of potato salad and cranberry sauce, and displayed them proudly. “And there’s fresh corn to boot. Puny cut it off the cob and creamed it, it’s sweet as sugar. Let me heat you a bowlful.”
“That’d be good,” said the old man. “I hate t’ trouble you.”
“No trouble at all!” In truth, he was thrilled to do something for somebody after weeks of being as useless as moss on a stump.
He poured a hearty portion of corn into a bowl, assembled a few leftover biscuits, and zapped the whole caboodle in the microwave. He’d gotten to be a pro at microwaving; it was a liberation he never dreamed he’d enjoy.
As he served two plates and got out the flatware, he eyed the old man from the corner of his eye. Something was wrong. “Uncle Billy, you’re not your old self. I’m going to ask a blessing on our supper, then I’d like you to tell me what’s what.”
Uncle Billy clasped his hands under his chin and bowed his head. His left hand was doing its best to keep his right hand from trembling.
“Father, thank You for sending this dear friend to our table, it’s an honor to have his company. Lord, we ask You for Bill Watson’s strength: strength of spirit, strength of mind, strength of purpose, strength of body. May You shower him with Your mighty, yet tender grace, and give him hope and health all the days of his long and obedient life. We pray You’d heap yet another blessing on Puny for preparing what You’ve faithfully provided, and ask, also, that You make us ever mindful of the needs of others. In Jesus’ name, Amen.”
“A-men!”
He set the bowl of corn and a plate of hot biscuits in front of his guest. “Piping hot! Have at it, Uncle Billy, and here’s the butter.”
“Yessir, I will, an’ I hope they ain’t too much salt in y’r corn, doc said stay offa salt.”
“You’re in good hands. We don’t use much salt around here.”
“When we’re done, I’ve got a joke drummed up f’r you.”
“Great!” he said. “Great!” And he’d laugh if it killed him.
Uncle Billy picked at his supper; then, with what Father Tim’s mother had called “a coming appetite,” he worked up momentum and laid his bowl and plate thoroughly bare.
The old man grinned. “I’ve eat ’til I’m about t’ bust!”
“And I’m bustin’ to hear your joke.”
“They’s three in all. Hit’s took a good bit of time t’ collect th’ dadjing things.”
“I understand. Sermons can come hard, too.”
“Are you glad you ain’t a-preachin’ steady n’more?”
“I’ll be preaching next Sunday—right down the street. And the Sunday following, as well. I hope you and Miss Rose will be there.”
“If we’re able.”
“Tell me how you’re feeling. What does Hoppy say?”
“One of them pills he give me made me swimmy-headed, so I ain’t a-takin’ ’em n’more.”
“I don’t know who’s the worse patient, you or me.”
“He says my heart ain’t a-pumpin’ right, makes me weak as pond water.”
“You can’t stop taking your medication, Uncle Billy, this is serious business.” He heard the sternness in his voice. “Maybe it’s time for you and Miss Rose to move to Hope House.” He knew the reaction he’d get, but it wouldn’t hurt to bring it up again.
“Nossir, we ain’t a-goin’ up there, you couldn’t drag Rose out of ’er brother’s place with a team of mules. What with m’ arthur a-botherin’ me an’ m’ heart a-givin’ out, I’d as soon go on home to th’ Lord if it won’t f’r leavin’ Rose.”
Father Tim sighed.
“They’s not a soul a-livin’ that’d put up with ’er, don’t you know.”
He would call Dr. Wilson tomorrow and find out the whole story. Right now they’d better cheer up before both their chins were dragging on the floor.
“How’s your garden coming along?”
“Hit ain’t. They didn’t nothin’ come up from them seeds Dora give me. I got one little sprout is all, an’ a rabbit eat that.”
“Let’s go sit in the study, Uncle Billy, I’ll help you down.”
With Father Tim’s assistance, the old man aimed his feet at the floor and slid from the stool. “By johnny!” he exclaimed, as the mission was accomplished.
 
“Wellsir…,” said Uncle Billy. The first joke had gone over better than he expected. Now came the preacher joke, which he reckoned had a fair chance due to the subject matter. Standing by the coffee table, which seemed a central location, he took a deep breath and leaned on his three-pronged cane.
“A preacher died, don’t you know, an’ was a-waitin’ in line at th’ Pearly Gates. Ahead of ’im is a feller in blue jeans, a leather jacket, an’ a tattoo on ’is arm. Saint Pete says to th’ feller with th’ tattoo, says, ‘Who are you, so I’ll know whether t’ let you in th’ Kingdom of Heaven?’
“Feller says, ‘I’m Tom Such an’ Such, I drove a taxicab in New York City.’
“Saint Pete looks at th’ list, says, ‘Take this silk robe an’ gold staff an’ enter th’ Kingdom of Heaven!’ Then he hollers, ‘Next!’
“Th’ preacher steps up, sticks out ’is chest, says, ‘I’m th’ Rev’rend Jimmy Lee Tapscott, pastor of First Baptist Church f’r forty-three years.’
“Saint Pete looks at ’is list, don’t you know, says, ‘Take this flour-sack robe an’ hick’ry stick an’ enter th’ Kingdom of Heaven.’
“Preacher says, ‘Wait a dadjing minute! That man was a taxicab driver an’ he gits a silk robe an’ a gold staff?’
“Saint Pete says, ‘When you preached, people slept. When he drove, people prayed.’”
Father Tim threw back his head and hooted with laughter. Then he clapped his hands and slapped his leg a few times, still laughing. Uncle Billy had never seen such carrying on. Why didn’t the preacher save something back for the last joke?
“Hold on!” he said. “I got another’n t’ go.”
“Right,” said Father Tim. “That was a keeper.”
“You can use that’n in church, won’t cost you a red cent.”
Uncle Billy felt his heart pumping, which was, in his opinion, a good sign. He straightened up a moment and rested his back, then leaned again on his cane as if hunkering into a strong wind. This was the big one and he wanted it to go as slick as grease.
“Wellsir, three ol’ sisters was a-livin’ together, don’t you know. Th’ least ’un was eighty-two, th’ middle ’un was ninety-some, an’ th’ oldest ’un was way on up in age. One day th’ oldest ’un run a tub of water. She put one foot in th’ water, started a-thinkin’, hollered downstairs to ’er sisters, said, ‘Am I a-gittin’ in th’ tub or out of th’ tub?’
“Th’ middle sister, she started up th’ stairs t’ he’p out, don’t you know, then thought a minute. Yelled to ’er baby sister, said, ‘Was I agoin’ up th’ stairs or a-comin’ down?’
“Th’ baby sister, she was settin’ in th’ kitchen havin’ a cup of coffee, said, ‘Guess I’ll have t’ go up yonder an’ he’p out…boys, I hope I never git that forgetful, knock on wood!’
“Went t’ knockin’ on th’ table, don’t you know, then jumped up an’ hollered, ‘I’ll be there soon as I see who’s at th’ door!’”
Uncle Billy couldn’t help but grin at the preacher, who was not only laughing, but wiping his eyes into the bargain. The old man took it to be his proudest moment. He’d had laughs before; he reckoned anybody could get a laugh now and again if he worked hard enough, but crying…. that was another deal, it was what every joke teller hoped for. His heart was hammering and his knees were weak. He sat down, hard, in the preacher’s leather chair and heard something he hadn’t heard in a good while—
It was the sound of his own self laughing.
 
After Father Tim dropped his friend at the town museum and walked him to the door, he drove home and parked in the garage. As he switched off the engine, the exhaustion switched on. It came suddenly, in a wave that left him feeble and shaken. But for Barnabas needing a walk, he would have sat in the car ’til Kingdom come. Would this snare to his soul never end?
He would force himself to walk his good dog to the monument. It was a known fact that both dogs and diabetics required exercise.
Barnabas was slower this evening than his master, which was something Father Tim didn’t enjoy noting. His dog wouldn’t be with him forever; a man might mourn the loss of four or five best friends in a lifetime—but he mustn’t think of that now.
The fireflies were coming out as they walked through town. At the monument he stood transfixed in the grassy circle and watched the minuscule lights dancing above the hedge. One briefly illumined the ear of his dog, others sparkled among the branches of trees across the street. He should go home and find a Mason jar and punch holes in the lid and catch a handful and turn the lights out in his room and, with Barnabas lying on the foot of the bed, watch them flicker and gleam like stars. Later, of course, he would open the window and let them go, just as he’d done as a boy….
He was leaving the circle through the opening in the hedge when a car approached. It was Edith Mallory’s black Lincoln Town Car, a new model that gleamed and glittered under the light of the street lamps. Driving slowly, it cruised by the monument and turned right onto Lilac Road.
Barnabas growled, low in his throat. When Father Tim reached down to pat his head, he felt the hair bristling on the back of his dog’s neck.
 
At nine o’clock, he sat in his darkened bedroom, listening to Barnabas snore.
He wondered whether he should have taken the job at the Children’s Hospital. Several years after retirement, he was still trying to figure out what God wanted of him. How much more could he, much less God Almighty, stand of his boundless and incessant navel-gazing? Was this a blasted midlife crisis, delayed by thirty years?
Drifting toward some other purpose, Cynthia had said. What other purpose? He seemed to have no purpose at all, much less an other purpose. With the Children’s Hospital, he’d be able to work his own hours, contact the existing donors, nearly all of whom he liked immensely, and build a list of new contacts—there were a number of people he’d never contacted in the western diocese….
The last time he’d spoken with John Brewster, the position hadn’t been filled. What harm could it do to call John and inquire about the lay of the land?
But did he really, in the deepest part of his spirit, want the job? Or was he trying to fill time with his own agenda for good works, unwilling to wait on the Lord’s agenda?
He remembered a story, heard from the Wesley pulpit. A young boy found a cocoon, and seeing how hard the insect struggled inside, split the cocoon with his camp knife, thinking to let it escape. Instead, the nascent butterfly died. A butterfly collector told him that it’s the struggle within the cocoon that gives strength to the butterfly and enables its wings to grow and develop. Only then can it emerge and go free.
Was he trapped in this confused and unspeakable state, waiting for his wings?
“Lord,” he prayed aloud, “I’d like to have this position if it be Your will.”
He would brush his teeth and call John.
 
But the position was filled.
“And in the nick of time!” said the hospital administrator.
What could he say? His prayer had been answered.
“We just discovered that the foundation of the entire building needs to be underpinned. When this old place was built in 1901, they just started laying brick on grade. What with the runoff from the mountain behind us, the brick is deteriorating and the foundation’s bowed, which explains the cracks in the interior plaster.”
“Not good.”
“When I saw the estimate, I nearly ran down the hall and jumped in a bed.”
“What are we talking about here?” asked Father Tim.
“Close to three-quarters of a million.”
“You’ve got a good man coming in?”
“A good woman. I was going to call and tell you the news in a day or two. She’s perfect for the job, Tim, absolutely perfect, she’s the one we’ve been praying for.”
When he hung up, he felt glad for John, and for the hospital he’d supported for more than twenty years. Yet he couldn’t help but remember that John had once called him the absolutely perfect person for the job….
 
He sat in the wing chair, sensing again that God had something for him, some wisdom that would flash upon his heart like lightning and illumine the dark. He read in the Psalms, then felt inclined toward the Gospel of John. Every truth was there, what more could a man possibly wish for or want? But he wasn’t finding the yet-unknown truth meant profoundly for him, the truth he’d recognize instantly when at last it was revealed.
He placed the book on the table and closed his eyes and prayed the prayer that never failed. Whether or not he found the longed-for wisdom, whether or not he redeemed his joy, this prayer would cover him in sickness and in health, in sorrow and in celebration, in success and, yes, even in utter failure.
 
His wife was in Boston; tomorrow, the contingent would debark for Chicago, then head for points west, including Los Angeles. The other authors had arrived safely, they’d just finished dinner, and Miniver Tarleton was everything Cynthia had hoped the legendary, eighty-something author/illustrator/role model might be. His wife was clearly exuberant, and he wouldn’t begrudge her a moment of this sojourn.
He couldn’t, however, resist tossing in a nagging fear, if only to hear her denounce it. “I hope,” he said, “you won’t fall too hard for all this big-city glamour.”
“Timothy! I could never live in a city, big or small! You know that, darling.”
“I know that,” he said, soothed.
“In fact, I think we should take Hal and Marge up on their farm-sitting offer next year.”
“Would you really like that?”
“I’d love it!”
“Speaking of next year, Dooley says he wants to spend the summer with us.”
“Perfect!” she said. “At Meadowgate, we could all be together in a place he loves.”
“You could write a book about Violet going to the country.”
“I already wrote that book, dearest. Ages ago! Besides, I’m not going to write any book at all next year!”
Whenever his wife said she wasn’t going to write a book, that was when a book started pouring forth.
“I’ll be a farm wife, instead. Go barefoot, pick meadow flowers, gather eggs, churn butter…” She paused, thinking. “Drive a tractor!”
“Cynthia, Cynthia…”
“Life is short, Timothy!”
“Driving a tractor could make it shorter still,” he said, being the family worrywart.
“What does Dooley want to do about Sammy?”
“He’s thinking about it.”
“He’ll make the right decision.”
“Yes,” he said. “Pauline doesn’t want to make a move ’til Dooley settles it in his own heart. Poo and Jessie don’t know yet.”
“I’m praying, dearest, and I believe all will be well and very well. Now off to bed with both of us. Check your sugar, watch your diet, get some rest, mind Puny, and don’t forget your eye doctor’s appointment.”
“Consider it done,” he said. “May His angels attend you every step of the way.”
“Timothy…”
“Yes?”
Happy sigh. “You’re the love of my life.”
“Same back!” he exclaimed. “By the way, have you heard the one about the three old sisters who…”
 
“Timothy? I apologize for the lateness of the hour—”
Edith Mallory.
Instinctively, he flung the handset across the room and heard it crash against the wall and clatter to the floor.
 
Long before Puny arrived, he was up and about, having a single cup of coffee, then, on his doctor’s advice, switching over to herb tea. Herb tea! He never thought he’d live to see the day.
“Right,” Hoppy had said, “and if you don’t shape up, you won’t live to see the day.”
“Very funny.”
“Laughter doeth good like a medicine, pal.”
He shook his head as he poured boiling water over the tea bag. Using a white jacket and stethoscope as free license, Hoppy Harper was getting away with murder.
He was setting the kettle on the stove when the phone rang. Hoping it was Cynthia, he answered at once.
“Timothy, if you hang up, you’ll completely miss the wonderful idea I’ve had, something that should be very close to your heart.”
He tried to speak, but couldn’t.
“Please don’t stress yourself so when I ring, I’m only trying to do something worthwhile for the community. Wasn’t it you who once pestered me about that very thing? Hmmm?”
“Don’t call here again,” he said, trying to keep his voice even.
“Not ever, ever again?”
He heard the sharp intake of breath as she inhaled smoke from her brown cigarette. “Precisely!” he said, slamming the phone onto the hook.
He stood at the kitchen island and took a deep breath. Then another. In only moments, he was feeling calm again, even confident; he had at last taken control.
Yet he noted that his hand trembled as he lifted the mug.
 
“Please!” he told Puny, who was washing yellow squash at the sink.
“Take the day off! I’m fine, you don’t have to be my nursemaid.”
“I’m not takin’ th’ day off.”
“Puny, why do you have such trouble obeying orders from your employer?”
“When it comes to lookin’ after you, I take orders from Cynthia. She said I was to come ever’ day and look after you, an’ that’s what I’m doin’.”
“You could spend the day with your children.”
“I am spendin’ th’ day with my children. They’ve gone to the drugstore an’ they’ll be right back.”
“The house is clean, the wash is done, my shirts are ironed…”
“But your lunch idn’t cooked yet, or your supper.”
“I could have lunch at the Grill.”
“Father…”
“Yes, Puny?”
She turned from the sink, exasperated. “I’m goin’ to say to you what Joe Joe says to me when I ask ’im to git up in th’ middle of th’ night and bring me a bowl of ice cream with sweet pickles.”
“So what does he say?”
“‘Git over it!’”
“Fine,” he said. He took his sermon notebook from the island and turned to walk down the hall. He stopped at the door.
“Wait a minute. Ice cream and pickles?”
“Yes, sir.”
“You mean…?”
He’d never seen her freckled face more beautiful, more radiant.
“Yessir. You’re goin’ to be a granpaw ag’in.”
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
In This Mountain

George Gaynor gazed east from the Lord’s Chapel bell tower to the green hills bordering Mitford.
“X marks the spot,” he said. “My soul was saved as I stood in this very place.”
Father Tim crossed himself, moved by the memory of George Gaynor coming down from the church attic one Sunday morning more than eight years ago. Standing barefoot in front of a stunned congregation, he confessed his theft of the jewels, the long months of hiding in the church attic, and his newfound faith in Jesus Christ.
“Sometimes I think it was the singing,” said George. Tears coursed down his cheeks; he wiped his eyes with his shirtsleeve. “Still bawling, Father, when I think of it.”
“It’s the Holy Spirit keeping your heart soft.”
“But of course it was more than the singing. I remember stealing your Bible….”
Father Tim chuckled. “I turned the place upside down looking for it.”
“It took several days to make the decision to open it. I was convinced that if I opened it, something powerful would happen, something…out of my control.”
“Yes!”
“Finally, I began reading in the Gospel of John, which was the best of all places to begin. As I moved through the chapters, I was intrigued, also, by what you’d written in the margins. What had Christ done for you? What difference had He made in your life, in the part of your life that no one sees, that maybe doesn’t show from the pulpit?
“I tried to find your heart in what you’d written privately, perhaps to see whether you would slip, somehow, and expose it all as a sham.”
“Did you hope to find it all a sham?”
George sat on the deep stone sill of the bell tower window. “Yes, sir, I did. It would have saved me the trouble of surrendering anything to God. Wretch that I was, I was clinging to my wretchedness.”
“Don’t we all, at some time or other?” He’d felt the sordidness of clinging to his own wretchedness these past weeks, seemingly unable to surrender anything.
“I read all the Gospels, but kept going back to John, where I studied what Jesus had to say with deep concentration. I began memorizing verses, thinking this was nothing more than a way to pass the time. Then a verse in the fifteenth chapter began to…” George hesitated.
“Began to…?”
“Torment me, in a way. ‘If ye abide in me, and my words abide in you, ye shall ask what ye will and it shall be done unto you.’ I realized that I had no idea what to ask God for. I especially had no belief that God, if He were real, would be interested in entertaining whatever request I might cobble together.”
A light breeze traveled through the tower.
“It was a kind of intellectual nightmare, a wrestling match between logic and longing, if you will. I wanted to ask Him for something, but couldn’t believe He was really open to being asked.
“Then one day Pete Jamison walked in downstairs and I heard someone yell, ‘Are you up there?’”
George looked at Father Tim, grinning. The two men burst into laughter as if sharing a family joke.
“It scared me out of my wits,” said George. “I thought, who is this idiot asking if I’m up here—does he think I’m going to yell down and say, Sure, come on up and enjoy the view ? I thought it might be the feds, but couldn’t figure out why they were being so polite.”
They laughed together again, relishing the comfort of their bond, the familiarity of a story that had passed into Mitford legend.
“And then I heard you speak to Pete, and I listened to what you said as if my life depended on it. Of course, my life did depend on it.
“You said the question isn’t whether He’s up there, but whether He’s down here. I realized then that I’d begun to experience His presence down here, and that His words were somehow beginning to abide in me.
“When you asked Pete to recite the prayer with you, I had no idea what you were going to say, but I knew it would contain all that I ever wanted to ask Him for.
“That’s why, when Pete prayed the prayer of salvation, I prayed it with him.”
“Two for one.”
“That prayer, that moment, changed everything.”
“Alleluia!” Father Tim said softly.
They gazed from the windows, silent for a time. Someone was riding a blue bicycle along the opposite sidewalk. A car driving on Church Hill wheeled into the driveway leading to Fernbank.
“Please forgive me if I overstep,” said George, turning to Father Tim. “I sense you may be…wrestling with something yourself.”
He hated to think that others could sense it. His cheeks burned. “Perhaps as much in recent weeks as ever before in my life.” He knew, however, that he was safe with George. He didn’t have to pretend to be perfect because he was a priest. “I try to wait for Him to make the darkness light, then grow afraid and try to create the light on my own.”
“Something you’d written in a margin,” said George, “I can’t remember where…‘The significant, life-forming times are the dull, in-between times.’ A pretty simple statement, but profound if we think it through. I used to believe the life-forming times were the times on the mountain, the great hurrahs…”
“The glad hosannas…”
“Your buddy, Oswald Chambers—you know I read him avidly in prison—said something like, ‘The height of the mountaintop is measured by the drab drudgery of the valley.’ He went on to say it’s in the sphere of humiliation that we find our true worth to God, that there’s where our faithfulness is revealed.”
“I’m ashamed to confess it, but I thought I knew my true worth to God, I thought my faithfulness had long ago been revealed to Him. I didn’t think He’d…require anything more.” There. He’d said it.
“Perhaps you should be glad He’s requiring more. It seems to me He doesn’t ask more of just everybody.”
Father Tim took his handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his eyes and blew his nose. “Bless you,” he said. “Thanks.”
“Thanks for asking me to come along today. I made something a few weeks ago. This is the perfect time….”
George withdrew a small paper bag from his jacket pocket and removed a wooden cross.
“You made this?”
“Yes, sir. Harley had a few sticks of cherry wood lying around. Cherry is hard as granite, but I managed to whittle it into shape and then rubbed it with wax.”
Morning light streamed onto the polished cross. A piece of twine was looped through a hole at the top.
“See this nail, Father?” George pointed to a rusted nail between two of the tower windows.
“Ah!” He’d never seen it before, but then he hadn’t often dawdled around up here….
“I used to study that nail as if it were a great philosophical conundrum. Why was it there? What purpose could it possibly serve? Who had put it there, taking the trouble to fix it so neatly in the mortar between the stones? I never forgot this nail.”
George looped the twine around the nail, tied the cross to it, then stood back. “In this mountain,” he said, “the hand of the Lord rested on me….”
The wooden cross hung against the stone wall between the windows. On either side, the view of the high, green hills rolled away to summer clouds in a dome of blue sky.
George turned and placed his hands on the shoulders of his friend. “In this mountain, may the hand of the Lord rest always upon you, my brother. You remember the last thing you said to me when I left here eight years ago?”
“I do.”
“‘They that sow in tears shall reap in joy; He that goeth forth and weepeth, bearing precious seed, shall doubtless come again with rejoicing, bringing his sheaves with him.’”
Father Tim smiled. “You did come again with rejoicing.”
“And so will you, Father, so will you.”
Before leaving, they noted with pleasure that the cross appeared to have hung there a very long time.
 
Father Tim picked up a rough draft of Sunday’s pew bulletin from the Lord’s Chapel office and asked for a correction of two typos. Then, mission accomplished, the two men stepped out into the warm August afternoon.
At the end of the short walkway to the street, George hesitated. “There’s something I need to tell you.”
“Tell away!” He felt lighter; his flesh seemed less dense and burdened.
“A customer was pumping gas the other day at Lew’s and recognized Harley as someone he’d done time with.”
“Ah.” Not good.
“He was from West Virginia, so he had nothing to lose around here by saying he’d been in prison, he broadcast it all over the station. Harley was devastated.
“Now Lew has two ex-cons on his hands and people are talking. Since we’re living in your house, you may want to know what they’re saying.”
“What are they saying?” The lightness of spirit he felt only moments ago had fled, and something like dread came rushing in.
 
After jogging for two miles along the flat road to Farmer—uphill to Church Hill was out of the question—he went home and called Hoppy. His doctor was with a patient, but the receptionist took his number.
He changed clothes and went to the kitchen and opened the refrigerator door. Starving. But he’d eaten already. He took two carrot sticks from the crisper. Blast this disease to the ends of the earth, he wanted a burger, lightly charred on an outdoor grill, with mayo and sweet pickle relish, a slab of Vidalia onion, and a thick slice of a valley-grown Big Boy with plenty of salt and pepper, all on a homemade sourdough bun with a side of coleslaw. He went to his study and kicked the footstool in front of his leather chair.
There was no more putting it off, no more pacing the floor, and no more holding on to even the faintest hope that Sunday’s sermon would drop from the sky into his lap.
Could he do it? Could he preach in his old church and bring something worthwhile to the service? He couldn’t kid himself or God, either—he felt jittery about it, unnerved. He needed someone to preach him a sermon.
“‘I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me!’” he shouted aloud from Philippians 4:13.
“Is that merely a few things, Timothy, or is it actually all things?” he demanded of himself as he walked to and fro in the light-filled study. He was ravenous.
“All things!” he thundered in his pulpit voice.
There. That should do it.
He thumped into his desk chair and stared at the Royal manual he’d foraged from the corner of the room where it had sat for an age under its dust cover, then opened the drawer, took out a sheet of paper, and rolled it into the typewriter.
So far, so good.
He took up his Bible, already turned to the passages in Hebrews that he’d studied again last night. Thank God for this chapter, one of the grandest in the whole of Scripture. Its powerful reminder had saved his neck and that of legions of others more than once.
In truth, the eleventh chapter of Hebrews was a sermon in itself, requiring no feeble exegesis from him, a tired and re-tired country parson—but it was exegesis folks wanted and exegesis they would have….
He answered the insistent phone, forgetting he’d planned to turn the ringer down and switch on the answering machine.
“Father? It’s Betty Craig.”
“Betty!” The wonderful nurse who cared for Dooley’s grandfather in her cottage up the way. “Did we forget Russell’s livermush delivery this week?”
“No, sir, it’s not that.”
He knew at once.
“Mr. Jacks passed this morning at eight-thirty.”
“I’m sorry, Betty.” This was a blow. It would be a greater blow, however, to Dooley, to Pauline, and the children—and even to Betty Craig, who had learned to love the former Lord’s Chapel sexton who made the church grounds a showplace for many years.
“He always said he wanted you to do his funeral.”
“Yes.”
“He sat on the side of th’ bed this mornin’ an’ just stared at the wall, I saw him when I went down th’ hall. ‘Betty,’ he said, ‘can you come here a minute?’ an’ I went in an’…”
He prayed silently as she wept.
“An’ he said, ‘Betty, you’ve been a daughter to me.’” She sobbed into the phone. “I can’t talk now, Father, can you come?”
“I’m on my way.”
 
He and Russell had been friends for twenty years and in recent times, except for the interim at Whitecap, he’d toted Russell his livermush every week or two. He’d always stayed awhile to sit in the rocker, or walk with Russell to the small garden he’d proudly installed for his “keeper.”
“See there, that’s m’ keeper!” the old man once said of Betty. “God rest ’er soul!”
Now Russell’s soul was at rest. And he must be the one to break the news.
 
He drove to Meadowgate, where Dooley was disinfecting the kennels. They sought the shade of a maple tree behind the barn.
“I feel really bad I didn’t go see him more.” Dooley rubbed his eyes, then with evident shame and sorrow said, “I could’ve.”
Father Tim went looking for Pauline at Hope House, and found her in the dining room setting tables for the evening meal.
Pauline dropped her head; tears escaped along her cheeks. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “So sorry I didn’t visit Daddy more’n I did.”
Regret. As his own heart could attest, the world seemed filled with it.
 
“Law help!” said Puny. “I’d th’ow that phone out th’ winder if I was you!”
He was helping Pauline with the funeral arrangements; a young couple had called for counseling; he was wanted down at the church to advise the sexton where to plant four white azalea bushes that had to be moved for a water line repair….
“It’s jis’ like it used t’ be!” said his house help.
Yes, he thought. It is! And to tell the truth, he rather liked it. In fact, he liked it immensely.
 
Harley came to the door at four-thirty on his way home from Lew Boyd’s.
Father Tim had seldom seen Harley without his toothless grin.
“I cain’t even tell you how sorry I am,” Harley said, hanging his head. “I hate f’r Dooley t’ know it worser’n anybody. Lace, she knowed, but hit didn’t matter t’ her.”
“Harley,” he said, “it doesn’t matter to me, either.”
Harley looked at him, wordless.
“You and George have paid your debt, it’s over, it’s all in the past.”
“Seem like th’ worst thing is me’n George bein’ in your house, like you might be…collectin’ criminals.”
Father Tim laughed.
“Seem like it might he’p a little if one of us was t’ move som’ers else.”
“Don’t think about it. This will blow over. You and George come walk with me to church on Sunday, I could use the support.”
There went Harley’s grin again, meeting behind his head.
 
Hoppy rang after five o’clock. “Bill Watson has congestive heart failure. There’s no cure, but medication can help relieve the symptoms.”
“He’s off his medication,” said Father Tim, feeling like a turncoat.
“When we hang up, I’ll give him a call and preach him a sermon.”
“Have at it!” He wasn’t eager to conduct another funeral service.
“Now,” said Hoppy, “how are you doing?”
“Doing fine.” He hadn’t keeled over, so he must be doing fine.
“How was the Oregon Trail?”
Hoppy completely ignored this thoughtful inquiry.
“You’re taking your shots twice a day?”
“Absolutely.”
“No cornbread?”
“Not a crumb.”
“Exercise?”
“Three times a week, two miles on the road to Farmer.”
“What about the antidepressant?”
Silence. He could not tell a lie.
“I want to see you tomorrow. Speak to Jean about working you in.”
“Can’t do it! I have a funeral.”
“Funerals don’t last all day, pal. I’ll tell you about the trail when I see you tomorrow.”
Blast.
 
He was dozing on the sofa when the phone rang.
“Father, how you doin’? It’s Lew Boyd.”
“Lew!” He was addled from sleep, but conscious enough to sit up straight and take a deep breath. This was the call he’d been dreading.
“There’s somethin’ I been meanin’ to talk to you about.”
“Yes, Lew, I know, and it’s very unfortunate. I’m sorry.”
There was a startled silence. “You are?”
“Yes. I regret it deeply, and hope it doesn’t hurt business in any way.”
“Hurt business? How could it hurt business?”
“I’ve been concerned it could scare some of your customers away.”
“I don’t see how,” said Lew, sounding completely bewildered. “All I’m tryin’ to do is git married.”
“Married!” Good heavens, he’d just shouted. His dog leaped off the rug, barking.
“When I won a pickle contest back in high school, she kissed me.”
“That’ll do it every time!”
“I didn’t enter kosher dills that year, I entered gherkins.”
“Aha.”
“Her name’s Earlene.”
“Earlene! I’ll say…”
“You know Juanita’s been gone six years.”
“That a long time.”
“Almost seven.”
He couldn’t seem to figure out where this was headed. “Is there something I can do to…help?”
“See, Earlene lives in Tennessee an’ me’n her, well, it’s about to half kill me runnin’ up an’ down th’ road in my ol’ pickup. I’m no spring chicken, you know what I mean?”
“Indeed I do.”
“So, what it is, I’d like you to marry us.”
“Ah! Well! Goodness. Congratulations!”
“But we can’t tell nobody for a while yet. It has t’ be secret.”
“Why is that?”
“Her mama’s real bad off with heart trouble. It wouldn’t do to tell ’er, we want to go real easy on breakin’ this to ’er; see, Earlene’s been takin’ care of ’er mama more’n ten years, since her daddy died.”
“I see. When were you thinking?”
“Sometime next week.”
“Next week?”
“It’d have t’ be a Tuesday or Wednesday,” said Lew, apologetic.
“Those are th’ only days she could get off from th’ flour company. She used to be a librarian, but th’ flour company offered a benefit package you wouldn’t believe.”
“This is great news, of course. However, I can’t perform the ceremony until I’ve counseled with you and Earlene.” Older marriage prospects seldom cared for this idea, so he emphasized its consequence. “That’s very important; it’s practically canon law.”
“Cannon law?”
“Also, there would be a waiting period of thirty days.”
His caller was clearly flabbergasted.
“May I ask why you’d like me to marry you?” Lew was a Baptist, no two ways about it.
“Well, see, Bill Sprouse is still laid up. An’ since I been workin’ on your vehicles f’r twenty years or such, I thought it’d be a good way to say I ’preciate your business.”
When Lew rang off, Father Tim lay on the sofa, dizzied by the prospect of what lay ahead.
How would he get it all done? He didn’t know. One thing he did know was that he needed help, he needed…
He was loath to even think it, but truth be told, he needed Emma Newland.
He clapped his hand to his forehead and uttered a piteous sound, loosely akin to a moan.
Though his startled dog sat bolt upright, he declined to bark.
 
He was afraid to answer the phone. Let the machine take it…
Beep. “Father! It’s Olivia. We’re back home in Mitford, and we’d love to see you. I hear Cynthia’s traveling, and—”
He grabbed the receiver from the hook. “Olivia! Welcome home!”
“There you are, Father! How lovely to hear your voice! Will you come to dinner tonight? Everything we’re having is good for us. I know it’s short notice, but do say yes!”
“Yes!”
“Lace brought you something, I mustn’t say what, you may faint! It was her idea, I had nothing whatever to do with this scheme.”
Lace brought him something? He was grinning from ear to ear.
“She also wants to show you her new car—it isn’t really new, of course, still I’m mortally envious! And I’m sure Hoppy would like to have a look at his patient—though you’ll be the one making the house call.”
 
He dressed for dinner, and had a few minutes to scan his sermon notes when the phone rang.
Cynthia wouldn’t call ’til late evening; he’d let the machine pick up.
“Tim, Bill Sprouse, you got to hear this. Buddy, tell th’ father how many Persons in th’ Holy Trinity.”
Hard by the receiver, Buddy barked three times.
“Good fella! Now, how many Testaments in th’ Bible?”
Two barks.
“Amen! Now tell ’im how many true Gods.”
One bark.
“Brother, did you ever hear th’ beat of that?”
Hooting with laughter, Father Tim snatched the receiver from the hook.
“Ask Buddy if he’d like to preach for me on Sunday.”
“Sorry, but he won’t be able—he’s supplyin’ over in Farmer.”
Father Tim couldn’t remember the last time he’d laughed from the heart instead of the head.
“I wanted to tell you I’m up an’ hobblin’ around,” said Bill.
“Thanks be to God!”
“Buddy an’ I’ll be out on th’ street first thing you know, evangelizin’ the neighborhood.”
All the way to the Harpers, he held on to the sound of happiness in the voice of Bill Sprouse.
 
The mint-condition, fern-green BMW 325 coupe was parked in the drive, bathed in the glow of a gas-lit lamp.
“Man!” said Father Tim, speaking for Dooley as well as for himself.
 
Lace stood before him with the wrapped box, radiant.
“Would you like to guess? You could shake it!”
“I can’t imagine…,” he said, feeling like a kid at Christmas. He took the deep, square box and shook it. Muffled knocking about of something heavy. “Umm…” He would love to make this beautiful girl laugh with a clever guess or two, but blood could not be squeezed from a turnip.
“Bellows for the fireplace?” he asked, completely pathetic.
“No, Father! Guess again!”
Hoppy sat in an easy chair, one long leg crossed over the other, wearing his much-talked-about cowboy boots and grinning from ear to ear.
“Perhaps you could give him a clue!” said Olivia.
“You’ll be head over heels about these!” Lace crowed. He thought it marvelous the way her amber eyes danced and shone.
He shook the box again. The pressure was on. It could be books….
“Books!”
“You’re warm!” she said. “Change one letter!”
In the easy chair, Hoppy couldn’t seem to remove the foolish grin from his face as he conspicuously jiggled his foot.
Aha! Could it be? “No way,” said Father Tim, laughing. “No way are these boots!”
Lace jumped up and down. “You guessed it! You did it! Now you can open the box!”
Hand-tooled. With heels. Sharp as a tack.
Boots.
 
“Do you like them?” Lace waited, expectant, as he trotted around the living room to a minuscule thunder of applause.
Being a loafer man for roughly the whole of his existence, he was a tad nonplussed. Boots, like capers and eggplant, might be an acquired taste. On the other hand, they seemed to fit, they definitely made him taller….
“He’s thinking about it,” said Hoppy, “like I had to do.”
“I believe I’ve thought it through,” said their guest. “It’s entirely possible that in the not-too-distant future, I may well be…head over heels!”
That they all gave him a congratulatory hug was a welcome bonus.
 
Lace studied the car owner’s manual; Hoppy returned to the hospital to check on a patient; Father Tim and Olivia walked out to the terrace and stood at the railing. In the cool night air of August, there was an ephemeral scent of fall.
“Father, Lace’s gift is meant to thank you, if only a little, for all you’ve done for her. When she saw how thrilled Hoppy was with his present, she wanted to give you that delight, also. She bought them with her own money.”
“All the more appreciated!”
“We know a pair of boots can’t express everything we feel. I hope you aren’t offended.”
“Offended? Good heavens, I’m flattered beyond words.”
“Without you, I almost certainly wouldn’t be standing here on this wonderful evening, and who can say where Lace might be? Thank you, dear friend.”
“Don’t thank me,” he said. “It was altogether the leading of the Holy Spirit.” He patted Olivia’s hand with true fondness. “Lace looks wonderful; tell me how she’s doing, what’s happening in her heart.”
“I wonder if the anger will ever go away. But even worse is the fear—she lived with it for so many years, I still see it in the way she holds her shoulders. It’s softening, yes, but a kind of around-the-clock alertness to danger seems just beneath the surface.
“I remember walking in the woods with my father, I was perhaps nine or ten. He showed me a special tree near the river. Long years ago, someone had struck a blow with an axe, leaving the blade in the tree. Daddy showed me how the trunk of the tree had grown around it ’til only a little of the blade was left showing.
“Lace’s fear and anger are an old axe blade, buried deep.”
“Her faith. How has that helped?”
“It’s helped greatly. Yet I think she may believe what too many of humankind believe—that it’s really our own raw determination which sees us through. The power of God’s grace isn’t fully realized in her yet, she’s still young.”
“I’ll pray that it be fully realized,” he said. Indeed, as he moved each day down the list of souls for whom he prayed without ceasing, Lace Turner was nearly always next after Dooley Barlowe. “I know it’s premature, but Cynthia and I have hoped that one day…” He found he couldn’t say it, after all; it seemed foolish when spoken aloud.
“That one day they’ll form a truce?”
“Well, yes.”
“Hoppy and I think about that, too. We love Dooley, and I believe Lace cares for him. But the odds seem short for them, don’t you think? Lace can be critical and cold, and very suspicious of love.”
“So can Dooley.”
Olivia looked beyond the trees to the twilit mountain beyond.
“Regarding any future…truce…there’s one thing we can be certain about.”
“And what is that?”
She turned and looked at him, smiling.
“That time will tell,” she said.
 
Olivia’s mortal envy of that BMW, he thought on the way home, would be nothing compared to Dooley Barlowe’s raging jealousy. Suddenly Dooley’s seven-year-old Jeep would be prehistoric, ready for the Smithsonian’s permanent collection.
If Dooley had the million and a quarter Miss Sadie left him in her will, what he’d choose to drive would be different, indeed. Just how different was, of course, the point.
He had memorized that entire portion of Miss Sadie’s letter, which was delivered to him only days after her death.
As you know, I have given a lot of money to human institutions, and I would like to give something to a human individual for a change.
I have prayed about this and so has Louella and God has given us the go ahead.
I am leaving Mama’s money to Dooley.
We think he has what it takes to be somebody. You know that Papa was never educated, and look what he became with no help at all. And Willard—look what he made of himself without any help from another soul.
Father, having no help can be a good thing.

Father, having no help can be a good thing.
As he recalled the letter, word for word, he could hear Miss Sadie as if she were at his very elbow….
But having help can be even better—if the character is strong. I believe you are helping Dooley develop the kind of character that will go far in this world, and so the money is his when he reaches the age of twenty one.
(I am old fashioned and believe that eighteen is far too young to receive an inheritance.)
I have put one and a quarter million dollars where it will grow, and have made provisions to complete his preparatory education. When he is eighteen, the income from the trust will help send him through college.
I am depending on you never to mention this to him until he is old enough to bear it with dignity. I am also depending on you to stick with him, Father, through thick and thin, just as you’ve done all along.

Cynthia loved the questions her young readers asked; though having a grand time, she was keenly missing her husband; life on the road had its downside; and how was Violet handling her prolonged absence?
“Well enough,” said Father Tim. “She’s lying in my lap.”
Violet seldom acknowledged his presence until her mistress left the house. At once, she glommed on to him, raveling his sweater sleeves, giving his pants a generous coating of white hair….
“The little flirt! Have you put the top down since I left?”
“Umm, no.”
“Please put it down, dearest. Summer will be over before we know it, and our glasses freezing to our noses.”
“I will, I promise.” Even in absentia, Cynthia was trying to help him have fun. “You’ll never guess what Lace brought me from Oregon.”
“Cowboy boots!” she crowed.
“How did you know?”
“She called me from the trail, I’m the one who gave her your shoe size.”
Wives knew everything. Except on the rarest occasion, it was almost impossible to surprise a wife.
 
He pondered his own axe blade. Over the years, time and time again, he would forgive his father, then the bitterness would seep back into his soul like a toxin. Often, it lingered and did its damage for months before he came awake to the Enemy’s ruse, whereupon he forgave Matthew Kavanagh yet again.
Without faith, his soul may not have survived the blade. But like the tree, God had enabled him to grow, and even flourish, around it.
He got into his pajamas, weary beyond telling, and knelt beside the bed and thanked God for survival, for overcoming, for grace. He remembered Sammy and Kenny and Dooley and Jessie and Poo, and all those whom the blade had struck….
Cynthia would be home in ten days, he mused as he climbed into bed, and Dooley would leave for school in twelve. He missed Dooley already.
The summer break had come and nearly gone, with only the briefest interludes of hanging out, being together. And virtually all the interludes had contained some hard issue.
He reminded himself that things would be different next summer.
Yes, God willing, things would be different next summer.
With this thought, which delivered a certain peace, he drifted to sleep, breathing the faint scent of wisteria from the pillow he held in his arms.
 
Next door, Hélène Pringle stood at her bedroom window and watched the Kavanaghs’ second floor go dark.
She had wanted to take a loaf of her homemade bread to her neighbors, but heard in The Local that Cynthia was on a worldwide tour, or was it a whirlwind tour? Whatever sort of tour it might be, she was away, and it would not be appropriate to carry food to the father in his wife’s absence.
She was relieved, really. It seemed to her that giving food bore the marks of sympathy, and surely he had grown tired of sympathy for what happened months ago, and which was, she hoped, forgiven and forgotten by all.
Of course, he continued to look épuisé. She based this opinion on his pale face and slow step as he walked by the rectory with those little red-haired girls whom he claimed as grandchildren.
She heard the wind chime caroling on the porch below, and was pleased with the sound. Harley and Mr. Gaynor had been very kind to give her a hand with hanging it—in fact, they’d helped her with a great many things around the house and yard. She’d been terribly surprised to learn, just yesterday, that Harley had also been incarcerated. It did seem odd, of course, to have two former prisoners living downstairs, but if the father approved and thought it all right, so did she. Perhaps one of the father’s ministries was to help such people get a new lease on life, just as he’d helped her to do.
Hélène leaned her forehead against the windowpane. Indeed, if the father had pressed charges against her for…she could not bear to use the word stealing… for removing the bronze angel from his mantelpiece, she, also, might have been incarcerated
She sighed deeply, then turned and went to the bathroom to brush her teeth. She occasionally recalled that this had been the father’s bed and bath for many years, a thought that always drew her closer to him in spirit.
She had, some time ago, come to terms with the fact that she loved him, but not with passion. Non!
She loved him very gratefully for all he had done for her, for the fact that he had brought her back to herself and saved her from destruction. He insisted it was the work of the Holy Spirit, and she sensed that this may be accurate, that there truly had been a greater force than the father himself who rescued her from the deep.
She was pleased that she’d again formed the habit of praying, something she hadn’t done since her grandmother died. As she’d prayed during recent weeks, she tried to picture God as a large man with a flowing white beard, sitting on a throne and holding what, on closer inspection, appeared to be a pitchfork. She later recognized this to be a likeness of Neptune seen in a childhood book, and thus abandoned the image at once.
She moved along, then, to a God striding through heavenly gardens, wearing shimmering robes that billowed as He walked; He was also wearing sandals, though she restrained herself from looking at his toes. This God, however, had seemed so deep in thought that He noticed her not at all, and thus she turned from the image in some despair.
As it seemed unconscionable to pray to vapor, she sought to form another likeness, but failed utterly. She prayed on, nonetheless, keeping it short. And then one evening, quite to her own surprise, she stopped trying to figure out what God looked like.
God was God, she concluded. It no longer mattered what He looked like.
In truth, trying to assess what He looked like had been terribly distracting and in the end had kept her from the business of praying with ardor and absorption. Currently, she felt that if God wished to reveal Himself to her, He would do so in His own time, and in a way that she couldn’t begin to imagine.
Meanwhile, she decided to approach Him as if He were sitting on the other side of a drapery, distinctly near but unseen.
She removed her old blue robe and hung it over a chair, then knelt on the rug by her bed and crossed herself. Tonight she would pray in English. After all, if she was going to live as an American citizen, which she’d recently become, she felt it her bounden duty to make a greater effort to speak in the national tongue of her country.
“Dear God, Thank you for the students you have given into my hand, and for my life in Mitford. Please bless the father to recover completely from his…malheurs, and to live a long life in which he will be helpful to many others as he has been to me. I should like to be a good neighbor, God, if you would kindly fashion me so. Rescue young Sammy Barlowe from his plight, so that he might live a good and useful life—I can’t think who said it, but I’ve been told You have a plan for each of us. Perhaps You would let me know, somehow, if this might be true for…Hélène Pringle?”
She caught her breath and wondered whether this might be everything she had to say.
“And do take care of all those at Hope House, especially Mother.
“That’s all, I believe.” She waited a moment, then whispered, “Bon nuit.”
She wondered if she should mention something about Jesus, God’s Son.
However, she knew hardly anything about Jesus, except as He appeared in the arms of the Blessed Mother, first as a babe and again as a grown man taken bleeding from the cross.
She got into bed and lay on her right side and closed her eyes, hearing only the sound of Barbizon’s light snoring from his rug by the door.
Soon, like almost everyone else in Mitford, Hélène Pringle slept.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Gizzards Today

His sugar was nearly normal, his weight good, his cholesterol low. But Hoppy wanted him back on the antidepressant.
“I don’t want to take it,” said Father Tim. “I want to ride this thing out, it has to have an end. I’m…dealing with it.”
Hoppy shrugged. “OK.”
“What do you mean, ‘OK’?”
“Don’t take it. Ride it out. And if it starts riding you, resume the medication.”
There was nothing like a long vacation to relax an uncompromising doctor.
“You’ve had every lecture in my arsenal,” said Hoppy. “Every plea, every warning.” Hoppy popped a couple of green jelly beans. “See me in three weeks.”
They laughed. They shook hands. They compared boots.
Then, feeling like a prisoner with a reprieve, he was out of there.
 
He awoke Sunday morning and waited for the fatigue to hit. He was wearied of bounding out of bed ahead of it, only to have it snare him by the time he reached the kitchen. He would wait for it, settle into it, and get up slowly; this was a big day.
 
The processional at the eleven o’clock was thrilling. He hadn’t remembered Lord’s Chapel being so strikingly beautiful, nor the choir so gifted and accomplished.
From the altar, he looked eagerly into faces he’d never seen before, and was heartily encouraged by the familiar—Hoppy, Olivia, and Lace, three rows back on the gospel side; Buck, Pauline, and the Barlowe clan across from them on the epistle side, with Dooley in his school tie and blazer. Just there, Harley and George, his cheerleaders at both the early and late services…Emma and Harold Newland, the Bolicks, Hal and Marge Owen….
For the second time that morning, he acclaimed the opening words with true joy.
“Blessed be God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit!”
“And blessed be His kingdom,” responded the congregation, “now and forever. Amen!”
He had expected his heart to hammer with a certain anxiety as he stood before the majority of his old flock; instead, there was an empowering peace.
 
In the churchyard, he visited with Dooley and the Owen family.
“Did you see Doc Harper’s new Beemer?” asked Dooley. “Man!”
“That’s not Doc Harper’s new Beemer,” said Father Tim.
“He was showing it to somebody just a few minutes ago.”
“That’s Lace Harper’s Beemer.”
He saw in Dooley’s face a fleeting moment of shock, outrage, and then…something like humiliation.
 
In the afternoon, they stood under a tent at the town graveyard as the coffin was lowered into the pit. Russell hadn’t wished to be cremated, though it meant giving up the privilege of lying at rest in the Lord’s Chapel Prayer Garden he’d created with his own hands.
Jessie sobbed quietly as Poo sought to comfort her; Dooley was stoic. Father Tim believed he knew Pauline’s heart in this—busy rebuilding her life as a working mother and wife, she had largely neglected her father and left the nurturing to Betty Craig. But guilt would not prove useful….
He put his arm around Pauline and held her as she wept against his shoulder.
“We’ve made a decision about Sammy,” Buck told him.
“Yes, sir,” said Dooley. “I want to go see him with you and Buck.”
“Wonderful.”
“We’re standing together now as a family,” Buck declared. “Nobody ever has to stand alone again.”
“If something bad happens…” said Pauline.
“…we’ll handle it,” said Buck.
 
As the Lord’s Chapel bells tolled nine o’clock on Monday morning, Emma Newland arrived at his front door, her laptop in one hand and a bulging file folder in the other.
“I practically had to ring the bell with my chin,” she said, glowering at him over her glasses.
He opened the screen door and threw his arms wide to give her a hug. Suddenly remembering that hardly anyone ever hugged Emma Newland, he brought his hands together in enthusiastic applause.
“Glad to see you!” he exclaimed.
“You could’ve seen me a whole lot sooner,” she said, stomping into the hall, “if it wasn’t for people protectin’ you like th’ Dalai Lama.”
Remember, he told himself—I asked for this.
She thumped into his chair in the study. “Here’s your e-mail from that money-grubbin’ Father Roland! All he ever says is send money for this, send money for that! Does he think it grows on trees down here? He’s worse than a Baptist.
“If I were you, I’d let ’im tough it out up there in th’ boondocks, he asked for it, it was his big idea! You’d better thank God on bended knee that you missed th’ flood that swept your quonset hut into a creek and sent it bobbin’ downstream like a cork. That’d be a fine thing to wake up to in th’ middle of th’ night.
“He said somebody named Abner jumped in an’ managed to save a moose head, he didn’t say what a moose was doin’ in Tennessee, I thought they mainly came from Alaska.
“An’ here’s th’ deal from Mitford, England—we’re gettin’ close to bein’ Sister Cities or whatever, I guess you’ll have to call it Sister Villages, bein’ as their Mitford only has five hundred people and us a thousand an’ thirty-three at last count. I hope you don’t have to fly over there for any ceremony, you’re green around th’ gills an’ skinny as a rail! I’m glad your wife can’t see you right now, she’d be on the next plane.”
She sniffed the air. “Is Puny cookin’ anything for you to eat around here? I should’ve brought th’ rest of last night’s pork roast, I did it with raspberry preserves instead of mushroom soup. Harold ate ’til he fell!” She adjusted her glasses and peered at him. “What you need is some good red meat!”
Emma Newland, he thought, made Fancy Skinner look mute as a doorknob. In the moment of blessed silence that prevailed as Emma booted her computer, he heard Puny switch on the vacuum cleaner in the upstairs hallway.
“You did a good job at church yesterday, Esther Bolick said it was just like you’d never left, except you look older. I told her it wasn’t fair to compare you to Father Talbot, who bleaches his teeth and maybe even wears…I shouldn’t say it.”
“Shouldn’t say what?”
“A hairpiece. Some people say his hair is, you know…”
He sighed, rubbing his forehead. He felt a headache coming on, or was it only Emma?
“I guess you saw that Hoppy’s back from wanderin’ all over creation while people suffered an’ died back home, an’ have you heard what he bought Lace? A car that costs as much as some people’s houses. When I was her age, I didn’t have a car, I was lucky to have money to ride th’ bus, I hope they don’t let th’ poor girl get above her raisin’.”
“Lace Harper didn’t have any raising to get above.”
“Oh, well, you know what I mean. You take Dooley…”
“And the car is a used car.”
“Anyway, you take Dooley—there he is ridin’ around in that old Jeep with rust on th’ fenders, which, if you ask me, is more like it. I didn’t see you trottin’ out to buy him a car that cost th’ national debt.”
He read while this blather went in one ear and out the other. Emma’s enforced separation from him had made her mad as a hornet, to say the least. As he’d learned from long years of experience, the only thing to do was let her talk ’til she was thoroughly cleansed and could go to work and get something done, for heaven’s sake. On the rug by the hearth, his dog heaved a huge sigh. His own sentiments, exactly.
“An’ I guess you heard what people are sayin’ about Harley and th’ Man in th’ Attic—”
He looked up from his e-mail. “He’s not the Man in the Attic.”
“You know what I mean.”
“His name is George, and I trust him completely, as I do Harley. And no, I’m not collecting criminals who’ll loose themselves on the town to wreak havoc. Who’s saying such things anyway?” If she knew so much, maybe she knew the source of this wild rumor-mongering.
She shrugged. “Don’t ask me.”
“I am asking you. Who’s saying this? Where did you hear it?”
“At The Local.”
“Who said it?”
“Somebody…,” she said, throwing up her hands and looking pained.
“Next time you see Somebody, tell them these men paid their debt to society and are now making every effort to contribute to it.”
“Oh, all right,” she said. “It was Ed Coffey. I didn’t want to say his name, since I know how you feel about that witch he works for.”
Edith Mallory. Alive and well and spewing her venom.
 
He’d just written and delivered a sermon and now it was time to write another. A priest whose name he couldn’t remember had nailed it: “It’s like having a baby on Sunday and waking up pregnant on Monday.”
He ran along the road toward Farmer, with Barnabas loping behind.
He wanted Sunday’s message to count for something. Otherwise, why bother?
“Your words for Your people,” he huffed aloud.
 
“Hey, buddy.”
“Hey, yourself.”
“Is this a good time?”
“I’m just gettin’ ready to feed the horses.”
“There’s no way to know whether Sammy will be home, but we could take a shot at it tomorrow morning. That’s a good time for Buck and me. What about you?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Can you meet me at the Grill at eight o’clock? We’ll have breakfast and connect with Buck on the way down the mountain.”
A long pause. “I’ll be there.”
He heard the apprehension in the boy’s voice, and went to his chair in the study and prayed again about tomorrow’s mission. “And while I’m at it, Father, please…show me how to put an end to this darkness, or if You choose to let it go on, give me a brighter spirit to endure it.” He was whining. He hated whining.
 
“Father! John Brewster here.”
“John, how’s it coming? I’ll be over next week to see the children. I’ve missed my visits.”
“We’ll be glad to have you, as always. I’ve got great news!”
“Shoot.”
“We’ve had a call from an anonymous donor. They want to give us a check for twenty-five thousand dollars.”
“Great! You can use it.”
“There are a couple of strings attached.”
“The usual,” he said.
“They want you to conduct services at a private chapel over in Kinloch, somewhere on the lake.”
“Me? Why me?”
“I don’t have all the details, the check will be delivered with the info as soon as they know whether you’ll do it.”
“What’s the timeline for the service?”
“Next Sunday evening at six o’clock. You know how much twenty-five thousand would mean to us right now, Tim.”
“Yes, I do know. But why not Stuart Cullen?” The sum of twenty-five thousand bucks didn’t equate to a country priest, it equated to a big-city bishop.
“You’re the one they requested, said they’d heard you preach a couple of times.”
“Do you know the identity of this anonymous donor?”
“I don’t. That was the other string. Maybe you’ve heard that Kinloch is currently without a priest. Looks like this is something the donor wants to do for the parish, but doesn’t want to be recognized for it.”
“What sort of service? What’s the occasion?”
“I’ll tell you more when I know more, probably by tomorrow morning. You’ll do it, then?”
He hesitated.
Did he have the stamina to perform two services at Lord’s Chapel, make the nearly four-hour round-trip drive to celebrate and preach in Kinloch, then meet Cynthia’s plane the following morning? But that wasn’t the point. The point was twenty-five thousand dollars for a cause with an urgent need, a cause he’d passionately believed in and supported for more than two decades….
“Consider it done,” he said.
 
He was relieved to hear from John Brewster as he was going out the door to meet Dooley for breakfast.
“Got the check!” said the hardworking administrator. This was a big day in John’s book; currently, thirteen seriously ill or handicapped children were counting on his skills. “Of course, I can’t cash it ’til you do the service. By the way, there’s no special occasion, they just want a good, all-around worship service.”
“Who signed the check? Where did it come from?”
“Signed by…let’s see, Jonathan Ferguson, out of a Schwab account in Miami.”
His heart literally skipped a beat.
Edith Mallory, of course, had a home in Miami. But then, so did a couple million other people.
“It arrived by courier service about ten minutes ago, they knew I’d be in early this morning. I never realized we had a courier service in these hills.” John laughed, heady with the updraft of unexpected financial support. “Thanks, Father, this is great, thanks a million.”
Besides, thought Father Tim, Edith would never let twenty-five thousand dollars go so easily, and for so little in kind. She craved honor, glory, fame, and praise, which the low-profile Children’s Hospital rarely bestowed, save in an inexpensive annual printout of donor names. No, this had nothing of her stamp on it.
He released his breath in a long sigh.
 
He was in the booth at ten ’til eight.
Though ready for the trip to the trailer, and believing in the best, he was trying to prepare himself for the worst.
“How’re the gizzards doing?” he asked Percy.
“Big,” said Percy. “Really big.”
“It’s th’ sauce,” said Velma.
“I like your sign.” Father Tim nodded toward the hand-lettered broadside taped to the back of the cash register.
Gizzards Today.
Now with Velma’s
Homemade
Dipping Sauce.

Someone had tried to illustrate the broadside with pencil sketches of gizzards. Not a good idea.
“What we’re findin,’” said Percy, “is Velma’s dippin’ sauce is great with a whole bunch of menu items.”
“Burgers!” said Velma.
“Fries!” said Percy.
“You name it,” Velma concluded. “Even turnip greens.”
“Aha!”
“Th’ fire chief puts it on ’is eggs, you ought to order your eggs scrambled this mornin’, goes great on scrambled eggs.”
“It’s a little too early for dippin’ sauce,” said Father Tim, feeling queasy.
Velma gave him the once-over. “Variety is th’ spice of life.”
“Right,” he said. “But not before eight o’clock.”
 
Dooley was tight-lipped, as he idled his spoon in a bowl of Cheerios. Father Tim felt quiet himself—who knew what the day would bring?
Dooley looked up suddenly. “How come Doc Harper bought her a BMW?”
“It’s in mint condition, he got it for a great price, and it’s said to be one of the safest cars out there.”
“It was a stupid move.”
“A stupid move?”
“Nobody in college needs a hot car like that, it makes her look like a snob, a real show-off.”
“I don’t believe Lace is a show-off.”
Dooley didn’t respond. The look Father Tim saw on his face was familiar; he’d seen it when he and the boy first met. Dooley was seething inside.
“Talk to me,” said Father Tim. “What’s going on?”
“My Jeep looks like crap. I don’t have the money to get the rust spots fixed or have it painted. I hate driving it.”
“You never mentioned that ’til Lace got the…coupe.” He wanted to avoid using the name BMW entirely; it seemed to have some spell-binding power that coupe or car lacked.
I have put one and a quarter million dollars where it will grow, and have made provisions to complete his preparatory education.
When he is eighteen, the income from the trust will help send him through college.
I am depending on you never to mention this to him until he is old enough to bear it with dignity.
Dooley’s voice was cold. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
“Then let’s don’t,” said Father Tim.
 
The air had cooled; along the riverbanks it was fresh and sweet, with none of the broiling humidity of August.
Buck steered the red pickup down a road that Father Tim now found familiar, and made the turn by the wayside pulpit.
Fear knocked, faith answered.
No one was there.
Buck pulled at his chin with his left hand, deep in thought. Dooley was as frozen as park statuary; Father Tim knew that, in his father, the boy would face a thousand demons.
As for himself, he tried sitting loose. He had prayed the prayer that never failed and was trusting the One to whom he’d prayed it.
There was nothing more he could do. Nothing.
 
Frail and shirtless, Clyde Barlowe squinted through the torn screen door.
“They ain’t no Sammy livin’ here.”
“I’m Tim Kavanagh from Mitford.” The dog sniffed his pant leg.
“Buck Leeper,” said Buck.
“And this,” said Father Tim, “is Dooley. Dooley Barlowe.”
The barefoot, unshaven man peered closely at Dooley, then uttered an oath.
“When’s Sammy due back?” Buck demanded.
Clyde Barlowe’s left eye gazed at them, blank. “I don’t keep up with nobody named Sammy. Y’all better split before I git my dogs on you, I keep some bad dogs out back.”
Father Tim recoiled at the flume of breath that issued like a sour vapor through the screen.
“Look here, Barlowe…” Buck stepped closer to the door.
“M’ name ain’t Barlowe, it’s Jaybird Johnson. Ever’body calls me Jaybird, that’s th’ name on m’ my gov’ment checks. Cain’t nobody prove I ain’t Jaybird. Now git offa my place, an’ stay off.” Clyde Barlowe stepped back, grabbed the door, and slammed it hard.
Dooley jumped from the top step and ducked around the corner of the trailer by a propane tank. He returned moments later, shamefaced, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.
“Puked,” he mumbled.
 
They waited a half hour near the entrance to the shade garden, speaking very little. Perhaps he would come…
For a time, the dog stood at a distance, then ambled over and lay at Dooley’s feet, its tail beating the dust.
“Let’s wait a few more minutes,” said Dooley.
 
They were walking toward the bridge more than an hour later when Dooley stopped and looked back at the trailer.
“He’s not…” There was a long pause.
“He’s not what?” Father Tim asked.
“He’s not tall anymore.”
 
Hope Winchester knew what people were saying about George Gaynor.
Not that it was anything incredibly serious, but she despised the snide remarks made here and there, and the skeptical glances.
It seemed very clear—as long as he’d been the Man in the Attic, he’d been glamorous, mysterious, exotic. He’d descended the church stairs looking like a rock star with his long, flowing hair, then made his dramatic confession in front of the entire congregation, afterward asking Father Tim to call the police to take him away. Not a few witnesses of this breathtaking event thought it a thrilling scenario for a movie; several found it a shame that Harrison Ford was too old for the part.
She remembered vividly the day the FBI arrived in Mitford in their black cars with dark windows that no one could see through—nearly everybody in town had stood on Main Street to wave goodbye to a confessed criminal who’d endeared himself to their hearts for all eternity.
But of course it hadn’t been for all eternity.
Now the Man in the Attic was real and actual, a flesh-and-blood human being working in their bookstore and living with another convict just down the street. At least two customers had insinuated that for all they knew, George Gaynor and Harley Welch spent their nights plotting shadowy deeds while innocent people lay sleeping. They thought it unwise of Father Tim, who did so many things right, to get this one thing so very wrong. The least he could do, someone suggested, was separate the two. The owner of Chelsea Tea Shop, who considered Harley a good sort, said that being in prison for running liquor wasn’t all that bad, really, but consider what a criminal did in prison—he learned bad things from other criminals, so that what he knew going in was horribly multiplied when he came out, did anyone get the point?
Helen, the bookstore owner, hadn’t said a word about their new employee, but then, she lived in Florida for nine months of the year and all she looked at was the bottom line. In truth, the first several weeks of George Gaynor’s employment had been quite evident in the bottom line—people had swarmed in to see him, people like Emma Newland, who had never read a book in her life, as far as Hope could determine, and Esther Bolick, who had purchased a copy of Bathroom Trivia, Volume I for her husband who, Esther didn’t mind confiding, was constipated due to his current medication for a brain tumor.
Scott Murphy, the chaplain at Hope House, had come in at least twice. Once he’d stepped into the mailroom with George and she thought she heard Scott call him “brother” and heard them praying together, which didn’t please her at all; maybe Scott knew this, because on the way out, he bought a copy of The Clean Joke Book in paperback. “For the residents at Hope House,” he said, smiling. She’d heard that Scott Murphy had those elderly people dancing, writing their life stories, and working in the garden. She knew he had two Jack Russells which he used somehow in his work.
Hope had been frankly relieved when the common horde had gotten their fill of George Gaynor and made room for people who actually loved and read books, which, in the scheme of things, seemed a dwindling and precious few.
In any case, the owner had for years trusted Hope Winchester to get it right, and so far, Hope believed, she had gotten it right.
And now this.
She was wringing her hands in the mailroom when George came in with a large box for UPS. He set it down and looked at her, smiling. She realized she was wringing her hands, but couldn’t seem to stop, she could not will herself to stop. It was hugely embarrassing to be caught in so many awkward circumstances—talking too much, laughing too loudly, dropping books, calling Henry James ‘James Henry’; she had even stopped using big words unnecessarily.
“You’re concerned about something,” he said.
She hated the direct way he stated things, stripping away convention and getting to the very marrow of meaning. If only she had courage, she would fire him at once, just to be rid of the volatile feelings she suffered in his presence.
But she’d never fired anyone; and, until George Gaynor, she’d never hired anyone, either. All she had ever wished to do was sit on the stool and order books, read, and satisfy customers like Father Tim, who often wanted the unique, the hard-to-find, the out-of-print. She had never wished to be management.
“Yes!” she said. “I mean, no. No! Not at all.”
“Are you concerned about what people are saying?”
“What…exactly…are they saying?”
“Some feel uncomfortable because Harley and I—”
“Oh, that!” she said, her voice hoarse. Then, without warning, she burst into tears. The tears seemed to explode from her, as one might suddenly be seized by a violent cough, and she realized she was sobbing.
She had every intention of running into the bathroom and locking the door, but instead thumped down on the box of books he’d just carried in, and put her head in her hands, and wept without caring what he thought.
 
They were making the turn by the wayside pulpit when they noticed the faded green pickup truck moving toward them.
Though his vision wasn’t the best, Father Tim saw the hair through the windshield and knew at once.
“Dooley,” he said with a lump in his throat, “it’s your brother.”
“Ho!” yelled Buck, throwing up his hand at the driver.
Lon Burtie made the turn and braked his vehicle as he pulled alongside. He peered cautiously at the occupants of the red truck.
“How’re y’all?”
“Good,” said Buck. “Sammy, we’ve brought your brother, Dooley, to see you.”
Father Tim opened the passenger door and got out. Dooley sat for a moment as if paralyzed, the color drained from his face. Then he moved over and got out, also, and walked around to the front of the truck as if in a dream.
Sammy jumped down from the green truck and stood by the door, waiting, his eyes wide and frightened.
No one spoke. Lon Burtie cut off the ignition and sat with his right wrist on the steering wheel. Buck turned off his ignition.
Dooley stood for a long moment, leaning against the hood. Then he drew himself up and walked to the front of the green truck.
“Hey,” whispered Dooley, looking at his brother.
Sammy nodded, but could not speak.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
A Coal Yet Burning

He’d expected to pay a price for yesterday’s journey. Yet it hadn’t exhausted him in the least.
After bounding with Barnabas to the monument, he legged homeward with schoolboy eagerness, changed into something comfortable, brewed a cup of tea, and sat down to his long-neglected essay.
He found it as mute as marble.
What had he meant by all that scribbling, anyway? Another man might have penned it; he’d never known something from his own hand to be so alien in meaning and purpose.
He dumped the pages into the wastebasket, removed the legal tablet from his desk drawer, and took up the pen his wife had given him. Then, filled with conviction, he went at it—head down, as into the wind.
Surviving…the…Blade, he wrote.
Had he turned a corner, somehow, and survived the blade of these last ghastly months? Was it over? Had God brought him out into the light, or was there darkness yet to come?
But he mustn’t try to second-guess God. He had no idea at all what was yet to come—no one ever knew, of course. St. Francis de Sales had spoken ably to that: “Do not look forward to what may happen tomorrow; the same everlasting Father who cares for you today will take care of you tomorrow and every day. Either He will shield you from suffering, or He will give you unfailing strength to bear it.”
He bent over the tablet, writing furiously, his tea going cold in the cup….
A cramp in his right hand brought him awake to the sight of the maple tree in the park; to the sound of his dog snoring; to the realization that Violet was wrapping herself around his leg, leaving a pelt of white fur in her wake.
Thanks be to God.
He was alive, he was writing, he was working! He had vanished into another realm for…how long?
He checked his watch. Two hours. Two hours in which his feeble frame had sat without aching or remorse, two hours in which he’d taken a kind of winged flight and unburdened his heart, able to say what he had to say without looking back. It was the mountaintop after a long trek through a parched valley.
He got up and went to the back stoop and inhaled the afternoon air, seeing the hedge in some crisp, clear way he hadn’t seen it in a very long time. He put his head back and closed his eyes, giving thanks. For two blessed hours, he had been a river without a dam, a colt without a fence.
He would relish the moment, and not expect the worst to befall him for relishing it.
“‘And now in age I bud again!’” he recited aloud from George Herbert. “‘After so many deaths I live and write, I once more smell the dew and rain,/And relish versing: O my only Light,/It cannot be That I am he /On whom Thy tempests fell all night!’”
Suddenly self-conscious, he turned and hurried inside to the phone, where he kept the list of places he might reach Cynthia.
He wanted her to know that he’d written the first draft of an essay he actually liked, that he had found in himself a coal yet burning. Even if his new freedom couldn’t be counted on to last, he wanted to savor this pinprick of joy and share it.
 
Hélène Pringle was placing an African violet on the radiator shelf by the dining room window when she looked up and saw her neighbor.
Father Kavanagh was standing on his back stoop in what appeared to be drawstring pajamas, speaking aloud and lifting his hands in what could be described as a priestly gesture. She saw on his face an odd look—something like bliss, she thought.
A shiver of happiness seized her, as if she’d just witnessed a kind of omen she’d been looking for without realizing it.
 
He sat in the wing chair in their bedroom, missing his wife—her countenance, her whiffling snore on the neighboring pillow, her softness of spirit, her unaffected eagerness, her warm flesh.
He missed the way she took over when he needed her to take over and the way she stepped back when he needed to make decisions, or even mistakes, on his own. He’d done the right thing by insisting she go; he despised the mewling infant he’d been for weeks on end, and was learning he could do without her if push came to shove.
He stood up and stretched and placed his glasses on the night table. In a sense, her going away had allowed him to really come home.
He patted the foot of the bed; Barnabas leaped to his place at once. Then he knelt and prayed for his wife, traveling to places he would never see, flying in planes he would never board—in her was a vast store of courage and adventuring that he would never possess.
He crawled into bed, thinking that one day he would make up to her the long weeks she’d pampered and protected him. He would do something wonderful for her, something that required a true sacrifice on his part, not just any old thing that was easily tossed off.
Perhaps he would take her somewhere…somewhere she had always wanted to go.
The idea that suddenly occurred to him was electric, bringing him fully awake and sentient. He would take her to his ancestral homeland, that great, green, mysterious land out of whose loins his paternal line had found its way to America—to Pennsylvania and Kentucky and Mississippi and Mitford.
The excitement he felt over this idea was startling. It surpassed even the joy he felt about the meeting at Lon Burtie’s house two days hence, the meeting in which Dooley, Jessie, and Poo would visit their brother, as God continued to restore to the Barlowes the days the locusts had eaten.
 
He took notes as John Brewster gave him the scoop.
…r. on Tamblin Rd at serv station 1 mi and r. on Springlake Dr—park in lot next to lake, Mary Fisher wl drive me to private chapel, Rite I arrive 5 p.m. MF @ 972/604-7832

The roads to Kinloch were winding—it would be more than an hour and a half each direction.
He rang Mary Fisher twice but got an answering machine with a digital voice recording that declined to take a message.
 
He gazed into the mirror of his old walnut dresser, turning his head this way and that. He definitely needed a little shearing for the events of Sunday.
He hoofed to Joe Ivey’s minuscule shop at the rear of Sweet Stuff. Closed, read the sign.
He went around to Main Street and opened the door to the bakery—one of his favorite things to do. In truth, just opening the door was enough for him; he’d learned to relish the aroma without craving an entire tray of glazed donuts.
He rang the bell on the bake case. “Winnie! Are you there?”
“Yessir,” she said, coming through the curtains, wiping her hands on a paper towel. “But I just got here a minute ago, I’ve been at th’ hospital, I guess you heard about Joe.” She looked red-eyed and worn.
“No! What?”
“He’s got this.” She pulled a scrap of paper from her apron pocket and handed it to him.
“Hemochromatosis,” he read aloud.
“It’s inherited. It’s too much iron collectin’ in th’ blood, an’ it’s caused…it’s caused…Look on th’ back of that paper.”
He turned the slip of paper over. “Cirrhosis. Ah.”
“Dr. Harper said he’d always worried Joe would get cirrhosis from drinkin’ brandy, and here he got it from too much iron in ’is system!”
Ironic in the true sense of the word, he thought. “What can I do?”
“He’s been real weak an’ run-down lately, but we thought it was all th’ ruckus with that woman upstairs. Th’ hair business in this town has turned into another Desert Storm because of her. I could take a whippin’ for lettin’ Fancy Skinner sign a lease for two miserable years—and do her dirty work right over our heads!”
He’d never seen Winnie so distraught, except for the time Edith Mallory’s henchmen tried to force Winnie to sell the bakery.
“What can I do?” he asked again.
“Pray!” she said, sounding urgent.
 
He stood on the sidewalk at the foot of the stairs, looking up.
There was no way he could deliver himself into the hands of Fancy Skinner, even if her haircuts were the only game in town. No way. He was not hauling up those stairs and into that pink room that looked like the interior of an ulcerated stomach. No, indeed! No, no, no, a thousand times no.
He turned and trotted home, put the top down on the Mustang, and roared to Wesley, where, for twelve bucks, he got a decent haircut, albeit with a slightly spiked look, reminding himself all the while that beggars couldn’t be choosers.
 
In the tiny rest room of Happy Endings Bookstore, Hope Winchester washed down an aspirin with a Coke Classic, something her mother had always done to settle her nerves.
She was going to be calm today, she was not going to study George Gaynor’s profile when she thought he wasn’t looking, and she definitely wasn’t going to compare him with literary figures like Lord Byron or even the fictitious Heathcliff. She was going to be aloof, poised, complete.
 
Hessie Mayhew stood on her deck, drinking a second cup of coffee with hazelnut Coffee-mate and eyeing the lawn chair blown by a recent wind to the railing.
It was the only chair in a collection of seven with its woven plastic seat still intact. She had been in a quandary about her aging lawn chairs for several years. At times she considered setting them on the street for the Annual Town RoundUp. At other times, she was determined to haul them down the mountain to get the seats rewoven. A note on her refrigerator read, DO NOW!!! Take chairs to Wesley. By loose calculation, the note was five years old.
That’s the way life worked. It raced by. Write a note, look up, and five years had galloped past. While volunteering at the library, she’d studied the old poets in order to write her annual “Lady Spring” column. Old poets had a lot to say about the passage of time, not the least of which was Robert Herrick. “Gather ye rosebuds while ye may,” he wrote, “Old time it is a-flying.”
She hadn’t gathered many rosebuds lately. All she’d done was work, work, work. The summer had worn her out, and here was fall staring her in the face with three weddings in Wesley, an ECW fund-raiser at Lord’s Chapel, a missionary dinner at the Methodists’…
Lord knows, missionary dinners didn’t pay anything, they would expect her to practically give them fourteen arrangements. Well, then she’d use leaves—fall color should be great this year because the nights had been cold for weeks, she’d worn a sweater to bed more than once. And of course there were nuts and berries. There were always nuts and berries.
She took a sip of coffee and eyed the chair. Why didn’t she sit down in the blooming thing? Why didn’t she ever sit down? Her grandmother had never sat down, her mother had never sat down, and the gene had clearly passed to her. Refusing to give herself time to think about it further, she thumped into the chair, sighing deeply.
Heaven help her for being raised Baptist. The Baptists hardly ever sat down, unlike the Presbyterians, of which she was now one, who occasionally sat down. Episcopalians were another matter; they appeared to sit down whenever they wanted to.
The trouble with sitting down, of course, is that it made you feel guilty. She pondered this. Maybe what she needed to do was get up and go inside and grab her yellow tablet and bring it out here and, while sitting down, make a list of things to do.
But if she got up and went inside, she would never come back.
She stayed put, deciding to follow an instruction she’d seen on bumper stickers out the kazoo: Take time to smell the roses! Ha! It didn’t take an old poet to come up with that notion.
Hessie scooted the chair back and put her feet up on the railing.
Then she took them down.
She wasn’t the sort to put her feet up on a railing.
Well, then, maybe just one foot.
She put her right foot up, let it rest there a moment, then took it down. One foot on the railing made her back feel like it was going out.
In order to make use of the time, maybe she should meditate. She’d heard of meditating, but didn’t know what you were supposed to think while you did it. Maybe you didn’t think anything, maybe you just sat there.
What a horrible thought!
She was about to jump out of her skin when suddenly she had an idea.
Last Sunday, her preacher asked everyone to go over in their minds who they needed to forgive. He was always giving them something to do: List how many times you pray this week! Make a list of all the times God answers your prayers! Give someone a smile! Think of who you need to forgive—and then forgive them! She never paid attention to these injunctions; it was too much like homework, which she’d never cared for, either.
But maybe she’d do just this one thing.
She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Polly Morris!
Hessie didn’t see how in the world she could forgive Polly Morris.
She considered the whole incident from start to finish. How could anybody have taken apart every single centerpiece that she, Hessie Mayhew, had made for the Mitford Country Club Azalea Ball at a discount—at a discount !—and put them back together again in a totally different way that was ugly as mud ? It was a slap in the face! Polly Morris, as everyone knew, didn’t have a life, which gave her all the time in the world to mess with other people’s lives from here to kingdom come!
Hessie felt her blood pressure pounding in her temples. Starting from the chair, she splashed coffee in her lap. “Dadgummit!” she shouted. A bird flew out of a bush by the railing.
Enough of this sitting-down nonsense! Let other people sit down and waste time!
Hessie trotted to the kitchen, mopped the front of her khaki pants with a dish towel, and poured another cup of coffee. Then she snatched her tablet off the breakfast table and scrawled the words, Throw out deck chairs TODAY!!!
“The Enemy will not let you rest!” her preacher had said. “He doesn’t want you to forgive anybody, he wants you to hold all that bitterness and anger inside ’til it turns to sickness and ill health!”
Clutching the mug, she threw open the sliding doors and raced back to the chair; sitting down was working her to death.
She would try one more time, and if that didn’t get results, she was out of here. She had the back porch to clean off, the chairs to dump in the basement ’til the next RoundUp, groceries to buy, a tire to be retreaded. Unlike some people she could think of, she had a life that couldn’t be lived on her rear end.
She closed her eyes and listened to the rasping call of a bird in the maple tree. A squirrel clucked near the creek.
Father Tim. Now, there was somebody she needed to forgive. When she delivered that garden basket to the hospital, the poor man had been in a coma, for heaven’s sake. Or just out of one, or in any case, sick. Very sick. He couldn’t have written a thank-you note if his life depended on it. But Cynthia could have. Yes, indeed, what kind of preacher’s wife couldn’t write a simple thank-you note or make a phone call?
But maybe Cynthia had been so distraught over her husband that she couldn’t think of writing thank-you notes. Hessie understood that. Of course! It had been an oversight.
Then Hessie remembered the basket itself and how much it had cost, even wholesale. She thought of the miniature roses and all the other wonderful items she’d tucked into it, not to mention acres of moss from her own special, private place in her own backyard.
“Lord,” she said aloud, “You’re goin’ to have to help me do this!”
She set her coffee mug on the rail and gripped the arms of the lawn chair.
“I forgive Cynthia!”
There.
She took a deep breath. “And Father Tim, in case he had anything to do with it!”
She felt better at once.
 
“You’ll never guess who’s in the slammer,” said J.C.
Father Tim stirred his tea. “Old Man Mueller ran the red light one time too many?”
“Ed Coffey found Coot Hendrick stumblin’ around in th’ yard up at Edith Mallory’s, lookin’ for that Yankee grave.”
“Oh, boy.”
“And Coot with an honorary appointment to th’ town council,” said Mule. “I hate it when politicians break th’ law.”
Percy refilled the coffee cups. “Beats me why anybody’d want to go lookin’ for a grave full of Yankees in th’ first place.”
“Idn’t that th’ truth!” Velma stood at the counter, wrapping fork and knife combos with paper napkins. “Nobody’ll pay cash money to look at th’ bloomin’ thing if he finds it.”
“He wants to find th’ grave because ’is great-granddaddy shot th’ Yankees, and it’s town history,” said Mule.
Percy snorted. “Let sleepin’ dogs lie is what I say.”
“Look,” said Father Tim, “if his ancestor shot and killed the enemy, he wouldn’t have given them the honor of a marked grave. Marking a grave is a type of tribute, so this grave wouldn’t be marked. Therefore, how could Coot hope to find it?”
“Right!” J.C. forked an entire sausage link into his mouth.
“He told me he’ll just know,” said Mule. “But how come he didn’t go lookin’ before th’ Witch set up housekeepin’ on th’ ridge?”
“Because,” said Percy, “when she bought that parcel twenty years ago, Coot didn’t give a katy about town history.” Percy counted himself among the few who knew what was what in the early days of Mitford; the turkeys in this booth had all come from someplace else. “He was more into chasin’ women.”
“I don’t even want to think about what women Coot Hendrick was chasin’.” J.C. pulled out his handkerchief and mopped his forehead.
“As I recall,” said Percy, “he was chasin’ Emeline Poovey from over at Blackberry.”
“I thought all Pooveys live in Poovey’s Grove,” said Mule.
“Th’ crowd over at Blackberry splintered off from th’ Poovey’s Grove Pooveys.”
“So if he was chasin’ her, did he catch her?”
“Emeline married that big bootlegger that robbed Th’ Local when Avis’s daddy first had it. Sauce Harris was ’is name, he burrowed hisself into a dumpload of roastin’ ears, somebody backed th’ truck up to th’ storeroom in th’ rear an’ dumped th’ corn, then locked th’ storeroom doors and drove off. Sauce got into th’ grocery, eat a smoked ham, guzzled three quarts of chocolate milk, an’ cleaned out th’ safe behind th’ butcher case. Busted through a window and run off with two thousand smackers.”
Father Tim gave his whole wheat toast a light buttering. “That was a lot of money back then.”
“That’s a lot of money today, buddyroe.”
“Right. How did they catch him?”
“Emeline turned him in. Th’ county was about half dry for four years.”
“So how long do you think Coot’s in for?”
“He’ll be out on bail late today,” said J.C. “That reminds me, I’ve got an interview set up in”—J.C. checked his watch—“thirty minutes.”
“Who with?” J.C. surveyed the table with a smug dignity reserved exclusively for the press. “Edith Mallory.”
“What?” Percy set the empty coffeepot on the table, hard. “You’re talkin’ to that low-life, money-grubbin’—”
“Hold on!” yelled Velma, who was setting up the adjoining booth. She grabbed her husband by the arm and dragged him to the grill, where she planted him like a chrysanthemum.
“Now hush up!” she snapped to J.C. “I’ve told you before, don’t talk about that woman in our place, it makes ’is heart act up. If you got to talk about that woman, step outside and do it on th’ dadblamed street.”
“She means business,” said Father Tim, lowering his head in case anything started flying.
“I’m a journalist!” J.C. yelled in the general direction of the grill. “I can’t confine my inquiry to the upstanding, kindhearted, and lovable; it’s my duty to dig down, get at the truth wherever it exists, and report it to the readers—whether some people like it or not!”
“Preach it, brother!” said Mule under his breath. He’d never much cared for Velma Mosley, who, just for meanness and only last week, had served him a side of slaw made with pickles when she knew for a fact that he despised pickles.
 
Father Tim was surprised to see Ed Coffey out and about in broad daylight. Though often observed chauffeuring Edith Mallory, Ed otherwise kept a low profile in Mitford—some said Ed drove his employer to Wesley, where all grocery shopping and other errands were done. Yet here was Ed Coffey in the produce aisle of The Local, only a couple of feet ahead.
When Father Tim first came to Lord’s Chapel, he’d often seen Ed at the Grill. Everyone agreed he’d been a decent enough fellow, born and raised just down the road, until Edith and Pat Mallory hired him. Soon after Pat dropped dead of a heart attack and tumbled down his hall stairs, the town saw a change in Ed. He became furtive, sullen, and short-tempered, as if Edith’s toxic nature had somehow contaminated him.
Father Tim started to turn his cart around and head in the other direction, but stopped abruptly. No, he wouldn’t go the other way. He rolled his cart alongside the man who, on a warm August morning, was wearing a black raincoat and the billed cap he sported in his role as chauffeur.
“Good morning, Ed.”
Ed Coffey turned, startled.
“I hear you’re mongering some pretty negative stuff about Harley Welch and George Gaynor.” Emma Newland might be a lot of things, but she was no liar.
Ed’s face flushed with anger. “I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about, I don’t know anybody named Gaynor.”
“If you did know this particular Gaynor, I believe you’d find him to be upright, law-abiding, and a contribution to our community. As for Harley Welch, he, too, has paid his debt to society and proves daily to be a kind and responsible citizen. I pray you’ll find it in your heart to think twice…before misrepresenting these men again.”
“Where do you come off, tellin’ me what to do about somebody I never heard of? Preachers think they know it all—goin’ around actin’ high an’ mighty, tellin’ innocent people how to live.”
Father Tim walked away, pushing his cart toward the seafood case. Ed Coffey, it appeared, did not take kindly to reprimand.
 
“Fresh salmon!” he told Avis Packard. “That’s what I was hoping. But of course your seafood comes in on Thursday, and if I buy it on Thursday, I’d have to freeze it ’til Monday.”
“For ten bucks I can have a couple pounds flown in fresh on Monday, right off th’ boat. Should get here late afternoon.”
No one in the whole of Mitford would pay hard-earned money to have salmon shipped in. But his wife loved fresh salmon, and this was no time to compromise. Not for ten bucks, anyway.
“Book it!” he said, grinning.
“You understand th’ ten bucks is just for shippin’. Salmon’s extra.”
“Right.”
“OK!” Avis rubbed his hands together with undisguised enthusiasm. “I’ve got just the recipe!”
Some were born to preach, others born to shop, and not a few, it seemed, born to meddle. Avis was born to advocate the culinary arts. Father Tim took a notepad and pen from his jacket pocket. “Shoot!”
“Salmon roulade!” announced Avis. “Tasty, low-fat, and good for diabetes.”
“Just what the doctor ordered!” said Father Tim, feeling good about life in general.
 
After putting the groceries away, he made a quick swing up the hill to the hospital, where he prayed with Joe Ivey. Then he visited the Sprouses, where he dropped off dog treats, delivered a pot of chives for Rachel’s kitchen window, prayed with Bill, and was able to witness, firsthand, Buddy’s Bible quiz. Afterward, he hustled to Hope House, where he sat on the footstool and provided rough harmony for Louella’s rendition of “Bread of Life,” after which he took the elevator to the dining room and found Pauline.
“How do you feel about tomorrow?”
“It’s all right,” she said. “I don’t blame Sammy for not wantin’ to see me. I understand.”
“You do?”
“Yessir, I think I do. Just look at th’ miracles God has worked in our family. But I’m countin’ on Him for two more. Do you think that’s askin’ too much?”
He saw the scar on her cheek from the terrible burn. “Never! Saint Paul reminds us that God is able to do super-abundantly, over and above all that we ask or think. But it may take time.”
“Yes,” she said. “I know.”
He hugged her, wordless. Pauline was the one whom God had chosen to give Dooley Barlowe to the world, to him; he was extra thankful for that gift.
 
It was a conundrum.
As technological advances increased to make people’s lives easier, life became increasingly difficult, i.e., faster, more frantic, more complicated and demanding, all due, in his opinion, to technological advances.
Nonetheless, he could hardly wait to get hold of his e-mail.
“Everybody’s online,” said Emma, giving him a look that would stop a clock.
“Good for them!” he said, more determined than ever to go against the grain.
Timothy, for heaven’s sake
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Thank you, Father, for asking Emma to keep in touch, I urge you to start e-mailing, you will enjoy it ever so much!
The wall between Mona’s and Ernie’s has been partially removed and turned into a kind of waist-high divider with pots of artificial plants sitting on top. This is being generally looked upon as good news. All I know is that Ernie is more himself again.
Sam’s health is improving daily. Thank you for your prayers, we could not do without them. It helps so much to know
that a dear friend takes our concerns to the Lord, sometimes Sam and I believe we can actually feel the prayers lifted for us, and ask God to bless those praying!
Will let you know when Misty’s baby arrives, it won’t be long now. Junior is beside himself.
More good news! Morris stayed for coffee and cake last Sunday, but only a few minutes, it is a great triumph for Jean Ballenger who has always believed it could happen. We are planning a most ambitious Christmas program around our organ music. Morris is composing something special, and people will be coming from across. Oh, how I wish we could get you to join us!
I think we can safely say the Tolsons will make it—Jeffrey is what we call a changed man in every degree! Clearly, it is the work of the Lord (he says you had a long talk that night on the beach).
We beg you to take care of yourself! Please give our fondest greetings to Cynthia. Any time you can get away for a visit, you may have our guestroom and all the love our hearts hold for you both. Sam sends his best. Marion

Hope Winchester climbed the wooden stepladder and, poised on the third rung, cleaned the topmost interior of the bookstore display window with a solution of vinegar and water.
She had considered asking George Gaynor to do the job, since he was so much taller and wouldn’t have to stand on tiptoe as she was doing. But she couldn’t ask a Ph.D. to perform a menial task like washing windows.
She was careful not to splash any of the smelly solution onto the display below, which featured stacks of Foggy Mountain Breakdown by Sharyn McCrumb, and other books set in the southern highlands. So far, the third annual Mountain Month at Happy Endings had enjoyed only mild success, even in view of the ten percent discount for every book containing the word mountain in its title. People could get ten percent off anything, anywhere, she concluded. She proposed that next year they offer fifteen percent. In her opinion, fifteen percent was when people started to pay attention.
She raised the squirt bottle with her right hand and fired the solution toward the window, then turned slightly to wipe it down with the paper towel in her left hand.
It seemed as if she were falling in slow motion, like a feather, or perhaps some great hand held her gently, guiding her down and breaking her fall to the floor of the display window, where she landed on an arrangement of Charles Frazier’s Cold Mountain in paperback.
“I declare!” said the Woolen Shop’s Minnie Lomax, who was on her way to the post office. “That is the most interesting window display. Very modern. A mannequin lying on books.” She knew Hope Winchester liked to try different things; she had once put a fake cat on a footstool, which caused half the population to stand in front of the window waiting for the cat to move. Though impressively lifelike, it never did, of course, which made some people feel foolish.
Adjusting her bifocals and walking on, Minnie deemed the current display “too New York for this town!” a criticism she proclaimed aloud, albeit to herself, as she waited for the light to change.
 
“Hope!”
She saw George Gaynor bending over her, instructing her to do something.
“Hope!” he said again, looking anxious.
Why should she hope any longer? She was an old maid who would never marry, who made clumsy, foolish mistakes in front of handsome men, and who had fallen off a ladder. She was so disgusted with herself that she didn’t even try to move or get up. She felt no pain, only a certain breathlessness, as if the wind had gone out of her altogether. She wanted nothing more than to lie here, to close her eyes and somehow get the whole thing over with. She was mildly disappointed that she hadn’t died in the fall.
“Are you hurt?”
“I don’t know,” she whispered.
“I’ve had some medical training. I’m going to lift you very gently. Easy, now.”
His face was close to hers. What if she had bad breath? She drew her head away sharply.
“Have I hurt you?”
“No!”
He raised her to a sitting position. “There. How does that feel?”
“Wonderful!” she said, without meaning to. “That is, fine ! Just fine, thank you.” She supposed she would have to get up now, and go on with her life; she couldn’t just lie in the window with a gaggle of small children staring at her. She spied Miss Tomlinson waving at her with one hand, while holding on to a string grasped by each of her day care brood.
Are…you…all right? mouthed Miss Tomlinson.
Yes, Hope mouthed back.
“How does your back feel?” asked George.
“Good! Great! I’m just a little…addled, I think.”
“Shall I help you stand?”
She nodded.
His long, slender fingers touched hers, and then his hands gripped her own and were pulling her up, up, up…
When she came to her feet, she felt strong and tall—easily as tall as George Gaynor.
“There!” he said, smiling. “Thank God you weren’t hurt.”
“I was only standing on the third rung,” she said, dazzled suddenly by an extraordinary happiness.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Looking Alike

“I bet I know why Sammy don’t want to see Mama.”
“Why?”
“’Cause he hates her for givin’ him away.”
Jessie announced her opinion to Poo, who sat between herself and Dooley in the backseat of the Mustang on their way down the mountain.
“But Mama says our daddy run off with ’im.”
“Yeah, but Mama didn’t run after our daddy to get Sammy back.”
“Oh,” said Poo.
Jessie took a comb from her plastic purse and pulled it through her long hair. “Me an’ Sammy were lost.”
“But now you’re found,” said Dooley.
“I wadn’t ever lost,” said Poo. “I was always with Mama.”
Jessie frowned. “Because you’re her pet.”
“I ain’t her pet, she likes us all th’ same.”
“No, she don’t.”
“Doesn’t,” said Dooley, clenching his jaw.
“Yeah, she does, ’cause you’re th’ only one she didn’t give away or let somebody run off with.”
“She loves us all th’ same,” said Poo. “Exactly th’ same.”
Jessie dug into her purse and pulled out a compact. “I wonder if Sammy looks like us.”
“He does!” Father Tim peered into the rearview mirror at the talkative and opinionated Jessie, the peacemaking Poo, and Dooley, who looked unseeing out the window. “When Miss Pringle saw Sammy, she thought he was Dooley.”
Dooley shot a brief but irritable glance into the rearview mirror. Clearly he didn’t agree that the boy with a ponytail might be confused with himself.
Jessie sat forward and questioned the front seat. “Do y’all think me an’ Poo an’ Dooley look alike?”
“Peas in a pod,” said Father Tim.
Buck laughed. “The only way I can tell you from Poo, is Poo don’t wear a skirt to school.”
“How can you tell Poo from Dooley?”
“Dooley’s a couple heads taller,” said Buck.
Jessie sat back, surveyed herself in the mirror of the compact, then studied her younger brother. “Poo is much, much uglier than me,” she announced.
“You’re a big, fat dope,” said Poo.
 
Lon Burtie’s place was a 1950s Amoco station set on a slab of cracked asphalt.
Lon greeted them at the door. “It ain’t much,” he said, extending his hand. “But come on in, an’ welcome.”
They entered a small, concrete-floored room with a wall of empty shelves. A vintage snack-vending machine stood in the corner.
“Y’all come on back, I don’t live up here in th’ front.”
“I’m scared,” Jessie whispered to Buck.
He took her hand. “What’s there to be scared about?”
“I don’t know, but I’m shakin’, so I must be scared.”
“You’re excited,” said her stepfather. “There’s a difference.”
Jessie looked sober. “Maybe sometimes,” she said, “but not every time.”
When they entered the room, Sammy sat in a chair opposite a television set. He stood instantly, looking anxious.
“Better turn this thing off,” said Lon. He walked to the table next to Sammy and picked up the remote. The screen went black and Lon nodded to the group. “Y’all sit down. This is where I hang out, it was th’ grease rack back when Amoco had it.”
Sammy cleared his throat. “H-h-hey,” he said.
Jessie burst into tears, clinging to Buck’s arm.
Buck’s hand was gentle on her shoulder, guiding her toward Sammy. “You an’ Poo come say hey to your brother.”
Sammy moved stiffly toward them; Father Tim watched the scene unfold in a kind of slow motion.
Jessie approached Sammy with caution, as did Poo. The room was strangely quiet. Dooley remained by the door, his face tense.
Suddenly Poo sprinted toward Sammy, arms outstretched, sobbing. “Hey, Sammy! Hey, Sammy!”
Poo and Jessie reached their brother at the same time, where some awkward connection of feet knocked Sammy to the floor. The three went down in a pile, Jessie shrieking with excitement.
Father Tim watched Dooley go to his brother and hold out his hands and help him to his feet. They looked at each other for a moment, then embraced, silent and weeping.
“I’m goin’ to cook for you, Sammy!” Jessie pulled on Sammy’s T-shirt. “Every mornin’ before school, I’ll cook you eggs an’ you can have all th’ money I been savin’.”
“I got a new baseball bat, Sammy, it’s th’ best bat you ever seen, you can use it if you want to.”
Lon Burtie wiped his eyes on his bare arm.
Buck drew a bandanna from his jeans pocket.
Father Tim turned and looked away, his heart nearly bursting with joy and sorrow intermingled.
 
“Sammy wants to show us his garden, may I take the car?”
“How far is it?”
“A couple of miles.”
“What about…?” He didn’t want to say your father.
“He’s not there, he won’t be there all day.”
“Good.” Father Tim reached into his pocket and handed the key to Dooley. He had never before seen the boy’s face so radiant. The power of love was transforming; God had known that all along.
 
“I learned to drink this stuff in Nam,” Lon said as he poured tea into three mugs.
“They wouldn’t take me.” Buck looked at the floor, then up again.
“What branch?”
“Army. I was a machine gunner’s mate, E-4. We flew Hueys in and out of th’ war zone, a big ’copter that transported men and artillery.”
In a moment of uncomfortable silence, the only sound came from two fans moving the close, humid air.
“I thought I might never get over bein’ there, but I had to, it was eatin’ me alive. The stuff goin’ down in Nam was hard enough to deal with…then we came home and had to deal with what was goin’ down in here.” He made a fist and hit his head with a quick, ironic gesture.
“I’m sorry,” Father Tim said.
“Yeah, well, I can talk about it a little now. Only thing is, there’s not many to talk to ’cept Sammy.” Lon grinned. “He’s a good boy, I’m glad you found ’im. But you don’t want to cross ’im, he’s got ’is daddy’s temper.”
Buck blew on his steaming tea. “We don’t know how to go about this, exactly, we’re tryin’ not to step in anything. I don’t know if he might like to, you know, come live with us.”
Lon shrugged. “Sammy feels responsible for ’is daddy, he does everything but wipe ’is rear end. Buys ’is liquor, puts food on th’ table, hoofs to town when I can’t take ’im, washes th’ bedsheets his old man pukes on. Clyde Barlowe is one sorry sonofagun. For a fact, about as sorry as they come.”
“We assume it’s true about Barlowe bein’ gone today. I wouldn’t want th’ kids to get in any trouble.”
“It’s all right, he hightailed it up to Virginia with Cate Turner, one of his drinkin’ buddies.”
Cate Turner. Lace Harper’s father. Father Tim was glad there’d never be any reason to mention this to her. “When will he get back, do you know?” Maybe they could take Sammy up the mountain for a day….
“He’ll get back tonight, they go across th’ state line to buy lottery tickets. He’ll come home blasted out of his gourd and stay that way for four or five days.”
“He needs help,” said Buck. “I was bad to drink myself.”
“Us ol’ liquor heads, you line us up, we’d go around th’ world more’n a few times.”
“What can we do?” asked Buck. “For now? For th’ short haul?”
Lon shook his head. “I don’t know what to tell you. I offered Sammy a place over here, but he wouldn’t leave Clyde.”
“We don’t want to force anything,” said Buck. “But…”
“If you ran this deal through a social service agency, you could get Sammy out. The question is, would he be willin’ to go?”
“What’s this Jaybird Johnson business?” asked Father Tim.
“I think Clyde prob’ly stole somebody’s ID, I don’t have all th’ details on that.”
“How much schooling has Sammy had, do you have any idea?”
“I’ve known him since he was around seven, eight years old. Not much schoolin’, I can tell you for sure. He don’t like sittin’ in a classroom, they’ve held ’im back two grades. But he’s got a keen mind, very keen. You saw his garden, he took to doin’ that like a pig takes to slop, it’s natural to him. On th’ other hand, he can shoot the hair off any pool player you want to name. That’s natural, too; it’s an odd combination. I believe he could do ’most anything he set his mind to, but stayin’ around here, he’ll never amount to nothin’.” Lon shrugged. “I don’t much care to stay around here myself, but…”
“But what?” asked Father Tim.
Lon gave a short, cackling laugh. “But I ain’t plannin’ to amount to nothin’, so why bother to leave?”
“An old preacher in Mississippi once said, ‘God don’t make junk.’ I’m sure you amount to more than you let on.” Father Tim smiled.
“You have a trade?”
“I paint houses. I got a truck, a couple of ladders, I keep busy. Th’ whole deal is to show up on time, do your work, stay sober, an’ clean up after yourself.”
“Good plan.”
“You might say my sideline keeps me goin’.”
“What’s that?” asked Buck.
“While th’ kids are over at Clyde’s, I’d like to show you—I don’t get much of a chance to, you know, show it to anybody.”
“Please!” said Father Tim. “Lead on.”
Lon took them across the large, sparsely furnished room to a door.
“This was th’ head.”
“That’s OK,” said Buck, “I don’t need to go. How ’bout you, Father?”
“Was th’ head,” said Lon. Father Tim thought their graying, fiftyish host was a surprisingly handsome man when he smiled. Lon opened the door and stood back.
Father Tim drew in his breath. “Good heavens!”
Buck removed his ball cap. “Man!”
“This is my garden. Walk in.”
The room was fairly sizable. Where toilet stalls had been, the walls on three sides were lined with shelves containing potted orchids of varying colors and petal shapes. Orchids also sat in pots on shelves above a washbasin, and clung to a wire screen, their roots trailing into the air. A rattan blind was raised over a small window admitting light from the south.
“Some of these plants are pretty old, I bought ’em after I came back from Da Nang. This’n right here, it’s Paphiopedilum delenatii, I brought it out of Nam in a duffel bag, wrapped bare root in my underwear. For a long time people thought it was extinct, it would’ve been worth ten, fifteen thousand bucks back then.”
Buck whistled softly.
“It’d probably bring about as much today, but I wouldn’t part with it, no way.”
“Are they all out of Nam?”
“They come from all over. These here originated in th’ Philippines, this one in India, over there, th’ dark pink, that’s a South American variety.”
“Marvelous!” said Father Tim.
“It’s good an’ humid down here by th’ river, they like that.”
“How’d you get started doin’ this?” Buck wanted to know.
“Th’ whole thing started with a man named…”—Lon cleared his throat, suddenly moved—“Tran van Hoi. We met in the mountains, where he lived with his family in a little hut. He was the enemy, accordin’ to th’ U.S., but he was…the best friend I ever had.”
Lon wiped his eyes with the heel of his hand, unashamed. “I took most of my R and R time in th’ jungle, just lookin’ at th’ beauty. I was never afraid of th’ jungle, I grew up in th’ woods around here before it was timbered off and strip-malled. Tran taught me about orchids, they say there’s twenty-five hundred different kinds just in Nam.”
“Words fail,” said Father Tim.
“Yeah, well, I wish everybody who pulled time over there could have somethin’ like this. It’s what’s kept me from losin’ it completely. See these halogen deals I installed? Th’ light fakes ’em out, they don’t have a clue they’re growin’ in a Amoco station outside of Holding, North Ca’lina.”
Lon grinned. “You might say electricity’s my only vice since I laid off weed an’ alcohol.”
“This is great,” said Buck. “Just great!”
“A day of miracles!” said Father Tim.
Four miracles down, and one—at least—to go.
 
Hope Winchester sat on the stool at the cash register, a book closed in her lap, and tried to understand what had happened when she fell.
She had gone down in a state of perplexity and anguish, and had been lifted up in a state of…it was important to find just the right word…in a state of happiness. She had always been leery of that word, and avoided using it. But happiness seemed to be what she had experienced—happiness and liberty.
Liberty!
She had never felt free in her life, until after the fall. To put it another way, she had gone down bearing a heavy weight and come up light and diaphanous, like the wings of a moth.
Even her mother had noticed something different when they talked on the phone the other day. Her mother, who was in constant pain, seemed to forget the pain for a change and concentrate on her daughter, a hundred miles to the north. “You sound good,” her mother said. “You sound different.” And then, at the end, she said, “You must be happy. I hope you’ll get on the bus and come let your sister and me see you looking happy.”
Though she was sitting in the way she usually sat on this odd and disagreeable stool—tight in the shoulders and along her spine, having nothing to lean her back upon—in her mind she was dancing, her face to the sun.
“That’s a beautiful smile you’re wearing today,” said George, coming in from the mailroom.
“Thank you,” she said. She noticed that she didn’t roll herself into a ball inside, nor was her heart racing. She’d said thank you in the most natural way in the world, which was part of the miracle of transformation she’d just been contemplating.
“By the way, if you ever need help for any reason, you can call me at Miss Pringle’s. I know you had trouble with the plumbing the other evening.”
“I appreciate it. I do.” The toilet had run over just as she was getting ready to lock up, and a plumber had to be summoned from Wesley.
“Coffee this morning?”
“Yes!” she said, still smiling. She didn’t try to pay him, for he would never take it. “I’d love coffee.”
“The usual way,” he said. It was not a question.
“Yes.” Her eyes met his, and she felt no fear, no fear at all. She didn’t shrink or recoil or wish to hide her head beneath the sales counter. “Thank you.”
“Back in ten.” Now he was smiling, too. “Hold down the fort,” he said, closing the door behind him.
She slid from the stool and walked to the center of the room to bask in the pale rectangle of light that shone through the glass-paneled door. She still felt stiff and sore from the fall, but stretched her arms and arched her back, in the manner of Margaret Ann, the bookshop cat, who was slumbering in the Gardening section. It was all she could do to restrain herself from dancing, though she knew nothing at all about dancing, had never danced, nor ever before wished to.
She remembered the story of a man who’d suffered a blow to the head and, shortly afterward, sat down and played Chopin and Beethoven, though he’d never had a lesson, much less been exposed to a piano. Then there was the ten-year-old boy who, after a fall down the stairs, suddenly became a genius at math. Even though she hadn’t injured her head, had something like that happened to her?
She should read about this phenomenon, of course, and turned toward the shelf where such a book might possibly be found. But…she stopped and considered: she didn’t want to read a book. Not at all. She didn’t even want to pore over the dictionary and learn the word, if there was one, for what seemed to have happened to her.
What, then, did she want?
A light flickered in her eyes. She wanted to feel her new feelings. One by one.
 
He’d come back from his trip down the mountain elated and exhausted at once.
But “old time it was a-flying,” and he had to get cracking with his sermon notes.
Unfortunately, a ringing phone was always a temptation when he was working on a sermon….It blew the weight of responsibility away, if only for a fraction of…
“Hello!”
“Father Tim, Lew Boyd.”
“Lew! I hadn’t heard back from you, did you change your mind?”
“Oh, no. Wouldn’t do that. Thing is, we, ah…”
“Yes?”
“We run off to South Carolina and done it with th’ justice of th’ peace.”
“Ah!”
“See, me an’ Earlene ain’t exactly spring chickens.”
“Right.”
“So we already knew all th’ stuff you aimed to talk to us about.”
“Aha.”
“So we didn’t see no use to waste your time…”
“No waste at all.”
“…or ours, you know—we didn’t want to waste ours, neither.”
“Don’t blame you a bit.”
“You don’t?”
“Certainly not! Congratulations!”
“Remember, you can’t tell nobody.”
“I remember.”
“Not a soul.”
“Got it.”
“You come on by th’ station, I’ll give you a free wash and sweep you out.”
“That’s mighty good of you, Lew, you don’t have to do that.”
“I aim t’ do that! You come on by.”
“Thank you kindly. I wanted to say I was sorry about the news regarding Harley. I knew it, of course, but…”
“I ain’t goin’ to worry about it. I took a little heat when George pitched in to help on weekends, an’ I’ll take a little over this, but they’re two of th’ hardest-workin’ fellers you ever seen. Most of th’ help I’ve had th’ last few years has been so triflin’ it’s criminal…in a manner of speakin’.”
“Well, then! When do we get to meet Earlene?”
“She’s goin’ to stick with her job another year to, you know, get her retirement benefits an’ all, then she’ll be movin’ to Mitford.”
“A long-distance marriage. I hear that’s the going thing these days.”
“I’m puttin’ a new engine in my Dodge Ram, an’ replacin’ th’ carburetor.”
“That’ll do it.”
“Remember not to tell nobody.”
“Right.”
“We’re plannin’ to stay low-key ’til, you know, we get things straightened out.”
“Aha.”
“Well, you come on over in a day or two and get your wash job.”
“I will, Lew, and thank you. We’d like to have you and Earlene over when things settle down.”
“We ’preciate it, Father.”
“May God bless your marriage to be a long and happy one!”
“We ’preciate it.”
He was grinning when he hung up. He had rather a fondness for late-blooming romances.
 
They had found Sammy Barlowe; Bill Sprouse was preaching at First Baptist on Sunday; and as for himself, his weight was steady, his sugar hovering around normal, and he had his own preaching to do.
He should have been shouting for joy. Instead, he felt the old darkness moving upon him.
 
At four o’clock, he pulled on his running clothes and laced up his shoes. Exercise doesn’t take energy, he lectured himself, it gives energy, everybody knows that.
Barnabas came and stood by his knee, looking soulfully into his eyes. His was a profound dog, always had been. He put his arm around the large head, its dark coat now shot through with silver, and whispered, “You, my friend, are the best of the best.” He held his dog’s head close to his beating heart. There had never been, nor ever would be, a more boon companion than this.
“God be with you,” he said, hoarse.
He wandered down to the kitchen and opened the refrigerator and saw that Puny had left his dinner covered with foil, ready to be reheated. He peered under the foil.
Chicken-something, carrot-something, spinach-something. He was sure it would look more appetizing when hot, though he could have eaten the whole thing on the spot. He devoured a spoonful of peanut butter, instead, smiling to see that Puny had placed the Anglican Digest by his plate on the kitchen island, to keep him company at supper.
Instead of heading toward Farmer, he decided they’d run north on Main Street, hook a right, cross over Little Mitford Creek, hook another right, then take a left up to the hospital. Afterward, they’d run down Old Church Lane and across Baxter Park. This would give them better than a mile and a quarter, which was, after all, better than nothing. When Cynthia got home and things were back to normal, he’d make up for this week’s short time.
Cynthia…
He stood on his front steps, holding the red leash. He missed his wife. No wonder he was feeling blue. He had tried to keep himself from knowing this….
He experienced a sudden wave of emotion, something like the “sinking feeling” his mother used to talk about, and shrugged it off. His sugar was fine, he’d just checked it, and he’d drunk plenty of water—it was time to get on with it.
They trotted down the steps and along the walk and out to the street. Another beautiful August day in the mountains—but dry. Dry as tinder. The little rain they’d had was hardly enough to make a showing on the gauge. Harley had watered the roses with the soaking hose eight times, by Father Tim’s count, and the perennial beds were looking none too hale. In truth, the Mitford Muse had warned of a forthcoming Water Watch.
“Okay, old fellow,” he said, as they broke into a light run.
 
He huffed by the Woolen Shop and nearly steamrolled a woman coming out with a shopping bag.
“Excuse me, I’m sorry, I should look where I’m going—”
“No harm done in the least! Are you Father Tim?”
“Yes ma’am!”
She extended her hand, smiling. “Millie Tipton from Methodist Chapel.”
By George, she was wearing a collar….
“Reverend Tipton! Glad to meet you at last. Welcome to Mitford.” He’d have to bake her a pie, and be quick about it; she’d been in town several weeks.
“I’m proud to be here. I was hoping we might have coffee sometime. Even though you’re retired, I understand you’re still quite a force in Mitford. Everyone loves you.”
His face flushed. A former bishop had warned him never to completely trust a man loved by everyone. “Not everyone!” he insisted. “Perhaps you’ll join us one morning at the Grill, if you can bear the company of an aging clergyman, a grouchy newspaper editor, anda…a realtor.” He decided his buddy Mule defied description.
“A microcosm of the world social order!” she said, laughing. “I hear the Turkey Club meets around eight o’clock most mornings?”
“Alas, there are no secrets in Mitford!” he said.
 
Joe Ivey seemed pale, withered.
“They’s somethin’ else wrong, they don’t know what. They’re runnin’ tests enough t’ cave in th’ whole Medicare system.”
“Sorry you’re down, buddy, but you’ll get up again.”
“I hate t’ turn th’ haircut trade in this town over to that blankety-blank woman.”
“She’ll be swamped, all right, you’ve built up a good business. But you haven’t turned it over yet.”
“When Winnie rented ’er that space, Winnie seen it as a kind of hair emporium that would serve all y’r hair needs in one place—upstairs for a perm an’ rinse an’ whatnot, downstairs t’ my chair for a cut an’ maybe a shave. But nossir, Miz Fancy Pants got so she wanted th’ whole dern shebang.” Joe looked him in the eye. “I’m tryin’ not t’ hate ’er guts.”
“That’s the ticket. Keep trying! Ask God to help you.”
Joe sighed deeply. “You know th’ trouble with th’ barberin’ trade?”
“What’s that?”
“Nobody wants to do it n’more. Too much standin’ on your feet all day.”
“I hear you.”
“Varicose veins, lower back pain, bunions, I don’t know what all. That’s why I run off t’ Graceland that time t’ do security.”
“And God used that time in your life. Just think—at Graceland, you gave up drinking.”
Joe closed his eyes; a faint smile appeared on his face.
“You did give it up?”
Joe opened his eyes and burst into laughter. He laughed ’til he coughed. “Before God, I did, but I like to see you fret about whether I done it or not.”
“You scoundrel,” said the priest. “Let me pray for you.”
 
While he was on the hill, maybe he could work in a quick visit to Hope House—give Louella a kiss, swing by to see Pauline, catch up with his old friend Scott Murphy….
But no. He didn’t have it in him.
“Home,” he said to Barnabas.
They loped down Old Church Lane and hung a right into the cool, green shade of Baxter Park. Why did he so often forget about Baxter Park and its sweet, hidden beauty? It was time to bring his wife here again for a picnic, maybe in early October when the sugar maples were turning.
“Hello, Father!”
Barnabas came to a screeching halt, his hair bristling, as Lace Turner appeared with a brown Labrador puppy on a leash. Barnabas stood, stiff and suspicious, uttering a low growl.
“This is Guber!” said Lace, struggling to keep the leaping puppy at a proper distance.
“Goober?” What kind of name was that for a beautiful young woman’s dog?
“For gubernatorial. Hoppy says he looks gubernatorial, like our governor.”
“By George, he does! How are you, my dear?”
“Great! Look, Barnabas is getting friendly.”
His dog’s tail was now wagging, albeit with a dash of caution. The puppy was barking to beat the band, and eager to get at the black behemoth on the red leash.
“Think we could sit down and visit a minute?” asked Father Tim.
“I don’t think it would be a good idea,” she said, smiling. “But—we could try!”
She picked up her puppy and sat with it in her lap on one end of a park bench. He thumped down beside her.
“Ahh,” he said. “This is a treat!” Barnabas sprawled in the grass, his eyes alert to the puppy. “Are you excited about the University of Virginia?”
“Yes, sir. It’s beautiful there.”
“I visited as a young seminarian. I remember they don’t call their campus a campus.”
“Yes,” she said. “It’s called ‘the grounds.’”
“You’ll do well. And if you ever need prayer—for anything, at any time, please give me a call. Will you remember that?”
“Yes, sir. I will.”
“I wore my boots the other day.”
“Are they comfortable?”
“Very! Thanks again. One of the most thoughtful gifts I ever received.”
She smiled and nodded, pleased.
“When are you off?”
“Monday.”
“That’s when Dooley leaves, as well.”
She lowered her eyes and kissed the top of Guber’s velveteen head.
“We’ve found Dooley’s brother Sammy,” he said.
He heard her quick intake of breath.
“They’ve had a visit, we’re hopeful about the future.”
She continued to nuzzle the head of her puppy, silent.
“I’m sorry for the times Dooley has treated you rudely.”
She looked up at him; there was a flicker of sorrow in her amber eyes.
“He told me you once declined to return his call. I think that…hurt him, somehow.” He was meddling, of course. Preachers couldn’t seem to help themselves when it came to meddling.
“Why should I return his call, when he would only act arrogant and cold towards me?”
“That’s a good question. I don’t think he wants to act arrogant and cold towards you.”
“If he doesn’t want to, then he should stop doing it.” The anger he saw in her eyes might have been as ancient as the pyramids.
“Yes. I agree. He should. And Lace…”
“Yes, sir?”
“I believe he will.”
He didn’t know whether she heard him—or believed him.
“Look,” said Lace. “Guber is asleep.”
 
“You may leave early, if you’d like.”
They were packing most of the gardening books into boxes; except for a couple of storms, the season in Mitford had been too dry for much enthusiasm in the garden. Hope hated returns—all that work to write a book, and then, in the end, if it didn’t sell, off it went to a book graveyard.
“That’s OK, I’d rather stick around.”
“You were here late yesterday, it would be fine for you to leave early.” She didn’t think people on a small salary should be required to work overtime, free.
“Most people know the shop closes at six. It wouldn’t look right for me to be taking my ease at four-thirty.”
She thought his eyes as blue as the sea. “Why not?”
“I don’t want to cause any unnecessary talk or suspicion, because it all falls back on good people like you and Father Tim. If, God forbid, anything went wrong in town, a lot of eyes would turn to me—or to Harley. It’s just the way things are.”
“Things shouldn’t be that way.”
“Yes, but it’s the way things are.”
She saw the resolve in him. “Yes,” she said. “Well.”
She’d had few friends in her life, and had never once been friends with a man. But the feeling with George was different now; ever since the fall, it had been different. It was a nice, comfortable feeling.
“How’s your mother?” he asked.
“A little better. But not much. I think I should go see her in September.”
“You seem to be doing fine since your fall.”
“I feel wonderful, really. It’s hard to express, I’ve been trying to understand it. But something happened when I fell. Something…lovely.”
“I’m glad. I’ve been praying for you.”
She supposed that was what Christians did—they prayed for people. But she didn’t want them praying for her; it seemed an invasion of her privacy.
“You really needn’t bother to pray for me, I don’t believe in it.” Something of the old, cold reserve returned and chilled her heart.
“You don’t need to believe in it for me to pray for you. And it’s no bother, it’s a blessing.”
“Oh,” she said, looking at him. She supposed he was still handsome, but she didn’t see that now. What she was seeing, more and more, was his kindness.
“Since the fall,” he said, smiling, “you seem to be living up to your name.”
“Yes.” She mused on this with wonder. “I think that’s true. I never really believed in my name. Hope seemed very…alien. I thought I should have been a Janet or a Peggy.”
“I think Hope is right for you.”
“Thank you.” A lovely warmth flooded her heart; tears sprang to her eyes. It was as if she’d been given her name for the first time, in a kind of baptism. “I remember when you looked down at me in the window—you said, ‘Hope! ’ as if it were a command. I didn’t associate the word with my name; instead, it was something you were urging me to do.”
“Hope is a verb,” he said, “as well as a noun.”
They were sitting on the floor now instead of squatting, the open boxes between them.
“Where are your parents?” she asked. “Do they know you’re in Mitford?”
“My parents were killed in a plane crash fifteen years ago. I was in the plane, also.”
“Oh.” She couldn’t imagine such horror. “I’m sorry.”
“I was pinned in the cockpit for three days, in freezing temperatures. Broken legs, fractured skull.”
She shook her head, wordless.
“I made a deal with God then, but I didn’t keep my end of the bargain.”
“Are you…keeping your end of the bargain now?”
He smiled. “I’m trying.”
“Do you like it in Mitford?”
“Very much.”
“I don’t think I ever quite understood how you came here, why you picked Mitford.”
“I didn’t pick Mitford, God did. I thought I was driving without purpose or direction. Mitford seemed no more than a random choice for a place to hide from the feds. Now I know that God led me here and put me in the attic of Lord’s Chapel, specifically, so that when Father Tim prayed the prayer of salvation in the nave, I would be there—at that precise moment in time—to pray it, too.”
“Couldn’t it have happened anywhere?”
“Possibly. But I don’t think so. I think this was my place, and that was my time.”
“What sort of prayer is the prayer of salvation?” She had once read it in the letters-to-the-editor column of the Muse, but had no recollection of the words.
“It’s simple. Very simple.”
“But you don’t seem a simple person. What made you think it true or profound?”
“The Holy Spirit spoke to my heart, and I knew it to be true.”
She felt a slight shiver along her spine. The Holy Spirit. Speaking! “And it changed your life,” she said. It wasn’t a question; everyone in Mitford knew that some sort of prayer had changed the life of a man who turned himself in to face eight years of punishment.
“Yes.”
She didn’t relish the thought of asking him to recite the prayer, if, indeed, he could; it would seem awkward. But she wished to know its content; it was natural that she wished to know, she was a curious person.
She was debating this when the bell jangled on the door and three Mitford School teachers breezed in, chattering happily. Hope knew they’d stopped by the bakery before coming to the bookstore; their clothes brought in a carefree scent of cinnamon and chocolate.
 
He spoke with Cynthia at eight-thirty; she was missing him, too.
“You miss me, I miss you. Bookends!” she said, calling the two of them by an affectionate name she’d contrived during their courtship.
“But I’m glad I encouraged you to go.”
“You didn’t encourage me at all, you insisted! But thanks for making me do it, Timothy, it’s been a wonderful experience—exhausting, but wonderful.”
“It was good for me to send you away.”
“Why, dearest?”
“Because I’d grown afraid of losing you. Somehow, by sending you away, I lost the fear of losing you.”
“Why were you afraid?”
“Your success…. I wondered if it would overshadow what we had.”
“Nothing can do that, Timothy. And you can never, ever lose me, I refuse to be lost.”
“I love you, Kavanagh.” He was in the mood to be mushy with his wife. Life was short! “Madly.”
“I love you madly back!”
“I’ll have a surprise or two for you.” Salmon roulade was all he’d come up with so far, but surely he could think of something else.
“I love surprises,” she said, happy. “Now hurry to bed, sweetheart. You sound bushed.”
 
He read the evening office and was hurrying to bed, minding his wife.
Somehow, the day had seemed a hundred years long. It might have been another age and time when he’d driven with Buck and the children down the mountain and witnessed their joy. Even Dooley, who usually chose his words carefully, had talked nonstop going home—what they’d all do when they got together with Sammy again, how they might talk him into coming to Mitford for his first visit, how he would buy Sammy a really great pair of tennis shoes, plus he’d give him a lot of stuff he no longer wore….
Jessie was determined to give Sammy her savings, which amounted to more than forty dollars; Poo would probably hang on to his new bat, but would give his brother his catcher’s mitt and teach him to play softball; he was incredulous that Sammy didn’t know how to play softball….
He couldn’t let the day end without talking to his boy.
“Hey,” he said, when Dooley came to the phone.
“Hey, yourself!”
He heard the happiness in Dooley’s voice.
“Just wanted to call and say how glad I am for today.”
“Yes, sir. Me, too. I hate to go back Monday.”
“I know. When you come home for Thanksgiving, maybe we can get Sammy to come, too.” He felt an unexpected knot in his throat.
“He’s got bad teeth.”
“Yes.”
“Maybe somehow we could get his teeth fixed, like Miss Sadie left money to fix mine.”
“We can probably work that out.” What a great idea. “Can you spare the time to swing by on Monday, on your way to Georgia? I should have Cynthia home a few minutes after twelve. You can have lunch with us, fill up on Puny’s macaroni and cheese.”
“OK. Great.”
“Terrific.”
“You know when you were asking me what Reba Sanders is like?”
“Yes.”
“I forgot to tell you something.”
“Ah.”
“She’s beautiful. Really beautiful.”
“I’d like to meet her sometime. Which reminds me—I saw someone beautiful today.”
“Who?”
“Lace Harper.”
Silence.
“Don’t hold her car against her, son. She’s worth more than that. Far more. Remember the day Barnabas got hit? God enabled you to save his life. But you couldn’t have done it without Lace.
“Remember how she pitched in?” He was filled with emotion at the memory of his stricken dog, lying helpless in the street and bleeding from a wound in the chest cavity as his master stood by, more helpless still. Dooley had known exactly what to do, while Lace, leaning only on courage and raw instinct, assisted him as if trained.
“I feel the greatest gratitude and pride toward you both.”
“Yes, sir.”
Dooley had heard him; he felt the arrow hit its mark.
So, maybe he was meddling, but he felt good about it. One thing he would not do is tell Dooley about Guber. He remembered Dooley once saying how much he wanted a brown Lab. Dooley might hear about the puppy from someone else, but no, indeed, he would not hear it from yours truly.
 
Uncle Billy Watson lay in his bed at the rear of the Mitford town museum, next to his wife of more than a half century.
He heard her snoring, and could plainly see the glow of the street lamp through the window, yet in some way he couldn’t figure, he wasn’t lying in his bed at all.
He was standing barefooted by the train track in a bright cove of Turncoat Mountain, listening for the whistle and watching the hawks soar and dip on unseen waves of thermal.
Yesterday he’d stood by the track in the very same place, and waited for the log train to come roaring through, blasting cinders and noise, power and heat on its way to Mortimer, fourteen miles south.
The train wouldn’t even slow down here, nossir, this wasn’t even a wide place in the road, but something wonderful could happen anyhow, something nearly about as good as the train grinding to a stop and the conductor leaning out the window and hollering, “Want a ride, Little Billy?”
His uncle, who helped the conductor, had several times in the past throwed him a packet from the train—though nothing in the past had ever matched the plain wonder of the little tin box that landed in his hands yesterday.
He remembered the first time his uncle throwed something out the train window. It was a note weighted with a small stone and tied with twine. According to what his mama read off to him, the note said:
Little Billy, I see you standin by the trak ever day wavin & think of your mama and how I haint seen my baby sister in two year. one day ill get off in mortimer & walk back to visit yall. be a good boy help your mama. yrs truly uncle joe.

One time it was hard candy wrapped in a handkerchief that was none too clean.
Another time it was a pair of work shoes—but they was way yonder too little. He’d worn them anyhow, they’d near about crippled both feet, then passed them on to Maisie. His little sister had wore the shoes all day and slept in them at night, even though they was about two years this side of a good fit.
It was always a happy time standing there by the track, even if his uncle wasn’t on the train, or if he maybe waved and didn’t throw nothing down; it didn’t matter. It made him swimmy-headed just to stand there and let that blast of heat run by him, scorching his bones and rattling his teeth ’til he sometimes hollered for pure joy.
Whatever was throwed out, he never messed with it right there by the track. He as good as shut his eyes and run all the way home about three mile, before he’d let it enter his mind what he was toting.
Like the time he got shoes, he knowed they was shoes, the fact of them being shoes went straight to his heart and made it beat like a hammer striking, but he kept his mind plumb closed to the fact they was shoes ’til he got down to their little log house by the creek. That way, him and his mama and Maisie could all be surprised at the same time.
“What’s that you’re a-totin’?” asked his mama.
He’d set the shoes on the table and his mama give a little gasp, and then tears gushed out of her eyes. He didn’t say nothing and she didn’t say nothing, either. She just sat down and looked at the shoes like they was a bag of pure gold.
“Well,” she finally said, smiling at him. “Let’s see do they fit.”
But they didn’t fit. He shoved his bare, callused feet into the shoes like he’d seen his mama stuff ground pork into a casing. It was all he could do to get them in there and tie up the strings.
“They might fit Maisie,” she said.
“No ma’am, please, I want t’ wear these shoes, they was give to me.”
“Go on, then,” she said.
One time Uncle Joe had throwed out a little paper sack with a duck call in it. You blowed in one end and out the other end come a sound like a wild duck calling its mate. He studied whether to keep it or sell it, he could’ve sold it if he’d walked to Mortimer, but Uncle Joe might have got wind of it getting sold and got his feelings hurt so he kept it and carried it in his pocket for a long time, always blowing on it whenever the notion struck. It had been a treat better than candy; then he’d lost it jumping over a creek.
He remembered one Christmas him and Maisie got presents in a stocking. It was one of his pap’s old stockings with holes ever’ whichaway, it was hanging on a nail over the fireplace.
They had never had a Christmas stocking before, and he nearly wet hisself for pure happiness. But when it come right down to it, they wasn’t nothing in it to speak of.
Not one thing could match what Uncle Joe had throwed out of the train. Nossir. In the stocking was two oranges that got eat right up, and four little hard candies, two apiece, that they sucked on awhile, then took out of their mouth and laid up on the mantel to last another day, and a little doll for Maisie made out of corn shucks.
When he failed to carry on over the goods in the stocking, his pap said, “I’ll be et f’r a tater if you ain’t spiled rotten.”
And he reckoned he was. Anybody who’d already got shoes and duck calls and all, they was bound to be spiled rotten.
The train whistle sounded faintly from the north. It would be coming around by the old riverbed….
With his left hand, he patted his britches pocket to make sure the tin box was still there, and it was. His right hand held tight to what he’d worked on last night.
He had laid on the floor in front of the last of the little cook fire, to get the light, and with his mama helping him, managed to write a single line on a piece of paper his pap had brought him from the lumber company.
Writing just one line had taken what seemed like hours; he had erased again and again and again.
“Joe’s got a e on th’ end,” said his mama. “Looky, this is a e, you can make a e if I can!” She signed the e in the air, and he copied it on the paper.
“Don’t wear your pencil down too far,” his mama said. “Hit’s your drawin’ pencil.”
“That’s OK, I won’t need this ’un n’more, I’ll give this ’un to Maisie.”
“That drawin’ you do, hit’s not mortal,” said his mama. “Hit’s from th’ good Lord.”
“Looky here, is this e any good?”
“Hit is!” She clapped her hands together, and then a worried look come on her face. “I reckon I ought t’ send you off t’ school one day, where they can learn you to read an’ write.”
“No ma’am,” he said, “I ain’t a-goin’ t’ no school, I can learn m’self to read an’ write.”
It was bitter out by the track, but he was glad for no wind a-blowing. His bare feet stung with the cold, and he pulled his pap’s old coat around him good and tight. Then all of a sudden he heard the whistle getting louder. Here it come!
He hoped to the good Lord he could do this right. Everything in him wanted it to land smack-dab in Uncle Joe’s outstretched hands. What if it landed under the train and was grinded to bits? He prayed out loud for God in heaven to help him get the job done and not let old Scratch mess things up.
The train drew closer, clacketyclackclacketyclack.
If he ever got on that train, he knowed he’d never come back even if he did love his mama better than anything on earth and Maisie, too, and sometimes his pap.
Here it come, now, it had rounded the bend, and he seen Uncle Joe a-leaning out the window and waving. He waved back.
He’d never give Uncle Joe a dadjing thing before. Until yesterday, it had never entered his mind to do anything but wave.
His heart hammered. The train was nearly on him.
He drawed his arm back and throwed the best he could. The folded note, weighted with a stone and tied with a frayed apron sash, sailed up and up, over and over….
Deer uncle joe…
The passage of the note, with the apron string fluttering on the air, seemed to take a long time…it is th best thing i ever got…
…before it started falling down to where it was going, and then it landed—smack-dab in Uncle Joe’s hands….
Yrs truly billy
He didn’t have time to stand there patting hisself on the back, nossir.
He whipped that little tin box out of his britches pocket and the folded piece of paper out of his other britches pocket and set down on the rail, which was warm from the grinding of the great iron wheels, and balanced the box on his knee and opened it and took out one of the brand-new pencils he’d sharped with his mama’s butcher knife and began to draw the caboose of the train, in quick, sure, flying strokes, until the image on the paper became real to him, as real as the train that had just hurtled by, taking his breath away.
 
When the phone rang at two o’clock in the morning, Father Tim sat up in bed, anxious.
“Hello?”
“Is this th’ preacher?”
Rose Watson—he would know her voice anywhere. “Yes! What is it?”
“Get over here quick!” she squawked. “Bill Watson’s passed!”
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CHAPTER NINETEEN
A Day in Thy Courts

But Bill Watson had not passed.
After calling 911 and rushing to the Porter place to meet the ambulance, Father Tim found Uncle Billy semiconscious and Miss Rose hysterical.
“Dead as a doornail!” squawked the old woman.
“His heart is still beating!” he shouted.
“Still eating? Of course he was still eating, I suppose you think I starved him to death!”
“Oh, for Pete’s sake!” he thundered.
“A piece of cake? You want a piece of cake at a time like this?” Her voice rose by several decibels. “You’ll not get a piece of cake out of me!”
Thank heaven for that, he thought, hearing sirens race north along Main Street.
 
He rode in the ambulance with Uncle Billy, holding his hand and praying all the way, unmindful of how he’d get home from the hospital.
Nurse Kennedy, who was working the night shift, volunteered to drive him as soon as her break time came around.
It was four in the morning when he walked in the back door, arousing his dog, who had been waiting. He slumped into a chair in the study, too weary to navigate the stairs, then realized he’d failed to have Kennedy drive him to his car.
At four-thirty, he stumped upstairs, furious with himself and everybody else.
 
When the phone rang at six o’clock, he rolled over in bed and grabbed the blasted thing from the hook.
“Who’s there?” He surprised himself by answering with his father’s phone salutation.
“Good morning, Father Tim, it’s Beverly Hobgood.”
“Beverly Hobgood, Beverly Hobgood…” He had no idea.
“Bishop’s secretary!”
“Oh, yes! Of course!”
“I knew you were an early riser….”
“Absolutely.” His head was pounding.
“I’m calling to ask you to pray for Bishop, I know he would covet your prayers.”
“What is it?”
“Chest pains, very severe. He’ll go for testing today.”
No need to spend all that money to find out the cause, he wanted to say—it’s stress, pure and simple. “Yes, I will pray. Certainly! Faithfully! And I’ll ask others to pray.”
“He depends on you!” she said, her voice breaking.
“And I depend on him.”
When he hung up, he began to count the casualties. Joe Ivey, Uncle Billy, his bishop….
He lay back against the pillows and stared at the ceiling.
Why in heaven’s name didn’t Stuart retire? Now that he’d gotten the ball rolling, let someone else build the cathedral!
But what good would it do his bishop to retire? Get a load of the fix yours truly was in—stress here, stress there, stress everywhere. If things kept going like this, he’d be looking for a way to retire from being retired.
 
Tomorrow was a big day, a huge day, what with two morning services, the lakeside service, and a four-hour round trip that, but for the large donation to the Children’s Hospital, he would never in this lifetime have agreed to do.
As usual through the years, he couldn’t rest until the sermon was finished and he felt a certain peace about it. Yet, no matter what he did, it wouldn’t come together in the way he’d thought it might; the premise was strong, even powerful, but he couldn’t make the pieces add up.
Strung out! he thought. That vernacular seemed to describe with considerable eloquence the way he was feeling.
After the morning office, he knelt to pray but found his mind wandering like an untethered goat. He wanted to call his wife and ask her to intercede for him, but that would alarm her. Besides, what was he thinking? She was praying for him; she did so faithfully.
“Dear God,” he said aloud.
He remained on his knees in a kind of fog, finding he couldn’t get beyond that pitiful supplication.
 
He was priest-in-charge, he thought as he had breakfast at the kitchen island, but without any help to lean on. The deacon had been called away to a family funeral, and the church’s current senior warden was not, in his opinion, the one to visit Uncle Billy and pray with him.
Surely he himself could squeeze out a simple visit up the hill—one final effort and then home to seclude himself, take the phone off the hook, and delve the meaning of this thing he needed to communicate.
But no. He couldn’t do it. The very thought of trotting down Main Street to his car and driving up the hill to the hospital…and Miss Rose would, of course, need a ride to visit her husband…maybe Hessie Mayhew, maybe Esther Bolick, though they’d never forgive him for asking…
He finished his poached eggs, took two aspirin, and went to his desk, glad that Puny wouldn’t be in today.
“I preached as never sure to preach again, and as a dying man to dying men,” Richard Baxter had written in the seventeenth century. That’s how he wanted to preach. Every time may be the last time! Just as important, however, he wanted to preach with energy and enthusiasm as if for the first time. Well, he knew what he meant by all that….
Scott Murphy. The idea came out of the blue.
“Of course, Father,” said the Hope House chaplain. “I’ll be glad to go pray with him. Anything else while I’m there?”
“Joe Ivey. Room Two-fourteen. If you could…”
“No problem at all.”
“I owe you,” he said, relieved.
“Consider yourself indebted to the Lord, if you will, but not to me. The truth is, I’m forever in your debt.”
“How’s that?”
“For bringing me to Mitford. Remember how you hired me before I interviewed with Miss Sadie?”
He grinned. “Yes, that was a great presumption on my part, but completely instigated by the Holy Spirit. So consider yourself indebted to Him, if you will, but not to me.”
“Stalemate!” said Scott, laughing.
 
He spent the day in a kind of daze, walking his dog to the monument, opening and closing the refrigerator door, reading Emily Dickinson, Spurgeon, Whitefield. He read with absorption, grasping their meaning for long moments, then losing it and beginning again.
He kept his sermon notebook at his side, waiting….
 
At two o’clock in the morning, he realized he’d fallen asleep in his chair in the study, and found his notebook on the floor. He regretted waking. There seemed a film over the lamplit room, as if he were wearing sunglasses. It had nothing to do with his eyes and everything to do with his spirit. He felt at the end of himself.
Perhaps he should have gone forward with the medication for depression. The film, the darkness seemed always hovering nearby; if it disappeared for a time, it came back. He felt again a moment of panic—what if he were succumbing, as his father did, to the thing that brought down his marriage, brought down his business, ruined his health?
But he mustn’t dwell on that. He must dwell on the message, for the message still hadn’t come right.
He’d be forced to drum up something from days of yore, some antiquity that might be dredged from sermon notes stored in the study cabinet.
But he didn’t have what it might take even to dredge.
“Lord,” he said, “speak to me, please. I can’t go on like this. Speak to me in a way I can understand clearly. I’ve read Your word, I’ve sought Your counsel, I’ve whined, I’ve groveled, I’ve despaired, I’ve pled—and I’ve waited. And through it all, Lord, You’ve been so strangely silent.”
He sat for a time, in a kind of misery he couldn’t define; wordless, trying to listen, his mind drifting. Then at last he drew a deep breath and sat up straighter, determined.
“I will not let You go until You bless me!” he said, startled by his voice in the silent room.
He took his Bible from beside his chair and opened it at random.
Stop seeking what you want to hear, Timothy, and listen to what I have to tell you.
He felt no supernatural jolt; it happened simply. God had just spoken to his heart with great tenderness, as He’d done only a few times in his life before; it produced in him an utter calm.
“Yes,” he said. “Thank you. Thank you.”
Where the book had fallen open in his lap, he began to read with expectation and certainty.
He found the passage only moments later. Instantly, he knew: He’d discovered at last what God had held in reserve—expressly for him, expressly for now, and expressly for tomorrow morning.
The peace flowed in like a river.
Though he’d known for decades that the exhortation was there in First Thessalonians, and had even preached on it a time or two, it came to him now as if it were new, not ancient, wisdom. It came to him with the utterly effulgent certainty that this Scripture was his, and he might seize upon it as upon a bright sword that would help him pierce…
…pierce what?
The darkness.
The time to begin was now.
“Thank You,” he whispered, “for this time of darkness.”
 
“You up, brother?”
“Bill! Good morning! You’re preaching today, and I’m praying for you!”
“I don’t mind tellin’ you I’ve got butterflies. How about you?”
“Running on fumes, not enough sleep. But God is faithful; this morning He gave me something I’ve needed for a long time.”
“You might say He’s done th’ same for me, that’s why I’m callin’. He laid it on my heart last night that I was to thank you.”
“Thank me?”
“You know that stop sign…”
“I do.”
“He’s been showin’ me that I was to take that stop sign as a sign to stop. Before I got stopped by th’ stop sign, you might say, I was runnin’ around in circles like a chicken with its head cut off. I’d been so busy workin’ for Him that I’d fallen out of relationship with Him! These weeks have been long, but they’ve been good. I’ve had wonderful times of fellowship with th’ Holy Spirit, an’ time with Rachel that we haven’t had in years. An’ to cap it all off, He’s brought me Buddy.”
“Coals to Newcastle.”
“To tell th’ truth, I feel brand-new. And I just wanted to thank you, Tim, for lettin’ th’ Lord use you, as bad as it all seemed to be for both of us.”
In the space of a few hours, he had twice been succored.
“Thank you,” he said, hard-pressed to speak. “Thank you.”
 
Esther Bolick settled into the worn oak pew with a certain satisfaction.
This was where she and Gene always sat, unless some thoughtless parishioner nabbed their spot before they could get to it. You’d think people would respect the place you’d chosen and been faithful to for twenty-three years, but no, some people didn’t care where you sat, much less where they sat. One Sunday they’d plop down next to the choir stall in the rear and another Sunday they’d turn up in the first row, gospel side.
She’d occupied this same spot since way before Father Tim came. It was like home. The minute she sat down, she was as rooted as a turnip, which, in times like these, she considered a blessing.
She opened her pew bulletin and squinted at the order of service. Oh, law, there was that communion hymn she could never get right to save her life! Minnie Lomax from the Collar Button used to sit beside her and Gene every Sunday morning ’til the fateful day when, singing her brains out, she, Esther Big Mouth Bolick, had squawked for all to hear, “When I fall on my face with my knees to the rising sun,/Oh, Lord have mercy on me….”
The next Sunday, Minnie had gone across the aisle, where she remained to this day. Esther decided to keep her trap shut during hymn 325.
She was pleased that she and Gene were fifteen minutes early. Being early gave her time to collect her wits, which had been blown on the wind all week like bedsheets on a clothesline.
Thank the Lord, Father Tim was back again. Two Sundays in a row! She tried to keep her opinion to herself about why she was so glad to have him back, but the truth was, she’d never warmed up to Father Talbot, though she’d been impressed to start with.
You take Father Tim—he was a big hugger and hand-shaker, even a kisser. He’d whopped her one on the cheek when she and Gene had their first grandbaby, and given her a hug into the bargain.
But you take Father Talbot. If you started to hug him, he jumped back a foot, probably because you might mess up his hair. Or was it a wig? Nobody knew for certain, but his hair always looked perfect, like it was never slept in.
And another thing. It seemed like Father Talbot had this relationship with God that he didn’t want to share. Somehow, it was just him and God, with nothing dribbling out on his parishioners. On the other hand, he was smart as a whip, using words she’d never heard before in her life. Plus, his sermons were like the front page of the newspaper. Unfortunately, she had already read the newspaper by the time she got to church and so occasionally took a nap while he preached.
Somebody said he’d gone to Harvard. Or was it University of Michigan? She could never remember which. The story was, he’d come out of college as a stockbroker. According to Hessie Mayhew, who knew all about the Episcopalians even though she belonged to the Presbyterians, he did stockbroking ’til he was forty, then got called and went to seminary. Maybe his late start was the problem. She wondered how his wife liked him jumping from one job to another.
Anyway, it was a blessing to have Father Tim again, she didn’t know why they couldn’t let him attend his old church—what an aggravation it must be to tool over to Wesley every Sunday! The problem, of course, was that ridiculous church law saying the old priest couldn’t hang around because everybody would run to him and leave the new priest out on a limb.
There went the bells chiming! Since childhood, that had been one of her favorite things about church. Then the organ cranked up the prelude. Though she had no idea what music it was, she knew it was something Father Tim liked, Richard often played it in the old days….
It was easy to think, if only for a moment, that nothing had changed—except, of course, that Father Talbot had talked the vestry into having the carpet yanked up so the choir would have better acoustics. Unbelievable! Walk down the aisle on a snowy Sunday morning with your boots melting snow on that slick wood floor, and blam! down you could go, ending up in the hospital with a broken hip and a blood clot racing to your heart. Or was it your brain?
She would never in a hundred years understand church politics.
 
Hélène Pringle stepped from the bright, warm sunlight into the cool, sweet shadow of the narthex.
Before she quite recovered from the small shock to her senses, someone thrust a copy of the pew bulletin into her hand and gave her a surprised, albeit warm, greeting, which, to her regret, she returned in French.
She was trembling slightly, with both fear of the unknown and a deep, childlike excitement.
The service would be different from the services her grandmother had forced her, for a brief period, to attend in that great, cold church built of stone. She’d hardly ever understood anything the priest had said, for the echo made his voice sound tremulous and metallic, as if it were coming from the walls and not from a man. The acoustics, however, had done wondrous things for the voices of the choir; she remembered the goose bumps she felt as a nine-year-old; they prickled along her spine and made her hair feel as if it were standing.
She was afraid she wouldn’t know what to say or do in this morning’s service, though someone had declared that Episcopal and Catholic liturgies weren’t so vastly different, in the end. Of course, the whole Episcopal thing had come about in the first place because of Henry the Eighth, who’d been a vain and vulgar man, to say the least. She wondered that anyone would admit to being part of something he’d established. But she sensed the moment she awoke this morning that she had to be here, and so she had arisen and dressed, asking the unseen Being on the other side of the drapery to help her select attire that wouldn’t stand out or offend.
She suspected there would be a lot of kneeling and jostling about, which led her to choose the very back row, on the side by the stained-glass window of the Sermon on the Mount, where she tried to shrink herself as small as she possibly could, so no one would notice she was there.
“How lovely is thy dwelling place,
O Lord of hosts, to me!
My thirsty soul desires and longs
Within thy courts to be;
My very heart and flesh cry out,

O living God, for thee.
Beside thine altars, gracious Lord,
The swallows find a nest;
How happy they who dwell with thee
And praise thee without rest,
And happy they whose hearts are set
Upon the pilgrim’s quest.

They who go through the desert vale
Will find it filled with springs,
And they shall climb from height to height
Till Zion’s temple rings
With praise to thee, in glory throned
Lord God, great King of kings.

One day within thy courts excels
A thousand spent away;
How happy they who keep thy laws
Nor from thy precepts stray,
For thou shalt surely bless all those
Who live the words they pray.”

Hope Winchester entered the church as the pipe organ began the prelude, and looked around anxiously for a place to sit. There was only one person in the rear pew on the left.
Thinking the rear pew a good choice, she slid in quickly, noting that Hélène Pringle occupied the other end. She nodded to Miss Pringle, who had bought note cards at Happy Endings just last week.
She consulted her pew bulletin, turned in the prayer book to page 355, and hugged the open book to her chest. She’d been inside Lord’s Chapel only twice before, and was feeling utterly naked, as if she were raw and exposed altogether. She hoped she wouldn’t make a fool of herself, and especially hoped that George wasn’t sitting where he could see her in case she did. She only knew that it was important to be here this morning, though she wasn’t sure why.
Perhaps, she thought, it was because she’d given up being a noun, and was being transformed into a verb.
 
“In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, amen,” he said, crossing himself.
“I wrestled with this morning’s message as Jacob wrestled with the angel, until at last I said to God, ‘I will not let You go until You bless me.’
“I had prayed and labored over a sermon, the title of which is listed in your bulletin and which no longer has anything to do with what I have to say to you this morning, nor does it delve the meaning of today’s Propers.
“What I’d hoped to say was something we all need to know and ponder in our lives, but the message would not come together, it would not profess the deeper truth I felt God wanted me to convey.
“And the reason it would not is simple:
“I was writing the wrong sermon.
“Then…at the final hour, when hope was dim and my heart bruised with the sense of failure, God blessed me with a completely different message—a sermon expressly for this service, this day, this people.”
Father Tim smiled. “The trouble is, he gave me only four words.
“I was reminded, then, of Winston Churchill, how he was called to deliver the convocation address at his old school—where, by the way, he had not done well, his headmaster had predicted nothing but failure for Churchill. He was called to give the address and he stood to the podium and there was an enormous swell of excitement among the pupils and faculty that here was a great man of history, a great man of letters and discourse, about to tell them how to go forward in their lives.
“Mr. Churchill leaned over the podium, looked his audience in the eye, and here, according to legend, is what he said; this is the entire text of his address that day:
“‘Young men, nevah, nevah, nevah give up.’
“Then he sat down. That was his message. Seven words. In truth, if he had said more, those seven words might not have had the power to penetrate so deeply, nor counsel so wisely.
“Last night, alone in my study, God gave me four words that Saint Paul wrote in his second letter to the church at Thessalonica. Four words that can help us enter into obedience, trust, and closer communion with God Himself, made known through Jesus Christ.
“Here are the four words. I pray you will inscribe them on your heart.”
Hope Winchester sat forward in the pew.
“In everything…give thanks.”
Father Tim paused and looked at those gathered before him. At Emma Newland…Gene Bolick…Dooley Barlowe…Pauline Leeper…Hope Winchester…Hélène Pringle. Around the nave his eyes gazed, drawing them close.
“In everything, give thanks. That’s all. That’s this morning’s message.
“If you believe as I do that Scripture is the inspired Word of God, then we see this not as a random thought or an oddly clever idea of His servant, Paul, but as a loving command issued through the great apostle.
“Generally, Christians understand that giving thanks is good and right.
“Though we don’t do it often enough, it’s easy to have a grateful heart for food and shelter, love and hope, health and peace. But what about the hard stuff, the stuff that darkens your world and wounds you to the quick? Just what is this everything business?
“It’s the hook. It’s the key. Everything is the word on which this whole powerful command stands and has its being.
“Please don’t misunderstand; the word thanks is crucial. But a deeper spiritual truth, I believe, lies in giving thanks in…everything.
“In loss of all kinds. In illness. In depression. In grief. In failure. And, of course, in health and peace, success and happiness. In everything.
“There’ll be times when you wonder how you can possibly thank Him for something that turns your life upside down; certainly there will be such times for me. Let us, then, at times like these, give thanks on faith alone… obedient, trusting, hoping, believing.
“Perhaps you remember the young boy who was kidnapped and beaten and thrown into prison, yet rose up as Joseph the King, ruler of nations, able to say to his brothers, with a spirit of forgiveness, ‘You thought evil against me, but God meant it for good, that many lives might be spared.’ Better still, remember our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, who suffered agonies we can’t begin to imagine, fulfilling God’s will that you and I might have everlasting life.
“Some of us have been in trying circumstances these last months. Unsettling. Unremitting. Even, we sometimes think, unbearable. Dear God, we pray, stop this! Fix that! Bless us—and step on it!
“I admit to you that although I often thank God for my blessings, even the smallest, I haven’t thanked Him for my afflictions.
“I know the fifth chapter of First Thessalonians pretty well, yet it just hadn’t occurred to me to actually take Him up on this notion. I’ve been too busy begging Him to lead me out of the valley and onto the mountaintop. After all, I have work to do, I have things to accomplish…alas, I am the White Rabbit everlastingly running down the hole like the rest of the common horde.
“I want to tell you that I started thanking Him last night—this morning at two o’clock, to be precise—for something that grieves me deeply. And I’m committed to continue thanking Him in this hard thing, no matter how desperate it might become, and I’m going to begin looking for the good in it. Whether God caused it or permitted it, we can rest assured—there is great good in it.
“Why have I decided to take these four words as a personal commission? Here’s the entire eighteenth verse:
“‘In everything, give thanks…for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus concerning you.’
“His will concerning you. His will concerning me.
“This thing which I’ve taken as a commission intrigues me. I want to see where it goes, where it leads. I pray you’ll be called to do the same. And please, tell me where it leads you. Let me hear what happens when you respond to what I believe is a powerful and challenging, though deceptively simple, command of God.
“Let’s look once more at the four words God is saying to us…by looking at what our obedience to them will say to God.
“Our obedience will say, ‘Father, I don’t know why You’re causing, or allowing, this hard thing to happen, but I’m going to give thanks in it because You ask me to. I’m going to trust You to have a purpose for it that I can’t know and may never know. Bottom line, You’re God—and that’s good enough for me.’
“What if you had to allow one of your teenagers to experience a hard thing, and she said, ‘Mom, I don’t really understand why you’re letting this happen, but you’re my mom and I trust you and that’s good enough for me’?”
He looked around the congregation. “Ah, well,” he said, “probably not the best example.”
Laughter.
“But you get the idea.
“There are, of course, many more words in the first letter to the Thessalonians. Here are just a few:
“‘Pray without ceasing.’
“‘Abstain from all appearance of evil.’
“‘Quench not the Spirit.’
“These words, too, contain holy counsel and absolute truth.
“But the words which God chose for this day, this service, this pastor, and this people, were just four. Yes, do the other things I command you to do, He says, but mark these.”
He gazed upon his former flock with great tenderness.
“Mark these.”
Hélène Pringle realized she had been holding her breath for what seemed a very long time.
“When we go out into this golden morning and meet in our beautiful churchyard, let those who will, follow yet another loving command from Paul’s letter. ‘Greet the brethren with an holy kiss!’
“Amen.”
Miss Pringle exhaled; and then, with the congregation, gave the response.
“Amen!”
 
Hélène Pringle went quickly out the side door of the church and along the street to the corner of Main and Wisteria, where she stopped for a moment and looked back.
She hadn’t wanted anyone to kiss her, not at all, that was the trouble with Americans, they required a lot of touching. Yes, of course, the French greeted each other with a kiss—a kiss on both cheeks, for that matter—but it meant nothing in particular. It seemed to her that the holy kiss the father spoke about might actually mean something, though she wasn’t sure what.
She trembled slightly, and wondered what on earth was grieving the father so deeply. Then she turned and hastened up Wisteria Lane toward the old rectory, where Barbizon would be wanting his liver snacks.
 
Hope Winchester had gotten over feeling naked and now felt fully clothed, able to stand in the sunshine and talk with several of her customers, as young people passed trays of cookies and lemonade in paper cups.
“Why, bless your heart!” said Esther Bolick. “Look who’s here!”
“Will wonders never cease?” A choir member who collected Penguin Classics gave her a hug.
Though Hope didn’t see George, Harley Welch bobbed his head in her direction and offered a shy grin.
She was turning to go down the walk when the chaplain from Hope House, standing with a group on the church walk, suddenly swung around and jabbed her in the ribs with his elbow.
“Ouch!” she said.
“Miss Winchester! I’m so sorry.”
He looked sincerely distressed.
“It’s all right,” she said. “Really.”
Scott Murphy turned and picked a small, cream-colored hydrangea blossom from the bush next to the church walk. He smiled congenially, ducked his head in a modest bow, and handed the bloom to her. “Forgive me!”
Having no idea what to do with it, she tucked it into the small chignon she’d been wearing these days.
“There you go!” he said, looking pleased.
She thought the chaplain, whom she’d seen only twice, and both times in blue jeans, looked very grown-up in a tie.
For someone whose life consisted of little more than going to the bookshop and home again, she found church a dizzying whirl of laughter, music, cookies, pealing bells, new ideas, children playing on the lawn, and people who were generally swarming like bees in a hive.
Father Tim walked over and gave her a kiss on the cheek.
She touched her cheek and smiled. “A holy kiss!”
“Yes. We’re happy to see you, Hope.”
Hope! Once again, her name sounded brand-new.
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CHAPTER TWENTY
In Everything

After a quick lunch, he rang the number in Kinloch. No answer.
“Barnabas!”
Barnabas crawled from under the hall table and stretched. Then he trotted to the study and sat down, looking steadily at Father Tim.
“How would you like to get out of Dodge?”
The Great Wagging of the Tail began.
“Meet new squirrels! See new sights! Broaden your horizons!”
The wagging accelerated.
The crowd in Kinloch would surely have a corner where he could tether his dog to a table leg, or perhaps some intrepid youth would dog-sit him in a rear pew.
He went to the study and thumped onto the sofa for a thirty-minute nap. Then he got up and changed clothes, foraged in his desk drawer for his handwritten directions, rounded up a dog bowl and bottles of water for the car, and set a dish of tinned liver on the floor by the refrigerator.
“Violet,” he said, “you’re on your own.”
He felt wonderful, he felt eager.
He felt ready for anything.
 
They were well out of Mitford and heading north, north where the rain had obviously come with greater regularity and the hills were still green with summer.
“How about a little Wordsworth?” he asked his dog, who, in the passenger seat, rode belted in and looking straight ahead.
No response. He supposed Barnabas had heard enough of Wordsworth over the years.
“Longfellow, then!”
Barnabas flicked his left ear.
“Let’s see.” He’d have to dig deep for Longfellow, it had been a while….
“I’m noodling my noggin,” he explained to his companion.
Ah, but it was good to be off and away, with no one to mind what a country priest might say to his best friend.
 
He pulled the steep grade to Kinloch, listening to a country music station. “What’s made Milwaukee famous has made a fool out of me….”
Feeling expansive, he considered a few things he’d like to do now that the weight seemed to have lifted off his chest, off his heart.
First, he’d like to visit Homeless Hobbes in his new digs. Also, he wanted to build a latticework fence around their garbage cans, take the twins to a movie in Wesley, and…definitely!…make Mississippi barbecue for George and Harley.
What else? He was going to finish the book of essays if it killed him.
Driving up the side of a mountain on a dazzling afternoon made life’s possibilities seem bright and endless.
 
A car was waiting for him in the parking lot, the sort of car that suggested Kinloch was a comfortable parish. Settled by Scots in the late eighteenth century, Kinloch was now known as a venerable stronghold of ample cottages built in the twenties by Florida money and passed down through succeeding generations. Given its lush and manicured banks, even the lake appeared well-heeled.
“Father Kavanagh! Welcome!”
Stout, gray-haired, and lively, Mary Fisher gave him a bone-crushing handshake, then snatched the hanging vestments from his hand and hung them in the car. As Barnabas relieved himself at the water’s edge, she opened the passenger door and all but lifted him onto the seat. “I was told to take good care of you!” she shouted, obviously a dash hard-of-hearing.
“Wait! My dog…”
“Dog? What dog?” Mary Fisher turned to look as Barnabas galloped up to the astonished woman and thumped down at her feet, panting.
“Good Lord!” she gasped, crashing backward against the car.
“It’s a bit out of the ordinary, I admit, but I hoped that someone might—”
“Nobody said anything about a dog!”
“True, true. I failed to mention it. But he’ll be no trouble. And look! I washed him! He’s clean as a pin!” He maneuvered his dog onto the backseat as Mary Fisher grumbled her way to the driver’s side, where she leaped behind the wheel, put the car in reverse, and backed up at dizzying speed.
“The lake…,” he muttered.
“What about it?” she bawled.
She had nearly backed into it, that’s what about it. He figured this experience would make riding with Hélène Pringle look like a Lord’s Chapel coffee hour.
He turned and peered at his dog, clinging to the leather for dear life as Mary Fisher floored the accelerator and they lurched ahead.
“So what are you preachin’ on today?”
“Ah…” He gripped the handle above the passenger door as his driver made a sudden right-hand turn and hauled up a narrow lane carved into the side of a steep hill. His sermon topic fled all conscious memory.
“How many are we expecting?” he asked.
“What’s that?”
“How many are we expecting?” he boomed in his pulpit voice.
“God only knows!”
Flying around a curve, it appeared likely they would meet the panel truck head-on, but Mary Fisher deftly whipped around it. He would have considered leaping out, but it was a considerable drop into the gorge, with no guardrails in sight. Weren’t there laws about guardrails? Perhaps he’d walk back to the parking lot after the service.
He looked at his watch. Seven minutes after five. His visit to Kinloch felt protracted before it had hardly begun.
“See over there?” His driver slung her arm in front of his face and pointed toward a large house topping a mountain ridge. “That’s where we’re headed.”
“Good to know,” he said, as she rounded a curve.
Seeing a straight stretch before them, Mary Fisher hammered down on the accelerator. Clearly she had driven professionally. The Grand Prix, perhaps, or maybe only Talladega.
“Here you go!” she said, wheeling at last into a gravel drive and jumping out.
“Is the chapel nearby?” he asked as she opened his door.
“What’s that?”
“The chapel. Is it nearby?”
“Right, this is goodbye! You won’t see me ’til I haul you down after the service.” She opened the rear door and Barnabas spilled out like so much molasses. “Nobody said anything about a dog!” she reminded him.
“Right. Sorry. Really.” He snatched his vestments himself.
 
Mary Fisher had ushered him into a bedroom where he might change before going on to the chapel. Though it was clearly a home, and an unusually handsome one at that, no one was around. Everyone was at the chapel, he supposed, setting things up.
Barnabas sprawled in a corner, definitely out of sorts from the winding drive up the mountain. In truth, the priest wasn’t feeling so well, either. Robed and wearing his stole, he walked up the hall, looking for a kitchen. He’d left the dog bowl and water in his car, and they could both use a good, long drink. Why wasn’t someone around to see to things? It was a little…he searched for a word…eerie, somehow.
He found a bowl, and hoping nobody would mind—it was only stoneware, not porcelain, he reassured himself—filled it at the kitchen sink. As he did so, he noticed a familiar but indefinable smell in the room. He stood motionless for a moment, trying to name it, but found he couldn’t.
After drinking a glass of water, he hurried to the bedroom with the water bowl.
He supposed he should set the bowl on a towel, Barnabas’s water-lapping style had a way of distributing heavy precip over a large area; better still, he’d set it on the tiled floor of a small sitting room adjoining the bedroom, and mop up afterward with his handkerchief.
Of course he shouldn’t have brought Barnabas, it had been a foolish, last-minute notion and a desire for company. Now here he was, dirtying people’s bowls. He was mildly disgusted with himself. Retirement, of course, was the culprit. Unless one kept one’s hand in, things seemed to slide downhill.
Barnabas drank with great thirst and crashed onto the sitting room floor for a nap.
Five-thirty. Why didn’t someone come for him? And there was the smell again. What was it about that smell? Though faint, it repulsed him. He flexed his right hand, feeling the stiffness from gripping the car handle.
He paced the room, anxious, before realizing what he needed.
He needed prayer.
Dropping to his knees by a striped wing chair, he crossed himself. “Almighty and eternal God,” he prayed aloud, “so draw our hearts to Thee, so guide our minds, so fill our imaginations, so control our wills, that we may be wholly Thine, utterly dedicated unto Thee; and then use us, we pray Thee, as Thou wilt, and always to Thy glory and the welfare of Thy people, through our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.”
There. Better! Much better. He rose and peered through the window, where he saw only a bank covered with rhododendron. Where was the lake for this so-called lakeside service? Five thirty-two.
He turned, startled by his dog’s deep growl.
“Good afternoon, Father.”
Ed Coffey closed the door to the sitting room and looked at him, unsmiling. “Making yourself at home, I see.”
His heart pounded into his throat. “What are you doing here?”
“I’m just checking this door,” said Ed. He heard the lock click, and Barnabas barking on the other side.
“No!” he shouted, racing across the room. “Wait!”
Ed Coffey stepped quickly through an adjoining door as Edith Mallory stepped in.
“Timothy!” she said, closing the door behind her. “How good of you to come.”
He stood rooted to the spot, his breath short. “What do you mean by this?”
She smiled. “I paid a generous sum for you to come here. Therefore, I’m entitled to your company.” She shrugged. “That’s all.”
She walked across the room and sat on the love seat by the window. “Do sit down, Timothy.”
“I will do no such thing.” He went to the sitting room door and jiggled the knob.
“Barnabas! Are you there?” Silence. He turned quickly to the other door, frantic.
“It’s locked, Timothy.” Edith lifted the lid of a box next to the love seat and withdrew one of the long, dark Tiparillos she was known to smoke. She held it between her fingers before lighting it. “Ed will open it just after six-thirty. I’ve bought an hour of your time and I expect to have an hour of your time.”
She smiled in a manner he’d always thought ghastly.
“Consider me your congregation,” she said.
“Is Barnabas still in the other room?”
“Of course not. You’re far too courteous to disturb your congregation with the barking of a dog.”
“Edith, believe me, believe me…” He would throttle her with his own hands, he would.
“Believe you in what way?” She flicked a silver lighter. The end of her Tiparillo glowed; she inhaled deeply.
There! That was the sickly sweet smell he hadn’t been able to identify.
“If anything at all happens to my dog, I shall take every measure under heaven to see you brought down.”
“Umm,” she said, smiling again. “You’re far more attractive when you’re angry; I always thought so.”
“You are a wicked and unkind woman, Edith.”
“You’ve said worse about me in the past.”
“Everything I’ve ever said about you I’ve said to your face.”
“Speaking of my face, you may notice that I’ve had a little…touch-up here and there. Do you like it?”
“No cosmetic procedure is capable of disguising a cruel spirit.”
“Oh, please. You’re in your usual high-and-mighty clerical mode, I see. Look around you, Timothy. Do you like this house? I bought it recently, already furnished with exquisite antiques. And what do you think of this rug? It’s Aubusson, of course, early Federal period. I know how you love beautiful things, it’s a shame you’ve never been able to afford them. All this might have been yours, once, along with many other comforts I’m able to offer. But you fancied yourself too proud. You know what is said about pride, of course.”
She patted the cushion beside her. “Come, Timothy. Come preach to me and save my soul.”
“I cannot save your soul. That is strictly the business of the Holy Spirit.”
“Then come and pray for me, dear Timothy.”
“Don’t taunt me, Edith. And don’t blaspheme God with your insincere remarks.”
“But I’m not at all insincere, I mean it truly. You’ve never prayed for me, just the two of us. I’ve always had to share you with hordes of people. You went ’round to everyone but me, Timothy, for more than sixteen years.” She made a pout and looked at him with the large, gold eyes he’d always likened to those of a lynx painted on velvet.
Since Pat Mallory died, she had done everything in her power to seduce and harass him; he would never have dreamed of praying with her alone. “I’ve often prayed for you, Edith. And often I had no desire at all to do it.”
“Do you think God answers prayer that isn’t prayed sincerely?”
“It was prayed sincerely. For years I’ve prayed you might turn from your coldness of heart and hurtful indiscretions, and surrender your life to Him. I don’t have to feel warm and fuzzy to pray that prayer for you, I pray it with my will alone, in accordance with the will of God that you abandon your soul to the One Who created you, the One Who died for you, and the only One Who is capable of truly loving you.”
She inhaled and let the smoke out slowly. “I’ve always found it hard to believe that God would love someone who doesn’t love Him.”
“That’s the way humans think. God is different. He loves us no matter what.”
“Timothy, there’s no way you’ll get me to believe that. Ever.”
“You’re right. There’s no way I can get you to believe that. The Holy Spirit, however, can get you to believe that, if He so chooses.”
He walked across the room to her. “Now tell me. What exactly is the nature of this charade?” He stood at the love seat, cold with anger. “Why are you holding me in a locked room? What are your intentions?” He swallowed down the fear. He could always break through a window….
“My intentions? I was forced to give away an additional twenty-five thousand dollars to keep the U.S. Treasury from being miffed with me. I called you in hopes we could come up with a plan, but you hung up on me.
“When you did that, I thought, how delicious to give money away and have some fun doing it! It’s quite a compliment, Timothy. I could have offered the hospital a piddling five thousand and given the remainder elsewhere. You would have come, of course, for a piddling five thousand. Shame on you, that’s why you’ll never amount to anything when it comes down to it. You should thank heaven for your wife, who amounts to so much more in the world’s view.” She looked at him through narrowed eyes and inhaled again.
“By the way,” she said, “if you tell anyone the room was locked, I shall deny it and say you made improper advances toward me.”
“What would you have me do, Edith?” He could not commit murder. He could not and would not. But he relished the thought for the briefest moment. His mouth tasted of bile.
“I’d have you deliver what you were paid to deliver.”
“A sermon? A full liturgy?”
“For twenty-five thousand dollars, Timothy, I should think a full liturgy would be in order. Wouldn’t you?”
“There are two problems with that. One is that I have no communion set with which to administer the Holy Eucharist. The other is that something crucial is required of the soul who presents himself to the Host. You must be earnestly willing to repent of your sins.”
She threw up her hands in mock helplessness. “Then it’s simple. We skip the communion! I must say, you look charming in that stole. Isn’t it the one Pat and I gave you years ago?”
“It is not.”
“Well, then, do begin.” She drew another Tiparillo from the box and flicked the lighter. The tip glowed as she inhaled.
He stood dumbstruck, praying the prayer that never failed. What did God want of him in this thing? What could He possibly have intended by bringing him face-to-face with Edith Mallory in a locked room? It was a dream, a nightmare.
His knees, he realized, had begun to shake. He sat down at once in the armchair next to the love seat.
“I’ll give you your hour, Edith. Happily. There’s a little girl at the hospital right now, four years old, I think—her leg was broken by her uncle because she tried to run away from his abuse. Another child was born with a hole in his heart and is facing his third medical procedure. I could go on. The point is, if such an hour as this can spare these children even a moment of suffering—”
“You gag me, Timothy, with your preacher talk. Will you never weary of such pap?”
“Never.”
“You’re not alone, you know, in wanting to serve God. I want to serve God, too.”
“Yes, of course, but only in an advisory capacity.”
She furrowed her brow. “What do you mean?”
“Never mind.”
“You’re rude. You were always rude to me, Timothy. I find no excuse for it. Nor would God.” She pouted again, drawing her mouth down at the corners.
“Would you care to put your cigarette out?”
“I wouldn’t care to.”
He stood. “Let us begin.” His knees trembled, still. “Blessed be God; Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.”
He waited for her response. “Will you respond?”
“And blessed be His kingdom,” she said, snappish, “now and forever. Amen.”
“Almighty God, to You all hearts are open, all desires known, and from you no secrets are hid….” He didn’t know how he could get through this; it was a travesty. All he wanted was for God to get him out of this preposterous mess. He sat down again, humbled and desperate, without any poise left in him.
“Give me a moment,” he said. The message of the morning service, which seemed days in the past, suddenly came to him with the complete conviction with which he’d preached it. In everything…
“Oh, forget that stuff you learned from a book! I never wanted you to do a full liturgy, anyway, I could never remember all those tiresome responses. All I wanted is for you to talk to me, Timothy, to…to hold me.”
She leaned forward on the love seat. “You’re a human being, you have feeling and passion like everyone else. Are you so frightened of your passion, Timothy?”
As she placed her hand on his knee, he recoiled visibly, but didn’t get up and move away. Instead, fighting down the nausea, he thanked God for putting him in this room, at this time, for whatever reason He might have.
Be with me, Lord, forsake me not. I’m going to fly into the face of this thing.
He removed her hand from his knee and took it in his. He was trembling inside as he did it, but his hand was steady, without the palsy of fear.
“Let’s begin by doing what you asked. Let me pray for you, Edith.” Her hand felt small and cold in his, like the claw of a bird, the palm surprisingly callous. He felt her flinch, but she didn’t withdraw her hand—the beating of her pulse throbbed against his own.
He bowed his head. “Father.”
But he could do no more than call His name. “Abba!” he whispered. Help me!
Christ went up into the mountain; He opened His mouth and taught them…But I say unto you, Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for them which despitefully use you….
“Bless your child Edith with the reality of your Presence,” he prayed, and was suddenly mute again.
He was forcing himself to intercede for her; it was stop and start, like a mule pulling a sled through deep mire. He quit striving, then, and gave himself up; he could not haul the weight of this thing alone.
“By the power of Your Holy Spirit, so move in her heart and her life that she cannot ignore or turn away from Your love for her. Go, Lord, into that black night where no belief dwells, where no candle burns, where no solace can be found, and kindle Your love in Edith Mallory in a mighty and victorious way.
“Pour out Your love upon her, Lord, love that no human being can or will ever be able to give, pour it out upon her with such tenderness that she cannot turn away, with such mercy that she cannot deny Your grace.
“Fill her heart with certainty—with the confidence and certainty that You made Edith Mallory for Yourself, that You might take delight in her life…and in her service. Yes, thank You, Lord, for the countless thousands of dollars she’s poured into the work of Your kingdom, for whatever reasons she may have had.” Right or wrong, a good deal of Edith Mallory’s money had counted for good over the years, and he would not be her judge.
He was gripping her hand now; as he had gripped the handle above the passenger door, he was holding on to her as if she might be taken from him by force.
“Thank you, Father, for this extraordinary time in Your presence, for holding us captive in the circle of Your love and Your grace. With all my heart, I petition You for the soul of this woman, that she might be called to repent and become Your child for all eternity.”
Beads of sweat had broken out on his forehead, though the room was cool.
“Through Christ our Lord,” he whispered. “Amen.”
He raised his head slowly, feeling an enormous relief.
Tears had left a smear of mascara on her face; she withdrew her hand from his. “I despise you,” she said. “I despise you utterly.”
“Why?”
“Because you believe.”
She took a handkerchief from her suit pocket and pressed it against her eyes. “I think for the first time I actually believe that you believe.”
“Why do you despise me for that?”
“Because I would like to believe, and cannot.”
“Why can you not?”
“Because none of it makes sense to me.”
“Good!” he said.
“What do you mean, good?”
“Faith isn’t about making sense. Faith is faith.”
“Foolishness!” she said.
“Chesterton put it far better. He said, ‘Faith means believing the unbelievable, or it is no virtue at all.’”
“Enough of such blather! I don’t know why I did this ridiculous thing.” She tapped the ashes from her Tiparillo, impatient.
“Who are you, Edith? I met you nearly twenty years ago, yet I know almost nothing about you. Who were your parents? What was your life like when—”
Her laughter was hoarse. “I’ve never paid twenty-five thousand dollars an hour to be analyzed, especially by a country priest, and I don’t intend to start now. I’m sure you learned a great deal about me from my husband, though he was devoted to twisting the truth. He loved saying how he frequented that grease pit you call the Grill, in order to be out of my presence.”
He’d known as much. Pat Mallory often spoke maliciously of his wife.
“I cared nothing for my husband because I quickly learned he could be beaten down. A man who can be beaten down is no man at all. That’s one reason I’ve been intrigued by you over the years, Timothy—it’s difficult to beat you down.”
“If God be for me, who can be against me?”
She stiffened. “Can’t you have a simple conversation without dragging God into it? I abhor piety. It’s something clergy in particular should strive to avoid.”
“This is going nowhere.”
“Perhaps you’d be titillated by a bit of local Mitford gossip. I’m selling Clear Day. I always hated Mitford, Mitford was Pat’s idea. All of you think yourselves above me, I’ve scarcely received a decent welcome there in years.” She angrily stubbed her Tiparillo in an ashtray.
“You tried to rig a mayoral election, you tried to throw a family out of their rightful lease—”
“I’m sick of this nonsense. Go home!” She rose from the love seat, so near to him that he couldn’t get up from the chair. “In the end, what misery it always brings to be in your company. It wasn’t worth it, not twenty-five thousand, not twenty, not five.”
She strode to the door, where she turned, her expression pained and bitter. “Your hour is up. Collect your dog outside.”
“Edith.”
Her hand was on the knob “What?”
“I have a request.”
She looked at him, frozen.
“Tell Mary Fisher I’d like to drive the car to the parking lot. If this isn’t agreeable, I’ll walk down.”
She burst suddenly into laughter. Still laughing, she opened the door, then slammed it behind her.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Salmon Roulade

“Father Tim?”
“Yes!”
“I’m sorry to call you so early, this is Jeanine Stroup at th’ hospital, I’m new and don’t know everybody yet. Mr. Bill Watson’s askin’ for th’ preacher. Would you by any chance be th’ one, somebody said it was probably you.”
“Yes, ma’am, I think it’s probably me. Has he taken a bad turn?”
“Nossir, he’s pretty lively.”
“Wonderful! Well, look…how about eight o’clock?”
“Oh, good! I’ll go down the hall right now and tell him.”
“Can he have a doughnut?”
“A doughnut? I don’t know.”
“Plain, of course,” he said. “No jelly.”
“Why don’t you bring one, and if he can’t have it, I’ll eat it.”
“Jeanine,” he said, “I think you’ll go far.”
 
“Emma! Tim Kavanagh.” He didn’t have to apologize for calling; Emma got up so early, it was hard to beat her out of bed. “Got a minute?”
“Shoot.”
“I need some jokes off the Internet.”
“Jokes off the Internet? You, who don’t want anything to do with the Internet, absolutely, positively leave you alone about the Internet, you want jokes off the Internet?”
“Right,” he said. “Clean jokes.”
“That’s hard,” she said. “Trust me.”
“If anybody can do it, you can.”
“Flattery will get you nowhere. I’m going to teach you how to get online, once and for all.”
“Now, Emma…”
“It’ll take thirty minutes, max. I’ll even run over to Wesley with you to buy a computer. We’ll go Tuesday morning. You can’t keep doin’ this.”
She was right. “You’re right!”
“I’m right? Has my hearin’ gone bad? Do I need to get fitted for a Magic Ear while we’re at th’ mall ?”
“No, dadgummit, you heard me—you’re right. I can’t keep calling you to do these things for me, I’m a grown man.”
She was speechless.
“So get me some jokes,” he said. “By seven o’clock.”
“Seven o’clock this morning?”
“That’s right.”
“Consider it done!” she said, quoting her erstwhile employer.
 
Uncle Billy opened his eyes. “I’ll be et f’r a tater if it ain’t th’ preacher,” he whispered.
Father Tim swallowed hard. “Uncle Billy…”
The old man lifted his hand and Father Tim took it. Dry as a corn husk, cool as marble. Father Tim sought to warm it with his own. “How are you feeling?”
“Rough as a cob.”
“Didn’t take your medication.”
“Nossir, hit was makin’ me feeble.”
“They say mean people live longer. You’ve got to mind Dr. Harper and get mean about it.”
“Rose, she’s mean enough f’r th’ both of us.” Uncle Billy’s eyes twinkled, but only a little.
“I brought you a doughnut. Nurse Herman says you can have it.”
“Put it over yonder,” said Uncle Billy.
Father Tim had never seen Uncle Billy so sick he couldn’t eat a doughnut. He felt the lump in his throat. Though he didn’t relish the thought of rooting the old woman out of her childhood home, he would now make every effort to get them moved to Hope House.
“Are you strong enough to hear a joke, Uncle Billy?” He had studied this one out, along with a backup. He hoped with all his heart that he could make Uncle Billy laugh.
“Yessir. I’m about t’ give up joke-tellin’, maybe I can turn th’ job over t’ you.”
“That’s a mantle I can’t wear, my friend. Too much responsibility.”
“For a fact.”
“Okay, here goes. Are you sure you feel like hearing a joke?”
“If hit’s any good, I do, if hit ain’t any good, I don’t.”
The pressure was on.
He wet his lips. He cleared his throat.
“Two men were sitting on a bench arguing about their devotion to their faith. First one says, ‘I bet five dollars you don’t even know the Lord’s Prayer.’ The other one says, ‘I do, too—now I lay me down to sleep, I pray the Lord my soul to keep.’ First one says, ‘Dadgummit, here’s your five dollars, I didn’t think you knew it!’”
Uncle Billy gazed at him at a long time, then shook his head. “Law, law.”
“You don’t like it.” He felt mildly stricken.
“They won’t nothin’ to it.”
“I’ve got another one!”
“Let’s hear it,” said Uncle Billy, not sounding very enthusiastic.
“OK. Here goes. A man was digging a hole in his backyard when his neighbor came up and said, ‘What are you doing?’ He said, ‘I’m digging a hole to bury my dog—’”
“Wait a minute!” said Uncle Billy. “Is this th’ one where th’ neighbor says, ‘What’s that other hole f’r over yonder,’ an’ th’ feller said, ‘That was m’ first hole, hit was too small’?”
“Yessir, that’s it.”
“I heard that dadjing thing when I was fourteen year old.”
“Ah,” said Father Tim.
“If you’re goin’ to go t’ joke-tellin’, you got t’ do better’n that by a long shot.”
“Yes, sir.”
“You cain’t tell jist any ol’ thing that comes along.”
“No, sir.”
“You got to wait f’r th’ right one; sometimes you got t’ wait a long time, hit’s like shootin’ ducks.”
“I never shot a duck.”
“See what I’m sayin’?”
He left the hospital determined to make Bill Watson laugh. Uncle Billy was being stubborn as a mule simply because he was Mitford’s certified Joke King. But he’d find a good one somehow, somewhere, just wait.
In the meantime, he had to race to the airport and pick up his wife…
“Good morning, Father!” said Nurse Herman.
…then return to Mitford to collect his fresh salmon, and rush home to have lunch with his boy. A shower of blessings!
“Herman, this is the day the Lord has made…”
“Yes, sir!”
“…let us rejoice and be glad in it!”
“Proverbs?”
“Psalm One hundred and eighteen!”
Nurse Herman was pleased to see that Father Tim had definitely recovered his health and good spirits.
Dear Editor:
The term Yankee has an underlying hostile meaning in the south. It doesn’t just designate where the person is from as much as it calls that person a jerk. I myself personally am from the north and don’t appreciate being called a Yankee. I suggest that when you write about the unfortunate multipile murder now lost to history, you use the term Union soldiers out of respect. Another thing, why do people say so and so is from up north? Of course north is up, just like south is down.
As for me, I prefer to be known as someone from the great city of Boston. Go, Socks.
Sincerely yours,
Richard Crandon, POLITICALLY CORRECT AND PROUD OF IT!!

Hendrick Attorney Says Client
Will Enjoy Victory in the End
Once again, Mrs. Edith Mallory, a longtime Mitford resident of more than twenty years, has refused to speak with the Mitford Muse/ Her attorney could not be reached for coment.
Johnson Cutliff,e the attorney for Coot Hendrick, local resident and great great grandson of Mitford’s founder, said that Mr. Hendrick would appear in court in mid to late October. Mr. Cutliffe reports that Mr. Hendrick, who was recently released on $500 bond for trespassing on the Mallory property, will plead guilty.
“Mr. Hendrick ought not to have broken the law and gone looking for the gravesights on private property,” he said. “But there are larger issues involved here and I believe my client will enjoy victory in the end.”
Mr. Hendrick’s elderly mother, Mrs. Marshall Hendrick, has offered to sing the song composed by her greatgrea-tgrandfather at the court trial.
The song indicates that her ancestor Hezekiah Hendrick, killed five Yankee soldiers and buried them on the property which was once the sight of our founder’s humble cabin and which now is known as Clear Day and belongs to Mrs. Mallor.
Mrs. Hendrick told the Mitford Muse that she will also sing the song for any local organization or group who cares to hear it.
For more information on getting Mrs. Hendrick to sing for your club or group, call 555-6240 at the town office and ask for Mildred. Sign up and bring your tape recorder! Please note that Mrs. Hendrick needs wheelchair access.

 
He was as nervous as a schoolboy. It had been two weeks by the calendar, but two years by other calculations.
He dressed himself with special care, agonizing over his hair, which he thought wouldn’t please her—once again, it looked like a chrysanthemum, and no help for it. He slicked it down, then decided this made him appear too formal. He fluffed it up. No way; he looked as if he’d just rolled out of bed.
“Puny,” he said, as she busied herself making macaroni and cheese, not to mention chocolate cake, “I’ve got an hour to get down the mountain to the airport. Look at my hair. What can you do with it?”
She studied him carefully. “Turn around,” she said.
He turned around.
“Nothin’.”
“Nothing what?”
“There’s nothin’ I can do with it.”
“Oh,” he said.
 
Of all things, he thought, of all things! When he saw his wife step off the small commuter plane from Charlotte, tears sprang to his eyes.
Though he was profoundly embarrassed, she thought his tears wonderful and shed a few of her own for good measure.
They sat for a moment in the parking lot, holding hands.
“Hey,” he said.
“Hey, yourself.”
During the first leg of their drive up the mountain, she told him everything—the great enthusiasm of the school audiences, how she climbed on a horse in Montana, but only to have her picture taken, the funny thing that happened on the way to San Francisco, her renewed inspiration for the Violet books, her complete and utter exhaustion….
During the second leg of their drive, he told her everything—the visit to Lon Burtie’s, the chance meeting with Millie Tipton, Bill Sprouse’s welcome phone call, the sermon on Sunday, the trip to Kinloch.
Though the latter made her furious, to say the least, he would never again keep anything from her.
If he’d learned nothing else, he’d learned that.
 
“Really good,” Dooley said.
Puny grinned. “Thanks, sport!” Getting a compliment out of Dooley Barlowe was something to write home about.
Father Tim pushed his chair back from the kitchen table. “Let’s go sit on the porch.”
“You and Dooley?” asked Cynthia.
“All of us, the whole caboodle.”
Why didn’t people use their porches anymore? Occasionally he heard of a porch revival in which a few pioneering souls were seen sitting on theirs, but the trend quickly passed.
Father Tim and Cynthia thumped onto a bench; Dooley sat on the bench facing them.
“I’ve got to get out of here in…”—Dooley looked at his watch—
“ten minutes.”
“Got your shaving kit?” asked Father Tim. Heaven knows, he’d left it behind on two occasions and they had to hustle it to Georgia, twoday air.
“Yes, sir.”
“What Cynthia gave you?”
“Right here.” Dooley patted his jeans pocket. A hundred-dollar bill.
“What I gave you?”
“Same place.” Another hundred. “Thanks again.”
“You stopped by Lew’s.”
“Yes, sir. Gas, oil, air in the tires.”
“And macaroni and cheese into the bargain,” said Father Tim, happy for this boy, this moment. “Not a bad day’s work.”
“Don’t forget the chocolate cake,” said Dooley, indicating the paper bag beside him on the bench. “It’ll be history before I hit Spartanburg.”
Father Tim thought Dooley Barlowe looked a prince in his University of Georgia T-shirt and pressed khakis. He missed the freckles, however. “I’ve been meaning to ask—what’s become of your freckles? I see only three or four, max.”
Dooley shrugged. “I don’t know. They just started disappearing.”
“Shaved them off!” declared Cynthia, who appeared to know. “Please don’t worry about anything; we’ll try and see Sammy next week, and keep you posted about Thanksgiving.”
“We believe it’s all going to work out,” said Father Tim.
“Oh, look!”
Cynthia stood and waved to Lace Turner, who was coming along the sidewalk at a trot, with Guber pulling hard on the leash.
“Let’s go say hello!” Father Tim hurried down the steps.
Dooley was stone-faced as Cynthia grabbed his arm. “Come on, you big lug.”
They trooped to the sidewalk, where Cynthia gave Lace a fond embrace. Father Tim followed suit as a taciturn Dooley stood by.
“Hi, everybody!” said Lace, “This is Guber. For gubernatorial.”
Father Tim found Lace Turner a sight for sore eyes—her smile was lighting up the street.
“Olivia and I are driving to Virginia in a couple of hours, I had to give Guber a long walk first.” She stooped and stroked her puppy’s head. “I hate to leave him.”
Guber wriggled from under her hand and executed a couple of high leaps aimed at Dooley’s chest.
“No, Guber! Down!” Lace tried controlling the puppy with the leash. “Down!”
“Hey,” Dooley said to Guber.
“No, Guber!”
As Lace scooped the puppy into her arms, Father Tim glanced at Dooley, who was gazing at Guber’s mistress.
“I’m glad you found your brother,” said Lace.
“Thanks.”
In Dooley’s blue eyes, Father Tim recognized desire, tenderness, dejection…hope. He turned quickly away, oddly ashamed to have seen the soul of his boy so utterly exposed.
He knew he would never have to worry about Reba Sanders. No, indeed. Not at all.
 
“Timothy, she’s done this before, surely you remember the time you came home looking like you’d been in a cat fight, trapped all night in that woman’s house, miles from any living soul…”
“Roughly a mile and a half. Yes.”
“…and now she’s done it again. Locking you in a room like that! What will she do next? I won’t have it, I won’t have it !
“And that horrid henchman of hers, slinking around Mitford like some cat with a mouthful of feathers. Laundry! Laundry! Dry cleaning!”
She was flinging the contents of her suitcase into piles on the carpet.
“I never liked that woman, not for one second, why doesn’t she leave Mitford alone? She was never one of us, anyway, always so high and mighty and arrogant and prideful, as if we’re vermin to be trodden underfoot, and chasing my husband like a snake with her fangs dripping venom—”
“Calm down, Kavanagh. Come and sit a minute.” He pulled her onto his lap in the wing chair. “It’s OK. She’s selling Clear Day, she says she despises Mitford. I believe we’ve seen the last of her.” He searched his heart to know whether he truly believed this.
“But how can you say that? This was a low and malevolent trick. There’s bound to be some other malicious deceit up her sleeve, something far more dangerous than being locked with her in a room for an hour, though I can hardly think of anything worse than being imprisoned with that lawless and unrepentant witch on a broom!”
What could he say?
“Can’t we sue? Can’t we do something? Must we be two hapless victims waiting for the next strike?”
“The thing in Kinloch worked out in the end. It’s nothing to sue over—what a turmoil that would cause.”
“Timothy, I can’t sit on your lap all day like a child, I have things to do!”
She tumbled off his lap and went back to her suitcase. “Laundry! Laundry! Dry cleaning! Medicine cabinet!”
Pajamas, panty hose, a skirt, a pillbox—the air was alive with the contents of her suitcase.
He slipped down to the kitchen.
“What’s goin’ on upstairs?” asked Puny. “It sounds like Mr. Sherman advancin’ through Atlanta.”
“You’re close,” he said.
 
“Timothy! Your bishop here!”
“Stuart! What does your doctor say? What’s the problem?”
“Stress! The scourge of the postmodern horde. All the tests were great, actually, but my doctor insists on a new regime—diet, exercise, and rest. In any case, I have less than one short year to raise the rest of the capital, and I’m still determined to go into this project debt-free.”
“Can’t someone else move and shake the cathedral project?”
“Absolutely not! Would you turn your fondest dream over to someone else? Besides, if people are going to give money, they want to be asked by the guy in the pointed hat.”
“Stuart, Stuart…”
“Martha’s using a new cookbook, I’m walking every day and seeing the grandchildren on Tuesdays. I’m going to be fine. Now. You know this is the poorest diocese in the state. I need serious capital, Timothy.”
Father Roland, Bishop Cullen…was there no end to it?
“You have to know some bigwigs I don’t know,” said Stuart, “or maybe someone lost to the records of the diocesan filing cabinet. Lord’s Chapel always had its share of Florida money. Help me out here, brother—tell me again the name of that woman who was such a pest.”
“Edith Mallory. I have no idea how to phone her—she has a home in Florida and a new place in Kinloch.”
“Pat Mallory’s widow, right?”
“Right.”
“We can find her. Anybody else?”
“I can’t think of anyone else. Shouldn’t you be taking it easy for a while?”
“I am taking it easy. I’m supposed to lie down, every day at three o’clock.”
Father Tim consulted his watch. “It’s ten after three, go lie down, for Pete’s sake.”
“I am lying down.”
“You call this lying down? This is fund-raising, this is nudging and nagging, this is work!”
“The first three million came easy enough, but the last three is a stretch, it’s like squeezing blood from a turnip.”
“You’re talking to a turnip right now, which shows how your prospects have dwindled. I’ll speak with Cynthia and we’ll send a check.”
“Any idea how much?”
“Not until I’ve talked with Cynthia. Remember the sermon you preached us before we married? The one on marital finances?”
Stuart chuckled. “You’re a hard man.”
“Worse has been said.”
“When are you coming my way?” asked Stuart. “I’d like to see your face.”
“Soon, brother, soon. I’ll come and let you drag me over that wind-whipped cow pasture again.”
“I’d like nothing better. I want you to see the plans; it will be wonderful, my friend, wonderful! There’ll be nothing else like it in the whole of America. God will be honored in our log cathedral; I have every confidence He’ll be pleased.”
“Are people warming to the idea?”
“Oh, yes! Most are beginning to understand that a cathedral is a center for liturgical life, a space for music and worship and prayer and coming together. I believe the popish image is slowly, I repeat slowly, wearing away, and there’s growing excitement about the choir school.”
“You’re faithfully in my prayers, Stuart.”
“As you are in mine. And look—when you come, bring Cynthia. I’d like to see her beautiful face into the bargain.”
“She’s a treasure.”
“I knew it before you did!”
“Always hogging the credit. Just like a bishop.”
They laughed together, at ease. Few things in life were more consoling than an old friendship in which all the hair, as in the story of the velveteen rabbit, had been rubbed off.
 
Happy Endings’ rare book business was definitely growing, as Hope could see by last month’s sales records. She would e-mail everything to the owner by the end of the day, and would look for Helen’s usual single-word e-mail reply of Bravo! to a strong bottom line. In this case, Hope thought she could count on a rare double bravo, considering that the dismal Mountain Month promotion had not impacted overall sales.
She went to the room where George was working at the computer.
“We had a great month!” she said as he glanced up. “You’re doing a wonderful job.”
She thought he appeared stricken, somehow, by this declaration. She had noticed for days that he was unusually quiet, even distant.
“Thank you,” he said. He stood and looked at her in a way he had never looked at her before. “There’s something I need to tell you.”
She stepped back, as if fearing a blow, then sat down in the rickety chair she’d once dragged to Happy Endings from the Collar Button Dumpster.
“I’m going to be leaving,” he said.
Leaving? She tried to speak the word aloud, but could not.
“I wanted to wait until after your bookkeeping was done. I know how you dislike doing it.”
“Leaving,” she said.
“I’m going back to prison.”
Tears welled in her eyes, she who had never wept until these last weeks. “I don’t understand.”
“I’ve known for some time that my coming here wasn’t what I was supposed to do. Let me put it another way: I was supposed to come to Mitford, it was vitally important for me to come, but I can’t stay. I didn’t know that in the beginning, but as I came to know it and pray about it, God put a call on my heart to go back into the prison system, into ministry.”
“Ahhh,” she said.
“I can never thank you enough for giving me a job and trusting me to handle it.”
She shrugged. “It was nothing.”
“I can never thank you enough for the way you stood up for me when people made snide remarks. You have great character, Hope, and I’m grateful.”
She had always thought character something old-fashioned, out of a book, something no one seemed to bother having anymore, but if it meant so much to George…
“Thank you,” she said.
“I’ll be sorry to leave.”
“Oh,” she said, hearing a disgusting bit of whine in her voice.
“I’m going to Connecticut—first there’s a training program, then I’ll be working in ministry at a federal penitentiary.
“In the eight years I served time, I saw men who had no hope come to trust in the one true hope. I saw families rebuilt and lives changed in ways no one could have dreamed—but not every life.
“I remember the nine o’clock lockdown, we had five minutes to get to our cells. For a lot of inmates, this was payback time—a time when the dark night of the soul devoured them alive, while I went into my cell with a Brother, a Friend, a Confidant. No matter how tough it got, I had that consolation, that power—I had everything, I could make it.”
She let her breath out in a long, slow, unconscious sigh.
“With God’s help, I’ll be serving as assistant chaplain—if I can get through the red tape.”
“You can do it, George! If He’s going to help you, He can certainly do something about the red tape.”
“There you go, living up to your name.” He laughed, tears shining in his eyes. “I’ll be here for two more weeks, if you’ll have me. I’ll show you how I’ve been handling your Internet sales, and help out any way I can. Of course, you can’t manage the store and the rare book business, too. I’m praying God will send the right person.”
“I think…” She drew a deep breath.
“What do you think?”
“I want to tell you something.” She was afraid to tell him, but it was important. “I thought I was…” This was hard, and embarrassing.
“I thought I was falling in love with you, and then…I don’t know what happened, it had something to do with really falling and landing on all those books, because after that I realized how much I value you as a friend. I knew that, more than anything, I was grateful for your kindness to me.” She drew a deep breath again and smiled as he sat on the edge of the desk and looked at her, seeming relieved about this, about everything.
“I felt comfortable with you after the fall, I wasn’t afraid anymore. I want to tell you again how I’ll never forget the way you spoke my name when I was lying in the window.”
She saw the way his eyes looked into hers as she spoke, saw some joy in them that moved her.
“I truly have begun to hope,” she said. “I feel there’s something more for me, for my life. I can’t explain it, I don’t know what it is. But I do know that I’m glad for you, George. I think I can honestly say I’m happy you’ll be leaving.”
He moved from the desk, pulled his chair close to hers, and sat down, leaning forward.
“Did you know your name is everywhere in the Bible?”
“No,” she said. “I don’t read the Bible. I tried once because it’s said to be great literature, but Mr. Wordsworth and Miss Austen seemed more accessible. And Mr. Wodehouse was loads more fun.”
He laughed a little; she was consoled by the sound of it.
“Then you couldn’t know that He’s called the God of hope.”
She felt an odd excitement, something like a child might feel….
“In the letter to the Romans, Paul wrote, ‘Now the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, that you may abound in hope, through the power of the Holy Spirit.’”
“Abound…,” she said, liking the word.
“I trust that one day you’ll come to believe, and that He’ll fill you with joy and peace in your believing. That’s how your hope will come to abound, to grow a thousand times over. I pray for that daily.”
“But I don’t want you to pray for me, remember?”
“I know.” He rolled his chair back to the computer. “By the way, I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t say anything to Father Tim until I see him on Wednesday.”
“I promise. Does Harley know?”
“I told him last night.”
She nodded and turned to leave the room.
“Hope?”
“Yes?”
“It occurs to me that I’ve also seen a building named after you.”
“Really?” she said, laughing.
“Hope House. Have you ever been up to Hope House?”
“Never!”
“Over their door, engraved in limestone, you’ll find this: ‘Let thy mercy, O Lord, be upon us, according as we…hope in thee.’” His grin was warmly ironic.
“I’ll be darned,” she said, grinning back. “We’d better get to work, or next month we won’t have any sales at all to report.”
 
The rolls were coming out of the oven when the phone rang. “Hello!” he said, decked out in a matched pair of oven mitts.
“Father! It’s Marion Fieldwalker, I have news that deserves better than e-mail!”
“I’m all ears.”
“Junior and Misty have a baby boy! Four o’clock this afternoon!”
“Thanks be to God!”
“You’ll never guess its name!”
“Jedediah?” Nobody seemed to used the “iahs” these days.
“It’s Timothy! Named after your own good self.”
He was dumbfounded. No one had ever been named after him, as far as he knew.
“Great news, Marion! Give them my congratulations, we’ll send a gift right away.”
After hanging up the phone, he turned to his dog. “Junior and Misty Bryson, you remember them, they had a baby boy!” Barnabas cocked his head to one side. “Named Timothy,” he said proudly. “After me.”
He took off the mitts and raced to the bottom of the stairs.
“Cynthia! Junior and Misty had a baby boy.”
“Lovely!” she said, appearing at the top of the stairs in a chenille robe she confessed to have owned since Watergate.
“Dinner’s ready. His name is Timothy.”
“Timothy! My favorite!”
“Named after me.”
“Congratulations, dearest, what an honor.” She blew him a kiss.
“Would you mind if I come down in this old robe you hate with a passion?”
“Of course not. If I had time, I’d get into that old robe of mine you hate with a passion.”
“Timothy Bryson,” he said to himself as he went to the kitchen to serve their plates. “Timothy Bryson! A fine name.”
 
His travel-worn wife was devouring the salmon roulade as if she hadn’t eaten in weeks.
“Heavenly!” she murmured. “Divine!”
“Thank you.” His cheeks grew warm with pleasure. “I got the recipe from Avis.”
“Perfection!”
He’d nearly forgotten her boundless enthusiasm, it was wondrous to have it again, he’d been barren without her….
She peered at him over the vase of late-blooming roses. “It’s no wonder women chase after you, Timothy.”
“Now, Kavanagh…”
“It’s true. You’re handsome, charming, thoughtful, sensitive—and you can cook! The very combination every woman dreams of. However…” She patted her mouth with her starched napkin and went after another forkful of wild rice. “Do remember this….”
“Yes?”
“You’re mine.”
He laughed.
“All mine.”
“Amen,” he said.
“Totally, completely, absolutely mine, just like it says in the marriage service.”
“I vowed so once, I vow so again.”
“So watch it, buster.”
“Consider it done,” he said, grinning like an idiot. He loved it when she talked like that.


[image: ]
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Even to the Dust

“Does it have to be used in the lap?”
“Of course not! I use mine in my lap because there’s nowhere else to put it when I work in your study. What a question!”
Emma rolled her eyes as if he were the dunce of the millennium. The computer salesman stared at the ceiling as if counting the acoustic tiles.
Why did he have to do this, anyway? He’d rather go out in the yard and eat worms.
 
He walked to Winnie Ivey Kendall’s house, formerly Oliva Harper’s mother’s house, and more recently the house where Miss Sadie and Louella had lived before Miss Sadie died. Musical chairs!
He’d been here to a hat party, he’d visited Olivia in that terrible hour before her heart transplant, he’d come to see Miss Sadie the day she hung up her car keys, and now he was paying a call on Winnie’s brother, also his retired barber. Indeed, there was an ever-changing drama behind every door on which a priest knocked.
Joe Ivey opened the door, unshaven, barefoot, and in his pajamas.
“Just dropping by to get a little taken off the sides,” said Father Tim.
Joe didn’t find this humorous.
“I won’t stay but a minute, just wanted to see how you’re pushing along.”
Joe hobbled to the sofa, where a pillow and blankets awaited. He lay down, leaving his caller to shift for himself. “I’m makin’ it.”
Father Tim thumped into a worn, silk-covered chair once belonging to Olivia’s deceased mother. “Hoppy says you’re going to do just fine if you stick to what he tells you. And there, my friend, is the rub.”
“What rub?”
“Sticking to what the doctor tells you.”
Joe grunted, pulling the cover under his chin.
“And just think what lies ahead!”
“What lies ahead?” asked Joe, suspicious.
“You’re retired now, you can go fishing!”
“I never fished in my life an’ I don’t expect t’ start now.”
“Aha. So, what will you do?”
“Cross-stitch,” said Joe.
“Cross-stitch? That beats all I ever heard. In fact, maybe I didn’t hear right….”
“Men do needlework, too, you know.” Joe looked more than a little ticked.
“Yes, but it’s the last thing I’d ever dream would interest you.”
“So what’d you think might in’erest me?”
“I don’t know; I never thought about it. Maybe…greeting customers at Wal-Mart in Wesley?”
Joe looked menacing. “You got t’ be kiddin’ me.”
“It pays well, you get to meet a lot of nice people.”
“I’ve met all th’ nice people I ever want t’ meet,” said Joe. “I don’t need t’ meet n’more nice people.”
Being a priest was hard. You had to try and make sick people feel better, even when they had no intention of feeling better.
 
He talked to the Hope House administrator; all rooms were full. Though Mr. Berman was the eldest of the residents, he’d made it clear that he had no intention of going anywhere anytime soon, and the resident whom they thought last week might be dying had rallied and was planning her ninetieth birthday party. However, given Miss Rose’s link to Miss Sadie, the administrator would do what she could as soon as a room came open.
Why was he always messing in other people’s business? He had never understood this lifelong compulsion, especially as it often landed him in trouble.
He phoned Betty Craig.
“Betty, now that Russell’s gone—”
“Don’t even say it, Father. I been hopin’ you wouldn’t call, I know what you want me to do.”
“What do I want you to do?”
“You want me to look after Miss Rose Watson, and maybe Uncle Billy, too, if he makes it.”
“Oh, he’s going to make it, all right. What I propose is—”
“It gives me th’ shivers just to think of lookin’ after Miss Rose.”
“I understand, Betty, but consider this—you’re the best one there is.”
“No, sir, don’t try to sweet-talk me, I’m the only one there is, outside of Hope House.”
“Right. But you are the best, Betty. Look what you did for Russell Jacks—softened his disposition, lengthened his life…”
“Shortened mine….”
“Betty, what if you go to the town museum twice a day, once in the morning and again in the afternoon, that’s all? I’m not asking you to take anybody into your home like we did with Russell.”
“Twice a day?”
“That’s all, ’til we can get something open at Hope House. Uncle Billy needs to be watched; he might go off his medication, and I expect Miss Rose is none too regular with her own.”
Betty sighed.
“Maybe you could look after their meals twice a day, while you’re at it. We’ll get someone to come in and clean.”
Betty was thinking….
“I suppose I wouldn’t be a good Christian if I turned you down,” she said.
“If you turn me down, it wouldn’t necessarily have anything to do with whether you’re a Christian, good or otherwise.”
Betty was thinking some more.
“What if I pray about it and call you back, Father? How would that be?”
“I think that’s one of the wisest answers anyone has given me about anything in a long time,” he said.
 
“Dry, ain’t it?”
“The worst I can remember in some years. Kindly fill it up, and sweep me out if the offer still holds.” Father Tim slid from behind the wheel and located a paper towel to clean his windshields.
“I’m about to give up on this sweepin’ out business,” said Lew.
“Why’s that?”
“Age. Age and drivin’ t’ Tennessee ever’ weekend. I’m feelin’ about six cookies short of a dozen.”
“I’ve been wondering—how can you keep Earlene a secret in this town? Hasn’t anybody guessed you’ve got a sweetheart up the road?”
“No, sir, I tell ’em I’m visitin’ my old aunt.”
“You have an old aunt in Tennessee?”
“Yes, sir, I do. Th’ one that taught me pickle-makin’.”
“That’s a convenient story, all right, but I don’t know how long it will go over.”
“Dry as tinder,” said Lew, pumping Exxon into the tank of the Mustang. “I don’t allow no smokin’ around th’ station ’til after we get a good rain.”
“Is Harley anywhere to be found?”
“In th’ grease rack,” said Lew.
“Harley!”
“Rev’ren’, how’re you comin’ along?”
Merely laying eyes on Harley Welch gave him a certain happiness.
“Couldn’t be better!” he said. “I miss you.”
“I miss you back,” said Harley.
“Let’s get together.”
“Yes, sir. When might that be?”
“You and George come over to the house Friday night. I’ll make Mississippi barbecue.”
There went Harley’s toothless grin, meeting behind his head again.
 
Emma had shown him how to go online, and after painstaking deliberation, he’d chosen an address and a code word.
He thought this address the cleverest, most unique idea he’d come up with in an eon, but someone else already had it. Who else could possibly have chosen such a thing? He went through three additional clever and unique addresses before one was finally accepted. The code word, Barnabas, made it through whatever maze these things might contain, which gave him a small comfort.
He sat with her while they e-mailed Walter and Katherine, an act that was guaranteed to blow their minds, then as soon as Emma left, he forgot everything she’d told him and couldn’t figure out how to turn it off.
Finding the minuscule glyphs and directions hard to read on the black case, he got out a magnifying glass and finally figured how to turn it off. When he booted it up again to make sure he hadn’t broken it, he was confronted with a terrible warning on the screen, a dire prognostication that alarmed him greatly.
He shut it off and clamped down the lid and, in the absence of his wife, who was at a Bible study, went to the Grill for lunch, shaking his head.
 
“Dry,” said Mule. “Th’ grass at my place is hist’ry.”
Percy set two glasses of water on the table of the rear booth. “My garden’s been s’ punk, I plowed it up. Got four little t’matoes, a handful of limas, an’ three ears of corn I fed to th’ squirrels.”
“I didn’t garden this year,” said Father Tim.
“If you were goin’ t’ skip a year, this was th’ year t’ skip.”
“Profoundly true.”
“What’re y’all havin’?”
“We’re waitin’ for J.C.,” said Mule. “You can bring me a Diet Coke. No, let’s see…make that a Pepsi.”
“Diet Pepsi,” Percy said, writing.
Mule shook his head. “I don’t like diet Pepsi.”
“So you’re orderin’ a regular Pepsi? Is that what I’m hearin’?”
“That’s it.”
“How ’bout you?”
“Water,” said Father Tim. “I’ve got it right here.”
“What’s th’ special?” Mule wanted to know.
“Gizzards,” said Percy.
Mule smacked his forehead. “I forgot this is Tuesday. Seem like you ought t’ have two specials on Tuesday, to give a man a choice.”
“This ain’t a four-star restaurant where th’ specials outnumber th’ reg’lar menu items. It’s aggravation enough th’ way it is.”
“Gentlemen?”
“Reverend Tipton!” Father Tim scooted from the booth and shook hands with Mitford’s new Methodist.
“You didn’t have to get up for me, Father.”
“It’s time clergy got a little respect around here.”
Mule stood and shook hands with enthusiasm.
“Could you squeeze in one more, or would another day suit better?”
“Always room for one more!”
“Yes ma’am!” said Mule. “Always!”
“We’re just waiting for our newspaper editor, J. C. Hogan, he’ll be along any minute.”
Mule sat down fast and slid to the corner. “Here you go!” he said to Millie Tipton, slapping the seat beside him.
Father Tim was disappointed to note that this forced him to sit on J.C.’s side, usually occupied only by J.C. and, of course, the editor’s briefcase, which was loosely the size of a panel truck.
No doubt about it, the new pastor was an attractive woman—tall, dark-haired, eyeglasses on a pearl chain, and looking far better in a black shirt and collar than he ever would.
Millie Tipton, they discovered, was a fount of information. She hailed from Daphne, Alabama, where her parents still resided. She was happy to be in Mitford. She liked Italian cooking, quilting, and reading. And she was living on the road to Farmer in a little stone house with two dogs, a cat, and a bed of dahlias that appeared to be thriving in the drought.
“Looks like we’ve got a two-collar town goin’ here.” Mule seemed downright pleased.
“Three-collar,” said Father Tim. “Don’t forget Father Talbot at Lord’s Chapel.”
“One stoplight and three collars. That’s an unusual ratio.” Mule turned and peered at his seat mate. “Never married?”
“Not yet,” she said, looking amiable about it.
Percy stepped over to meet Millie Tipton, declaring he’d been raised Methodist, but had fallen away to the Baptists twenty years ago.
“Then you probably know,” said Millie, “how many Baptists it takes to change a light bulb.”
“No, ma’am, can’t say I do.”
“At least fifteen. One to change the bulb, and three committees to approve the change and decide who brings the fried chicken.”
Percy cracked up.
“I’m a Baptist now, too, but I was raised Lutheran,” said Mule, trying to be informative.
“Ah, the Lutherans! Everybody knows how many Lutherans it takes to change a light bulb.”
She looked around the table, obviously enjoying herself.
“How many?” asked Mule.
“None. Lutherans don’t like change.”
Guffaws, general hooting. In the front booth, two town councilmen thought the rear booth was helping itself to a mighty loud hullabaloo….
“All right,” said Percy. “Y’all got t’ git down t’ business, I’m shorthanded. Let J.C. fend for hisself when he gets here. What’re you havin’, Rev’ren’?”
“Please call me Millie!”
Percy had no intention of calling a preacher by a first name, especially a good-looking woman preacher.
Millie put her glasses on. “Let’s see…I’m new at this menu, it’ll take a minute. Y’all please go ahead and order.”
“I’ll have the tuna sandwich on whole wheat,” said Father Tim.
“Toasted, no mayo, and a side of cole slaw.”
“He always knows what he wants,” Mule informed Millie.
“Hop to it,” said Percy.
“I’m ready for you, buddyroe. Shoot me a hotdog all th’ way!”
“Hotdog all th’ way.”
“Right. No onions, no mustard, an’ leave off th’ relish.”
Percy shook his head; he wasn’t going there.
Millie Tipton gave Percy a big smile. “And I’ll have the gizzards.”
 
He spent a full afternoon at the Children’s Hospital, laughing, crying, telling stories, counseling with a parent, holding small hands, praying. It never failed to be a workout of the emotions; afterward, he was either filled with elation or numb with suffering, and no in between.
It occurred to him to ask Millie Tipton if she’d consider making a weekly visit, as well—she seemed to have enough energy to go around.
In truth, the ratio of three collars to one stoplight was a ratio sorely needed, and then some.
 
“Father? It’s Gene Bolick.”
“Gene! God bless you, my friend. How are you?”
“Not too bad, under th’ circumstances. Whoa, wait a minute, I forgot I’m tryin’ to live over th’ circumstances, not under ’em.”
“Well said!”
“I wanted to tell you somethin’.”
“I’m all ears.”
“Just wanted to say how much I appreciated your sermon on Sunday.”
“Thank you.”
“Seem like you were talkin’ directly to me.”
“I know the feeling.”
“How can a man thank God for a brain tumor? That’s what I’ve been askin’ myself. But I can thank Him it’s brought our daughter closer to us, th’ one livin’ over in Asheville, and it sure makes me look at every day a whole lot different.
“In other words, it seems to me that God is usin’ th’ tumor to…I guess what I’m sayin’ is, a tumor’s a bad thing, but I see how it’s caused good things to happen.” Gene choked up.
“I hear you.”
“So, that’s about it.”
“Thank you, Gene. God loves a grateful heart, He’ll bless you for it.”
“You doin’ all right?”
“I am!”
“Well, you come up and see us anytime. Esther’s bakin’ apple pies today, she said tell you she’ll leave th’ sugar out of one if you’ll come up an’ get it.”
“That,” he said, “is the best offer I’ve had all day.”
 
Eager to give another tutorial, Emma stopped by on her way to The Local, showed him again how to retrieve his e-mail, and delivered one of her own.
Dear Mrs. Newland,
We are thrilled and delighted at the prospect of becoming a
Sister Village with Mitford. We are writing to enquire your thinking re: how we should exchange delegates to make this happy alliance an official reality.
We expect to send Andrew and Margaret Hart, a charming couple whose unanimous election has been a matter of some rejoicing, as Andrew has relatives living in the eastern part of your state whom he has never met. We feel the months of May or June of next year would be a grand time for the individual ceremonies, if that would be convenient to your own schedule, of course.
The weather in our Mitford is usually very lovely at that season, though last year we had the most dreadful heat wave, and the year prior to that, a perilous flooding that washed our newly-planted rhododendron into the neighbor’s ha-ha.
Do let us know.
With greetings to all, we remain…
The Mitford (UK) Sister Village Coordinating Committee

“Who do you think should go?” he asked Emma.
“Why, th’ mayor, of course, that’s th’ sort of thing mayors do.”
“If he can’t go, who do you think? Hessie Mayhew?”
“Hessie Mayhew?”
Emma’s indignation nearly blew him against the wall. “Why not?”
“Why not? She’s Presbyterian, that’s why not.”
“I don’t get it.”
“I’ve been workin’ with th’ Anglicans over there, th’ whole thing’s bein’ done thro’ th’ Anglicans!”
“I see. But don’t you think the delegate should be somebody who simply represents the spirit—the heart, if you will—of our Mitford, regardless of denomination?”
“What I really think is, you should be th’ one goin’.”
“How quickly you forget. I’m not flying across that pond or any other.”
“You bought a computer,” she reminded him.
“Give you an inch, you want a mile.”
“Maybe Esther Cunningham. She was mayor for how many years, eighteen?”
“Esther won’t do it, she’d rather be traveling with Ray in the RV. I’d talk to Andrew if I were you, get his thoughts.”
“Right,” she said.
“You know who I’d send?”
“Who?”
“You,” he said.
“Me?”
“It was your idea. It’s your hard work that got us to this point. I think you should do it. In fact, I’ll mention it to the mayor.”
“Fly all that way over water?”
“Don’t look down,” he said. “Get a seat on the aisle.”
She frowned. “I’m too fat to go to England. Plus I don’t have anything to wear. Nothin’. And even though I used to be Episcopalian, now I’m a Baptist.”
“Umm,” he said.
“An’ Snickers…I’ve never left Snickers. I don’t know if he could live without me.”
“Scared of flying, too fat, nothing to wear, dog will keel over, and a Baptist! You’ve convinced me. If I were you, I wouldn’t go, either.”
She peered at him over her half-glasses. He knew that look. She was waiting to be begged, cajoled, wheedled, and coaxed. But no way. Let that job fall to somebody else.
She picked up the e-mail and studied it. “What in th’ dickens does this mean…‘washed into the neighbor’s ha-ha’?”
“A ha-ha is a ditch, a sort of ravine that cows won’t cross. Saves on fencing.”
“The way they say things over there, you’d think they live in a foreign country.”
“They do live in a foreign country.”
He went back to paging through the essays she had typed and printed out before the era of his own p.c.
“OK,” she said.
“OK what?”
“If th’ mayor asks me, I’ll go. I’ll give up potatoes, gravy, bread, an’ ice cream startin’ in January. That way, I’ll lose ten pounds by May, which means I can get in that blue suit you’ve seen me wear, th’ one with th’ gold buttons, and that orange knit dress with a jacket. You remember that orange knit dress with a jacket.”
“Can’t say that I do.”
She took a deep breath. “I should probably give up bacon while I’m at it, an’ I’ll get a pill from Hoppy, to knock me out over th’ Atlantic.”
“There you go,” he said. “There’s more than one way to skin a cat.”
“But I’m not gettin’ my hopes up,” she said. “Andrew will probably go, or he’s already got somebody in mind.”
“Could be.”
“And lookit, they’re sendin’ a couple. I wonder if that means we should send a couple, to keep things even. I can’t imagine who it would be, can you? Not th’ Bolicks, he has that tumor. Not th’ Harpers, they’ve just been on vacation….”
He studied the top of the computer screen, pondering the mysteries to be unlocked within File, Edit, View, Insert, Format, Tools…
“Besides, who would fix Harold’s breakfast?”
“Percy Mosely?” he asked, hoping to be helpful.
 
“Late February is what th’ doctor said. But I hope it’s March! If it can wait ’til March th’ third, it’ll be born on my mama’s birthday.”
He sat at the kitchen table, counting his pocket change. “Do you know whether it’s a boy or a girl?” A dollar forty, a dollar fifty…
“No, sir, I don’t know an’ don’t want t’ know. What did people do before you could look in somebody’s stomach with a camera? They waited ’til it was born, that’s what!”
“Will you, ah, be bringing the baby to work?”
“I’m sure not goin’ to farm it out! Besides, how do you think it would get to know its granpaw if I didn’t bring it to work?”
He thought Puny looked positively radiant.
“A dollar seventy-five, seventy-six, seventy-seven. You’ve got a point there,” he said.
Emma Newland’s possible mission to England, and his new grandchild on the way….
Just let somebody try to tell him that miracles didn’t happen every day.
Dear Father,
I have seen little Timothy and he’s cute as a button. He looks just like Junior, though he has his mother’s eyes. We hope you and Cynthia can come and visit soon, and see your namesake for yourself.
I feel like a regular gossip column, but must tell you that Ernie and Mona are going on a cruise and will renew their vows in Honolulu! The wall they built on the yellow line is being used as a community bulletin board, tho’ you have to stoop down to read the postings. It’s where I found a wonderful old Hoover vac as good as new. I always liked an upright.
Don’t forget us!
Best love from Marion and Sam

Timothy! Hail to thee from Tennessee!
Just wait til our package arrives on your doorstep, in thanks for the outstanding gift you made to Backyard. Abner has worked on this marvelous creation for several months and as he is not gifted at drawing or painting, decided to send the forthcoming, instead. Am busting to tell you what it is, but can only say you are a fortunate man! God be with you, let us hear soonest. Send mammon, as ever. In His service, Fr Roland

Teds! Its us, walt&kat@icm.com! We were blown away (to use the vernacular) to receive your e-mail. We can’t figure whether your entry into cyberspace is the beginning of an era or the end of one!
The year at Meadowgate sounds like loads of fun, and yes, we’d love to come for a week, will probably drive down and stop along the way. Let’s talk soon.
C’s trip sounds exhausting but fun, I’m reading her Violet books to my dearlings at the retirement home, as I passionately believe great children’s literature is for all ages. So glad yr health improved. Lots of love and kisses to you and your talented C, and hugs to Dooley

“It’s me…Betty.”
“Betty!”
“I’ll do it.”
“Great! Wonderful!”
“But no cleaning.” He heard the tremor in her voice. It wasn’t easy for Betty Craig to lay down the law.
“Absolutely none!”
“And just two meals a day.”
“Not a scrap more,” he said.
“When do I start?”
“He’ll be home tomorrow. Your timing is perfect.”
“So I start tomorrow evenin’?”
“Yes, ma’am. Around four-thirty, if you could.”
“Will you be there to get me started?”
“I will.”
“And Father?”
“Yes?”
“Every time Miss Rose is mean to me, I’m goin’ to put a dime in a little bank I made from a Sprite can.”
He laughed. “You could quickly become a very rich woman.”
“Yes, sir, an’ when this job is over, I’ll use th’ money for a vacation—’cause I’ll sure be needin’ one.”
 
Father Talbot rang up in the evening. Would the Kavanaghs come to a spur-of-the-moment community-wide covered dish supper on Friday? Bill Sprouse would be there, and Millie Tipton; there would be special music, and they’d do a bit of ecumenical praying-for-rain into the bargain.
Cynthia was up for it.
“Ray Cunningham’s cole slaw, Margaret Larkin’s fried chicken, and Hessie Mayhew’s yeast rolls. Fabulous!” said his wife.
“How do you know they’ll even be there?”
“It’s worth the gamble,” she said. He thought Cynthia Kavanagh had come home as starved as a barn cat.
Father Tim called George and Harley to see if they could reschedule the barbecue for the Saturday before George was to leave. Not a problem. George said he would pass on going to Lord’s Chapel, however, and get together with Scott Murphy.
Harley was keen for the church supper.
“What sort of getup?” asked Harley.
“Khakis, I’d say, and a sport shirt.”
“You reckon I ought t’ bring a pan of brownies?”
“Definitely!”
“Nuts or plain?”
“Nuts,” said Father Tim. “And when you take the Saran Wrap off, stand back.”
Harley cackled. One of his proudest moments had been when two church ladies begged for his recipe. He’d written it down on the back of a pew bulletin, and now, every time they came by the station, they talked about the brownies that were making them famous all the way to Minnesota, or was it Montana?
 
Didn’t he have to earn his wings sooner or later?
Well, then, why not sooner?
He’d take five minutes while Cynthia dressed for the church supper, and carry forth the dictum laid down by Nike.
Thumping into his desk chair, he opened the laptop and accessed his e-mail. Nothing new. He was pierced by an odd disappointment.
Now. He knew how to retrieve his e-mail, but could he send one without Emma standing over him? All he had to do was follow the handwritten directions she’d scrawled on a yellow pad. What could happen, after all, if he did it unsupervised? Could he somehow break the thing that had cost an arm and a leg and thrust him into the twenty-first century?
If so, so be it….
Dear Emma, just a note to say How much your pesky insistence is appreciated, not to mention your patient Tutorials. I like this sTuff, and yes, You Told Me So. (Lest you gloat overmuch in seeing my bald admission in black and white, tear this up, I pray you, or run it through a shredder.) The Mouse is driving me Ccrazy/
Guess Who

He hit send, holding his breath.
Out of here.
Emma Newland would count this her greatest triumph. To tell the truth, he felt pretty good about it himself.
 
At six-thirty, Hope Winchester filled her teakettle with bottled water and placed it on the gas burner. She was wondering whether she’d ever known anyone other than George who was willing to make personal sacrifices for God.
She thought of her mother, who had made desperate sacrifices for her two daughters, but not for God. Her mother didn’t appear to believe in God, though Hope remembered the time when her sister, Louise, was running a perilous fever, and her mother had sat at the foot of the bed and wept and rocked herself. “Oh, God, oh, God, oh,
God,” she had whispered over and over. It had frozen Hope’s heart to witness her grief. When she was older, Hope remembered wondering if it had been God who made Louise well.
It was mystifying to her that George would choose to go back to prison, back into despair and hopelessness and even possible danger, when he could have chosen an easy life in Mitford. And yet, she sensed it wasn’t in him to choose an easy life.
She walked to the front window of her two rooms above the Chelsea Tea Shop, and looked out to Main Street. The days had grown shorter; already the street lamps were shining against the gathering dusk. Three people passed on the street below, two of them carrying something covered by a tea towel.
A choir member had invited her to the Lord’s Chapel supper, and she’d wrestled all day with the invitation. Never in her life had she cooked or baked anything for a covered-dish supper, and the thought of doing it and failing was humiliating.
Worse still, what if she took something and no one ate any of it and she had to carry the dish away, untouched, while everyone else went home with empty platters?
It occurred to her in the afternoon that she might buy a dozen corn muffins before the tea shop closed, and in this notion found a moment of glad reprieve. Bought muffins, however, might be a mark against her in some way she could only sense and not fully understand.
She wished fervently that she’d never been asked, and found that she was wringing her hands again. The bright spirit she’d recently felt had vanished, and she was her old self, the worried, fretful self she’d been before the fall.
She went to her boiling teakettle and looked at the clock on the stove. Six forty-five. As the supper was at seven o’clock, it was too late to worry about it anymore. The whole affair could at last be forgotten.
She instantly felt both an enormous relief and an unexplainable sadness, something like the feeling she had when she realized she wasn’t in love with George Gaynor, after all, but counted him a friend.
 
“And in this mountain the Lord of hosts will make for all people a feast of choice pieces, a feast of wines on the lees, of fat things full of marrow….”
In his blessing of the meal, Father Talbot quoted from the prophet Isaiah, then invited all to break bread together.
“Did you bring your brownies?” Amy Larkin asked Harley, who was ahead of her in the queue to the food table.
“Yes, ma’am,” he told the eleven-year-old. “Right over yonder.”
“I brought pimiento cheese sandwiches.” Her eyes shone. “No crusts.”
“Where’re they at?”
“Right next to the potato salad in the red bowl,” she said. “On the left.”
He nodded, respectful. “I’ll make sure to have one.”
Amy Larkin reminded him of Lace when she was still a little squirt, running to his trailer with a book under her arm. He hated she had grown up and gone off to school, but he knew it was for the best.
He fixed his gaze on Cynthia’s lemon squares on the dessert table. He had set his mouth for a lemon square, and hoped he could get to the familiar blue and white platter before it was too late.
 
“O God, heavenly Father, who by Thy Son Jesus Christ has promised to all those who seek Thy kingdom and its righteousness all things necessary to sustain their life: Send us, we entreat thee, in this time of need, such moderate rain and showers, that we may receive the fruits of the earth, to our comfort and to Thy honor; through Jesus Christ our Lord.”
“Amen!”
“Abide with me:
fast falls the eventide;
the darkness deepens;
Lord, with me abide:
when other helpers
fail and comforts flee,
help of the helpless,
O abide with me….”

The words of the eighteenth-century hymnist carried through the open windows of the parish hall and lifted on the mild September air.
A block away, Hope Winchester thought she could hear singing, but wasn’t sure. Maybe she heard something that sounded like abide with me… and something about eventide, but she couldn’t be certain.
She stood at her open window for what seemed a long time, listening.
 
Hélène Pringle heard the faint sound of the basement door closing, and knew that someone had come in.
When she saw Harley this afternoon at the gas station, he said he was having supper at Lord’s Chapel. “Are you goin’?” he asked.
“Oh, no,” she’d said. “I haven’t been invited.”
“Ever’body’s invited,” he’d told her. “Hit’s community-wide, you ought t’ come!”
But of course she hadn’t gone; she’d felt terribly vulnerable last Sunday when the father preached on being thankful and had the odd notion he was preaching directly to her. She tried to recall if she had thanked God for anything, or only asked Him to give her something, as a child might make requests of St. Nicholas.
She had grown fond of those times of talking through the curtain, to the one she supposed to be God. She still had no certainty that He cared or was even listening, but she hoped He was. In truth, it was increasingly important to her that He should listen and care, and that their time together be more than the figment of a spinster’s overwrought imagination.
She turned the kitchen light off and was going along the hall when the phone rang. It would be a student, of course, canceling or rescheduling .
“Allo!” she said in the French way.
“Miss Pringle, it’s Hope Winchester. How are you this evening?”
“Very well, Hope, and you?”
“Good, thank you. Is…George Gaynor there? I hope this is no trouble.”
“No trouble in the least! One moment, please, and I’ll call down.”
She laid the phone on the hall table and walked to the basement door and opened it. “Mr. Gaynor! Are you there?” Though she called Harley by his first name, she had never felt comfortable calling Mr. Gaynor by his.
“Yes, Miss Pringle?” George Gaynor appeared in a pool of light at the foot of the basement stairs.
“You have a telephone call. Will you come up?”
“Yes. Thank you.”
“The receiver is on the hall table, just switch on the lamp.”
Mr. Gaynor was an arresting figure, she thought, as he appeared at the top of the stairs—quite handsome and dignified, not at all like someone who had spent time behind bars. “Please don’t hurry,” she said. “I’ll be upstairs.”
“Thank you again.”
It was étrange, she mused as she went up, that her next-door neighbor had somehow collected the three of them under one roof—what an odd assortment! She smiled at the thought.
Ça alors! what a day this had been—Barbizon was in the foulest of tempers, and all three of her students had done poorly at their lessons. She would take a hot bath and put on sa chemise de nuit préférée and talk to the other side of the curtain.
She paused at the top of the stair, attracted by laughter in the hallway. It was such an unusual sound, a man laughing in her house….
“I said you could call anytime. Yes, it’s all right, I assure you.”
There was a long silence. Hélène thought she should go to her room, but didn’t move from the banister railing.
“Of course. I remember the day when the teachers came in, I was going to tell you about the prayer, but…”
Her grandmother’s tall case clock ticked on the landing.
“It’s a very simple prayer. Sometimes, people think they want something more sophisticated, or even complicated. But if you have a willing heart, it’s all you need, nothing more….
“What will happen? That’s a good question.”
Hélène heard him chuckle; it seemed a glad sound.
“It would take years to tell you all that happens when you surrender your life to God. Perhaps forgiveness—I think His forgiveness may be the most important thing that happens….
“Yes. Even for the worst stuff….”
Hélène looked at the clock. In less than a minute, it would chime the hour. Her heart beat in her temples.
“Surrendering your soul to Him changes everything. That sounds scary, but I found it downright terrifying when I presumed to be in control…
“I understand. I had every reason, also. My uncle was a priest who stole six hundred thousand dollars from the church coffers—with the help of my father. I’ve found that if we keep our eyes on Christians, we can be disappointed in a major way. The important thing is to keep our eyes on Christ….
“I can’t honestly say that I know what happy means. Let’s say that I’m certain…
“About who He is, what life is for, where I’m going, what it means to be given a second chance….
“Yes, you can pray it with me…whatever seems right to you.”
Hélène heard the movement in the French clock begin to whir.
“Thank you, God, for loving me…and for sending Your Son to die for my sins….”
The first hour struck…
“I sincerely repent of my sins…and receive Jesus Christ as my personal savior.”
The second hour…
“Now, as your child, I turn my entire life over to you. Amen.”
The clock on the landing of the old rectory struck again, seven times.
Hélène stood by the railing, breathless and unmoving, lest she betray to George Gaynor that she was standing there at all.
When at last she went down the stairs to turn off the light, the hall was empty and the basement door was closed.
 
When Volunteer Fire Chief Hamp Floyd got the call from a neighbor, he ran to his back door and flung it open. Naked as a jaybird and still clutching the cordless, he looked east.
Rooted to the spot, he dialed the fire chief in Wesley.
“It’s Hamp,” he said, his voice shaking. “Bring both trucks, I’ll have a lead car waitin’ at the corner of Lilac an’ Main.”
He dressed in two-point-three minutes and, without kissing his wife, ran from the house to do the impossible.
 
Father Tim heard the truck leave the fire station at two in the morning.
He got up quickly and went to the window facing Wisteria, but saw nothing out of the ordinary.
“What is it, Timothy?”
“I don’t know. I’m going to throw something on and go down to the porch. Sounds like they’re headed north.”
“I’ll pray,” she said.
He pulled on his pants, shoved his feet into his loafers, and buttoned his shirt as he went down the stairs.
“Stay,” he said to his dog, who was hard on his heels at the front door.
From the porch, he saw a neighbor running toward Main Street.
“What is it?” he called.
“Fire on the ridge!”
He ran to the sidewalk, hooked a left, and jogged toward Main.
Several neighbors were standing in the street; a group had gathered on Edie Adams’s front lawn.
Bill Adkins, dressed in pajamas and a windbreaker, nodded as Father Tim reached the sidewalk at Edie’s. “It’s a bad one,” said Bill.
Father Tim turned and looked northeast, up to the long ridge where fire was turning the dark sky orange, where the clouds appeared lit by an eerie inner glow.
“Clear Day,” he whispered.
“Yessir. Looks like the truck went out mighty late.”
“I should go.” He was suddenly chilled, shaking.
“Nossir, I wouldn’t do that if I was you.”
“That’s a huge fire.”
“Yessir, there’s no way our truck can handle it, they’ll have to get help from Wesley. Lord knows I hope th’ woods hadn’t caught fire, dry as it’s been.”
Ninety acres of parched timber bordering eight thousand square feet of heart pine, oak beams, and cedar shakes.
“That yella truck’ll have t’ do th’ work of three or four red ’uns,” said an onlooker.
“What if she’s up there?” he asked Bill Adkins.
“In Florida would be my guess.”
But something told him otherwise.
Stricken, he prayed aloud the prayer that never fails: “Dear God, Your will be done!”
“Amen,” replied a voice in the crowd.
 
Neighbors in slippers, a few with their hair in curlers, continued to convene along the west side of Main Street, as if gathering for a parade. There were long periods of astonished silence as they looked east to the furnace on the ridge. Then murmurs of disbelief again rippled through the crowd, swelling into agitated talk and laughter.
To Father Tim it seemed an eternity before they heard the twin sirens of Wesley’s trucks hauling south toward the Mitford monument. As the trucks came into view and swung left on Lilac Road, cheers went up.
He walked toward home, praying.
“That woman’s gettin’ back what she’s been dishin’ out.”
“A little taste of what’s to come, you know what I mean?”
Laughter.
He walked on.
“Hey, Father.”
“Hey, Sam. Will you pray?”
“Yes, sir.”
Cynthia would sleep through this; she could sleep through an air raid. He wouldn’t disturb her. But he needed her; he needed her to tell him what to do.
 
“It’s bad, isn’t it?”
She was sitting up in bed, waiting, her eyes wide.
“It’s Clear Day.”
“Dear God…”
“I think any effort I could make would be useless. Three trucks, and maybe more coming, I don’t know.”
“If you went, all you could do is pray; we can do that here. Come, sweetheart.”
She held out her hands to him.
He went to her and sat by her side and couldn’t stop trembling.
 
He awoke at first light and lay quiet and uneasy, listening to the snores of his dog in the hallway.
He thought for a while, trying to bring something forth from his befuddled mind, then got up and padded to the wing chair and turned on the floor lamp and picked up his Bible and turned to Isaiah.
Toward the end of the twenty-fifth chapter was the prophet’s warning to those who would not trust, the reverse side of the bright verse that Father Talbot had used in his prayer only last night, though it seemed days ago.
“For in this mountain,” he read, “shall the hand of the Lord rest…and the fortress of the high fort of thy walls shall he bring down, lay low, and bring to the ground, even to the dust.”
Without waking Cynthia, he dressed and went downstairs, and made a call from the kitchen.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
A Place of Springs

“They wadn’t no fire alarm that went off, is what they say.”
Coot Hendrick was occupying the lead stool at Percy’s counter, and looking as ragged out as the rest of the early crowd.
Father Tim took a mug of coffee from Percy and sat on the stool beside Coot. “I called Wesley Hospital this morning, on the chance they’d know something. It turns out Ed Coffey drove her over there, and she was picked up by a trauma unit. They flew her to Charlotte.”
“Was she burned bad?” asked Percy.
“Wasn’t burned at all. A ceiling beam and some of the plaster gave way in her bedroom—it’s serious, I think.” Clergy shared a few privileges with the press; they were sometimes given information that others couldn’t access.
Percy rubbed his eyes. His house afforded one of the best views of the Clear Day property, and sleep had been scarce. “Tim Jenkins was th’ first one in this mornin,’ takin’ coffee to th’ ridge, said ’er house was about burned t’ th’ ground when they got there.”
“They’ll be on th’ ridge a while yet,” said Coot. “Smoke’s comin’ off of it, big time.”
“Took ’em a good half hour to get to th’ house from th’ road, Tim said they had t’ break down that electric gate she’s got, they busted th’ bloomin’ thing half t’ pieces t’ get in, then what d’you think?”
“What?” asked Coot.
“Turns out there’s a hedge of rhodos on either side of th’ road, runnin’ from th’ gate to ’er house—”
J.C. wheeled in with his briefcase, blackened from head to toe and reeking of smoke. He took a mug of coffee from Percy.
“We were just talkin’ about th’ rhodo hedge,” said Percy.
“Man, what a mess. Th’ guys in the trucks didn’t know there was a back way to th’ house, so they tried gettin’ th’ trucks in through th’ front. Th’ rhododendrons have grown together, sides and top, ’til they’re tight as a steel culvert.
“But ol’ Hamp floored his new truck an’ in they went. Only trouble is, they couldn’t get very far. There they were, three trucks stalled in that tunnel of rhodos and th’ house goin’ up like kindling.
“I think Hamp did some damage to his new vehicle before he finally got to th’ house.” He handed the mug back to Percy. “Shoot me a little cream in there and about a bucket of sugar.
“My take is, all th’ heavy equipment she’s had on th’ place th’ last couple of months, they maybe ran over a cable, somehow cut some wires, and took th’ security system out—that’s why Hamp didn’t get a call off th’ smoke alarm.” J.C. jerked several paper napkins from the aluminum holder and wiped his face. “Man, that was th’ worst thing I ever saw, I don’t want t’ see anything like it again in this lifetime.”
“Th’ father says Ed Coffey drove ’er to Wesley an’ they sent a trauma unit to pick ’er up.”
“I got to find Ed,” said J.C. “He’s th’ main man, th’ missin’ piece. This story’s got to run Monday, I got a lot of facts to pull together. What kind of trauma unit?”
“I don’t know,” said Father Tim. “They said part of the ceiling caved into her bedroom, she was flown out of Wesley about two-thirty this morning.”
J. C. swigged his coffee. “I wish we could run color like Gary Barnes’s paper over th’ mountain. When it comes to a fire, black and white photos don’t cut it.”
“So how come how Ed didn’t get hurt?” asked Percy.
“He lives in th’ carriage house out back,” said J.C. “Which is prob’bly what saved her neck.”
“Looked like the fire was bad enough to take the whole ninety acres,” said Father Tim.
“Yeah, well, when th’ guys saw th’ house was a goner, they went to work to keep th’ fire out of th’ woods; it was fish or cut bait, accordin’ to Hamp.”
“So, what’re you orderin’?” Percy asked J.C. This CNN news hour could go on ’til the cows came home. A man had to make a living.
“Can you do lunch?”
“Depends on what it is.” It was six-thirty in the morning, for Pete’s sake.
“Give me a ribeye, well done on a toasted bun, with mayo, steak sauce, onions, an’ an order of hash browns—make that a double order. I been goin’ like a sonofagun since Hamp hauled by my house at two A.M.”
Percy crossed his arms. “I can do it, but it’ll be a one-time-only deal.”
“An’ while you’re at it, fry my onions along with th’ steak.”
Percy had no intention whatever of frying onions at six-thirty in the morning. Let Mister Fat Cat Know-It-All fry his own blooming onions.
 
On Monday morning, the ashes of Clear Day still smoldered on the ridge; the smell hung over the village like an acrid incense.
Though a number of people couldn’t resist being secretly pleased that Clear Day’s owner had gotten her comeuppance, most of them kept their mouths shut. As dry as it had been, the fire could easily have spiraled out of control and advanced down the ridge to devour the town, like the Gordonsville fire in 1978. Nossir, you didn’t want to go badmouthing somebody at a time like this, especially since your own neck had been spared—they would badmouth Miss High and Mighty after the smoke cleared and the dust settled.
Ridge-Top Home
Burns to Ground
Clear Day, the home of longtime Mitford resident, Edith Mallory, burned to the ground at about two-thirty a.m. on Saturday morning of last week.
Fire Chief Hamp Floyd and his squad of hard-working volunteers joined forces with two trucks from our sister station in Wesley. They battled the blazing inferno until seven o’clock Saturday morning, with special emphasis on building a fire screen that prevented the blaze from igniting surrounding woods.
Chief Floyd said a large area of raw ground and a large swimming pool also helped contain the fire. Someone reported that Ms. Mallory was having a helicopter pad constructed on the west lawn of her 90-acre property, once the sight of the log cabin home of Mitford’s founder, Hezikiah Hendrick.
“It was a big one,” stated Chief Floyd/. “Apparently, the Mallory alarm system had malfunctioned, and we did not get a call from the security company. My call came from Buster Boyd, who had to let his dog out and saw what was happening on the ridge. I would like to personally thank Buster for his contribution.”
It was learned that Ms. Mallory suffered severe injuries, though not from fire. Ed Coffey, an employee of Ms. Mallory who returned to the sight for personal belongings from his living quarters, said he could not discuss the specific nature of the injuries. He did say that Ms. Mallory is recuperating in a Charlotte hospital, and will return to her home in Florida in several weeks. He added that new wiring was underway in the attic of the house and may have caused the problem.
We would like to thank all who bravely battled the fire that if not properly contained might have spread to other home sights with tragic results.

The story was accompanied by a large black and white front-page photo showing a crescent moon risen over the enormous conflagration. A piece of garden statuary in the foreground appeared to be of Diana, Goddess of the Hunt. In the confusion of men and equipment, an arm had been broken from the statue and was lying in the grass.
 
“Lookit!” said Emma.
She pulled something from a shopping bag, unfurled it, and presented a navy blue dress with a white collar.
“England! What d’you think?”
“I like it.”
“I decided I’m not going to try an’ lose weight, I’ll just buy somethin’ dark and loose that makes me look thin.”
“Brilliant.”
“On sale. Half price.”
“Brilliant to the max.”
He wouldn’t exactly call Emma Newland beautiful, no, indeed. But ever since Andrew had insisted she be the one to go, she had looked radiant, a new woman.
“I’m studyin’ how to speak English,” she announced.
“It’s about time.”
“Boot for trunk, post a letter for mail a letter, garden for yard, and ha-ha for a ditch to put cows in….”
“Spot on,” he said.
 
“Timothy, Stuart. I’ve got good news and bad news.”
“The bad first.”
“You know about Edith Mallory?”
“I do. But not many details. It was a terrible fire, a sight I’ll never forget.”
“You remember I asked if you know how to reach her, thinking we might scare up a gift for the cathedral? She’s no longer on the membership list at Lord’s Chapel, so we had to trace her. Beth O’Conner—did you know Beth?”
“Yes, she visited Edith several times, came to church.”
“We knew she was a friend of Edith’s, so we called her. And listen to this…”
It had definitely been a while since he’d heard joy in Stuart’s voice.
“She’s giving us a half million dollars for the choir school!”
“Congratulations! Mazel tov!”
“It’s in memory of her son who died of cancer a few months ago. She’s been waiting, she said, until God spoke to her heart about where to give it. She loves the idea of the choir school, her son began singing in the choir when he was eleven years old, she may even do something for us again.”
“My friend, you sound eleven years old yourself. But I thought you were going to start with the bad news.”
“I was, but I forgot and gave you the good stuff instead. Anyway, that’s the first specific commitment we’ve had to the choir school, and I’m frankly beside myself. By the way, thanks a thousandfold for the Kavanagh gift, it means a great deal to have it.”
“It meant a great deal to send it.”
“The bad news, of course, is that Edith Mallory is in serious condition. Beth says Edith would want it kept quiet, but I thought you should know—both her motor and speech centers have been damaged. There’s great difficulty in expressing herself verbally, and she’s paralyzed along her right side, something like what happens with a stroke. She’ll be in a wheelchair, and the doctors don’t know where the brain injury could lead. Right now, Beth says she can only speak gibberish. The doctors call it word salad.”
“I’m sorry,” he said, meaning it.
“Yes. So am I. She’ll be in a rehab center for a couple of months, then down to Florida.”
“Do you know where she is in Charlotte?”
“Putney.”
“That’s good. Thanks for bringing me up to speed. I needed to know.”
“It occurs to me that Edith has participated in building the choir school, albeit unwittingly. In any case—moving along to happier themes—I’m encouraged, Timothy. I hope you are.”
“I am. Very much.”
“God is faithful, Timothy, listen to this—my secretary wrote it on my notepad this morning. ‘Those who go through the desolate valley will find it a place of springs, for the early rains have covered it with pools of water.’ Psalm Eighty-four.”
“Amen and amen.”
“Love to Cynthia.”
“And love to Martha.”
He sat for a time, looking out the window to Baxter Park.
Then he opened the desk drawer and took out his Mont Blanc pen and a sheet of ivory writing paper.
Dear Edith,
He wouldn’t speak to her of God. Let God do that Himself.
You are faithfully in our prayers.
Cynthia and Timothy Kavanagh

 
“Ugh!” exclaimed his wife, trying to huff the box from the porch bench.
“Here,” he said. “Let me get it.”
“It’s from Tennessee!” she said, as eager as he to see what the delivery contained.
“I must chide Father Roland for shipping UPS when the post office could have done it cheaper.”
“Tell him that next time he begs for money.”
They sat on the floor of the study, slicing through the laboriously applied tape with an old kitchen knife.
She pulled up the lid and peered inside. “The bundle on top says, ‘Unwrap first.’”
“Heave to.”
She removed the string and unrolled the paper, and Noah’s ark tumbled onto the floor, landing upright.
Tears sprang to her eyes. “Timothy!”
He was smitten at once with the grace and skill of Abner’s carving. The long, shoe-box-like vessel had clearly been modeled after the architectural and engineering directions contained in the book of Genesis.
“Amazing!” he said.
“And look!” Two amiable-looking camels rolled from the heavy wrapping paper and into her lap.
“They’re wondrous,” she said. “Wondrous!”
Unable to resist, he opened a bundle himself. “Geese, by George!”
“No, by Abner!” exclaimed his jubilant wife.
They were children for an hour, unwrapping a buck and a doe, two pigs, two bears, and two mules. They examined each creature, looking at the way the knife had shaped the wood, at the sleepy eyes of the pigs, the erect ears of the horses, the movement of the wood grain.
“If this is any indication,” she said, “Backyard is helping God do something wonderful in Tennessee.”
“Absolutely!”
“I have a great idea.”
“What’s that?”
“It isn’t a new idea, of course, Father Roland thought of it ages ago.”
“Speak.”
“Let’s send him some money,” she said. “A really generous amount.”
“What, and deny him the thrill of hammering us on the head?”
“I’ll just go upstairs and get the checkbook.”
“And I’ll take the envelope straight to the post office,” he said.
 
“I need a joke.”
“What for?” asked Mule.
“I’m going to see Uncle Billy, he’s back at home and could probably use a laugh.”
“I can’t remember jokes. They go in one ear an’ out th’ other.”
“Maybe Percy has a joke.”
“Come on. Have you ever heard that ol’ sourpuss tell a joke?”
“Now that you mention it, no.”
“I’ve heard Coot tell a joke a time or two, but you wouldn’t want to repeat it.”
“Maybe Harley,” said Father Tim. “Once in a while, Harley has a good joke.”
J.C. slung his briefcase into the booth and thumped down. “You need a joke?”
“Clean,” said Father Tim.
“Here you go. Th’ doctor asks the nurse, says, ‘How’s that little boy doin’, the one who swallowed all those quarters?’ Th’ nurse says, ‘No change yet.’”
J.C. looked across the table, raising his eyebrows.
“I don’t get it,” said Mule.
“Got anything else?” asked Father Tim.
 
Only a moment ago, in the simple act of walking across her kitchen floor, Hélène Pringle was startled to recognize that God had, in fact, revealed Himself to her.
He had revealed Himself by allowing her to help find Sammy Barlowe, and had arranged for her to stand on the landing while George Gaynor repeated the prayer on the phone.
It was an intimate revelation that gave her a deep gladness, and she thought again of the other evening, the night marked by that terrible fire, when her life had been altered for all time.
She had known it was discourteous to eavesdrop, but apparently God had been willing to overlook this small indiscretion to gain something of far greater importance.
Indeed, her heart had pounded into her throat as she repeated the lines of that simple prayer. She felt as if she’d been electrified.
Afterward, she wanted desperately to go to her room and kneel by her bed and speak to the other side of the curtain. She had instead gone downstairs to turn off the light, for she could not afford the extravagance of a lamp burning unnecessarily.
At the time, she had no idea what might come of the prayer she had uttered silently—perhaps nothing. Yet, she’d known she had to repeat it after George Gaynor; not to have done so would have been unthinkable.
By the time she’d gone up the stairs and into her room, she realized that the curtain so long imagined in her mind had vanished. And though she hadn’t actually seen Him sitting on what was once the other side, she hadn’t been surprised at all to realize He was there.
 
Hope Winchester was once again watching George Gaynor leave Mitford.
This time, he wasn’t leaving in a car with dark windows, driven by an FBI agent, he was riding with Father Tim and his dog in a red Mustang convertible with the top down.
She stood with Scott Murphy on the sidewalk, in the precise spot she’d occupied more than eight years ago, and waved goodbye as the car moved toward them from Wisteria Lane.
George had been standing at the bookstore this morning, bearing two cups of coffee from the Grill, when she arrived to open up. They had sat in his office, drinking coffee and saying goodbye, and he told her he was honored that she’d imagined herself in love with him, however briefly. They had laughed a little then, and he thanked her once more and said he would write and she said she would, too.
Then Scott had joined them in the office, where he stood with one hand on George’s shoulder and the other on hers, and prayed—for the power, consolation, and guidance of the Holy Spirit in George’s future, and in the life of Hope Winchester.
The men had embraced then, unashamed and oddly happy, and her own heart had been moved as George left, walking down to the yellow house to meet his ride to the Asheville airport.
As the Mustang drove by now, Father Tim beeped the horn twice and George threw up his hand and looked their way, beaming. Barnabas sat upright on the backseat, gazing straight ahead.
They watched until the red convertible drove around the monument and passed from view.
Scott cleared his throat and turned to her. “I need to pick up a book.”
She smiled. “You’ve come to the right place.”
He was paying for the book when he felt a sudden inspiration.
“Hope…”
“Yes!” She loved the sound of her name.
“I don’t suppose you would…”—he paused, looking for just the right word—“consider going to Wesley for dinner and a movie. Sometime.”
He knit his brow as if he expected to hear the worst.
“Why, yes, I…would enjoy considering it.”
She could count on one hand the times she’d been out for dinner and a movie—twice with her mother and sister, and once on a blind date.
“Good!” he said. “Great!”
He’d never before asked anyone out for dinner and a movie. When he was just nine years old, three of his grandparents had been killed in a car accident on their way home from dinner and a movie. Miraculously, his mother’s mother had survived, and was still living and active and always eager to hear what was happening in her grandson’s life.
He knew that he would call his grandmother tonight.
 
Although he’d heard the news, he was eager to see it in print, in black and white.
When the September seventh edition of the Muse hit their front lawn on Monday morning, Father Tim went out, barefoot, and carried the paper inside to the kitchen, where the coffee was brewing.
He read the headline, set in the largest type he’d ever seen in their hometown journal, and was moved to cross himself.
Portion of Mallory Land to Be Deeded to Town
According to Ed Coffey, employee and official spokesman for longtime Mitford resident, Ms. Edith Mallory, two acres of land at Ms. Mallory’s fire-ravaged home site on the ridge above Mitford will be given to the town.
Mr. Coffey states that Ms. Mallory had made legal arrangements to deed this plot of land to the town several days before fire destroyed her 8,000-square foot home in the early morning hours Saturday before last.
“Ms. Mallory has had the plot of land inspected by a team of archaeologists who found positive evidence of five grave sites.”
Mr. Coffey presented a written statement to the town, which was shared by Mayor Gregory with the Mitford
Muse. It states that the two-acre plot, which lies on the northeast edge of the Mallory property, contains “five visible depressions in the ground.” According to the statement, the archaeology team did not disturb the graves proper, as no excavation went deeper than necessary to identify the tops of the grave shafts, “and no remains were disinterred.”
Ms. Mallory’s gift of the two acres contains several restrictions.
No remains can be disinterred now or in the future.
No parking for automobiles will be allowed. Any markers the town wishes to erect may be erected. She especially requests that a marker identifying the founder of the town and pertinent dates be included. A walking trail may be created on the property which is largely wooded “with abundant wildflowers.” No admission to the site may ever be charged, and trespassing beyond the site will be strictly enforced.
Mayor Gregory says that town officials are “jubilant” over this act of “unsurpassed generosity.” The council will review costs for improving and marking the site and making it ready for public visitation, possibly in the spring of next year.
The Council will also review the cost of purchasing a shuttle bus to ferry visitors to and from the site.
Coot Hendrick, a town official who has worked to gather data on the site and bring its history to public recognition, said the evidence of five graves rather than one, is a credit to the character of his ancestor, Hezikiah
Hendrick, founder of Mitford. “for obvious reasons, if you think about it,” he said.
Mr. Hendrick stated that he would personally host a small celebration in the town hall for all town employees at noon tomorrow. Cookies and tea will be served. His mother, Mrs. Beulah Mae Hendrick, will sing.

He couldn’t believe J.C. had at last improved his spelling. He checked the story again to make certain he was seeing right, then moved along to the next item.
Town Announces
Fifty Dollar Fine for
Watering Yards
Put your sprinklers away and roll up your hoses.
After Forty days with no rain in Mitford and surrounding areas, CityManager Jim Sherrill has instituted a fifty dollar fine for using town water for lawns, flower beds, or any other outdoor purpose. Residents are also strongly cautioned against using washing machines and dishwashers at peak hours.
“There are no exceptions to the rule,” says Town Manager Jim Sherrill. He informed the Mitford Muse that our water table is 10 inches below normal.
Mayor Andrew Gregory is in full agreement with the decision to impose a penalty. “In view of the seriousness of our water shortage, the penalty is quite lenient. Everyone’s support is needed.”

While Cynthia had an animated conversation on the hall phone, he watched the five o’clock news and scrubbed two potatoes for baking.
“Who was it?” he asked his wife as she trotted into the kitchen.
“Guess!” she said, looking ecstatic.
“Please! I hate guessing.”
“One guess,” she said, just this side of jumping up and down.
He picked up the remote and hit mute. “The mayor decided to send Coot Hendrick to England with Emma, and Emma canceled her trip altogether.”
“Sammy wants to come for Thanksgiving and Lon Burtie is bringing him.”
“Alleluia!”
“Sammy wants to come here, he doesn’t want to see his mother.”
“That’ll take time. But what good news; we’ll call Dooley tonight.”
She thumped onto a stool. “I love good news,” she said.
He forked holes in the potatoes. “What don’t you love, my dear?”
“Labels that scratch the back of my neck, size-eight jeans that don’t fit anymore, and baked potatoes without sour cream.”
“Not to worry. I just found sour cream on the bottom shelf—it has a couple of hours to go before the shelf date expires.”
“Timothy, what’s that sound?”
They raised their heads, listening.
“Can it be?” he asked.
“Rain!” She hopped from the stool and ran to open the back door.
The cool, sweet air flowed in through the screen; the drops pounded the steps and the landing.
“Let’s go out in it!” she said.
“You go out in it.”
“Timothy…”
“You mean out out?”
“Of course! Walking, singing, whatever. Just this once, before we’re old and gray.”
“Kavanagh, I am old and gray.”
“We’ll go to Baxter Park…look, it’s pouring, that’s terrific, I always wanted to do this! Nobody will see us in Baxter Park, not a soul, put on your windbreaker….”
“I’ll need a raincoat,” he said, frowning.
“No, dearest, that’s not walking in the rain! Here, take this…that’s right! Good, darling! Wonderful! You’re the best….”
Not since he was a kid in Holly Springs had he been out out in the rain.
They hit the back steps running and sprinted east on their side of the hedge, shouting like wild things.
 
He dumped his sopping clothes on the floor of the bathroom and dried off with a towel while his wife took a shower. For his money, he’d just taken a shower, enough was enough.
She stuck her head around the curtain. “I just remembered…”
“What?”
“Today’s our anniversary. Did you forget?”
“I did. I’m sorry.”
“It’s OK. I remembered yesterday and then I forgot again.”
“Thank heaven I’m not the only one,” he said, meaning it.
“Should we celebrate?”
“We just did.” He grinned.
He pulled on a pair of worn sweats and, whistling, went downstairs with his dog to pick up where he’d left off.
He set the dial to 450 and was just popping the potatoes in the oven when the phone rang.
“Hello!”
“Hey, Dad!”
“Hey, son!”
“You won’t believe this.”
“Try me.”
“No, seriously, there’s no way you could believe it.”
Was it sheer, unbounded joy he heard in his boy’s voice? Whatever it was, he had never, ever heard it in Dooley’s voice before. It was something like jubilation.
“You’ve won the lottery!”
Dooley cackled. “Yeah, right.” A brief pause. “Lace called me back.”
“No way.”
“I was walking down the hall and the phone rang and I picked it up, like, ‘Hello, Tau Kappa Epsilon,’ and she said, ‘Dooley?’ Man.”
“Man!” he echoed.
“She returned my call,” Dooley said again, as if trying to fully comprehend the truth.
“Never say never.” He was a temple of wisdom, all right.
“It only took her a year and a half.”
His grin was stretching clear around his head. “Oh, well, these are busy times.”
There was brief silence in which each sought to fully digest the miracle.
“Well, hey, look, Dad, I’ve got to go. Catch you later.”
“Alligator,” he whispered, hanging up.
He stood at the kitchen island, looking out to the rain that continued unabated. He’d completely forgotten to tell Dooley about Sammy. Later, he and Cynthia would call and tell him together.
“Timothy…”
His wife came into the room, wearing her bathrobe and slippers.
“You have tears in your eyes, what is it, sweetheart?”
“Life!” he said. “And love.”
He drew her to him, feeling her damp hair against his shoulder. They would talk about the phone call over dinner. It would be a great treat.
Now, he held her close, wordless, rocking her gently in his arms.
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To the honor and glory of the Child, Emmanuel,
God with Us
[image: star.jpg]
Acknowledgments




Warm thanks to:
Family Heirlooms of Blowing Rock, where I found the Nativity figures written about in this story; my daughter, Candace Freeland, who got excited with me and contributed a great idea; Mrs. George (Bobby) Walton, who, without knowing my need, sent a helpful book of Nativity images; my publishers at Viking Penguin, who are ever gracious to Mitford; Fr. James Harris, who is always helpful and tender of spirit; Jefferson Otwell; The Right Reverend Keith L. Ackerman, SSC; Gary Purdy; Hoyt Doak; Lisa Knaack; Sherman Knaack; Mike Thacker; Bill Lapham, Asher Lapham, and Michael Summers.
Special thanks to:
Stefanie Newman, who restored the actual Nativity figures to their present charm and beauty.


And there were in the same country shepherds abiding in the field, keeping watch over their flock by night.
And lo, the angel of the Lord came upon them, and the glory of the Lord shone round about them; and they were sore afraid.
And the angel said unto them, Fear not: for behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all people.
For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, which is Christ the Lord.
And this shall be a sign unto you; Ye shall find the babe wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a manger.
And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God, and saying,
Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good will toward men.
And it came to pass, as the angels were gone away from them into heaven, the shepherds said one to another, Let us now go even unto Bethlehem, and see this thing which is come to pass, which the Lord hath made known unto us.
And they came with haste, and found Mary, and Joseph, and the babe lying in a manger.
And when they had seen it, they made known abroad the saying which was told them concerning this child.
And all they that heard it wondered at those things which were told them by the shepherds.
 
Luke 2:8—18, KJV
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The rain began punctually at five o’clock, though few were awake to hear it. It was a gentle rain, rather like a summer shower that had escaped the grip of time or season and wandered into Mitford several months late.
By six o’clock, when much of the population of 1,074 was leaving for work in Wesley or Holding or across the Tennessee line, the drops had grown large and heavy, as if weighted with mercury, and those running to their cars or trucks without umbrellas could feel the distinct smack of each drop.
Dashing to a truck outfitted with painter’s ladders, someone on Lilac Road shouted “Yeehaw!,” an act that precipitated a spree of barking among the neighborhood dogs.
Here and there, as seemingly random as the appearance of stars at twilight, lamps came on in houses throughout the village, and radio and television voices prophesied that the front passing over the East Coast would be firmly lodged there for two days.
More than a few were fortunate to lie in bed and listen to the rain drumming on the roof, relieved to have no reason to get up until they were plenty good and ready.
Others thanked God for the time that remained to lie in a warm, safe place unmolested by worldly cares, while some began at once to fret about what the day might bring.
Father Timothy Kavanagh, one of the earliest risers in Mitford, did not rise so early this morning. Instead, he lay in his bed in the yellow house on Wisteria Lane and listened to the aria of his wife’s whiffling snore, mingled with the sound of rain churning through the gutters.
Had he exchanged wedding vows before the age of sixty-two, he might have taken the marriage bed for granted after these seven years. Instead, he seldom awakened next to the warm sentience of his wife without being mildly astonished by her presence, and boundlessly grateful. Cynthia was his best friend and boon companion, dropped from the very heavens into his life, which, forthwith, she had changed utterly.
He would get up soon enough and go about his day, first hying with his good dog, Barnabas, into the pouring rain, and then, while the coffee brewed, reading the Morning Office, as he’d done for more than four decades as both a working and a now-retired priest.
Feeling a light chill in the room, he scooted over to his sleeping wife and put his arm around her and held her close, comforted, as ever, by the faint and familiar scent of wisteria.
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Lew Boyd, who liked to rise with the sun every morning, and who always wore his watch to bed, gazed at the luminous face of his Timex and saw that it was the first day of October.
October! He had no idea at all where the time had gone. Yesterday was July, today was October. As a matter of fact, where had his life gone?
He stared at the bedroom ceiling and pondered a question that he’d never been fond of messing with, though now seemed a good time to do it and get it over with.
One day, he’d been a green kid without a care in the world. Then, before you could say Jack Robinson, he’d looked up and found he was an old codger with a new and secret wife living way off in Tennessee with her mama, and him lying here in this cold, lonesome bed just as he’d been doing all those years as a widower.
He tried to recall what, exactly, had happened between his youth and old age, but without a cup of coffee at the very least, he was drawing a blank.
Though he’d worked hard and saved his money and honored his dead wife’s memory by looking at her picture on Sunday and paying to have her grave weed-eated, he didn’t know whether he’d made a go of it with the Good Lord or not.
For the few times he’d cheated somebody down at his Exxon station, he’d asked forgiveness, even though he’d cheated them only a few bucks. He’d also asked forgiveness for the times he’d bitten Juanita’s head off without good reason, and for a few other things he didn’t want to think about ever again.
To top that off, he’d quit smoking twelve years ago, cut out the peach brandy he’d fooled with after Juanita passed, and increased what he put in the plate on the occasional Sundays he showed up at First Baptist.
But the thing was, it seemed like all of it—good and bad, up and down, sweet and sour—had blown by him like Dale Earnhardt Jr. at Talladega.
He sighed deeply, hauled himself out of bed, and slid his cold feet into the unlaced, brown and white spectators he wore around the house. If Juanita was alive, or if Earlene was here, he’d probably turn on the furnace out of common decency. But as long as he was boss of the thermostat, he’d operate on the fact that an oil furnace was money down the drain and wait ’til the first hard freeze to make himself toasty.
Sitting on the side of the bed and covering his bare legs with the blanket, he scratched his head and yawned, then reached for the cordless and punched redial.
When his wife, living with her dying mama in a frame house on the southern edge of Knoxville, answered the phone, he said, “Good mornin’, dumplin.’ ”
“Good mornin’ yourself, baby. How’re you feelin’ this mornin’?”
“Great!” he said. “Just great!”
He thought for a split second he was telling a bald-faced lie, then realized he was telling the lawful truth. It was the sound of Earlene’s cheerful voice that had changed him from an old man waking up in a cold bed to a young buck who just remembered he was driving to Tennessee in his new Dodge truck, tonight.
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At six-thirty, Hope Winchester dashed along Main Street under a red umbrella. Rain gurgled from the downspouts of the buildings she fled past and flowed along the curb in a bold and lively stream.
To the driver of a station wagon heading down the mountain, the figure hurrying past the Main Street Grill was but a splash of red on the canvas of a sullen, gray morning. Nonetheless, it was a splash that momentarily cheered the driver.
Hope dodged a billow of water from the wheels of the station wagon and clutched even tighter the pocketbook containing three envelopes whose contents could change her life forever. She would line them up on her desk in the back room of the bookstore and prayerfully examine each of these wonders again and again. Then she would put them in her purse at the end of the day and take them home and line them up on her kitchen table so she might do the same thing once more.
UPS had come hours late yesterday with the books to be used in this month’s promotion, which meant she’d lost precious time finishing the front window and must get at it this morning before the bookstore opened at ten. It was, after all, October first—time for a whole new window display, and the annual Big O sale.
All titles beginning with the letter O would be twenty percent off, which would get Wesley’s students and faculty hopping! Indeed, September’s Big S sale had increased their bottom line by twelve percent over last year, and all because she, the usually reticent Hope Winchester, had urged the owner to give a percentage off that really “counted for something.” It was a Books-A-Million, B&N, Sam’s Club kind of world, Hope insisted, and a five-percent dribble here and there wouldn’t work anymore, not even in Mitford, which wasn’t as sleepy and innocuous as some people liked to think.
She dashed under the awning, set her streaming umbrella down, and jiggled the key in the door of Willard Porter’s old pharmacy, now known as Happy Endings Books.
The lock had the cunning possessed only by a lock manufactured in 1927. Helen, the owner, had refused to replace it, insisting that a burglar couldn’t possibly outwit its boundless vagaries. Jiggling diligently, Hope realized that her feet were cold and soaking wet. She supposed that’s what she deserved by wearing sandals past Labor Day, something her mother had often scolded her for doing.
Once inside, and against the heartfelt wishes of Helen, who lived in Florida and preferred to delay heating the shop until the first snow, Hope squished to the thermostat and looked at the temperature: fifty degrees. Who would read a book, much less buy one, at fifty degrees?
As Margaret Ann, the bookstore cat, wound around her ankles, Hope turned the dial to “on.”
The worn hardwood floor trembled slightly, and she heard at once the great boiler in the basement give its thunderous annual greeting to autumn in Mitford.
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Uncle Billy Watson lay with his eyes squeezed shut and listened to the rain pounding the roof of the Mitford town museum, the rear portion of which he and Rose called home.
He was glad it was raining, for two reasons.
One, he figured it would make the ground nice and soft to plant th’ three daffodil bulbs Dora Pugh had trotted to ’is door. Th’ bulbs, if they was like her seeds, wouldn’t be fit to plant, but he’d give ’er one more chance to do th’ honorable thing an’ stand by what she sold.
When he was feelin’ stronger an’ the doc would let him poke around outside, he knowed right where he’d plant to make the finest show—at the bottom of th’ back steps, over to th’ left where the mailman wouldn’t tear up jack when he made ’is deliveries.
Feeling the gooseflesh rise along his arms and legs, he pulled the covers to his chin.
Th’ other good thing about the rain, if hit lasted, was when Betty Craig come to nurse ’im t’day, she’d be cookin’ all manner of rations to make a man’s jaws water. If they was anything better’n hearin’ rain on th’ roof an’ smellin’ good cookin’ at the same time, he didn’t know what hit’d be.
He lay perfectly still, listening now to the beating of his heart.
His heart wasn’t floppin’ around thisaway and that-away n’ more, he reckoned the pills was workin’.
In a little bit, he rolled over and covered his ears to shut out the sound of his wife’s snoring in the next bed.
He might’ve lost a good deal of eyesight an’ some control of ’is bladder, don’t you know, but by jing, ’is hearin’ could still pick up a cricket in th’ grass, thank th’ Lord an’ hallelujah.
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“Check this out,” said J. C. Hogan, editor of the Mitford Muse and longtime regular of the Main Street Grill. He thrust a copy of the Muse, hot from his pressroom above their heads, under Father Tim’s nose.
“Photo staff?” asked Father Tim.

EXPECT A SPECTACLE
As Mitford’s mayor, Andrew Gregory, doesn’t return until after press time from a buying trip to England, the Muse called on former mayor Esther Cunningham to make the Muse’s official annual prediction about our fall leaf display.
“Color out the kazoo!” stated Ms. Cunningham.
Meterologists across western North Carolina agree. They say that color this fall will be “the best in years,” due to a hot, dry mountain summer followed by heavy rains, which began September 7 and have continued with some frequency.
So load your cameras and wait for Mitford’s famed sugar maples, planted from First Baptist all the way to Little Mitford Creek, to strut their stuff. Color should be at its height October 10–15.
Use ASA 100 film and don’t shoot into the sun. Best morning photo op: from the steps of First Baptist, pointing south. Best afternoon op: from the sidewalk in front of the church, pointing east. This advice courtesy the Muse photo staff.



“You’re lookin’ at it,” said J.C.
“I thought you had spellcheck.”
“I do have spellcheck.”
“It’s not working.”
“Where? What?” J.C. grabbed the newspaper.
“Meteorologist is misspelled.” The former rector of the local Episcopal church had kept his mouth shut for years about the Muse editor’s rotten spelling, but since the newspaper had invested in spellcheck, he figured he could criticize without getting personal.
J.C. muttered a word not often used in the rear booth.
“You ought to have a photo contest,” said Father Tim, blowing on a mug of steaming coffee. “Autumn color, grand prize, second prize . . . like that.”
“Unless th’ rain lets up, there’ll be nothing worth enterin’ in a contest. Besides, I’d have to shell out a couple hundred bucks to make that deal work.”
“Where’s Mule?” asked Father Tim. The erstwhile town realtor had been meeting them in the rear booth for two decades, seldom missing their eight a.m. breakfast tryst.
“Down with th’ Mitford Crud. Prob’ly comes from that hot, dry spell changin’ into a cold, wet spell.”
Velma Mosely skidded up in a pair of silver Nikes. “Looks like th’ Turkey Club’s missin’ a gobbler this mornin’. What’re y’all havin’?”
This was Percy and Velma Mosely’s final year as proprietors of the Grill. After forty years, they were hanging it up at the end of December, and not renewing the lease.
In the spring, they would take a bus to Washington and see the cherry blossoms. Then they planned to settle into retirement in Mitford, where Percy would put in a vegetable garden for the first time in years and Velma would adopt a shorthaired cat from the shelter.
Father Tim nodded to J.C. “You order first.”
“Three eggs scrambled, with grits, bacon, and a couple of biscuits! And give me plenty of butter with that!”
The Muse editor looked at Velma, expectant.
“Your wife said don’t let you have grits and bacon, much less biscuits an’ plenty of butter.” J.C.’s wife, Adele, was Mitford’s first and, so far, only policewoman.
“My wife?”
“That’s right. Adele dropped in on her way to the station this mornin’. She said Doc Harper told you all that stuff is totally off-limits, startin’ today.”
“Since when is it th’ business of this place to meddle in what people order?”
“Take it or leave it,” said Velma. She was sick and tired of J. C. Hogan bossing her around and biting her head off for the last hundred years.
J.C.’s mouth dropped open.
“I’ll order while he’s rethinking,” said Father Tim. “Bring me the usual.”
Velma glared at the editor. “If you’d order like th’ Father here, you’d live longer.” She felt ten feet tall telling this grouchy so-and-so what was what, she should have done it years ago.
“I wouldn’t eat a poached egg if somebody paid me cash money. Give me three eggs, scrambled, with grits, bacon . . .” J.C. repeated his order loud and clear, as if Velma had suddenly gone deaf. “ . . . an’ two dadgum biscuits.”
Father Tim thought his boothmate’s face was a read-out of his blood pressure rating—roughly 300 over 190.
“If you want to drop dead on th’ street, that’s your business,” said Velma, “but I won’t be party to it. Get you some yogurt and fresh fruit with a side of dry toast.” “This is dadblame illegal! You can’t tell me what to order.”
“Suit yourself. I promised Adele, and I’m stickin’ to it.”
J.C. looked at Father Tim to confirm whether he was hearing right. Father Tim looked at Velma. Maybe this was a joke. . . .
But Velma was a brick wall, an Army tank. End of discussion.
J.C. drew himself up and played his trump card. “Do I need to remind you that this is a democracy?”
Velma glared at the editor over her half-glasses; heads turned in their direction. “Where’s Percy this mornin’?” demanded J.C. He would call in the troops and nip this nonsense in the bud once and for all.
“Down with th’ Mitford Crud!” snapped Velma.
The young man at the grill turned his back on the whole caboodle, lest he be drawn into the altercation.
There was a long moment of silence, the sort that Father Tim never enjoyed.
“Then I’ll just take my business down th’ street!”
J.C. grabbed his briefcase and blew out of the rear booth like a cannon shot. Father Tim’s coffee sloshed in its mug.
Roaring past the counter, the Muse editor peppered the air with language not fit to print and, arriving at the front door, yanked it open, turned around, and shouted, “Which, you may be happy to know, is where I intend to keep it!”
The cold rain blew in, the door slammed, the bell jangled.
“Good riddance!” said Velma, meaning it.
At the counter, Coot Hendrick dumped sugar into his coffee and stirred. “I didn’t know there was anyplace down th’ street to take ’is business to.”
“I suppose he meant the tea shop,” said Luke Taylor, who hadn’t looked up from his newspaper.
Guffaws. Hoots. General hilarity among the regulars. In Mitford, the Chelsea Tea Shop was definitely the province, indeed the stronghold, of the fair sex. Hardly a male had ever set foot in the place, except for a few unsuspecting tourists.
Father Tim cleared his throat. “I do think it’s illegal,” he said to Velma, “to refuse to . . . you know . . .”
Velma adjusted her glasses and glared at him from on high. “Since when is it illegal to save somebody’s life?”
Clearly, Velma Mosely was ready for retirement. 
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It was one of those rare days when he sensed that all the world lay before him, that it was indeed his oyster.
Upon leaving the Grill, he stood beneath the green awning, scarcely knowing which way to turn. Though the chilling rain continued to fall and the uproar between Velma and J.C. had definitely been unpleasant, he felt light; his feet barely touched the ground. How could someone his age feel so expectant and complete? How indeed? It was the grace of God.
“Lord, make me a blessing to someone today!”
He uttered aloud his grandmother’s prayer, raised his umbrella, and, beneath the sound of rain thudding onto black nylon, turned left and headed to Lord’s Chapel to borrow a volume of Jonathan Edwards from the church library.
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“Father!”
Andrew Gregory’s head poked from the door of the Oxford Antique Shop. “Stop in for a hot cocoa.”
Hot cocoa!
He hadn’t tasted the delights of hot cocoa since the Boer War. In truth, the phrase was seldom heard on anyone’s lips—the going thing today was an oversweet and synthetic chocolate powder having nothing to do with the real thing.
“Bless my soul!” said Father Tim. He always felt a tad more eighteenth century when he visited the Oxford. He shunted his umbrella into an iron stand that stood ready at the door and strode into one of his favorite places in all of Mitford.
“Excuse the disarray,” said Andrew, who, though possibly suffering some jet lag, never looked in disarray himself. In truth, Andrew’s signature cashmere jacket appeared freshly pressed if not altogether brand-new.
“The shipment from my previous trip arrived yesterday, on the heels of my own arrival. It all looks like a jumble sale at the moment, but we’ll put it right, won’t we, Fred?”
Fred Addison looked up from his examination of a walnut chest and grinned. “Yessir, we always do. Good mornin’, Father. Wet enough for you?”
“I don’t mind the rain, but my roses do. This year, we exchanged Japanese beetles for powdery mildew. How was your garden this year?” Fred Addison’s annual vegetable garden was legendary for its large size and admirable tomatoes; Father Tim had feasted from that fertile patch on several occasions.
“Had to plow it under,” said Fred, looking mournful.
“Let’s look for a better go of things next year.”
“Yessir, that’s th’ ticket.”
Andrew led the way to the back room, where the Oxford hot plate and coffeepot resided with such amenities as the occasional parcel of fresh scones fetched from London.
“Careful where you step,” said Andrew. “I’m just unpacking a crèche I found in Stow-on-the-Wold; a bit on the derelict side. Some really odious painting of the figures and some knocking about of the plaster here and there . . .”
Father Tim peered at a motley assortment of sheep spilling from a box, an angel with a mere stub for a wing, an orange camel, and, lying in a manger of bubble wrap, a lorn Babe . . .
“Twenty-odd pieces, all in plaster, and possibly French. Someone assembled the scene from at least two, maybe three different crèches.”
“Aha.”
Andrew poured hot milk from a pot into a mug. “Not the sort of thing I’d usually ship across the pond, yet it spoke to me somehow.”
“Yes, well . . . it has a certain charm.”
“I thought someone might be willing to have a go at bringing it ’round.” Andrew handed him the mug. “There you are! Made with scalded milk and guaranteed to carry you forth with good cheer and optimism.”
Coffee and cocoa, all within the span of a couple of hours. Father Tim reckoned that his caffeinated adrenaline would be pumping ’til Christmas; he felt as reckless as a sailor on leave.
Mitford’s capable mayor, restaurateur, and antiques dealer beamed one of his much-lauded smiles. “Come, Father, I’ll show you a few of the new arrivals—and perhaps you’ll catch me up on the latest scandals in Mitford?”
“That shouldn’t take long,” said Father Tim.
He felt the warmth of the mug in his hands and saw the rain slanting in sheets against the display windows. Everywhere in this large room that smelled of lemon oil and beeswax was something to be admired—the patina of old walnut and mahogany, a tapestry side chair bathed in the glow of lamplight, and, over there, a stack of leather-bound books just uncrated.
He had a moment of deepest gratitude, and the odd and beguiling sense that he was on the brink of something. . . .
But what?
Something . . . different. Yes, that was it.
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The day after his visit to Oxford Antiques, he realized that the angel had seized his imagination.
He was surprised by a vivid recollection of her face, which he’d found beautiful, and the piety of her folded hands and downcast eyes.
As for the missing wing, wasn’t that a pretty accurate representation of most of the human horde, himself certainly included?
The image of the Babe had also come to mind. The craziness and commerce of Christmas, so utterly removed from the verity of its meaning, had served to make the bubble-wrapped figure a profoundly fitting metaphor.
He hadn’t given much consideration to crèche scenes in recent years. They had used his maternal grandmother’s once or twice, but found the dull, base-metal figures so forbidding, he’d packed them away. Generally, he and Cynthia had been making do with hers, which she’d miraculously rescued from a hither-and-yon childhood. It was an odd and poignant thing, which she’d created from scraps of yarn, felt, and straw, and included clothespin shepherds for whom, at the age of fourteen, she had sewn silk robes.
Prior to arriving in Mitford, he had used his family’s Irish-made crèche, observing Anglican traditions taught him by his now-long-deceased father.
Though Matthew Kavanagh had been decidedly hostile to the church and its associations, he’d celebrated Christmas, and Christmas only, with certain feeling. And, eager to promote any stirring of his heart toward God, his wife, Madelaine, had carried forth the observance of Advent and Christmas with particular zeal.
As an only child, he, Timothy, had the privilege and pleasure of setting up the Nativity scene on the first day of Advent. He always began, as his father directed, by placing Mary and Joseph and the empty manger on top of a low bookcase in their parlor. Then he grouped the two donkeys, a doleful horse, a cow, a calf, and two sheep to one side, where they stood in a concert of expectation.
His mother and father sat in the parlor with him as he assembled the hand-carved, hand-painted figures into a scene that he tried to make fresh and different each year. During one year, he might place the horse so that it looked down on the manger. Another year, he might give the cow and calf this privilege of station.
He felt happy in bringing the small setting to life, and happier still that his usually dour and remote father seemed interested in his son’s effort.
“The horse will do well there,” Matthew Kavanagh might say. Or, “The manger wants less straw.”
“Father likes the crèche,” he said to his mother.
“Yes,” she said, “he has always loved it. Your great-grandmother brought it over from Ireland, and she taught your father to set it up exactly as he’s teaching you.”
He remembered being thrilled by this newfound connection with his father’s boyhood, and even with a great-grandmother he’d never seen. He turned his face from his mother so she couldn’t look upon the pride that laid his feelings bare.
During the heady days of Advent, with its special wreath and candles, and the baking done by his mother and Peggy, the house was filled with wonderful smells. These aromas, including an ever-present fragrance of chickory coffee perking on the stove, were dense and rich; he could sometimes smell them all the way to the rabbit pen, where his best friend, Tommy Noles, came to help “feed up.”
“Them little pellets go in, an’ th’ same little pellets come out, ’cept in a different color,” said Tommy.
“Yep.”
“What’re you gettin’?”
“I hope a bike. What’re you gettin’?”
Tommy shrugged, looking mournful. “Prob’ly nothin’.”
“Everybody gets somethin’ at Christmas,” he said.
“Not if they’re poor, they don’t.”
“You’re not poor.”
“Becky says we are.”
“But you’ve got a house and a barn and lots of things, even horses, and we only have rabbits.” He had always wanted horses.
“We got a cow, too, an’ a calf,” Tommy reminded him.
“Besides, she’s just your little sister. She’s dumb to say that. Y’all even have a truck, and we don’t have a truck, only a Buick.” He had always wanted a truck.
Tommy had seemed encouraged.
Four shepherds, in the meantime, waited in the dining room on the walnut sideboard, to journey to the manger on Christmas morning. In his mother’s sewing room, he knew that presents waited, too. His mother spent many hours in that room, always with the door closed, wrapping presents with yards and yards of her signature white satin ribbon and protecting with uncommon zeal the wonderful secrets that he tried diligently to puzzle out.
During the long days before Christmas, he could scarcely wait to put the Babe in the manger, and often made the trek to the silver drawer of the sideboard to peer at the infant resting safely in the bowl of a gravy ladle.
At a time when his friends had stopped believing in Santa Claus, he was still believing in the powerful reality of the small tableau—in much the same way, he supposed, that a boy believes his action heroes to be living, and the battles on the parlor floor to be real.
Years later, he had stored the Irish crèche in the basement of the riverside rectory in Hastings, where he was rector for ten years prior to Mitford. He remembered driving home from a diocesan conference in a frightening storm, then opening his basement door and seeing the water risen above the bottom step.
Floating on the small, enclosed river in the lower portion of his house were the Nativity figures—camels without riders, shepherds without crooks, the stable with its pointed roof and fixed star, a miniature bale of sodden straw, and, here and there, a sheep or donkey along with other detritus loosed from cardboard containers and set free upon the floodwaters of southern Alabama.
He had rescued them and put them into a box and, in the upheaval following the flood, had forgotten them. When he opened the box months later, the figures were rank with a fetid damp that caused them to stick together in a mildewed and forbidding clump.
He’d felt a deep sense of loss, as well as relief, when, months later, he discovered that the movers had failed to load the box on the truck to Mitford.
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Dear Hope,
 
Due to the serious nature of the following proposal, I’m not e-mailing or calling you. Instead, I’m allowing you ample time to consider my idea, and thereby give it the careful and positive thinking you’ve displayed in making Happy Endings a more profitable enterprise.
Mitford has great charm, but, as you’re aware, it has distinct limitations, as well. Of the entire population, scarcely a tenth enjoys a thumping good read or has any inclination to open the covers of a book. We’ve had to go further and further afield to pay the rent and stock our shelves, and no coffee bar or gallery of so-called amusing greeting cards could ever turn this distressing circumstance around.
Your clever marketing of HE to surrounding communities, your committed endeavors with the literacy council, and your development of a rare-books business on the Internet, have certainly paid off. But only to the extent that the rent, the utilities, and your salary are met each month, with barely enough left to restock the shelves.
In other words, though you work very hard and have made a far better go of it than I did while living in Mitford, the profit margin remains slim and tenuous. I don’t enjoy telling you this, but it’s best to make a clean breast of things.
The HE lease is up at the end of December, and I’ve decided I simply don’t wish to carry on in Mitford. Instead, I’m inviting you to join me at the store in Florida and help grow the business here.
Really, my dear, I see no reason at all for you to remain in Mitford. I assure you that your dull and solitary life there will be replaced by a very exciting life here. And—Peter and I have a charming guesthouse where you can live in great comfort until you get your wings!
I won’t ring you for a week, as P and I shall be in the Keys, and thus you shall have every opportunity to think this through and give me the answer I hope—and indeed expect—to hear!
 
Yours fondly,

Helen
 
P.S. We will, of course, pay all moving expenses, which should be minimal, given your minuscule accommodations over the Tea Shop.
P.P.S. I’ll contact Edith Mallory’s attorneys tomorrow, with a sixty-day notice. As you’re aware, the dreadful fire at Clear Day handicapped her severely, and though she’s proved to be a grasping and unlovely landlord, I admit to feeling a certain pity for the poor creature.
Don’t let the word out until Christmas is behind us—they’d all be wanting something for nothing, and I have no intention of putting on a going-out-of-business sale; remaining inventory will be moved here.
 
The first time Hope read this letter, her heart had raced with excitement. Now she felt it racing for quite another reason.
It was from fear of what lay ahead.
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He had every reason in the world not to do it.
First, he’d never attempted anything like this before. Not even remotely like this.
Second, it was the sort of project Cynthia might take on and accomplish with great success, but as for himself, he had no such talent or skill—indeed, except for a fair amount of aptitude for gardening and cooking, he was all thumbs.
Third, there would hardly be enough hours left in the year to get the job done, though when he made an inquiry by phone, Andrew offered to help him every step of the way, vowing to call upon his professional resources for advice.
Fourth, the thing was too large, too out of proportion for the corner of the study: some figures were easily fifteen or sixteen inches tall.
Last, but definitely not least, he had enough to do. He was struggling with yet another piece of business for which he probably had no talent or skill—he was writing a book of essays. Truth be told, he’d hardly enjoyed a moment of writing the blasted things; he’d like to chuck the whole lot in the trash and be done with it. But, no, he’d invested untold hours. . . .
He put on his jacket and opened the door of the yellow house, inhaling the crisp morning air.
And another thing . . . there were the pulpits he’d agreed to supply before the year was out—five, total, including the Christmas Eve service at Lord’s Chapel, due to Father Talbot’s trip to Australia.
And what about the preparations he needed to make for his own trip? He and Cynthia would be going out to Meadowgate in mid-January, to farm-sit for Hal and Marge Owen for a year. As the farm was only fifteen minutes away, they could dash back and forth to Mitford with ease. Nonetheless . . .
Andrew Gregory was polishing a Jacobean chest when Father Tim arrived at the Oxford.
He went directly to Andrew and, without formal greeting or further deliberation, said, “I’ll take it.”
He thought his voice quavered a bit when he said this, as well it might.
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He decided, as he walked homeward, that he wouldn’t tell a soul what he’d done. Andrew had given him such a wonderful price on the crèche, he figured he could hardly afford not to buy it. Better still, the check he’d recently received from the sale of his geriatric Buick had covered the purchase, with a good deal to spare.
He was relieved. Vastly! Without this unexpected income, he would have had to spill the beans to Cynthia, as they’d lately agreed not to spend more than five hundred dollars without consulting the other.
However—hadn’t his wife bought him a Mustang convertible that cost well above five hundred bucks, without saying a single word to him? And his Montblanc pen, which he’d learned cost more than some people’s monthly mortgages, had also been a complete astonishment. Clearly, his wife believed that if a thing was to be a surprise, there was no cause to go prattling about it to the surprisee. Therefore, he had no intention of feeling guilty over what he fervently hoped and prayed would bring special joy to She Who Loves Surprises.
Last, but not at all least, Andrew had offered him the south end of the Oxford’s back room in which to labor—“hard by the tap,” as he would need water for his plasterwork.
Plasterwork! That most daunting of proverbs came to mind: You can’t teach an old dog new tricks.
The Enemy was after him already—he could almost smell the sulfur—but he was refusing the bait. Besides, if that adage was true, Grandma Moses would have been out of work, big time.
A shimmering October light dappled the sidewalk as he passed beneath a tree. . . .
And while he was at it, what about Michelangelo’s pronouncement at the tender age of eighty-seven?
Ancora imparo! I am still learning.
He said it aloud, “Ancora imparo!” and walked up faster, humming a little.
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Dear Hope,
 
You are faithfully in my prayers, as promised when I left Mitford. It is a great loss, I know, and I thank God that you now have His strength in your life. You will find in the days and months ahead that He will help you bear the sadness and lead you through the grieving with tenderness and grace. From the horrendous experience of losing three of my grandparents at once, I can truthfully say there will even be times when He blesses you with a certain joy.
My grandmother, Leila, is like a lamp with an eternal wick, and a great encouragement to everyone in her nursing home. Naturally, I went into my work mode and had them dancing on Wednesday, making pizzas on Thursday, and producing a talent show on Friday. I wish you could have seen the guy, ninety years old, who played a harmonica—he was great. They’re all exhausted from my visit, and so are Luke and Lizzie, who have done double time. I’m really glad I came, and will tell you all about it when we get back. Thanks for praying for our trip, I really appreciate it.
I think about you a lot. Remember to save some time for me to take you to dinner when I come home to Mitford next week.
 
In His mercy,

Scott
 
In the back room of Happy Endings, Hope finished reading the second letter on her desk and held it for a moment close to her heart. She had never received a love letter before.
She was, of course, the only one who would think it a love letter, as there was no mention of love in it, at all. Yet she could feel love beating in each word, in every stroke of the pen, just as it beat in the heart and soul of the chaplain of Hope House and expressed itself in everything he did.
Scott Murphy was practically famous for the wonderful projects he encouraged the nursing home residents to do up at Hope House, like working an annual vegetable garden that donated produce to a food pantry for area churches. Then there were his Jack Russell terriers, Luke and Lizzie, whose job it was to make the elderly residents laugh.
Hope had no idea why God had caused this wonderful thing to happen to her—someone who had hardly ever felt pretty, though she’d often been told that she was; someone who, at the age of thirty-seven, had never been in love, though she had always wanted to be and twice, mistakenly, thought she was.
But maybe she was getting ahead of herself; after all, she had been out with Scott Murphy only three times.
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“So what do you think?” he asked Mule Skinner over breakfast at the Grill.
“Beats me,” said Mule. “I’m sure not drivin’ to Wesley for some overpriced lunch deal.”
“I saw him on the street yesterday. He suggested we meet him down at the tea shop.”
“J.C.’s hangin’ out at th’ tea shop?” Mule’s eyebrows shot skyward.
“Actually, he hasn’t had the guts to go there yet—he’s been packing a sandwich—but he said he’d do it if we’d go with him.”
“Percy won’t like us goin’ down th’ street.”
“Right. True.” The owner of the Grill thought he also owned his regulars. One underhanded meal at another eatery was grimly tolerated, but two was treason, with scant forgiveness forthcoming.
“I double dare you,” said Mule.
Father Tim dipped his toast into a poached egg and considered this. Buying the crèche had made him feel slightly reckless. . . .
“I will if you will,” he said, grinning.
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At the Oxford, he and Fred unpacked the last of the figures and lined them up along the far wall of the back room. “What do you think?” he asked Fred.
Looking soberly at the lineup, Fred pondered his reply for some time. “Wellsir, you’ve got your work cut out for you.”
Two angels, one with a missing wing. A camel with a single ear. Two sheep minus tails, and the whole flock painted a deadly chalk white. A donkey painted black, eyes and all, and looking like a lump of coal. One shepherd in decent repair, with the exception of damage to a hand that had removed three fingers; the other shepherd painted a wretched iron gray—skin, robes, shoes, and all.
The three kings had hardly fared better. In what biblical scholars generally conceded was a two-year journey to the Child, one fellow had lost a nose, another was missing part of his crown, and all were painted something akin to a mottled, industrial teal. What could Andrew have been thinking?
The Virgin Mary’s bright red robe with orange undergarments was a definite redo, and indeed, the angels’ gear was hardly an improvement—both wore robes in a ghastly saffron color, only a shade removed from the hue of their skin. One needn’t be Leonardo da Vinci to see that the whole parcel needed redemption, save for the Babe, whose figure in the attached manger was amazingly unharmed, and not badly painted.
“Carved wood,” said Andrew, peering with a loupe at a section of the small figure. “Not plaster, as I’d thought. Original paint surface, with gilt overlay. Given the wear on the gilt, perhaps mid- to late nineteenth century.”
“So what do you think?” asked Father Tim, craving assurance.
“I think that as soon as I hear back from my restoration contact in England, we should get started . . . begin at the beginning!”
“Aha,” he said, feeling a dash weak in the knees.
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He and Mule legged it south toward the tea shop, adrenaline pumping. Cynthia Kavanagh knew what he was up to today, and had already gotten her laugh out of it. Next, the whole town would be hee-hawing—with the exception, of course, of Percy Mosely.
In the meantime, they were Lewis and Clark, heaving off to explore a vast and unknown territory.
“You be Lewis,” said Father Tim. “I’ll be Clark.”
“Huh?”
“And look at the timing! Cynthia says the tea shop is now serving real food, not just little sandwiches with no crusts. There’s a soup of the day and dessert made in their own kitchen.”
Mule looked skeptical. “Tryin’ to win over th’ male market, is what I heard.”
“And see?” said Father Tim. “It’s working!”
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Dear Hope,
 
I was so happy when you were born. We brought you home from the hospital in a little white outfit I had knitted.
We all suffered during the years after your father died and you girls had to do without many things you wanted but you didn’t complain.
Remember when you won that baking contest and bought me a wedding band because I lost mine in the laundry so long ago? I don’t think I ever loved you enough, and I am sorry. I hope you will forgive me. Because you said you know God now, I hope you will be able to.
I am leaving each of you girls $5,000 in addition to the house. Your daddy’s mother left me a little something when she died and I never touched it even when we needed it for your college education. I always had a feeling you would need it more for something else.
I’m afraid I won’t make it but please don’t cry over me. You girls be good to each other.
 
Love, Mother
Dictated to Amanda Rush, R.N.
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“I left my glasses back at th’ office,” said J.C. “Somebody read me what’s on this pink menu deal.”
“Let’s see.” Mule adjusted his glasses. “Chicken salad with grapes and nuts. That comes with toast points.”
“Toast points? I’m not eatin’ toast points, much less anything with grapes and nuts.”
“Here’s a crepe,” said Father Tim, pronouncing it in the French way. “It’s their house specialty.”
“What’s a krep?” asked Mule.
“A thin pancake rolled around a filling.”
“A filling of what?” J.C. wiped his forehead with a paper napkin.
“Shredded chicken, in this case.”
“A pancake rolled around shredded chicken? Why shred chicken? If God wanted chicken to be shredded . . .” “I could gnaw a table leg,” said Mule. “Let’s get on with it.”
“I can’t eat this stuff. It’s against my religion.”
“Whoa! Here you go,” said Father Tim. “They’ve got flounder!”
“Flounder!” J.C. brightened.
“Fresh fillet of flounder rolled around a filling of Maine cranberries and baked. This is quite a menu.”
“I don’t trust this place. Everything’s rolled around somethin’ else. No way.”
“Look,” said Father Tim. “Aspic! With celery and onions. Hit that with a little mayo, it’d be mighty tasty.”
J.C. rolled his eyes.
“I was always fond of aspic,” said Father Tim.
“You would be,” snapped J.C. “Let’s cut to the chase. Is there a burger on there anywhere?”
“Nope. No burger. . . . Wait a minute . . . organic turkey burger! There you go, buddyroe.” Mule looked eminently pleased.
“I’m out of here,” said J.C., grabbing his briefcase.
“Wait a dadblame minute!” said Mule. “You’re th’ one said meet you here. It was your big idea.”
“I can’t eat this stuff.”
“Sure you can. Just order somethin’ an’ we’ll have th’ kitchen pour a bowl of grease over it.”
“This kitchen never saw a bowl of grease, but all right—just this once. I’m definitely not doin’ this again.”
“Fine!” said Mule. “Great! Tomorrow we’ll go back to th’ Grill, and everybody’ll be happy. I personally don’t take kindly to change. This is upsettin’ my stomach.”
“I’m not goin’ back and let that witch on a broom order me around.”
“Hey, y’all.”
They turned to see a young woman in an apron, holding an order pad. Father Tim thought her smile dazzling.
“Hey, yourself,” said Father Tim.
“I’m Lucy, and I’ll be your server today.”
“All right!” said Mule.
“What will you have, sir?” she asked J.C.
“I guess th’ flounder,” grunted the editor. “But only if you’ll scrape out th’ cranberries.”
“Yessir, be glad to. That comes with a nice salad and a roll. And since we’re taking out the cranberries, would you like a few buttered potatoes with that?” Father Tim thought J.C. might burst into tears.
“I would!” exclaimed the Muse editor. “And could I have a little butter with th’ roll?”
“Oh, yessir, it comes with butter.”
“Hallelujah!” exclaimed Mule. “An’ I’ll have th’ same, but no butter with th’ roll.”
“Ditto,” said Father Tim. “With a side of aspic.”
“No, wait,” said Mule. “Maybe I’ll try it with th’ cranberries. But only if they’re sweet, like at Thanksgiving. . . .”
“Don’t go there,” said J.C. “Bring ’im th’ same thing I ordered.”
Father Tim didn’t mention to his lunch partners that Hessie Mayhew and Esther Bolick were sitting on the other side of the room, staring at them with mouths agape.
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“Seems to me,” said Mule as they hotfooted north on Main Street, “that if they’re goin’ for th’ male market, they’d change those pink curtains.”
He supposed he should begin with a sheep, maybe the one painted with the iniquitous grin. . . .“Pink isn’t so bad, all things considered. We have a pink bedroom.”
“There’s no way I’m believin’ that.”
“Cynthia calls it Faded Terra-Cotta.” . . . He could earn his wings with the small stuff. . . .
“Pink is pink,” said Mule. “Th’ least they could do is take th’ ruffles off.”
“That’s a thought.” What kind of paint would they be using? And brushes? And where would they get such items? He had a yard-long list of questions. . . .
“An’ maybe change th’ color of th’ menu to, say, the color of my sweater.”
“Garage-sale brown? I don’t think so.”
 . . . Or maybe he should begin with the shepherds, so they could be put in place the first day of Advent. . . .
“I thought th’ food was pretty good,” said Mule.
“Me, too.” . . . He’d have to hustle. . . .
“But overpriced. Way overpriced. That’s why th’ male demographic has steered clear of th’ place. We’ve got more sense than to shell out six ninety-five for a piece of flounder.”
“We just did.” He saw the look of amazement on Cynthia’s face—she was dazzled, she was thunderstruck. . . .
“Yeah, but I won’t be goin’ back, will you?”
“We’ll see.”
“So what’re you doin’ th’ rest of th’ day?”
What could he say? That he was starting work on the crèche? He couldn’t say that. Nor could he say that in the evening, he’d be working on his essays. Mule Skinner wouldn’t know an essay if he met it on the street.
“A little of this and a little of that. The usual.”
“Me, too,” said Mule, who certainly didn’t want it known that he was headed home for a long nap.
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He looked at his watch. If he scurried, he could trot to Happy Endings and get back to the Oxford for an hour and a half before picking up Cynthia at the car dealership in Wesley.
“Any books with the Nativity scene, or about Nativity scenes in general, or . . . like that?”
“No, sir, not right now,” said Hope, “but our Christmas stock is starting to come in.”
Margaret Ann, who moused for her bed and board, stood up from the sales counter and stretched, then padded over to him and licked his hand. Though he wasn’t immensely fond of cats, they seemed to take to him with alacrity.
“I’d like to see, for example, what color the robes of angels might be.” Hadn’t he received literally thousands of Christmas cards over the years, many featuring angels? Yes. But could he remember the fine particulars of their robes? No.
“Robes of angels,” Hope said aloud, taking notes. “What else, Father?”
“I’d like to see some wise men while I’m at it, and shepherds. A few camels and donkeys wouldn’t hurt, either.”
“You’re having a Christmas tableau at your church?”
“A tableau, yes, but not necessarily at church.” He could see, up front, that keeping this thing secret would have its pitfalls. He would have to be careful, always, to tell the truth, even while avoiding it.
“I think I know just what you need. It’s a beautiful picture book with lots of artists’ renderings of the Holy Family and the Nativity. In color! Shall I order it for you?”
Hope’s eyes were bright behind the lenses of her tortoiseshell-frame glasses.
“Please! Would you? I need it ASAP.”
“Consider it done!” she said, quoting one of his own lines. “I’ll have them ship it two-day air.”
“While we’re at it, Hope, let me tell you how much Cynthia and I appreciate the great job you’re doing here. You’ve turned Happy Endings into a bookstore we’re all proud of.”
Her eyes suddenly flooded with tears. “Thank you,” she whispered.
“You and your sister, Louise, are faithfully in my prayers,” he assured her. “I’m sorry about the loss of your mother.”
“Thank you,” she said again.
“Let me pray for you.”
“Yes.”
He reached across the counter and took her hand, and held it.
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He thumbed through his engagement calendar with his right hand while holding a mug of hot tea in his left. A cold wind had come up, causing a branch of the red maple to lash against the guttering.
Let’s see, he was celebrating at St. Paul’s on Sunday next, then at St. Stephen’s two weeks further. He could use a tad of help from his erstwhile secretary, but she was in Atlanta through Christmas, helping monitor her daughter’s high-risk pregnancy.
They were racing toward the holidays, into the time when Dooley would be home from the University of Georgia, and Dooley’s long-lost younger brother, Sammy, would join them at the yellow house for Thanksgiving dinner. He sat back and closed his eyes, and warmed both hands on the mug.
He remembered the first time he ever saw Dooley Barlowe—barefoot, unwashed, and looking for a place to “take a dump.” He chuckled. How could he ever have guessed that this thrown-away boy, then eleven years old and now twenty, would change his heart, his life, for all time? But Dooley wasn’t the only thrown-away Barlowe—three brothers and a sister had been let go by their mother, and it had long been his personal mission to find them all, to see the sundered nest made whole.
On Thanksgiving Day, four of the five siblings would break bread together at the Kavanagh board. Only Kenny remained lost to them, and only God knew where he might be found.
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Uncle Billy Watson shuffled to the chair by the kitchen window and peered out to his yard at the north end of Main Street.
The boys from town hall had come by to cut grass, but had jumped in their truck and roared off before he could holler at them to come hear his new joke. He’d found it in a periodical that Betty Craig brought, and had studied it out in the night when his wife’s snoring had kept him awake.
He squinted through the panes of the upper sash.
Th’ dern jacklegs had come through th’ yard a-flyin,’ an’ left th’ grass a-layin’ in rows ever’whichaway. Triflin’ is what it was, th’ way th’ town let th’ weeks go by between mowin’s, then was too shif’less t’ rake th’ leavin’s!
He wouldn’t’ve told ’em ’is new joke, nohow.
He clutched at his heart. There it was, flipping around like a catfish on a riverbank. “Lord, I’ve give up on them boys, don’t You know, but You ain’t. I hope You won’t give up on me, amen.”
He fiddled with the window sash and finally raised it about a foot, then thumped into his chair and propped his cane against the wall. He figured if he sat here long enough, somebody would walk by on the street, and he’d call them over an’ fire off his joke.
Trouble was, they didn’t nobody walk n’more; seem like every dadjing one of ’em had a vehicle, which they drove aroun’ th’ monument like they was goin’ to a Democrat barbecue. These days, about th’ only people a man could see a-walkin’ was preachers—Preacher Kavanagh with ’is big black dog, an’ Preacher Sprouse with ’is new dog that trotted sideways like a crab.
Either more people needed t’ git ’em a dog—or more people needed t’ go into preachin’.
Here it was October, an’ th’ trees was colorin’ up good since th’ rain. Pretty soon, Thanksgivin’ would be along, then hit’d be Christmas, don’t you know.
He recollected th’ stockin’s him and Maisie used to git. He wished that one more time he’d git a stockin’ with a orange an’ a hard candy an’ maybe a little horse whittled out of a pine knot. Yessir, that’d be a treat.
This year, he didn’t have no idea a’tall what to give Rose f’r Christmas. Ever’ year ’bout this time, he already had it studied out, which give him more’n two months to hand-make ’is present.
For a good while, he’d built ’er a birdhouse, seein’ as she was tenderhearted about birds. They was sixteen or seventeen birdhouses he’d nailed around the yard over th’ years, but th’ town had tore ever’ one of ’em down when they fixed their two front rooms to be th’ museum.
“Rotted!” was what the town boys had said.
A man went down th’ street to Dora Pugh’s an’ got ’im a mite of lumber an’ nails an’ what all, an’ toted it home and built a fine birdhouse an’ painted th’ roof an’ all, an’ put a little peg under th’ hole so th’ bird would have a place to set an’ all, and what happens? Hit rots! They was no use to th’ whole dadjing business.
It was queer th’ way Rose was s’ mean about ever’thing a man could think of, and then, come Christmas, she was google-eyed as a young ’un.
More’n once she’d come over an’ hugged ’is neck.
“What’s ’at f’r?” he’d ask.
“For being Bill Watson!” she’d say, grinnin’ to beat th’ band.
Of course, she’d also said, “Don’t you make me any more birdhouses, Bill Watson, do you hear?” Unlike hisself, Rose was educated. When she laid down the’ law, he always listened and tried to mind. That’s why he might as well git his mind off of birdhouses an’ onto somethin’ like . . . like what?
B’fore ’is arthur had got s’ bad, he’d one year caned th’ bottom of ’er kitchen chair, an’ another year he’d made a little bread box with a knob he’d whittled in th’ shape of a squirrel.
He searched around in his mind for something to do this year.
But nossir, they wasn’t a single notion in ’is noggin. He shook his head to see if anything rattled; maybe his brain had rotted.
He’d figure it out, somehow; he’d come up with somethin’. Hit would make ’is ol’ heart happy t’ have Rose huggin”is neck ag’in.
In a little bit, he’d git up an’ peel hisself a Rusty Coat—it had growed on th’ gnarly ol’ tree he’d planted out back when they was married. Hit’d keep th’ doc away, is what his mama always said. An’ if they was anything he wanted f’r Christmas more’n a stockin’ an’ a hug from Rose, hit was t’ keep th’ doc away.
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Hope thought at first it might be the hot jasmine tea, or even the letter from Scott. Then she realized the true identity of the warm, almost breathless feeling. Though similar to the emotion she had when she prayed that prayer with George Gaynor on the phone, this was by no means so powerful or disarming. Still, her head felt slightly dizzy. . . .
She set the cup in the saucer and stared out the window, unseeing. There was a growing certainty that the flushed feeling was, in fact, an idea . . . an idea that was forming not just in her head but in her heart, and perhaps, it seemed, in the very depths of her soul.
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He’d thought it all through, and, yes, he wanted to begin the Advent season by setting the shepherds on his own sideboard—something he figured he could do without giving away the entire surprise.
“What about starting with the shepherds?” he asked Fred, who, though younger than himself, had suddenly become a wise elder, a veritable sage on the mount.
Fred pulled at his chin, thoughtful. “I wouldn’t tackle that straight off.” He pointed to the figures lined up along the rear wall. “One of your fellas is missin’ part of a hand, th’ other one’s stubbed his toe, an’ th’ way they’re painted, both of ’em has a mean look.”
“Yes, of course. You’re right.” How would he ever form a hand from plaster? He supposed he would profit by using the other hand as a model—but all those fingers—and how would he change mean looks? He’d never painted anything before.
His heart sank; he felt a kind of suffocation in his chest. Why was he so infernally inclined to jump off cliffs with nothing to break his fall? “Is there anything I could do today in, say, an hour or so? I have a dental appointment in Wesley.”
“I think a good washin’ up would be in order. Your paint’ll get a better purchase on a clean surface. Which reminds me, Mr. Gregory says your paints an’ all should be in tomorrow, along with that English fella’s advice on how to get th’ job done.”
Advice on how to get the job done! He distinctly felt some of the pressure lift off his chest. He would set aside the entire day tomorrow; enough, already, with the business of an hour here, an hour there.
They heard the bell jangle on the front door.
“Th’ soap’s under the sink,” said Fred, hurrying from the room.
He squatted down and found the soap, a foul-smelling block with the heft of a brick and the color of peat. Where to begin? At the beginning, of course.
He walked over and hoisted the donkey from the front of the lineup and was coming back to the sink when a head poked around the door. “Father?”
He froze, caught in the act. He’d failed to tell Fred this was a covert enterprise.
“Hope!”
“I just saw Mr. Skinner, and he said you’d gone down to the Oxford, so I took a quick break to deliver your book.”
She clutched it to her heart in a mailing wrapper. “I hope it’s what you wanted.”
“I’m sure it will be. Umm, look, Hope . . .”
“What an interesting Nativity group! My goodness, how many pieces?”
“Please, Hope, what I’m doing is a secret. That is, I don’t want anyone to know. . . . I’m going to try to restore the whole caboodle. . . . It’s a surprise for my wife . . . a surprise.”
“Oh, no, I would never say a word, I promise.” Secrets were nothing new to a bookseller. . . .“Are you going to restore all this?” “Yes,” he said. “By the grace of God.”
“Would you like me to open your book? I can see why you need it!”
“Well, yes, thank you, and I’ll just go on with my work.” He let out his breath; he could trust Hope.
As she tore into the book wrapping, he set the donkey in the sink and turned on the warm water and dunked the rag and scoured it over the soap and went to work on the grimy figure.
“Here we are!” she said, looking happy. “I’ll hold it up for you and turn the pages.”
“Good idea! Many hands make light work!” He scrubbed away, the water turning black.
“You were interested in angels’ robes, as I recall. This angel is lovely, don’t you think? Its robe appears to be painted with several shades of blue, and look, there’s this wonderful rose-colored undergarment. . . .”
“It’s sporting white wings into the bargain. I think I like white wings best.” His particular crowd appeared grimly earthbound with their saffron-colored appendages.
She turned the page. “Here’s an angel with gold wings. I agree, Father. Definitely white! One would be hard-pressed to fly with all that gold on one’s wings.”
He peered at his bookseller, smiling. “I must say you’re looking angelic yourself. Radiant would be the word.” He rinsed the donkey; dirty water gurgled down the drain.
She flushed. “Thank you, Father. I have a secret, too.”
“Aha.”
“But I can’t tell you what it is.”
“Of course you can’t, because then it wouldn’t be a secret.”
“I need you to pray.”
He finished drying the donkey with a paper towel. “Consider it done.”
“God has just given me the most wonderful idea.”
“He does that sort of thing.”
“But it’s frightening. I mean, it’s frightening and then it’s . . . it’s so exciting that I can hardly sleep. It seems such a huge thing, and I’ve never done a huge thing before.” She took a deep breath. “I’ve always done . . . small things.”
“I understand.”
“You do?”
“Oh, yes.”
“It seems nearly impossible.” “Ah.”
“Would you ask God to give me wisdom? Would you ask Him to . . . guide and direct me in this?”
“I must say, for a brand-new believer, you have a clear understanding of what to ask for. And, yes, I will pray.”
“I don’t know if I can do it,” she said, looking anxious. “All I know is that I want to do it . . . very much.”
He stood at the sink, holding the donkey. “Don’t worry about anything, Hope, but in everything, by prayer and supplication, with thanksgiving, make your requests known unto God, and the peace that passes all understanding will fill your heart and mind through Christ Jesus.”
“Brilliant,” she said. “Thank you!”
“Not my words. St. Paul’s. Philippians four, verses six and seven.”
“Four, six and seven,” she repeated. “I’ll remember.” She looked around the room and then at him. “I like your secret.”
He grinned. “I have a feeling I’m going to like yours, as well.”
“I must hurry back, Father. Do come up to our sale!” She laid his book on the chair. “It’s twenty percent off any title beginning with O.”
“The Old Man and the Sea?” He’d never read it, shame on him. “Or does the The count against me?”
“No, sir, the The doesn’t count against you. But it’s sold out! The college, you know. I can order it, though.”
“No, no. Let’s see, then . . . The Original Christmas Gift?”
“Albert Lawrence Jr.?”
“The same!”
“I have one copy.”
“Well done!” he said. “And remember: Worry about nothing, pray about everything.” He’d gotten this message from a wayside pulpit somewhere—a sermon and a half in a half dozen words, and a splendid exegesis of the Philippians passage.
When she left, he discovered a lighter feeling in the province of his heart.
He trotted to the lineup, set down the donkey, and snatched up a shepherd.
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He walked from the garage, whistling.
Rolling up his sleeves and giving that crowd a bath had helped endow him with the confidence he’d lacked. As he handled the figures, one by one, they seemed to grow familiar and less intimidating.
He quoted Horace aloud as he opened the door. “ ‘He who has begun is half done.’ ”
Risotto! He smelled it at once.
It was currently his favorite comfort food, though decidedly one notch below a cake of hot, golden-crusted cornbread with plenty of butter.
He could eat risotto only occasionally and, alas, only sparingly. As diabetics had learned the hard way, rice, pasta, or potatoes turned at once to sugar when they hit the bloodstream.
Barnabas followed him along the hall to the kitchen, where Cynthia looked up in mid-stir. “Timothy!”
Seeing his blond wife at the stove never failed to inspire him—not only was she a leading children’s book author and illustrator, she was a dab hand at cookery and plenty good-looking into the bargain. And to think that the urbane Andrew Gregory had pursued her while he, a country parson and rustic rube, had won her. . . .
“Marry me!” he said, standing behind her and nuzzling her hair.
She peered into the pot and, satisfied, replaced the lid. “It’s lovely of you to ask, sir, but you’re entirely too late. I’m happily wed to a retired priest.”
“Must be dull as dishwater living with the old so-and-so.”
“Never dull,” she murmured, turning to kiss him on the cheek.
“What, then?”
“Peaceful! You see, he’s gone much of the time, or working away in his study. Always up to something, that fellow.”
“Speaking of being up to something, how’s the angel-tree project shaping up?”
“It’s Mitford’s first ecumenical angel tree, and the first to collect nothing but food for Christmas dinner. Families will each get two bags of groceries, including a turkey. Everything will be stockpiled at the fire station and distributed from there.”
“Good thinking.”
“Hundreds of families in this part of the county will be guaranteed a wonderful meal, but heaven knows . . .” She rolled her eyes.
“Heaven knows what?”
“It will take a monumental effort to scrape all our churches together in one accord.” “Better you than me!”
“Besides, we should have started last year. We’ll be working like mad for weeks.”
“I’m proud of you,” he said, giving her his best hug.
Risotto!
“Ugh, you smell like some dreadful soap. What have you been doing?”
“A little of this and a little of that. The usual.”
She peered at him, raising an eyebrow. “The usual?”
She would nail him if he didn’t watch out. All right, then, he would give her a clue, but only one, and not a jot nor a tittle more.
“Christmas is coming, you know.”
She laughed. “Which, of course, explains everything!”
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When the phone rang, he made an effort to get to it quickly—the caller could, after all, be his boy, who sometimes checked in between morning classes.
Good grief, it was eight o’clock; it wouldn’t be Dooley at all. And why in heaven’s name was he lolling about in bed at eight in the morning? And where was his wife?
“Hello!” he said, feeling unsteady on his feet.
“Father, it’s Andrew.”
“Andrew, what is it?” The mayor sounded as if he were speaking from a deep hole.
“I know you wanted to work at the shop today, and I certainly wanted to help you. But I’m down with what is indelicately referred to as . . .”
“Not the Mitford Crud?”
“One and the same. So let’s reschedule, shall we? I’ll give you a ring when I’m out and about; Fred will have his hands full.”
Andrew sneezed.
“Bless you,” said Father Tim.
He made straight for his wing chair, and thumped into it. He had only just noticed that his head felt clogged, rather like a drainpipe that had taken on a sock. There was also a sort of gurgling going on in his stomach.
No! Absolutely not.
He would have none of it, none of it! He shook a feeble fist into the air.
He leaned back to catch his breath from the rude awakening, then bolted suddenly from the chair and lurched toward their bathroom. The door was locked.
“I can’t come out, Timothy, I’m feeling terrible!”
He raced downstairs and tilted into the powder room, and not a moment too soon.
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“Hey, sugar!” said Lew.
“Oh, hey, baby, I’m glad it’s you, I was just takin’ Mama’s supper up. Let me call you back, I want her to have it while it’s hot—it’s Miz Paul’s fish sticks, her favorite, an’ a little applesauce, not too sweet.”
“Fine.”
He didn’t even say “I love you,” which is what he usually said to his wife before hanging up. He just hung up, period. He was shot from a day of pumping gas and jiving around with everybody and his brother, and coming home to nothing but a broken-down TV that only got three channels. And not that he was having a big pity party or anything, but her mama was getting hot fish sticks while he was firing up a can of Bush’s baked beans on a stove with only two working burners.
How long was he willing to live like this?
“Married an’ livin’ single!” he hollered down the dark hallway.
Nothing had changed since Juanita passed. The dining room was still full of everything from a fake Christmas tree to a Santa Claus that dropped his pants while a music box played, not to mention empty cartons stacked to the ceiling and enough tinsel to sink a trawler. His oven ran cold and his thermostat ran hot, and his wife lived with her mama, and every night of his life since Juanita died seven years ago, he’d come home to an empty kitchen and an empty bed, and what was the dadblame use of it all, anyhow?
He sighed and looked around at a room that had frozen in time, inside a house that had frozen with it.
It hit him then, like a bolt of lightning.
He was going out tonight.
Yessir, buddyroe, he was going to Wesley, like half the Mitford population on Friday night!
First, he’d head to Wendy’s for a Bacon Swiss Cheeseburger. . . .
All the way! Large fries! Large Coke! The works.
Then he was hitting the aisles at Wal-Mart for a TV and a VCR.
After Wal-Mart, he was stopping by the mall for two scoops of Rocky Road in a waffle cone. And on the way home, he’d pick up a couple of videos. He felt his adrenaline pumping like an oil derrick.
On Monday, he was calling the cable company, trifling as they may be, and ordering the whole caboodle—whatever they had to offer, that’s what he was getting, the Disney Channel, the sports network, old movies, you name it.
He went to the coat rack by the back door and put on his fleece jacket, zipped it up, and popped a toboggan on his head.
Yessir, this was the ticket. It wasn’t so much that he was lacking a wife as he was lacking a life.
When Earlene called back after feeding her mama, she would wonder where he was. He was always home when Earlene called. He felt in his pocket for his gloves.
“I’m goin’ out, Earlene!” he shouted to the kitchen ceiling. “Out, out, out! Leave a message!”
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Of the many and varied fruits of a good marriage, one of Father Tim’s sworn favorites was having someone to be sick with—misery, after all, loved company.
Sitting with her cat, Violet, in her lap, his wife blew her nose and looked at him with red eyes and drooping lids. “I never heard of anything that was both viral and bacterial. I thought we got only one misery at a time.”
“I think it’s the double deal that earned the Crud its name.”
“Anyway, I’ve finally figured out how it feels to have this pernicious blight.”
“Speak,” he said, lying flat and drained on the sofa.
“It feels like you’ve just eaten a dish of Miss Rose’s week-old, unrefrigerated banana pudding and are on your way to the emergency room in the back of a van that’s been lived in through a long, hard winter by seven Russian wolfhounds, all of whom, poor dears, have mange. . . .”
He moaned. Right on the money.
“Plus, you have this horrendous headache—pounding, mind you—and eyes that feel like little sockets of ground glass, something akin to the lethal shards of a Coke bottle that’s been run over by a tractor trailer hurtling at great speed along I-95—”
“North or south?”
“South.”
He raised his head feebly from the sofa. “I’d never have thought of it that way,” he said.
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He stood at their bedroom window and looked across the rooftops toward First Baptist and the regimental march of autumn color blazing east to Little Mitford Creek.
The maples were one of the town’s proudest assets, and, as predicted, they were doing their thing, they were strutting their stuff, they were breaking any and all previous records.
Glorious!
He could see only the tops of these honorable trees, but it was enough to demonstrate what he was missing. Blast! The best part of autumn was passing him by, and, into the bargain, his project was moldering. . . .
“How are the trees?” Cynthia croaked from the vicinity of their bed.
“Today may be their peak,” he said, wistful. How could they miss the maples? Nobody missed the maples.
“We’ve got to get up there, Timothy, and take pictures, I haven’t missed a single year since I moved to Mitford.”
“But we’re still sick,” he said, straggling to the bed and thumping into it. “I feel like the Coke bottle under the wheels of your tractor trailer heading north—”
“South! We’ll bundle up to our ears and wear dark glasses so no one can see how frightening we look. I’ll pop on my green felt hat, and you can wear your black thingamabob that transforms you into a cleric from Barchester Towers.”
“Do we have to?” He was whining. He hated whining.
“Yes, dearest, we have to.”
She plucked a tissue from her robe pocket and blew her nose. “Missing the maples would be like missing the queen riding through in a convoy. I figure we have two more days to hang around here being miserable, and by then a storm could take the leaves down and all would be lost.”
“Give me ten minutes,” he said. “I won’t even brush my teeth.”
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Though they tried to keep their distance from the crowd that was buzzing around with cameras, they couldn’t help overhearing what Madge Stokes and Fancy Skinner were saying.
“How long have you had it?” demanded Fancy, swaddled to the gills in a pink rabbit-fur jacket over stretch capris.
“Three days,” said Madge, pale and cowering.
“Three days? You’re still contagious, for Pete’s sake, get away from me, oh, please, the Mitford Crud and you’re out and about and breathing on people after only three days!”
“Go jump in the lake,” Cynthia muttered into her coat collar.
Fancy turned from Madge Stokes, who had gone paler still, and stumped the crowd at large. “That’s the way people do these days, they get sick as dogs, but nobody, and I mean nobody, goes to bed anymore and drinks plenty of liquids, they’re all out at the mall or dashing around grocery stores coughing on the cabbage!”
They slunk homeward with their spent roll of Fuji.
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“Lookit,” said Percy. “That’s my shot right there.”
The Main Street Grill had come up with its own photo contest—the wall to the right of the door was plastered with images of the Mitford maples, documented with varying degrees of skill.
“See th’ fog? To my way of thinkin,’ that gives it . . . gives it . . .”
“Mystery and intrigue!” said Father Tim.
“That’s what I was goin’ t’ say. Look here, this is Mule and Fancy’s deal. Too dark on th’ left is what Velma said, like somebody was standin’ in their own shadow.”
“That’s somebody’s thumb, actually. Whose shot is that? The one up top.”
“Lew Boyd.”
“Lew has a camera? He never struck me as the camera type.” “Everybody’s got a camera.”
“Great color. And look at the way the light falls on the grass. How many entries so far?”
“Thirteen so far. I got a sign in th’ window, we’ll let ’er rip ’til th’ end of next week.”
“What’s the prize?”
“Free lunch for two.”
“Good deal.”
“Tuesday only, an’ th’ winner has to claim ’is prize by Christmas Eve, or no cigar.”
“Who are the judges?”
“Me an’Velma.”
“You’re not going to award the winner your Tuesday special, I fondly hope.” Percy’s fried gizzards were a prize, all right. . . .
“They can order what they want to,” said Percy. “Up to a point.”
“What’s the point?” He was just checking.
“One entrée, one drink, and one dessert each. And by th’ way, no digital doodah or color Xerox, just straight four-by-six glossy, an’ print your name on th’ back.”
“I think I’ll enter,” he said.
Percy straightened his apron. “I heard you an’ Mule and Whatsisface was down at the tea shop chattin’ it up like a bunch of women.”
“You heard right!” he said, slipping toward the rear booth.
There was a brief silence as Percy decided whether to chase that rabbit or let it go. “So what’re you havin’?”
“The usual.”
“I’d rather be hit upside th’ head than poach eggs this mornin’.”
“Come the end of December, you’ll never have to poach another egg as long as you live. So cut me some slack, buddyroe.”
Percy grinned, a rare and astonishing sight. “I’m getting’ out of here b’fore th’ end of December. We’re closin’ shop Christmas Eve, right behind th’ last lunch customer.”
“Christmas Eve?” It was all happening too fast. . . .
“Amen!” said Percy, who wasn’t often given to liturgical language.
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Following yet another phone talk with Helen, Hope had bared her heart to Scott Murphy over dinner the previous evening in Wesley. He had held her hand and prayed for her, right there in the restaurant.
Grateful and tremulous, she had come home to sit down with a notepad and gather her thoughts about writing to Edith Mallory, when suddenly the words began to tumble onto the page with scarcely any caution or forethought.
In the end, it had been exactly what she wanted to say.
She would transcribe the hastily composed missive to a sheet of ivory stationery and send it registered mail—something she had never before done with a document of any sort.
The only concern she had in writing the letter was whether to mention Mrs. Mallory’s terrible injuries, which had rendered her unable to speak except in a fashion so garbled that not even her doctors could understand her meaning.
If no reference was made in the letter to such a tragedy, it might be construed as coldness of spirit, or worse.
She would take her cue, then, from rumor—that Mrs. Mallory was now able to communicate, though with painful slowness, to Ed Coffey, the man who had driven her around for so many years in that black Lincoln. A further rumor reported a recent removal of the bandages from Edith Mallory’s head.
In this fearsome and thrilling thing she was about to do, she had every intention of looking always on the bright side.
 
Dear Mrs. Mallory, she penned at the top of the ivory sheet . . .
 
I was very happy to hear of your recent improvements, and trust that we shall have continuing good news of your recovery.
I also trust that the following proposal will meet with your deepest approval.
As you are perhaps aware, my longtime employer, Helen Huffman, has recently informed your attorney that due to pressing demands of her Florida business, she will not renew the lease on your old Porter building, long known as Happy Endings Books.
Indeed, it is my heartfelt desire to renew the lease in my own name, and to assume full responsibility as Happy Endings Books’ new owner and manager.
Mrs. Mallory, I speak to you as one businesswoman to another, and believe you will appreciate my wish to be entirely frank.
The monthly lease is now $950 plus utilities, but I will be able during the first six months to pay only $800, plus utilities.
On July first and thereafter, I expect to be fully able to pay the monthly sum of $950 plus utilities without further hindrance.
In the meantime, I will, at my own expense, repaint the interior walls, which are in sore condition, and have a new toilet and front-door lock installed at my expense. These improvements are worth approximately $2,500 by today’s estimations, thus you would recognize a benefit of $1,550 at the very outset of our relationship.
I will work hard, Mrs. Mallory, to make you proud to count Happy Endings among your most responsible tenants. I have had a lifelong love of learning and of books, and cannot express to you the joy it would give me to undertake such a rewarding endeavor—an endeavor which I believe enriches our community immeasurably.
Should you consider my proposal with favor, I shall be happy to dispatch character references at once.
 
Yours sincerely,

Hope Winchester

Happy Endings Books
 
The effort to transcribe the letter in ink, without making mistakes, had been considerable. Should she have written instead to Mrs. Mallory’s attorneys? She didn’t know anything about attorneys. And should she have referred to herself as a businesswoman? “Yes!” Helen had insisted. “Absolutely!”
She felt a heaviness between her shoulders, as if she’d toted a barge along Little Mitford Creek.
Slipping the folded, two-page letter inside the envelope, she licked the seal and considered again the ways in which she hoped to make this impossible dream come true.
Money would be scarce, very scarce, especially as Helen would be taking fifty percent of the profits during the first year, in payment for her inventory and for revenue earned from the rare-books realm. In addition to rent and utilities, that would be a heavy outgo. As for income, she had only her mother’s surprising legacy, the forty-seven hundred dollars she had saved since college, and, of course, the five hundred dollars per month she would save if . . .
She drew another sheet of paper from the box.
 
Dear Mrs. Havner,
Thanks to your many courtesies over the years, I have been happy in my little nest above your tea shop.
I’ve always been especially fond of Thursdays, for the smell ofyour delectable cinnamon rolls wafted up to my aerie and made it all the more a true home!
It is with deep regret, as well as joy unbounded, that I write to tell you I will not be renewing my lease this year. . . .
 
She drew a shallow breath.
This letter couldn’t be mailed, of course, until she heard from Mrs. Mallory, which, she felt certain, would be only a few days hence.
She spied the folded slip of paper that Scott had given her, lying by the stationery box. When he walked her to the door last night, he had proffered it like a fortune from a cookie.
“This will help,” he said, smiling. “I promise.”
She remembered the tips of his fingers brushing the palm of her hand. . . .
She unfolded the paper now and read once again the inscription in blue ink.
Philippians 4:13: I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.
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A white cake box had been delivered while he and Cynthia were shopping at The Local.
“What is it?” he asked Puny.
He hoped to the good Lord it wasn’t one of Esther’s orange marmalade cakes. The angst of not being able to eat the whole thing, much less a single, solitary piece . . .
“Fruitcake!” she said, obviously disgusted. “Won’t people ever learn you can’t eat this stuff?”
“Well, yes,” he said, “but Cynthia can, and you, and Dooley. A fine gift!”
“Mister Cunningham made it, it’s your Christmas present. He brought it early so you can start soakin’ it in bourbon or whatever. He said he was willin’ to do th’ bakin’, but he draws th’ line on soakin’.”
Their housekeeper, whom he loved as his own blood, and who had stayed home until the contagion passed, was roughly five months away from delivering a second round of twins.
“You look wonderful, Puny. How are my new grans?”
She grinned. “Kickin’!”
“Keep doing what you’re doing. I’m going to stretch out in the study a few minutes.”
“I’m bakin’ a pie with Sadie Baxter apples an’ fake sugar. I’ll try not t’ make noise.”
“Oh, but make noise! Rattle those pots and pans! That’s what home is about.”
A pie! He fairly skipped into the study.
Cynthia was already prone on their bed. Following endless days of the Crud, the two blocks to the store and back had been right up there with swimming the English Channel.
His good dog heaved himself onto the sofa and laid his head on his master’s feet.
“Barnabas,” he murmured before drowsing off to sleep, “just wait ’til you see what’s coming.
“Sheep! Shepherds! A camel! Angels! You won’t believe it.”
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“Miz Kavanagh, is it all right t’ give Timothy some of this candy fruit?”
“Two cherries!” he said, extending both hands. Why did Peggy have to ask his mother everything? If it was up to Peggy, he could have almost anything he wanted.
“Please,” he remembered to say.
“Very well,” said his mother, “but only two.”
He also wanted raisins and a brazil nut, but he would ask later. He liked a lot of things that went into the fruitcake his mother and Peggy made every year, but he didn’t like them in the cake, he liked them out of the cake.
Coffee perked on the electric range, a lid rattled on a boiling pot, he smelled cinnamon and vanilla. . . .
At the kitchen table, his mother wrote thoughtfully on a sheet of blue paper. “There’ll be the Andersons, of course,” she said to Peggy, “and the Adamses.”
“What about th’ judge?”
“The judge goes without saying. We always have the judge.”
“An’ Rev’ren’ Simon.”
“Yes, I think his influence is good for Timothy.”
“Ain’t you havin’ th’ Nelsons?”
“Oh, yes, and the Nelsons. Definitely!”
“Them Nelson boys’ll be slidin’ down yo’ banister an’ crawlin’ up yo’ curtains,” Peggy muttered.
He didn’t like the Nelson boys; when they came, it was always two against one.
“Can Tommy come?” His father had never allowed Tommy in the house, but since this would be Christmas . . .
“No, dear. I’m sorry. Perhaps another time.”
His mother furrowed her brow and looked at the rain lashing the windows. Peggy stirred batter in a bowl, shaking her head.
“What shall we serve, Peggy? Certainly, we want your wonderful yeast rolls!”
“Yes, ma’am, an’ Mr. Kavanagh will want his ambrosia and oyster pie.”
His mother smiled, her face alight. “Always!”
“An’ yo’ famous bûche de Noël!” said Peggy. “That always get a big hand clap.”
“What is boose noel?” he asked, sitting on the floor with his wooden truck.
“Buoosh,” said Peggy. “Bu like bu-reau. Buoosh.”
“Boosh.”
“No, honey.” Peggy bent down and stuck her face close to his. He liked Peggy’s skin, it was exactly the color of gingerbread. “Look here at my lips . . . bu . . .”
“Bu . . .”
“Now . . . law, how I goin’ t’ say this? Say shhhh, like a baby’s sleepin’.”
“Shhhh.”
“That’s right! Now, bu-shhh.”
“Bu . . . shhh.”
“Run it all together, now. Bushhh.”
“Bushhh!”
“Ain’t that good, Miz Kavanagh?”
“Very good!”
Peggy stood up and began to stir again. “Listen, now, honey lamb, learn t’ say th’ whole thing—bûche de Noël.”
“Bûche de Noël!”
“He be talkin’ French, Miz Kavanagh!”
He was thrilled with their happiness; with no trouble at all, he’d gotten raisins and a Brazil nut for talking French.
“What does it mean, Mama?”
“Log of Christmas. Christmas log. A few days before Christmas, you may help us put the icing on. It’s a very special job.”
“Icin’ on a log?”
“A log made from cake. We had it last year, but you probably don’t remember—you were little then.” His mother smiled at him; he saw lights dancing in her eyes.
“Yes, ma’am, and now I’m big.”
“You ain’t big,” crowed Peggy, “you my baby!”
He hated it when Peggy said that.
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Don’t count your chickens before they hatch.
She’d heard that all her life. But in this thing she was praying and believing could be done, she wanted to get started.
Why not spend the days of waiting, acting as if it were going to happen?
If it didn’t happen, she would take the penalty of great disappointment as her just and rightful lot. Of course, if it didn’t happen, what would she do? She didn’t want to leave Mitford, not at all.
If Edith Mallory refused to give her the lease, Helen’s moving truck would come and everything would be crated up and taken to Florida, leaving the store empty for an as-yet-unknown occupant. She had a fleeting image of herself, standing in the middle of the large and vacant room. . . .
But, no! She mustn’t think that way. How, then, might she begin acting as if it were going to happen?
“Dear God. . . ,” she whispered.
No matter what the future held, the big room upstairs, long used for storage, would have to be cleaned out. She took a deep breath and allowed herself to examine again the wondrous possibilities.
In that light-filled room, there would be space for all three of her bookcases.
She would be able to use her mother’s lace curtains at the windows facing Main Street—without having measured, she knew they would fit.
The faded Aubusson rug, which had for years been her grandest possession, would look beautiful on the old pine floor.
Though customers had come in, she raced up the stairs to look again at the room with its three handsome, albeit unwashed, windows.
Halfway along the stairs, she paused.
What would she do for heat in the attic of this creaky old building? Suddenly weary, she sighed and sat down on the step.
Then, a proverbial truth struck:
Heat rises.
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“By George!” Father Tim fairly whooped.
“What is it?” asked Andrew, looking up from a book on the Nativity.
“See here, sanding the surface makes this hateful color almost pleasing to the eye.”
“Why, yes! I agree. It’s just the color of my good wife’s pumpkin soup with a dash of cream, not bad at all. And I like the way the gilt underpainting comes forth on the sleeve.”
“Do you think we can get away with sanding only? No painting?” One could dream.
“We can’t know until you get at each one, but I’d say no, too easy. Let me have a go at one.”
Andrew put the book down and was examining an angel as Fred came in.
“What about me sittin’ in on this?” asked Fred, looking eager.
“Here’s a sheet of sandpaper, pull up a chair,” said Andrew. “The doorbell will tell us if we have visitors. Probably won’t see a soul ’til the Charleston decorator arrives at two.”
“I b’lieve I’ll try a sheep. My gran’daddy raised sheep, he let me feed th’ orphans on a bottle.”
“Splendid,” said Father Tim. “Go to it!”
“This figure has a truly beautiful countenance,” said Andrew. “What about her missing wing?”
“I don’t think I’ll tackle it.” Truth be told, he was frightened of trying to build something so crucial with plaster, which was as yet a foreign material to him—it could result in an onerous lump instead of an arched and lovely wing. And then there were the feathers he’d be forced to create in the wet plaster. No indeed, this was Nativity 101, not Rodin’s atelier. “Besides, think how the missing wing depicts the human condition!”
“A somewhat esoteric thought,” said Andrew, pulling at his chin. “Nonetheless, I’m in!”
As the men worked with easy absorption, Father Tim smelled the fresh coffee on the hob; he heard the busy whisk, whisk of sandpaper, and Beethoven’s “Pastorale” pouring from Andrew’s radio.
He felt a happy contentment flowing up in him, as a spring from a hidden source.
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When Scott called in the afternoon, Hope told him all that she was thinking. He said he’d drop by after she closed the store, if that was OK, and help out. Would she like pizza with everything, or just cheese?
As long as she could remember, she’d had it with just cheese.
“Everything!” she said, suddenly filled with unspeakable happiness.
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“Well, I’ll be . . .”
Avis Packard had locked up The Local and was going to his car in the alley, when he glanced north along the twilit street. It was the first time in memory that he’d seen a light above the bookstore.
As he walked Barnabas to the monument a little after nine o’clock, Father Tim noticed it, too.
He drew his wool scarf close against the chill October wind and mused how the light seemed to cheer the hushed and empty street.
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The first Sunday of Advent dawned bitterly cold and clear beneath the platinum sheen of a half moon.
Random gusts of wind whistled around houses, rattling shutters and downspouts. Smoke was snatched from the chimneys of early risers and hurtled east by a freezing westerly blow.
At the yellow house on Wisteria Lane, Father Tim let Barnabas into the yard, and whistled him in again. Then he read the Morning Office in his study and carried two mugs of coffee upstairs, where Cynthia opened the first door on their Advent calendar.
Propped in bed against the pillows, she read aloud the supplication from the prophet Isaiah.
“ ‘Let the sky rain down justice, and the earth bud forth a saviour!’ ”
“Amen!” he said, handing her a mug.
He leaned over and kissed her on the forehead. “A blessed Advent to you, beloved.” She put the palm of her hand to his cheek. “And to you, dearest.”
“I’ve set out your little crèche.”
“Oh, that ragged thing!”
“Fourteen years old, and sewing robes for those clothespins!” He recklessly counted this among the most endearing things he knew about his wife.
“Phoo, darling!”
“I want to thank you for something.” He sat on her side of their bed and took a sip of the strong, black brew. “I want to thank you for encouraging me to retire.”
“But you’ve struggled with it so.”
“I know. I think most people do. But I was exhausted all the time; I never knew how to rest or take a break, or how to refuel. I think God is at last teaching me something about that.”
“Hoppy said if you hadn’t retired, your health would have suffered greatly.”
“I wish I’d spent the last couple of years enjoying retirement instead of fighting it. But now I believe I can.” He grinned. “I’m giving up the book of essays. It’s a blasted nuisance.”
“Hallelujah, darling! You always looked woeful when you sat down to an essay.”
“I thought I had to stay busy with something important, that I had no right to rest. Of course, I want to keep myself open to any use He might make of me.”
“Look at the use He’s made of you in supplying so many pulpits, and the lives that were changed in that wonderful year at Whitecap, and the way you found Sammy. . . .”
“Ah, well,” he said, mildly flustered. Though he had no knack for totting up such things, his wife definitely possessed a certain skill. “I have a confession to make about the essays—I’ve just realized it in the last few days. I thought I had to keep up, somehow, with my successful wife.”
“But you don’t.”
“But I don’t.”
“I love you,” she said.
“I love you back.”
They were silent for a moment, comforted, as the wind keened around the north corner of the house.
“We used to talk about what we might do when I retired,” he said. “You always wanted to travel. Truth be told, it’s something I’m beginning to think I’d like to do.”
“Your old fear of flying—is it going away?”
“A lot of my fears seem to be going away.”
“Remember how I used to be afraid you’d leave me?” she asked. “That fear has vanished completely.”
He raised his coffee mug in a glad salute. “After our year at Meadowgate, how would you like to go to Ireland?”
“Ireland! I’d love to go to Ireland!”
“See the Kavanagh family castle, muck about with the cousins, do rubbings of gravestones . . . like that.” His heart lifted up.
She set her coffee on the bedside table and opened her arms to the man whom she’d always believed, even when others didn’t suspect it, to be wise and romantic, witty and ardent, generous and brave—in the end, the truest soul she had ever known.
[image: star.jpg]
At the end of an unpaved road, in a white frame house surrounded by three acres of pines, Lew Boyd sat up in bed and yawned. He didn’t know if he wanted to go to church this morning or not.
If he remembered right, this afternoon was the annual Advent Walk. A horde of locals would start out at the Episcopalians, then march around to the Presbyterians and Methodists, enjoying a brief service at each stop and singing hymns and carols along the way. The whole caboodle would end up at First Baptist, with all the hot cider, cookies, and whatnot a man could hold.
If he showed up at church this morning, the elders would be after him to join the walkers this afternoon and fill in the bass. You’d think a town church, especially Baptist, would have more than one poor rube to sing bass, but no deal—it was his luck to be the spotted monkey. Over and over again, they’d tried to trick him into joining the choir in order to regulate his churchgoing, but even he wasn’t dumb enough to go for that stunt.
In the great commotion outside, he heard his garbage can slam against the side of the house.
A man couldn’t sing bass in gale-force winds and freezing temperatures! Besides, he’d just worked six days at a hard run; why would he want to go walking? Come to think of it, now that he had cable, he ought to just hole up at home and get it over with. Of course, Earlene would be asking if he was going to church. . . .
He checked his Timex. About now, she’d be taking her mama’s little dab of breakfast up the stairs and fluffing the pillows so her mama could sit up in bed and eat, with Earlene feeding her every bite. Then, in a little bit, the next-door neighbor would come over and Earlene would go off to church, looking pretty as a speckled pup and toting the chess pie she’d baked last night for the Coffee Minute.
That’s the way Earlene was, she cared about people. Nearly forty-five years ago, when he’d won a blue ribbon in that pickle contest, Earlene had run over and kissed him, then run off, embarrassed half to death by what she’d done.
He’d never forgotten that moment, even when he was married to Juanita.
“Why’d you do that?” he asked when he and Earlene met again a few years ago. “I didn’t even hardly know you.”
“I didn’t know I was goin’ to do it ’til I did it!” she said, blushing. “I secretly liked you, and I just felt so . . . happy’cause you’d won!”
In his heart, he was sometimes hard on Earlene for not being here. But he was disgusted with himself for this. She didn’t deserve it. Taking care of her failing mama was what she’d committed to do; plus, she wanted to work another few months at the flour company to get her retirement benefits—she’d told him right up front that this is how it would be, and he’d accepted it and married her.
Then there were her sisters, who said if the word leaked out that they were married, it would kill her mama. Lord knows, he didn’t want to be party to a thing like that, no way. Except for telling Father Tim, he’d kept the whole blooming thing a secret. He knew as well as anybody that news travels—it’d run straight up to Knoxville on both legs, hard as it could go.
Next weekend, he’d take Saturday off and go see her. He’d stay with his old Aunt Bess, as usual, and do a few odd jobs for his elderly relative, like fix her top porch step and put a new shelf in her pantry.
In the evening, Earlene’s neighbor would come in to sit, and he’d take his bride out to a nice dinner, maybe surf and turf. He felt a little shiver of happiness as he imagined helping her up in his new truck, and giving her a big kiss.
They’d hold hands and sit together on the same side of the booth, and he’d try not to say a word about how hard it was to keep living like this. And he dern sure wouldn’t say, like he’d said one time before, Well, sugar, how long do you think it’ll take your little mama to die? Nossir, he’d never do that again. He should’ve been strung up by his feet.
He sniffed the cold air of the bedroom. The new coffeemaker with the timer had kicked on in the kitchen.
After drinking two mugs of engine oil and knocking back a couple of Pop-Tarts, maybe he’d spend the day laid up in bed watching the Titans shut down the New York Giants.
Whop. The garbage can slammed against the porch rail.
“Go, Titans!” he hollered.
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Around ten o’clock, the winds increased; leaves that had fallen during a hard November rain were blown upon the sharp, clean air like coveys of startled quail.
On Main Street, a red scarf was snatched from the shoulders of a churchgoer and hurled aloft, dipping and tossing like a Chinese kite, before it landed on the green awning of Sweet Stuff Bakery.
The Kavanaghs observed the wonderment of the flying scarf as they drove to Wesley for the ten o’clock service at St. Paul’s.
“It definitely won’t be an Advent Walk,” said Cynthia. “More like an Advent Run!”
“I may leave the walk a mite early this afternoon.”
“Really?”
“And I may be a tad late for dinner.”
“Whatever for?”
He smiled, his eyes on the road. “Christmas is coming, you know.”
She looked at him, beaming. “Of course, dearest! That explains everything!”
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“Come, thou long expected Jesus,
Born to set thy people free;
From our fears and sins release us, Let us find our rest in Thee.
Israel’s strength and consolation,
Hope of all the earth Thou art;
Dear desire of every nation,
Joy of every longing heart. . . .”
 
The walkers sang lustily as they processed from an inspiring service at the Methodist chapel and turned north on Main Street. They were hard by the fire station when Lew Boyd saw Father Tim weaving his way quickly through the procession, moving south.
“You’re goin’ th’ wrong way!” hollered Lew, in case the Father didn’t know they were headed back to First Baptist for hot cider and all the trimmings.
“A blessed Advent!” shouted Father Tim. He raised a gloved hand in salute and kept going, the wind at his back.
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From the window above Happy Endings, Hope Winchester peered down upon the straggle of walkers making their way to First Baptist while holding on for dear life to their sheet music.
 
“Lift up your heads, ye mighty gates;
Behold, the King of glory waits;
The King of kings is drawing near;
The Savior of the world is here! . . .
Fling wide the portals of your heart;
Make it a temple, set apart . . .”
 
She was happy that she could hear most of the words, liking especially “Fling wide the portals of your heart.”
In the music floating up to her, she was struck by a deep, resonant voice that was clearly able to bind the other voices together. She looked for its source, but couldn’t locate it, and was turning away from the window when someone peered up at her and waved.
She waved back, glad to be noticed, and stood and watched the toboggans and flapping coattails disappear beneath the green awning.
She turned to go downstairs, but stopped instead and gazed at the large room, now delivered of the detritus of more than two decades. It was empty, clean, and bright with the dazzle of winter light.
It had been six long weeks since she’d sent the letter, but she hadn’t heard a word from Mrs. Mallory. Possibly she intended to lease the building to someone else and hadn’t informed her, nor did Helen know anything. If Helen’s movers had to come and take everything away, the packing needed to begin at once; only the stock she was conserving for Christmas sales could wait until the last minute.
Then there was the letter to her landlady, who would need to know something immediately. . . .
She found she was wringing her hands, a habit she had tried without success to break.
But, no! She would not give up.
Even with concerns that sometimes overwhelmed her, she refused to abandon her belief in a glad outcome.
Don’t worry about anything, Hope, Father Tim had said, but in everything, by prayer and supplication, with thanksgiving . . .
“ ‘ . . . make your requests known unto God,’ ” she recited aloud, going quickly down the stairs, “ ‘and the peace that passes all understanding will fill your heart and mind through Christ Jesus!’ ”
Finding Margaret Ann at her feet, she picked her up and held her close and stroked her orange fur.
She would have to let her secret out to Mrs. Havner. She would go and speak with her at once . . .
 . . . then she would call Louise and say she might be moving home to live with her in their mother’s house, with its overgrown garden of hollyhocks and foxglove . . .
 . . . and she would call Scott and ask if he would come for spaghetti and meatballs this evening—it was the only dish she knew how to make for company. . . .
Her heart skipped a beat at the thought of cooking for Scott and setting the table for the two of them. With everything else before her, it was almost too much even to consider, but she remembered how she would feel in his company—she would feel happy and unafraid.
She stopped for a moment, leaning against the newel-post at the foot of the stairs; Margaret Ann’s rhythmic purr resonated upon her heart. Though she and Helen hadn’t discussed it, they both knew that Margaret Ann would find a new home with Hope.
Whatever happens, she thought, I must continue to believe in a glad outcome—but I must also prepare for whatever else may lie ahead.
She suddenly felt purposeful, and relieved, as if a great weight had flown from her shoulders.
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“I’m makin’ a list and checkin’ it twice,” said Fred.
Fred had volunteered to give him a hand today, an offer that might not be valid any other Sunday this month.
“You’ve got your five sheep, you’ve got your donkey, and you’ve got your first shepherd knocked out,” said Fred. “That’s seven down an’ a dozen or so to go.”
All sanding and priming was done, and the seven finished pieces stood lined up on a shelf above the sink.
“Hallelujah!” said Father Tim, slipping into a green bib apron. “Ol’ time, it is a-flyin’!” He hadn’t made the deadline to put the shepherds and all the sheep on the sideboard today. Now the plan was to set out the complete scene on Christmas Eve.
Freshly ground coffee dripped into the pot; two slices of pumpkin pie, as frozen as bricks since Thanksgiving dinner at the yellow house, sat thawing on the drain board of the sink.
“You got four ewes an’ a ram to go. You want me to keep doin’ sheep?”
“Keep doing sheep!” said Father Tim. “And God bless you for it!” He rolled up his sleeves and sat down at his worktable across from Fred. “For several years, it seemed that every Christmas season, the Lord would send me a Christmas angel, somebody who came along at just the right time, to give me a hand or help me over a hurdle. I believe you’re my Christmas angel this year, and I thank you.”
Fred ducked his head, shy. “An’ I thank you, Father, for lettin’ me sit in on this. My wife’s glad to get me out of th’ house. She’s got two quilts to get done.”
“Would you call me Tim?”
“Nossir, I can’t do that.”
“Why not?”
“I never call a preacher by a first name.”
“Does this mean I have to call you Mr. Addison?”
Fred laughed. “Nossir, that’s what the IRS called me last spring, an’ I’ve had a dislike for th’ sound of it ever since.”
“What would I do if I had to stipple this whole flock?” Father Tim threw up his hands. “I’d be here ’til lambing time!”
“I like stipplin,’ but I wouldn’t want to fool with wings or robes—and ’specially wouldn’t want to fool with skin; nossir, you’re th’ Skin Man. Look at that shepherd on th’ shelf! Real as life!”
And, by heaven, it was. Father Tim was amazed that the shepherd had started out with a horrific case of jaundice and now looked merely well tanned, which would certainly be expected in his line of work.
The damaged hand, however, had been another matter. He and Fred and Andrew had all had a go at it, and the effort-by-committee showed. But there was no looking back. The hand was done, they were not Michelangelos around here.
Father Tim took the second shepherd from the shelf and examined it, turning it in his hands. “I think I’ll start with the robe—any ideas?”
Fred scratched his head. “Seems like shepherds would’ve stayed pretty ragged-lookin.’ I reckon they slept under bushes or rocks or like that.”
“Actually, shepherds around Bethlehem lived in caves. Caves made safe places for their flocks at night.”
“Maybe somethin’ th’ color of a burlap sack?”
“That might be hard.” He took a deep breath. “But let me see what I can do.”
He squeezed a bit of paint from three tubes into a saucer and blended the colors with a plastic knife. He wanted to get his fingers in the stuff, but the telltale signs of oil glaze were hard to remove, and harder still to hide from an inquisitive wife.
He showed the contents of the saucer to Fred. “What do you think?”
“You goin’ for burlap?”
“Going for burlap.”
“I’d say a little more brown.”
“Done!”
They worked for a time, silent, oblivious to the Mozart concerto on the radio.
“These tails are way yonder longer’n we used to do at my gran’daddy’s. We docked ’em pretty short when I was comin’ along.”
“How many sheep did you have?”
“Four hundred!”
“Man!” he said, quoting Dooley.
“We raised Dorset, mostly, and a few Blue Face. I was what you might call a shepherd, myself, now an’ again.”
Father Tim figured he’d been seven or eight years old the Christmas he determined to do what the Bethlehem shepherds had done.
Reverend Simon, a fervent Bible scholar and his mother’s much-loved Baptist preacher, explained the passage from Luke to the Sunday School class of eight- to ten-year-olds. Reverend Simon had them all toeing the mark; he was a big man with unruly hair and spectacles that enlarged his eyes in a frightening way. Someone said he had ruined his eyes reading the Bible, and knew more about everything in it than anyone alive. He taught their class the way he taught the congregation, with extravagant gestures and studied pauses and bursts of song in a rich, baritone voice that rattled the windowpanes.
“Who were these shepherds?” he thundered. His magnified brown eyes roamed the small classroom as if demanding an answer, but no one raised a hand.
“They were merely a few local boys from over the hill! Boys like you, Tom, and you, Chester, and you, Timothy!
“When they received the word from the heavenly host and recovered from their fright, what did they do? They didn’t dillydally, they didn’t put it off ’til morning, they didn’t wait ’til they’d fried up some bacon, they made haste! ‘And they came with haste,’ St. Luke tells us, they came lickety-split toward that bright and shining star, to see the wonder of the Savior, to experience His glory, to observe His mystery.
“Now, children, how do you think they got there?”
Though Reverend Simon had no intention of soliciting an answer, Mary Jane Mason raised her hand with fear and trembling, and replied with the only transport known to her. “In a Dodge sedan?”
“My dear child, they had no Dodge sedan nor even a Buick Town Car, they had no mules or oxen or donkeys or carts or wagons. Indeed, they had no mode of transport save their own two feet!”
Reverend Simon lifted one exceedingly large foot, shod in a shoe as black as a washpot, to demonstrate.
“Indeed, they would have trod the several miles to the inn, almost certainly barefoot . . .”
Here, Reverend Simon shivered mightily, wrapped an imaginary cloak about his large frame, and peered at them over his spectacles. “ . . . and in the bristling cold . . .”
A long pause as he looked around at them.
“ . . . in the bristling cold of a dark and wintry night!”
Wishing to move beyond the carved and static figures of their Nativity scene, and enter somehow into the miracle itself, he had asked Tommy to walk around the barn with him the night before Christmas. He was convinced that something as fraught with risk and danger as this would responsibly equal the shepherds’ longer trek to the inn.
“I ain’t walkin’ around no barn at night,” said Tommy. “An’ I ’specially ain’t doin’ it barefooted.”
“But the shepherds had to do it, they had to walk all the way from the sheep pasture to Bethlehem while it was pitch-black dark.”
“I ain’t doin’ it,” said Tommy.
He had screwed up his courage then and, after donning an old sheet tied at his waist by a piece of jump rope, sat on the top porch step and waited for nightfall. He had checked the feet of the shepherds in their Nativity scene, and, to his enormous relief, they were wearing shoes.
On her way home to the little house down the road, Peggy stopped on the porch and patted his head. “Your mama say come back soon as you does this.”
He nodded.
At the foot of the steps, she turned and looked at him. “An’ don’t you be lettin’ any spooks git my baby.”
He had heard that, on Christmas Eve, animals talked, which seemed spooky enough. He wondered if he’d hear their two cows talking in the barn. The thought gave him a funny feeling in his stomach; he couldn’t imagine cows talking or what they might say. What if they busted out talking while he was down there by himself, in the dark?
His mouth had been dry with fear, yet he wanted more than anything to somehow be one with those privileged to be first.
“What are you doing?” His father approached the foot of the steps, seemingly annoyed to find his son wearing a sheet over his clothes and, worse still, accomplishing nothing of consequence.
“I’m going to walk around the barn when it gets dark.” He said this louder than he might have done. “Sir.”
His father looked at him as he often did—without appearing to see him.
“Like the shepherds,” he said, eager to explain, and thereby make himself seen.
“The shepherds?”
“That went to worship the Baby Jesus. I know they didn’t walk around the barn, but . . .”
In the leaden winter sky, a star or two had already appeared, and a sliver of moon. A bird called somewhere by the rabbit pen.
“Timothy . . .”
Something in his father’s voice was suddenly different; his eyes shone with a tenderness his son had never seen before.
His father gazed at him for an instant more, then walked up the steps and into the house.
He had sat there, numb with a mixture of joy and bewilderment. In one brief and startling moment, he realized that he was, after all, seen—and perhaps even loved. His heart beat faster, and his breath nearly left him.
As dusk faded toward nightfall, he prayed again and walked down the steps onto frozen grass that crackled beneath his shoes like dry leaves.
More stars had appeared; he looked above the ridge of the barn roof and picked a bright star that he might follow.
He had reached the barn and touched its silvery, unpainted wood when he heard footsteps behind him. He whirled around and, in the twilit gloom, saw the figure of his father.
“Timothy . . .”
His father had walked with him then, neither of them speaking. When he, Timothy, stumbled over a castaway bucket, he instinctively flung out his hand, and his father caught it and held it in his own, and, in the cold and velveteen darkness, they continued around the silent barn, toward the house in which every window gleamed with light.
“This pie’s thawed,” said Fred, sticking his forefinger into the filling.
“I’m sorry—what did you say?”
Timothy . . . The memory of that single and astonishing connection with his father might be lost for years at a time, only to return when least expected. . . .
“Pie’s thawed. You want coffee?”
“Sure,” he said, hoarse with feeling.
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He walked home along the empty sidewalk, illumined by a choir of angels. Formed by hundreds of tiny lights, the angels gleamed from every lamppost on both sides of their modest Main Street, giving it the look of a large and gracious boulevard.
Gouging funds out of the town budget for a host of angels had, in his opinion, been the finest hour of their former mayor, Esther Cunningham.
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“You’ve been scarce as hens’ teeth,” said Mule.
“Busy,” said Father Tim, thumping into the rear booth.
“Big deal. Everybody’s busy this time of year. I’ve been havin’ to do breakfast and lunch solo.”
“What’s J.C. doing? Starving to death?”
“We had lunch at th’ tea shop yesterday, and breakfast th’ day before.”
“You just said you’d been eating solo.”
Mule grinned. “I said that to make you feel sorry for me.”
“It isn’t working.”
Father Tim opened the single-fold menu. He was up for something different today. Enough already with tuna on dry toast.
“Tell you what,” said Mule, “I’ll let you order for me! How’s that? You know what I like—order me whatever you want to!”
“I can’t order for you, buddyroe, you can’t even order for yourself.”
Mule shrugged. “I don’t have a clue what I want.”
“There’s the rub.” As for himself, maybe he’d try the taco salad. Or the pimiento cheese on whole wheat . . .
“I guess you heard what’s movin’ into this buildin’ when Percy leaves.”
“Nope. I’ve been out of the loop for a while.”
“A shoe store!”
“Great news!”
“That’s what I said. A man shouldn’t have to drive to another town to buy shoes.”
“You don’t drive to another town to buy shoes,” said Father Tim. “All your shoes come from yard sales in Mitford.”
“A penny saved is a penny earned. So what am I havin’?” Mule leaned forward in anticipation, as Velma swooped over like a crow from a pine tree.
“Let me tell ’im what he’s havin’!” She shot her glasses down her nose, meaning business; she didn’t have all day to yank an order out of Mule Skinner. “He’s havin’ a bowl of vegetable soup with a hot cornstick! Today’s special!”
Mule gave Velma a dark look. “What’s in th’ vegetable soup?”
“Vegetables,” she said, tight-lipped.
“Wait. Whoa.” Father Tim knew where this was headed. “Bring him a bacon cheeseburger, everything but onions, with fries on the side and a Diet Coke. And . . .” Should he do this?
“And. . . ?” Velma’s pencil was poised in the air.
“And I’ll have the same!” He exhaled.
Speechless, Velma adjusted her glasses and stumped away.
“Did you know,” said Father Tim, “that the average American eats over sixteen pounds of fries per year? As I’ve had only two or three orders in the last decade, I figure I’m due roughly a hundred and fifty-nine pounds.”
“There’s only one problem,” said Mule.
“What’s that?”
“Th’ grease Percy uses for fries is th’ same he uses for fish. I don’t much like fish.”
“So I’ve been wondering—how is J.C. getting upstairs to his pressroom since he refuses to set foot in this place?”
“He’s usin’ th’ window on th’ landin’.”
“There’s more than one way to skin a cat.”
“Just shoots up th’ bottom sash, slips in like a house burglar, and up th’ steps he goes. By th’ way . . .”
He thought Mule looked pained. “Yes?”
“Fancy don’t like me to eat bacon.”
“I forgot to ask Percy who won the photo contest. Did you hear?”
“Lew Boyd.”
“Great. That was a good shot.”
“Plus. . . ,” said Mule.
“Plus what?”
“Plus Fancy wants me to cut out cheese. Too constipatin’.”
“So! If you could have anything you want, what would you like for Christmas?”
“Anything I want? Price no object?”
“Right.”
“A Rolodex watch!”
“Aha!” said Father Tim, as their orders arrived with more than the usual flourish.
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He was glad Cynthia was out to a tea at Olivia Harper’s when Dooley called.
“Hey,” said Dooley.
“Hey, yourself, buddyroe! What’s up? When are you headed home?”
“December twentieth.”
“We can’t wait. I’ll have something to show you, but you mustn’t tell Cynthia.”
“I won’t, I promise.”
“I’m working on an old Nativity scene—twenty-odd pieces! Angels, shepherds, wise men, sheep—we’ve got ten sheep, total, a whole flock!”
“You sound excited.”
“I am. It’s great. Wait ’til you see it. I’m painting shepherds now. Next come angels.”
“Sounds hard.”
“It is hard.” He realized he was grinning. “But it’s . . .” He thought a moment. “It’s fun.”
“So save me somethin’ to paint,” said Dooley.
“Are you kidding?”
“No, I’m serious.”
“Consider it done! Have you heard from Sammy?”
“He wrote me a letter. I’ll bring it so you and Cynthia can read it. It meant a lot to him to be with everybody at Thanksgiving.”
“Buck and I are going down to see him next week.” Buck Leeper was Dooley’s stepdad, and a zealous teammate in the search for Dooley’s siblings. “We’ll take Poo and Jessie. I hope Sammy will come for Christmas.”
“That would be great.” Dooley sounded pensive. “I’ve been thinking—would you take him all the clothes in my closet except my green sweatshirt and the last pair of jeans Cynthia bought me?”
“He’s a little taller than you, but we’ll give it a try.”
“Umm, don’t take that Italian suit Cynthia made me wear in New York, or the belt that’s hanging on the door.”
“Got it.”
There was a brief silence.
“Dad?”
“Yes?”
“Do you think—I mean, like, really—that we’ll ever find Kenny?”
“Yes!” he said without hesitating. “Yes!”
“You haven’t given up?”
“Never! I don’t know what to do right now, but God has been faithful. Four out of five, son! Let’s keep thanking Him for His providence . . . and praying and believing He’ll lead us to Kenny. Is that a deal?”
“Yes, sir,” said Dooley. “It’s a deal.”
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“I’ve been thinking,” he said, taking her hand.
They lay in bed and looked up at the ceiling, at the place where the streetlamp shone in and cast its light.
“Tell me,” she said.
“All these years, I’ve remembered the hard things about my father. His indifference to my mother, his coldness toward me, his rage, his depression, the countless times he hurt us.”
“Yes,” she whispered.
“When a person spends a lifetime hurting himself and others, it’s hard to remember the good things about him.”
“Yes. I know.”
“I want to start remembering the time he looked at me . . .” His voice broke, and he lay still for a time. “It was only a look, nothing more, but it said everything I’d ever hoped to know.”
There was a long silence.
“And then he walked around the barn with me.” He couldn’t stop the flow of tears, nor did he wish to.
“Tell me about it, dearest.”
He told her.
With all his heart, and with all his soul, he would attempt to put that moment, that dark yet somehow shining hour, at the front of his memories about his father. After all these years, it would be enough.
At last, it would be enough.
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Father Tim opened the fifteenth door of their Advent calendar and read aloud a brief exegesis of verses from Luke’s second chapter.
“ ‘And Joseph went up from Nazareth to Bethlehem, to be enrolled with Mary, who was with child.’ ”
Cynthia thumbed the pages of her Bible to a map of the region that extended south from the Sea of Galilee. “From Galilee in the north to Judea in the south seems a long way, Timothy.”
“Maybe ninety to a hundred miles. On a donkey, that’s roughly a week’s travel. It could have taken longer, of course, because of the pregnancy.”
“I wonder what they ate.”
“Whatever it was, they probably bought it from camel trains. They couldn’t have carried many supplies.”
“Isn’t a lot of this terrain open desert?”
“It is.”
“What would the weather have been like?”
“Cold. Very cold,” he said. “Some say too cold for the shepherds around Bethlehem to be in the fields. They would have had their flocks under cover by October or November.”
“So the birth may have occurred earlier, before they left the fields?”
“Very likely. However, the tradition of a late-December Nativity is eighteen centuries old, and I’m not messing with that.”
“Still, if they were traveling in December, nighttime temperatures would have been freezing.” His wife pondered this, shaking her head. “Just think! All that misery over taxes!”
“Some things,” he said, “never change.”
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Harold Newland, the postman, bolted through the door at Happy Endings with a bundle of mail secured by a rubber band.
“That’s a load off!” he said, thumping it on the counter next to Margaret Ann.
“How about a cup of hot cider?” Hope thought Harold looked worn, to say the least. Probably all the catalogs, plus the fact that his wife, Emma, was in Atlanta with her pregnant daughter until after Christmas. . . .
“No time to lollygag!” he said, hitching up his belt. “Have a good day!”
“ ‘Thanks, and thanks, and ever thanks!’ ” Hope exclaimed, quoting Shakespeare.
The postcard was on top. She saw it at once.
Margaret Ann eyed Harold’s departure as Hope withdrew the card from beneath the rubber band and turned it over. It was from George Gaynor, known to Mitford as the Man in the Attic. After eight years in prison and a brief job assignment at Happy Endings, he had returned to the prison system as a chaplain.
Inscribed in a bold hand, the card read:
Dear Hope,
Keep living up to your name.
Your brother in Christ,
George


She blinked to hold back the tears. She was trying to live up to her name, but it was growing harder each day.
It was now December 15, and still she’d had no word from Mrs. Mallory. Helen had phoned the Mallory attorneys on her behalf, but they claimed to know nothing about their client’s plans for this particular property, which was one of many in Mitford, Florida, and Spain.
She walked to the window facing Main Street. Though the future seemed as dark as the lowering sky above the town, she would try to hold fast to what was positive and bright.
Holiday sales had been wonderful, she couldn’t complain, and Helen was hoping with her that Happy Endings might remain in Mitford.
Father Tim now knew her secret, which was a source of great relief. He had prayed with her and agreed to compose a letter of reference to Edith Mallory, so it would be ready when needed. She was touched that he said “when” and not “if.”
Though many circumstances were positive, she was, nonetheless, exhausted. The rare-book business on the Internet, coupled with “running the floor,” as Helen would say, had taken a toll. She was bitterly tired at the end of the day, and often slept fitfully. Helen had sharply reminded her that things wouldn’t get better if the shop became hers. “Quite the contrary,” Helen had said. And when would she be able to afford help?
Indeed, she had never wanted to be “management” until the day God had given her the amazing idea of actually owning the shop.
She found herself wringing her hands pitiably, and dropped them to her sides at once. How quickly she went from high to low! She must think of the lovely aspects, the glad outcome, as she’d learned from her reading in Philippians last night.
“. . . whatsoever things are true, whatsoever things are honest, whatsoever things are just, whatsoever things are pure, whatsoever things are lovely . . . think on these things.”
Best of all, best of anything, she would see Scott this evening. He would come directly from work, and in the empty room above the bookstore, they were going to put up a tree and decorate it with strings of colored lights.
Afterward, they’d cross the street together and look up to the middle window where it would stand, luminous and shining, for all the village to see.
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Uncle Billy Watson shuffled from one end of the kitchen to the other, holding on to the stove, then to the countertop, then the table.
Here he was pacin’ th’ floor, and him a man hardly able t’ walk in th’ first dadjing place! An’ where was ’is cane? How could he lose ’is cane if he hadn’t left th’ house?
He had two weeks t’ come up with Rose’s present, an’ not one blessed notion had passed through his wore-out brain. Nary a one!
Over th’ years, he’d growed plenty tired of hearin’ what Rose’s brother, Willard, had give ’er.
Before Willard died in th’ war in France, he’d give ’er a dolly, he’d give ’er dresses with lace an’ smockin’, he’d give ’er a coat with a rabbit-fur collar, he’d give ’er a little cart an’ a goat t’ pull it, on an’ on ’til a man could heave ’is dinner, an’ then, don’t you know, Willard had give ’er this house they was a-livin’ in, an’ ever’ stick of furnishin’.
If he was t’ miss givin’ Rose a present this Christmas, hit’d be th’ first time in more’n fifty years. Nossir, b’fore he’d let that happen, he’d go down th’ street and buy somethin’ off of a store shelf.
He remembered th’ one year he’d store-bought Rose’s present; th’ Preacher Kavanagh had gone with ’im an’ helped buy ’er a winter coat f’r half off, an’ a pair of red high-heel shoes. Rose had took a fit over them shoes, but she never put ’em on ’er feet. They was still settin’ out on th’ mantel in their bedroom, as decoration.
He didn’t recall if he had any twenties still hid in th’ stacks of newspaper in th’ dinin’ room. Maybe one or two, he didn’t rightly know. . . .
“Bill Watson! Why are you wearing out our good linoleum?” His wife stood at the kitchen door in her chenille robe, with a headful of curlers. He hadn’t seen ’er in them things in a hundred years. She looked like a porkypine.
“I’m tryin’ to figure out somethin’ in m’ brain!” He hollered good ’n’ loud, so she’d be sure an’ hear.
“You say I’m a pain?”
“Yessir, you are, but that ain’t what I said!”
“Speak up, Bill Watson! What’d you say?”
“I said I’m tryin’ t’ figure out y’r Santy Claus!”
“My Santy Claus? Did you say my Santy Claus?” His wife’s face lit up like a Christmas tree—she was grinnin’ like a young ’un, which was a wonder he hadn’t seen in a coon’s age.
“Them was my words, all right!”
“Why, Bill Watson!” She trotted over an’ kissed ’im on th’ cheek s’ hard he near about tumbled over back’ards. “That’s the best news in this whole wide world!”
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He was throwing caution to the winds, he was picking up speed, he was flying.
I can do this! he thought, astonished. I can do this! He was no Rembrandt, but he could turn a lurid, sallow skin into something believable, and while his donkey ear was nothing to write home about, it had a certain . . . élan.
The start-up had been slow and time-consuming, boggled by everything from five days of flu to complete ignorance about what to do and how to do it. Now, by George, he had momentum!
Not only was it a liberating thing to have, it had come in the nick of time. With less than five days remaining before Dooley’s visit, and less than ten until Christmas, he and his erstwhile helpers had many a mile to go.
He found he was taking the work to bed with him, so to speak, and having trouble sleeping. Then, after hours of staring at the ceiling and planning his next move, he could hardly wait to roll into the Oxford next morning.
Some of his excitement came, perhaps, from working with his hands. Aside from gardening and cooking, it was a completely fresh experience for someone who’d always gone at life with his head. Whatever it was, he hadn’t felt so energized in years.
Truth be told, while he passionately loved celebrating the liturgy, he’d nearly always dreaded coming up with a fit and useful sermon—he seemed to invest a disproportionate amount of time in woolgathering, pacing the floor, beseeching God, and laboring to have his words expound the Scriptures. Then, on the days the Holy Spirit seemed to abandon him to his own devices, there was the delivering of said words to expectant souls who needed, and deserved, more nourishment than he felt capable of giving.
He wondered if he should feel a little guilty these days about—to put it plainly—having so much fun.
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His wife was in bed, pretending to read but surveying him oddly as he sat in the wing chair pretending to do the same.
He was pretending because he couldn’t keep his mind on the book; he was thinking about the angel with the missing wing. He’d taken the color of her outer robe from a painting by Adolphe-William Bouguereau; he’d mixed and mixed the paints until he got something that gained a consensus in the back room.
“That’s it!” Andrew exclaimed.
“Bull’s-eye!” said his chief stippler.
Though white was definitely the color of choice for wings, he had found the white alone to be stark and cold, in need of subtlety. But he’d carried things too far; he had tried too hard to be subtle. He’d like to go back and glaze the wing again. . . .
He’d relished working on this particular figure, liking the way the missing wing gave the piece a whole other balance in his hands. He also loved the exquisite serenity of her countenance—he thought the maker had done a thumping good job.
The only thing was, he didn’t have time to turn back and fiddle with small details, he needed to keep moving forward. . . .
“Sweetheart?”
“Speak, Kavanagh!”
“I’m about to bust.”
He looked up. “Whatever for?”
“To know what you’re up to.” She tilted her head to one side and gazed at him, smiling. “You know I love surprises, but really, Timothy, I don’t think I can make it ’til Christmas.”
“Get over it, girl, you’ll gouge nothing out of me.”
“All that paint on the pants you stuck behind the boiler in the basement . . .”
“You’ve been snooping behind the boiler in the basement?”
“Yes, Father, I confess.”
“Aha.” He went back to his book. Blast!
“And on your hands, of course.”
“What about my hands?” Didn’t he scrub them diligently to remove all traces?
“I can smell it, dear. Oil paint gets into the pores. You’re painting something!”
What could he say? “Curiosity killed the cat!”
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When he walked Barnabas to the monument at nine o’clock, he saw the tree glittering in the window above the bookstore. Colored light spilled over the awning and reflected on the rain-wet pavement.
In the face of losing everything one hoped for, lighting a tree was an act of faith. Well done! he thought, pulling his hat down and his collar up.
He walked more briskly, glad to be alive on the hushed and lamplit street where every storefront gleamed with promise.
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“ ‘And there were in that same country. . . ,’ ” said his mother.
“ ‘Shepherds abiding!’ ”
“Very good, dear. And where were they abiding?”
“ ‘In the field!’ ”
“And what were they doing?”
“ ‘Keeping watch o’er their flock by night!’ ”
“Yes!” said his mother, pleased. He liked pleasing his mother, for he loved her more than anything, even more than Peggy. He also liked saying “o’er” instead of “over.”
His mother had spent hours teaching him the story of Christ’s birth, and the images she instilled in him had been vivid and thrilling, like a kind of movie cast with a score of animals—the great camels plowing over the desert sands, the donkey on which the Virgin Mary probably rode with Joseph walking beside her, the sheep and cows and horses in the hay-scented stable. . . .
And then, to top it all off, there was the heavenly host.
When as a child he heard the passages from Luke read aloud, he had also, on two separate occasions, heard the proclamation delivered by a multitude of voices. Though Scripture said nothing about the proclamation being sung, he was convinced otherwise—in truth, the music had come to him in the region of his heart as well as his mind, and the sound of the great chorale had been beautiful beyond all imagining.
Of course, he wouldn’t have told anyone that he’d heard—as if in his own sky, above his own house—Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good will toward men. . . .
He’d resigned himself even then to a simple fact: there were things he could never share with another, granting the occasional exception of his mother, who, more than anyone, believed him to speak from a true heart.
Indeed, there was no denying he’d been an often lonely and wildly imaginative child, but he was glad of it; for many things that deserved to be believed, he had believed with all his might.
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Here he was with his nose stuck in a book at six o’clock in the evening, under a bare bulb in the back room of the Oxford. He hadn’t meant this thing to devour his every waking moment. . . .
It was all the robes and undergarments that had him out on a limb. Now that he had eyes to see, there seemed to be a thousand folds needing light and shadow. All along, he’d been painting the clothing without light and shadow, knowing that something was wrong, but what?
Blast. What if he packed up the whole business and stored it in the attic until another time? But he knew the answer to that—there would never be another time.
Possibly all that was needed was a kind of smudge that followed the line of a fold—something darker than the garment, yet something simple.
With the book open beside him on the worktable, he mixed a daub of paint and, without thinking, put it on his thumb and worked the color along the left side of the fold of the angel’s robe, then retraced the line with his forefinger and gently smoothed away some of the color.
Ahhhh . . .
There!
Thank you, Lord. . . .
Done.
[image: star.jpg]
The pain had moved into the region of her heart and seemed lodged there like a stickpin.
In case the letter had gone astray, she had rewritten it from memory and sent it again, this time declaring it urgent that Mrs. Mallory respond as quickly as possible.
Mrs. Havner had said she could take her time about the apartment.
“You’ve been a fine tenant,” she said, “and for you, I’ll forget the two weeks’ notice. Just let me know when you know.” Mrs. Havner had given her a little pan of warm gingerbread and a hug. She wanted to cling there on her landlady’s broad and cushioned shoulder, and weep like a child.
With the exception of what she would need until she moved, everything in the apartment was packed. After all, whether she moved only a few doors down the street or home to live with Louise, the packing must be done.
In truth, she was beginning to know it would be her mother’s old home, that this was what God must want for her. Anyone could see that if Mrs. Mallory were going to let her have the building, she would have been notified by now.
In the short months since she prayed that prayer with George Gaynor, she hadn’t yet found how to hold on to God’s peace. Sometimes, as she prayed, it would come to her like a bird flying in at the window; it would settle on her shoulder, and she would feel transported by relief and glad expectation. Then the anxiety would flood in, and the startled bird would fly away. . . .
But no matter what happened, Christmas sales were booming. She’d had the biggest order ever, from Olivia Harper, and knew she could count on something sizable from Father Tim and Cynthia. . . .
The bell on the door jangled as four Mitford schoolteachers tumbled in, laughing, their cheeks glowing from the sharp, bright cold. She had opened an hour and a half early so they could shop before the last day of school began.
“Would you like a cup of hot cider?”
“Oh, yes!” said Miss Griggs of first grade. “We’d like that better than anything!”
Emily Townsend of third grade unwound the candy-striped muffler from her neck. “Your tree is really special. It kind of gives me . . . goose bumps when Charlie and I ride by at night. It seems so . . . consoling, somehow. . . . I don’t know how to express it—Sharon is the one who loves English! Oh, and here are some cookies I made. I hope you like pecans, we cracked them ourselves—can you believe it, they are so hard to pick out of the shell!”
“Oh, my!” said Hope, admiring the large cookies.
Miss Wilson, also of third grade, removed her red earmuffs. “We all love the tree in your upstairs window, it’s very cheering.”
“Thank you!” Hope realized she felt considerably cheered herself.
“Is it true you’re going to have story time all summer?”
A heavy weight came upon her heart. What could she say? “That,” she managed, “is my fondest desire.” Please, God, she thought.
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He arrived at the Oxford a few minutes before Andrew or Fred and, having his own key, let himself into the darkened room that smelled of beeswax and old wood.
He’d always loved the scent of the Oxford, but had grown fonder still of its rich and varied odors. Even the smell of the oil-based materials used for the figures had become welcome and familiar, quickening his senses as ink must do for someone in the printing trade.
He switched on the light and looked at the long shelf above the sink. Next to the camel, which he was saving for Dooley’s expertise, he had lined up the finished figures.
Nine ewes, a ram, two angels, a donkey!
Three wise men, two shepherds . . .
They were coming up on the Holy Family.
He was pulling off his coat and scarf when he heard Fred unlock the front door and step inside, apparently with someone else.
“I saw th’ Father turn in here about five minutes ago. I need to see ’im!”
“I wouldn’t go back there,” said Fred.
Father Tim hurried from the back room to find Mule charging his way.
“There you are!” said Mule. “I got a predicament!”
Father Tim stood firm by a Georgian dining table, blocking further passage; Mule wasn’t much, after all, on keeping secrets.
“J.C. wants you an’ me to have lunch at th’ tea shop today, but I been thinkin’. Ol’ Percy’s goin’ to be out of there in a few days, and seems like to eat at th’ tea shop right now would be really disrespectful.”
“I think you’re dead right.”
“I ate there two days last week, but I didn’t feel good about it.”
“Tell J.C. we’ll catch him at the tea shop after the Grill closes.”
“He’ll be sore.”
“He’ll get over it.”
“So what’re you hangin’ out down here for? Somebody said you come in here every day now.”
“I’m working on a special project.”
“Doin’ what?”
“A little of this, a little of that. You know.”
“Right,” said Mule.
“So,” said Father Tim, “I’ve got to get cracking. See you at the Grill? The usual time?”
Mule looked doleful. “I wish J.C. hadn’t blown up at Velma right before th’ holidays, what with Percy closin’ an’ all.”
“Me, too.”
When Mule was safely out the door, he trotted to the back room to grind the coffee. Fresh Antigua, six heaping scoops, four of decaf, two of the hard stuff.
He dumped the ground coffee into the basket, ran seven cups of cold water into the pot, poured it into the coffeemaker, and turned the switch to “on.”
At the front of the store, Fred was simultaneously cranking on the music.
“Aha!” exclaimed Father Tim. “Vivaldi!”
His spirits were up and running.
He would glaze the wing, after all.
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“Here we are. . . .”
Andrew was thumbing through a book he’d found at home. “Look at this. Vierge et enfant, it’s called . . . the Virgin Mother’s robe is black. Foreshadowing the cross, perhaps.”
“No,” he said. “No black.” He held the angel carefully, glazing the wing with light, rapid brushstrokes. Before it dried, he’d use his little finger to insinuate the separation of the feathers.
“Now, then,” said Andrew, “this is wonderful. Raphael’s Virgin of Loreto. Look at the scarlet of her gown—something more like a rich coral, really.”
“Rich coral. That sounds good.”
Andrew thumbed the pages.
“Giovanni Battista Salvi’s Madonna and Child with Angels. Again a gown of scarlet, with an overmantle of blue. Exquisite!”
“Let me see.” He hiked his glasses farther up his nose. “Blue. Definitely blue. And scarlet. Yes! Mark that page, if you would.”
Fred ducked through the door. “I brought th’ walnut chest from th’ warehouse. You want it in th’ window?” he asked Andrew.
“Where the bookcase was sitting. I’ll give you a hand after lunch. How did the color come up under the wax?”
“As good as it gets! It’s nearly twelve, I can run out for sandwiches. . . .”
“Not for me,” said Andrew. “I’m going up the hill to sample a pasta dish invented by my beautiful wife.”
“And I’m off to the Grill,” said Father Tim.
It was the way he stood up, he remembered afterward—the way his leg had somehow twisted, causing him to lose his balance.
As he grabbed for the sink with his left hand, he saw the angel tumble from his right; it seemed to take a very long time to fall. He heard a terrible sound escape his throat, something between a shout and a moan, as the figure crashed onto the slate floor.
Finding his balance, he looked down in horror.
The angel was shattered. He was shattered.
There was a long silence in which he and Andrew and Fred stood frozen, unmoving. He realized that his mouth was still open, forming the shout he’d heard himself make.
“Good Lord,” Andrew said at last.
He wanted to burst into tears, but steeled himself. “What a bumbling fool . . .”
“Please.” He felt Andrew’s hand on his shoulder. “No recriminations. The head is intact, and the wing isn’t so bad. What do you think, Fred? Can it be fixed?”
“I think it would take . . .”—Fred cleared his throat—“a mighty long time. Th’ body’s in a lot of little pieces.”
Father Tim stooped and picked up the head, and was somehow deeply moved to see the face still so serene, and so perfectly, perfectly satisfied.
Fred stepped away and returned with a box and a broom. “Let me sweep up. You go on to th’ Grill.”
“Yes,” he said, hoarse with regret. “Yes.”
“I don’t reckon you’ll be back today.”
“Oh, yes. I will. Time is running out.”
“I’ll just put everything in this box,” said Fred.
Andrew drew on his overcoat and muffler, looking solemn. “We can keep it and look at it again down the road. We may want to have a try at—”
“No,” said Father Tim, shaking his head. “Let it go.”
The adrenaline that pumped in him so furiously these last weeks had crashed with the angel. He felt confused, and suddenly old.
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They sat on the sofa with a bowl of popcorn between them. A small fire crackled on the hearth.
“I finished early at the fire station and came looking for you at the Oxford. . . ,” she said.
“You did?”
“. . . to take you to lunch, but you’d already gone. Fred said I missed you by this much.”
“How did you know where to find me?”
“Everybody knows where to find you.”
“They do?”
“Yes, darling. Remember, this is a small town! Actually, I was in The Local and asked Avis if he’d seen you, and he said when he steps outside to smoke, he often sees you ‘messing around’ at the Oxford.”
“Aha.”
“Avette at the library said she’d seen you turn in there several times, and, of course, the Irish Woolen Shop, which is practically next door, said the same.”
He’d never been fond of keeping a secret, at least not one of his own. Clearly, it wasn’t his long suit, and he wished she would wipe that grin off her face.
She leaned her head to one side, her eyes blue and expectant. “So I don’t suppose you’d like to give me a clue?”
“No deal. None. And stay away from the Oxford, you big snoop.”
“But, Timothy, I wasn’t snooping! We’ve both been so busy, I was missing you—I thought it would be fun to have lunch.”
“Tell that to the judge,” he said, pleased. “By the way, I wanted to drop off a note to my favorite author this morning, but your workroom door was locked.” Her workroom door had never been locked before. “So . . . what are you up to?”
She took a handful of popcorn. “A little of this and a little of that,” she said, obviously pleased with herself.
“Really?”
“You know, the usual.”
“Can you give me a clue?”
“No deal. None.”
“None?”
She hammered down on the popcorn. “None! Christmas is coming, you know.”
Which, of course, explained everything.
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He tucked the note in the pocket of her robe as she took her morning shower.
Someone had done a study with six- to eight-year-olds, asking them to define love, and he’d run across the results on the Internet.
 
When you love somebody, your eye lashes go up and down and little stars come out of you.
When someone loves you, the way they say your name is different. You know that your name is safe in their mouth.
Taking you to dinner Wednesday eve. Yours until heaven and then forever, T
P.S. He calls His sheep by name, and our names are safe in His mouth.
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What had, in the beginning, belonged to him had come to belong to Andrew and Fred also. He felt he’d let everyone down by dropping the angel.
He was willing, however, to let go of this needless guilt and move on.
It was ironic that he’d lost two angels in recent years. Though it had been a glad sacrifice, he’d given the first to his next-door neighbor and tenant, Hélène Pringle, whose life had once been formed, quite literally, around the bronze and marble figure that now sat on her mantel.
In any case, the clock was ticking on everything, including his lists. Sitting at his desk by the window, he turned to the back of the partially blank book in which he gathered and inscribed favorite quotes, and began to write.
Dooley, digital camera
Sammy, cable-knit sweater, L
Sissy/Sassy, backpacks


He got up and hurried along the hall to Cynthia’s workroom and knocked on the locked door. “Kavanagh, what about books for the girls?”
“Little Women!”
“Good,” he said, scribbling.
“Narnia. Nancy Drew.”
“What about Wind in the Willows?”
“We gave them that last year!”
“What do you think about Uncle Remus?” he called through the door.
“Brilliant! They’ll love Uncle Remus, especially if their grandpaw reads it aloud to them.”
“I thought we could stick all the books in their backpacks! Save on wrapping.”
“Could you give Hope a call right away? Make sure she has these on hand or can order them in time. Oh, and, dearest—add Anne of Green Gables in the eight-volume set.”
“Consider it done!” They were certainly doing their part for Happy Endings. “What about a housecoat for Louella?”
“Perfect! Extra large, with sleeves, and a zipper in front. Leave the list on the kitchen island, and I’ll take care of what you can’t get to. And remember your haircut for the Christmas Eve service.”
Blast. He’d rather take a whipping. . . .
“I hear Joe Ivey is cutting hair at home,” she informed him.
He wasn’t fond of yelling through a door. “I’ll take care of it! And by the way, what’s that smell coming from your workroom?”
“Curiosity killed the cat, Timothy!”
Back he trotted to his desk. Busy signal at Happy Endings. He hoped it was an incoming book order a half mile long.
Puny, crock pot
Nurses @ Hope House, chocolates, 4 dzn, reserve at Local
Children’s Hosp., as above . . .
Andrew, my cpy early ed. Oxfd Bk Eng Verse
Fred, Garden spade, Dora’s Hdwe
Jonathan Tolson and siblings, ask Cyn


He heard his good dog thump from the sofa to the floor and pad to the desk, where he gazed up with brown and solemn eyes.
“Hey, buddyroe.”
And what might he give the one who had brightened his days and encouraged his spirits and forgiven his shortcomings and listened to him ramble while actually appearing interested?
He scratched behind the pair of willing ears. “When we get out to Meadowgate, you can wallow in the creek, and I won’t yell; I won’t even try to stop you from chasing squirrels. After all, life is short, carpe diem!”
Barnabas yawned.
“In the meantime . . .”
He opened the drawer and gave his dog one of the treats that caused his desk and everything in it to reek of smoked bacon.
When he completed the gift list, he began another for food shopping. The list for Dooley’s welcome-home banquet was a no-brainer: steak and the ingredients for chocolate pie.
Aloud, he counted heads for dinner on Christmas Day.
“Dooley, Sammy, Lon Burtie, Poo, Jessie, Harley, Hélène, Louella, Scott Murphy, the two Kavanaghs . . . eleven!” Who else?
“Lord, we have room for one more!”
Oysters . . .


But how many? Chances are, his favorite thing on the menu wouldn’t be so popular with this assembly.
Two pints, he wrote.
Heavy cream
10-lb ham, bone in


 . . . He would bake the ham; Cynthia would trot out her unbeatable oyster pie, a vast bowl of ambrosia, and a sweet-potato casserole; Hélène would bring the haricots verts, and Harley had promised a pan of his famous fudge brownies. What’s more, Puny was baking a cheesecake and making cranberry relish; Louella was contributing yeast rolls from the Hope House kitchen; and rumor suggested that Esther Bolick was dropping off a two-layer orange marmalade . . .
 . . . altogether a veritable minefield for the family diabetic, but he’d gotten handy at negotiating minefields.
He eyed the clock with anxiety, feeling pressed to quit the list and get down to the Oxford. But, no! Absolutely not. He forced himself to lean back in the chair as if he were actually relaxed.
He was forthwith assaulted by the anxiety of moving ahead on his homily for the midnight Christmas Eve service at Lord’s Chapel, then rummaging through the basement for the Christmas-tree stand and calling The Local about the chocolates and ringing Hope to make sure she had everything on the list and checking with the Woolen Shop about Sammy’s sweater—
Blast it! No! He would not forfeit the glad rewards of this rare, unhurried moment.
He took a deep breath, exhaled, and closed his eyes.
Thank you, Lord, for the grace of an untroubled spirit, and for the blessings which are ours in numbers too great to count or even recognize. . . .
He sat for some time, giving thanks, and then, without precisely meaning to, remembering. . . .
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Sometime before Christmas, he noticed that his mother’s usually serene countenance was pale and drawn; she hardly seemed herself. Then came the terrible pain in her side.
“Run!” commanded his father. “Get Peggy!”
His heart pounding into his throat, he raced as fast as his legs would carry him to the small house behind the privet hedge at the end of the lane.
It was late afternoon, and cold. He found Peggy hanging the wash on a line in front of her fireplace.
“Somethin’s wrong with Mama! You got to come.”
Peggy had put out the fire, thrown on her old gray coat, and hand in hand, they raced along the rutted and frozen lane.
When they got to the big white house in the stand of oaks, the black Buick was gone.
“Yo’ daddy done took ’er to Memphis,” said Peggy, squeezing his hand, hard.
Memphis. Where the hospital was. He had held back his tears until now.
For a long time, he stood at the front door to see if his father might change his mind and bring her home and let Dr. Franklin make her well with the medicine in his black bag.
But the car didn’t appear along the driveway, and, shortly after dark, Peggy took him down the lane to her house and fed him cornbread and milk and mashed sweet potato with molasses, and made him a pallet of worn quilts by the fireplace.
He would always remember the way Peggy’s house smelled—like fireplace ashes and fried bacon and cold biscuits; it was a smell that made him feel safe. Nor would he ever forget how the kerosene lamp on the kitchen table made shadows flicker and dance along the walls that night, and the way Peggy prayed, aloud and urgent, raising her hands heavenward and talking to God as if He were right there in the room.
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Here it was nearly Christmas, an’ he thought th’ good Lord had forgot, but, nossir, he’d been settin’ on th’ side of th’ bed this mornin’ when th’ idea started comin.’ Hit was like turnin’ on a spigot an’ gettin’ a little squirt or two, then, first thing you knowed, hit was gushin’ out.
A jewelry tray! By jing, that was th’ ticket.
Her brother, Willard, had sent ’er a brooch from France when he was in th’ war; she kep’ it in th’ dresser drawer. An’ Willard had give ’er a string of pearls another time, which she kep’ in a little whatnot in th’ kitchen. He, hisself, had give ’er earrings one time, which she’d laid up on the mantelpiece some years back, which was where they laid to this day. A jewelry tray would collect all that. Maybe he’d put a little dab of felt on th’ bottom.
Boys, was he glad t’ git that notion over with!
He pulled on his old robe and shuffled up the hall to the kitchen and looked out the window to the frozen grass, then went to the counter and lifted the lid on the cold pot.
Yessir, hit was pinto bean weather, all right. He drained the soaking water off the beans and held the pot under the spigot and added fresh, then set the pot on the stove and turned on the burner. With a little dab of cornbread an’ some chopped onion, boys howdy, him an’ Rose would have a feast. . . .
He was countin’ hisself a happy man, amen and hallelujah.
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Outfitted in running gear, Father Tim made the trek to Hope House with a shopping bag over his arm and Barnabas on the red leash. In recent months, he’d been allowed to leave Barnabas at the main-floor nurses’ station, instead of leashed to a post in the lobby.
“For you, my friend,” he said to Ben Isaac Berman in Room Number Seven, the only domicile in Hope House with a CD player.
“Bach!” said Ben Isaac, looking with sparkling eyes at his new CD. They embraced with affection. “Thank you, Father! When are you coming for a long visit? We must have our talk about Marcus Aurelius!”
“Ah, yes,” said Father Tim. “Marcus Aurelius—the department-store magnate!”
He liked to hear the handsome old man laugh.
“Here’s a quote from the emperor himself,” said Father Tim, “and a fine one it is: ‘The first rule is to keep an untroubled spirit. The second is to look things in the face and know them for what they are.’ ”
Ben Isaac considered this and nodded, approving. “I must write that down.”
“I’ll see you the first week of January,” Father Tim promised. “Book it! And if I don’t see you again beforehand, Happy Hanukkah!”
“Merry Christmas, Father!” Ben Isaac called after him. “What was that first rule again?”
“Keep an untroubled spirit!”
He moved along the hall to Miss Pattie’s room, where he found her sleeping. He prayed for her silently, asking God for a shower of blessings as she looked toward her ninetieth year.
Though Louella’s door was open, there was no Louella.
“Louella! Are you here?”
Doris Green trundled by on her walker, with a pack of Camels and a lighter in the basket. “She’s workin’ today.”
“Working?”
“Baking biscuits. In the kitchen. Once a week. Four hours. Eight dollars an hour.”
“Thank you, Doris.” A fount of information!
He found Louella in the kitchen, wearing an apron and using a pint Mason jar to cut biscuits from a sheet of risen dough.
“Louella!” He was dumbfounded, to say the least.
She looked up and grinned broadly. “Hey, honey.”
“What on earth are you doing?”
“Earnin’ me some Christmas money.”
“Well, I’ll say.”
“Ever’body took a fit over my biscuits a while back, so I say I’ll bake once a week ’til Christmas, but lunch only an’ no breakfast, an’ they say, ‘Here’s a apron.’ Last time you come, I forgot t’ tell you!”
“My goodness.” Would wonders never cease? “You’ll need someone to take you Christmas shopping!” She could go with him when he dashed to Wesley. . . .
“No, honey, I done ordered online.”
“Online? You’re online?”
“Law, no, not me. Doris Green! She be hooked up all over Creation, she even talk to ’er grandson on a Navy boat in th’ ocean.”
“Good gracious.” CyberMitford!
“But this is th’ last of my workin’ days right here, you’re lookin’ at ’em. It messes with my soaps.”
“Aha. Well. We’re looking forward to seeing you on Christmas Day; Scott will pick you up and I’ll bring you home. I left a little something in your room.”
“Is it what I think it is?”
“It is!”
“Bright Cherry?”
“The very same!”
“I done gouged down in my ol’ tube ’til they ain’t a scrap left! I’m so pale I be lookin’ like white folks.”
“You look like a million bucks after taxes,” he said, kissing her on the cheek.
He found himself grinning all the way down the hall.
Something was stirring in him; something strong and deep and definite. Suffice it to say he was beginning to know that Christmas was coming—not just on the calendar but in his very soul.
This morning, Cynthia’s reading had explained everything:
“ ‘The Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen His glory.’ ”
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“I’m sorry,” Helen said. “I know you wanted it badly, but really, Hope, you’ve dodged a bullet. Look how we’ve struggled over the years! Why you’d want to perpetuate such misery is beyond me.”
“Yes, but things are beginning to change. And this is our best Christmas season ever.”
The phone line crackled sharply as it often did during their daily talk after locking up Happy Endings; it was Helen’s cell phone as she strolled about on her terrace overlooking the pool.
“Come to Florida, for heaven’s sake, where the sun kisses your cheeks and sea breezes ruffle your hair. I always thought that little knot thing you do with your hair makes you look like an old maid. When you get here, we’ll cut it short and highlight it—I have just the person. . . .”
“No,” said Hope. “I’m not coming to Florida. It’s settled—I’m going to live with Louise.”
“You know what I have to say about that dead end.”
She did indeed know, and could not bear to hear it again. “Customer!” said Hope. “They’re knocking on the door, I must run.” She and Helen were in agreement about one thing: Customers rule.
She ran to the door and unlocked it, and felt at once a shiver of happiness. Scott was wearing his usual good-humored smile and a toboggan that made her burst into laughter.
“Are you a customer?” she asked.
“Absolutely!” He withdrew a piece of paper from his jacket pocket. “And here’s my list to prove it.”
“Oh, good!” she said, relieved that she hadn’t deceived Helen. “I was just going up to turn on the tree lights. Want to come with me?”
“I do! Several people are out front waiting for the lights to come on—it’s becoming a special Main Street attraction, I think.”
“Our tree!” she said, incredulous. “A special attraction!”
He held out his hand, and she took it, and together they walked across the creaking floor and up the stairs to the room above the shop.
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Instead of heading to the monument, he walked south with Barnabas to the Oxford, where, in the glow of the streetlamp, he unlocked the door and stepped inside.
 
“ . . . unto us a child is born,
Unto us a Son is given,
God himself comes down from heaven.
Sing O sing, this blessed morn.”
 
Someone had left the CD player on. He went to the cabinet to turn it off, but chose instead the glad company of music.
Though he seldom made a visitation at night, he felt oddly at home in this dark and wax-scented room, secure somehow against the vagaries of a world where wars and rumours of wars perpetually threatened, and hardly anything seemed dependable.
His work, however, was practically calling his name. With Barnabas at his heels, he quickened his step to the back room, eager as a child to see what he and Fred and Andrew had accomplished, and how far they’d come. . . .
Though what he was doing had no deep or earthshaking significance, God seemed to care that he didn’t blow it; He seemed to be guiding his hands, his instincts, his concentration.
Sometimes he and Fred would work for an hour or more without uttering a word, so deep was their absorption. When he regained consciousness, as it were, he often felt he’d been somewhere else entirely, where he felt entirely at peace.
Perhaps this was the benediction of working with one’s hands instead of one’s head. Indeed, he had hotly pursued the life of the mind nearly all his life. His mother had ardently believed in a healthy balance of physical, mental, and spiritual activity, but as he’d gone away to school and entered into the fray of the world, the balance had slipped, and activity of the mind and spirit had triumphed. His hands, except for gardening, cooking, and washing a dog the size of a double-wide, had engaged in little more than turning the pages of a book.
And look what he’d missed! The figures in a row on the shelf were a marvel to him. Though he was hastening to get it all finished, he would be sorry to see it all end. . . .
Thanks be to God, he’d completely released the anxiety that his artistic wife would find the work amateurish or heavy-handed. It was amateurish! It was heavy-handed! But, by heaven, it was also something else, something higher, though he couldn’t say what.
He shucked off his warm jacket and gloves and picked up a brush and studied it carefully, wondering if he should choose a larger size, which would cover the surface faster.
But, no. He didn’t want the Holy Family to go faster. He’d developed a special tenderness toward the last of this worshipful assembly, and wanted to give them his best effort, his deepest concentration.
Indeed, it seemed to be the wont of most people in a distracted and frantic world to blast through an experience without savoring it or, later, reflecting upon it.
For him, working on the figures had slowed him down, forced him to pay attention and to savor the work of his hands. This also reminded him daily that Christmas hadn’t begun the weekend after Halloween, as the shops in Wesley and even Mitford would have one think. The time of preparation was yet under way, as the crèche was yet under way—the darkness before the light was still with the world.
His heart lifted up as he dipped his brush into the glaze that would deepen the hues in Joseph’s robe. . . .
“Lord,” he said aloud, “thank You for being with me in this. . . .”
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“Come out of there, Kavanagh! It’s ten-thirty, for Pete’s sake!”
“Go stand in the kitchen so I can open the door!”
He went to the kitchen and heard her lock up the workroom, which contained the mysterious creation that, sight unseen, already gave him a certain joy.
Oddly, he couldn’t wait to see her, he was famished to see her. Her angel-tree project was a bear, and she was handling it, together with Olivia Harper, like a trouper.
She breezed in and gave him a hug and rubbed her warm nose against his cold one and looked into his eyes with frank and happy pleasure.
“Your eyelashes are going up and down, and little stars are coming out of you,” he said.
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They were leaving the room when Hope saw it.
It was the smallest bit of paper sticking up between the old pine floorboards, where boxes of out-of-date schoolbooks had sat for years.
Hope knelt on one knee and removed a pin from her hair, using the pin to catch the paper and ease it upward. It was an envelope, brittle with age and bearing no postmark.
“Look!” she whispered. Scott knelt, too.
The pin slipped from her fingers and fell into the crack, along with the envelope. She took another pin from her hair, engaged the envelope once more, and pulled it from the crack.
“Good work,” said Scott.
She lifted the flap and saw that it contained a letter.
“ ‘For my little sister at Christmas,’ ” she read aloud from the faded inscription on the envelope.
They stood and walked into the circle of light cast by the tree, where she lifted the flap and removed the letter. The message was written on a single sheet; the once-black ink had paled to a faint reddish color, like the stain of berries.
Slowly, and with reverence, she spoke what was written in a careful hand on the yellowed paper.
 
Christmas, 1932
My dear little sister,
I am thinking of you this year with special feeling. I know how you enjoy having notes from me, and I must admit you are a very fine note-writer yourself.
I would like to take this opportunity to say that you are dear to me, and I am proud of you. You please me very much with your fine reading, which I can say from experience is a hard thing to grasp.
It is my fond hope that you will like your gift. Please know that it was chosen with much affection, and hope for your bright future by
 
Your devoted brother
 
“Oh,” she said, moved. She held the letter as if it were something deeply personal and long desired.
“Hope.”
“Yes?” She felt her hair slipping loose from its careful bun.
“It’s amazing that this letter says some of the things I’ve been wanting to say to you.”
“Really?”
He stood behind her and put his arms around her and held her close; the lights of the tree turned the empty room into a prism of color.
“I’d like to take this opportunity to say that you are dear to me, and I am proud of you.”
She felt a slow warmth rising in her, a quiet and surpassing joy.
“It is my fond hope,” he said, reading from the letter in her hand, “that you will like your gift. Please know that it was chosen with much affection, and hope for your bright future by your devoted friend and brother in Christ.”
She held her breath, unspeaking; her hair fell to her shoulders.
“I’ve been wondering how to say it,” he told her. “And someone said it for me, all those years ago.”
He placed a small box in her hand. “Please don’t open ’til Christmas,” he whispered, holding her in his arms as if there were all the time in the world to stand in this room with the glittering tree, and the letter, and the sense of promise that lay ahead.
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He wasn’t much on checking his e-mail these days, and was flattered and mildly thrilled when he saw a queue of sixteen messages waiting.
Where to begin?
Where any priest with common sense would begin—with his bishop.
 
<Timothy,
<Remember the days when, emulating the proud endeavor of the good St. Paul, I wrote all important missives by hand?
<My friend, those days may be gone forever! Albeit, I’m quick to assure you that this cyber message is important.
<Heads up:
<I will almost certainly have something for you early next year. As you might expect, it isn’t anything fancy, and God knows, it will be a challenge. Yet I admit I’m patently envious.
<Can’t say more at this time, but will be in touch after the holy days, and we shall see what’s what (I do recall, by the way, that you’re spending next year at the Owens’ farm, and this would not be a conflict).
<Am doing as you have long suggested, and spending more time with my “borrowed” grandchildren. Their several years in our lives have added immeasurably to our health, strength, and joy, though Martha and I still mourn the loss of their true grandparents and our irreplaceable friends. I’ll see to it that you get an attachment with this e-mail—photos of our fishing trip to the Outer Banks. I’m glad God has given you a pair of borrowed grans, as well!
<As you know, The Dreaded Seven Two arrives this summer, and I’ll be grazing in the pasture with you and the other old goats. Heaven help me—in dog years, I’m dead!
<I can’t imagine what a retired bishop is supposed to do with himself. Thus far, a trip to Disney World intrigues me most. (And, no indeed, writing a book is not an option.)
<As all monies have been raised for the cathedral, and all plans drawn and approved (an agony beyond compare), we expect to celebrate the groundbreaking only days before I retire on June 15. You and C must be with us for that miraculous event.
<I trust you and your beautiful bride are well and happy and that Dooley is excelling in school and making you proud. May God bless you mightily at this extraordinary season, giving you a supernatural sense of His mercy, grace and peace.
<†Stuart
. . .
<Fr Tim,
<Dr says all looks good, I expect to be a grandma when I see you!!! Emily & Jack encouraged, as is yrs truly. All tests say it’s a girl!
<Thanx for prayers, a scary time. Don’t stop.
<Harold has nearly starved, I sent him a pot roast UPS overnite it cost out the kazoo but saved his life. He is taking time off to drive down this week and stay through January 10 when we come home to Mitford, and the other grandma takes over. Please pray for Snickers, he will have to ride in a car which always makes him throw up.
<Have been thinking about all that running & jogging you do, have never been a fan of that. How about this~
<Begin by standing behind your house with a 5 lb potato sack in each hand. Extend your arms straight out to your sides and hold them there as long as you can.
<After a few weeks, move up to 10 lb sacks and then 50 lb sacks and finally get to where you can lift a 100 lb potato sack in each hand and hold your arms straight out for a full minute.
<Next . . . start putting a few potatoes in the sacks, but be careful not to overdo.
<Ha ha.
<A little present is in the mail to you & Cynthia. I found shoes to go with my new navy dress for England in May. Now I have to look for a coat because they say May can be cold at night. I think it should be navy not black, Emily says they wear black with navy only in New York. But it seems so impractical to buy a navy coat to wear with just one outfit. What do you think? Black coat or navy coat?
<Merry Christmas!
<Love, Emma
 . .
<Dear Father Tim,
<Everyone at St. John’s sends you and Cynthia a wish for the most blessed of Christmastides, we shall always think of you as family.
<Morris has composed a perfectly breathtaking Christmas cantata. When Sam and I heard it in rehearsal, we both wept like infants. People will be coming from across, and we are all working like Trojans to get our baking done for a little refreshment afterward.
<It has been cold here! Someone professed to have seen a flake or two of snow, but that report is not generally believed. The ponies have come back!
<I am sorry to report there are quite a few who cannot forgive Jeffrey Tolson, though Sam and I plainly see God’s healing there. Sam believes all will be smoothed over with time. Your Jonathan is doing so well in school, you and Cynthia would be proud.
<Must run. Have six dozen cookies to bake! Know that much love comes your way from a little speck in the Atlantic!
<Affectionately,

<Marion
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“Miss Betty, what if I was t’ walk aroun’ in th’ yard?”
“The doctor said you can, Uncle Billy, but only when spring comes. It’s too cold now.”
He peered over her shoulder and into the cook pot. Collards! His all-time favorite. An’ a big, fat hen a-roastin’ in th’ oven! Maybe he’d died in th’ hospital a few months back an’ went to heaven.
“If I was t’ dress warm, how’d that be?”
“I don’t think so, Uncle Billy. Wait ’til May when th’ flowers start to bloom, that’d be a good time.”
May?
A man oughtn’t to have t’ wait ’til May t’ leave ’is house! He had important things t’ do. Besides, he could be dead an’ gone by May.
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“What would you like best of anything?” Father Tim asked Sissy and Sassy, who flanked him on the study sofa.
“Books!” they exclaimed as one.
His order was waiting by Hope’s cash register, gift-wrapped and ready to go. “What else?”
“Goldfish!” said Sissy, who looked at him with the inquisitive green eyes he loved.
“Ice skates!” said Sassy, whose infectious smile had always done him in.
Why had he asked such a question? Why couldn’t he leave well enough alone, and make do with books? The answer was simple—these were his grandchildren!
“Consider it done,” he said, patting a bony knee on either side.
Sassy poked his arm. “What would you like best of anything, Granpaw?”
“Ah. A fine question. Let me see.” He dropped his head and put his hand over his eyes.
“He’s thinking,” said Sissy, nodding with approval.
Peace on earth, that’s what he wanted.
“Healthy siblings for you two!” he said, naming another front-runner.
“What is siblings?” asked Sassy.
“A sibling is a brother or sister.”
“One of each,” said Sissy. “That’s what I prayed for.”
“So how about a trip down the street?”
“Sweet Stuff!” they chorused.
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He had just delivered the girls home from Sweet Stuff and was on his way to the Oxford when the phone rang.
“Father Tim?”
“The same!”
“Lew Boyd, Father, I need somebody to talk to.”
“My time is yours.”
“Is there any way you could drop by the station?”
“Ah. Well . . . let’s see. Sure thing! I’ve got to get gas, anyway. How about—thirty minutes?” Afterward, he’d pop down to the Oxford and work for a couple of hours. . . .
“I ’preciate it. I’ll sweep you out good and give you a car fresh’ner—Ripe Peach, it’s called. On th’ house.”
“Thanks, Lew. I’ll pass on the Ripe Peach, but I’ll see you in a half hour.”
 . . . and after the Oxford, he’d zoom to the Wesley mall and pick up a couple of goldfish and a pair of skates. Make that two pair. Then home again with the stuff to bake the chocolate pie for tomorrow—it was better if it sat overnight—and back to the Oxford for a final hour before making dinner with his good wife.
He was fairly giddy with all that had to be done, not to mention the blasted haircut he was forced to get somewhere, somehow. . . .
He had no intention of answering the phone when it rang again, but his hand shot forth like an arrow, and there he stood, saying, “Hello!”
“Father Tim?”
“Is that you, Esther?”
“It is. Father Talbot’s a busy man, you know.”
“Ah, yes. Packing for Australia as we speak, is my guess.”
“So could you give me some advice?”
“If I can. Be glad to.” He checked his watch.
“I’m only human.”
“True enough.”
“I hate to admit this.”
“You can admit it to me.”
“You know Ol’ Man Mueller?”
“Oh, yes.”
“Every Christmas, I take him an orange marmalade.”
“That’s very good of you, Esther.”
“Scripture tells us to visit the poor. But I don’t want to do it anymore.”
“Aha.”
“I was crossin’ Main Street the other day, an’ the old goat nearly ran over me—he didn’t even slow down.”
“Don’t take it personally, Esther.”
“After Gene and I have slogged out to his place every Christmas Eve in th’ pitch-black dark to deliver his cake!”
“I think his eyesight is going, he nearly bagged me a couple of times.”
“Would I be a hypocrite if I didn’t want to take ’im a cake but did it anyway? Or would I be worse if I just thought about doin’ it an’ didn’t do it at all?”
“In my humble opinion? Worse!”
He heard her sigh. “I knew you’d say that.”
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Uncle Billy was zipping his jacket when his wife walked into the kitchen wearing a pink chenille bathrobe and a small black cocktail hat with a mashed veil.
“Where do you think you’re going, Bill Watson?”
“Down th’ street!” he hollered, grabbing his cane from the back of the chair.
“You sit down over yonder and be sick! If you get well, they won’t send Miss Betty to cook for us, and that’ll be a fine kettle of fish.” The mashed veil trembled.
“They ain’t no pot of collards worth bein’ tied up like a chain-gang prisoner.” He pulled an old wool hat down over his ears and searched his pockets for gloves. “I got t’ see about some lumber!”
“Mumbler? I can hear every word I say, plain as day. It’s you who’s the mumbler, Bill Watson! Where are you going down the street?”
“I’m goin’ t’ see Santy!” he yelled at the top of his lungs.
“Santy!” exclaimed his wife.
Right there it was—all the proof a man needed that she could hear anything she dadblame wanted t’ hear.
“You tell him not to come down the chimney this year,” she said. “It’s full of squirrels. Tell him to come in the back door, we’ll leave the screen unlatched.”
His wife’s face had lit up like a young ’un’s. As he went down the steps, one at a time, he felt mighty glad t’ have th’ Lord in on what he was about to do.
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It wasn’t the first time he’d counseled in a pickup truck with the heater blasting.
“I been fixin’ t’ talk t’ you for a good while,” said Lew. “But since me an’ Earlene run off to a JP an’ didn’t let you marry us, it didn’t seem right t’ bother you.”
“It’s no bother at all, Lew. What’s on your mind?”
Lew checked his Timex. “I got t’ talk fast, we got a Honda comin’ in for brake shoes.”
“Aha.”
“Thing is, I married Earlene even if she is takin’ care of her mama ’til she passes, an’ even if she does want t’ stay at th’ flour comp’ny ’til she collects ’er retirement.”
“I see.”
“But I miss ’er. I feel lonesome as a buck, you know what I mean?”
“I know precisely what you mean.”
“But th’ deal’s done—she lives with ’er mama an’ can’t even tell ’er she’s married. Earlene’s sisters say it would kill ’er straight off, she’s way up in ’er nineties an’ has a real bad heart. So on top of it all, we’re keepin’ it a secret. I ain’t told nobody but you, ’cause if I did, th’ news would run up th’ road quick as a scalded dog.”
“That’s true.”
“An’, see, I feel like it ain’t right of me to expect anything but what we agreed on before we was married.”
“Were you willing to wait then?”
“I was then, but mostly I ain’t now.”
“Did you marry her because you love her or because you were a lonely widower?”
“I ain’t goin’ t’ lie. It was some of both. But mostly because I love ’er. She’s a fine woman, an’ that’s a fact.”
“Have you talked to God about this?”
“I go t’ church now an’ again, but I ain’t whole hog on religion.”
“Why is that?”
Lew shrugged. “Seem like he wouldn’t want t’ mess with me.”
“Why wouldn’t He?”
“I don’t know. I’ve done a good bit of wrong in my life.”
“So have I.”
“Not you!”
“Yes, me.”
“I’ll be dogged.”
“I’m a sinner saved by grace, Lew, not by works. It doesn’t matter a whit that I’m a priest. What matters is that we surrender our hearts to God and receive His forgiveness, and come into personal relationship with His Son.”
“Earlene, she’s got that kind of thing with, you know . . .” He pointed up.
“Would you like to have it?”
Lew gazed out the driver’s window, then turned and looked at Father Tim. Tears streamed down his roughly shaven face. “I don’t know, I guess I ain’t ready t’ do nothin’ like that.”
“When you are, there’s a simple prayer that will usher you into His presence and change your life for all time—if you pray it with a true heart.”
Lew wiped his eyes on his jacket sleeve.
“How simple is it?”
“This simple: Dear God, thank You for loving me and for sending Your Son to die for my sins. I sincerely repent of my sins and receive Christ as my personal Savior. Now, as Your child, I turn my entire life over to You.”
“That’s it?”
“That’s it.”
“I don’t know about turnin’ my entire life over.”
“An entire life is a pretty hard thing to manage alone.”
“Yessir.”
There was a thoughtful silence as the heater blasted full throttle.
“Meanwhile,” said Father Tim, “why don’t we pray about what you’ve just told me?”
“Yessir. I ’preciate it.” Lew bowed his head.
“Lord, thank You for Your mercy and grace. You know the circumstances, and You’ve heard Lew’s heart on this hard thing.
“All we ask, Father, is that Your will be done.
“In the mighty name of Jesus, Your Son and our Savior, amen.”
“Beggin’ your pardon, Father, but that don’t seem like much t’ ask.”
“It’s the prayer that never fails, Lew.”
“Never fails?”
“Never. I hope you’ll pray it in the days and weeks to come.”
Lew considered this. “Exactly what was it again?”
“Thy will be done.”
Lew nodded, thoughtful. “OK. All right. I can do that. I don’t see as there’s anything to lose.”
“Good thinking, my friend!”
“Here comes m’ Honda. Whoa! He don’t have no brakes left a’tall, looks like.”
Father Tim opened the passenger door and stepped down. “Nice truck,” he said, giving the right front tire an amiable kick.
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Dear Emma,
Praying faithfully.
Black coat.
Yours truly,
Fr Tim
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Andrew surveyed the work to date, standing before the laden shelf with his arms crossed.
“Father, you seem to have stumbled on a latent talent here.”
“Surely not!” He felt the sudden dart of happiness in hearing such a thing.
“The way you’ve put the colors together . . .”
“I’ve had a lot of help, as you recall.”
“Well, yes, but you had to do the mixing and applying. This old shepherd is particularly appealing, I think, with his simple brown robe. Well done!”
“Thank you. I confess I loved that figure, with its bowed head and earnest countenance.” He didn’t know when he’d been so thankful for a bit of praise.
“You’ve always struck me as someone who might write poetry—have a drawerful of it somewhere.” Andrew turned and smiled. “Would I be right?”
Father Tim laughed. “George Herbert wrote all my poetry for me.”
“Or an essayist, perhaps. Ever tried the essay?”
“Tried and failed!”
“Ah, well. A man has his limits. I must tell you I’ve liked having this crowd around the place, they’ve added a certain grace. I’ll miss the lot of you when Christmas comes. By the way, any more thoughts about a stable?”
“Not this year.” Father Tim surveyed the work remaining to be done. “A man has his limits,” he said, grinning.
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He’d been so busy, the bald truth had hardly sunk in. But in just a few days, one of the most important institutions in Mitford would vanish in the mists of history.
As far as some people were concerned, losing the Grill was akin to losing an arm or a leg, or at least a couple of digits. No one, however, had been game to keep the Grill up and running, even if Edith Mallory had gone for it, as the limited seating didn’t make for much of a bottom line.
Indeed, the historic cooking and refrigeration apparatus was scheduled to be ripped out soon after closing and, according to rumor, hauled to the dump with hardly a fare-thee-well. Then, in would march the shoe store, nailing its shelves to the walls. . . .
He was just setting out his brushes when Mule popped his head in the door.
“Got a minute?”
Father Tim made a move to sprint to the door and distract his visitor, but it was too late. Mule trotted in, gaping at the figures lining the shelf.
“Man! What’re y’all doin’ in here? Look at this!”
“This is undercover stuff, never to be mentioned.” Andrew must have stepped out to the bank. . . .
“Ain’t that a sight,” Mule said, reverent. “That’s th’ shepherds an’ wise men an’ all!”
“Right. And don’t say a word about it to anybody!” His pulpit voice, he hoped, would underline this command.
“You’re doin’ all this?”
“With a little help from my friends.”
“How come you didn’t get me in on th’ deal? I’m your friend.”
“True.”
“Who’s this?”
“Joseph.”
Mule’s eyes were wide. “An’ look at th’ sheep, an’ that donkey. I always liked a donkey. This is a sight for sore eyes; you need t’ set this up in a display window someplace. Course, your camel don’t look so hot.”
“He hasn’t been painted yet.”
“You ought t’ give me a shot at it; I did our bathroom and front porch.”
“Dooley gets to paint the camel. He’ll be home tomorrow night.” Tomorrow night!
“Where’s th’ Baby Jesus at?”
Father Tim took the manger and child from the box, and cradled the piece in his hands.
Mule cleared his throat. “Well,” he said. “Ain’t that somethin’? So where’s th’ stable in this deal?”
“Don’t have a stable.”
“You got to have a stable.”
“I don’t have time to build a stable—maybe next year.”
“I’ve built a thing or two in my time. You could get an orange crate from Avis, break that sucker down, hammer in a few nails, an’ you’d have a stable.”
“I’ll catch you for lunch tomorrow.”
“I been thinkin.’ Somebody ought t’ do somethin’ for Percy an’Velma, you know what I’m sayin’? Seems like somethin’ ought to happen on their last day.”
“I thought Coot Hendrik was cooking up a celebration.”
“Never got it organized, plus he’s down with walkin’ pneumonia.”
“Ah.” He took a deep breath. “There’s not much time, but . . . why don’t we give them a party?”
Mule smoked this over. “You mean you an’ me?”
“Somebody needs to get things rolling.”
“Where at?”
“At the Grill. Christmas Eve. Right after lunch when they close.”
“Who’ll do th’ food? It don’t seem right to ask Percy—”
“If it’s after lunch, nobody needs food. Or maybe we could just have, I don’t know, dessert.”
“What kind of dessert?”
“Beats me, we just got this idea. Maybe a couple of cakes. And I’ll make the coffee. I know how to operate the coffee machine, he’s had it for a hundred years.”
Mule looked suspicious. “So who’ll pick up th’ tab for th’ cakes?”
“We’ll pass the hat. Maybe collect enough to get Percy and Velma a ticket to Washington, to see the cherry blossoms. What do you think?”
“Yeah!” said Mule, grinning. “Great idea!”
“So see you for lunch tomorrow!” Father Tim felt his adrenaline pump up a notch.
What was he thinking, to add a party at the Grill on the same day of the Christmas Eve mass at Lord’s Chapel, and the trimming of the tree, and the secret setup of the Nativity scene in the living room, and getting everything in order for their big dinner on Christmas Day?
Was he out of his mind?
The answer, of course, was yes.
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He was glazing Joseph’s overgarment when J. C. Hogan barreled into the room.
“Whoa!” said Father Tim. What was this, anyway, Grand Central Station?
J.C. slung his bulging, unzipped briefcase into a chair. “I hear you’re livin’ down here now, got a cot in th’ back room.”
“Who let you in?”
“I let myself in. Fred’s unloadin’ a truck in the alley, an’ Andrew’s up th’ street.” He unfurled a pocket handkerchief and wiped his face. “What’s goin’ on? I been lookin’ for your obit.”
“Who told you I’m down here?”
“Everybody knows you’re down here. So what’s that?”
“What’s what?”
“What’s that you’re paintin’? Looks like some of my kin people.” J.C. cackled.
“Look, J.C., you need to keep this to yourself. The whole thing is meant to be a surprise for Cynthia. I’d like your word.”
“I’m not much on keepin’ secrets!” J.C. eyed the figures on the shelf. “Don’t tell me you did all this!”
“I didn’t do all this.”
“Looks like a Nativity scene. . . .”
“It is. And, believe me—if you say anything to anybody, I’ll personally knock you in the head.”
“OK, all right, they’ll never hear it from me. Man, this is great. I didn’t know you could do stuff like this.”
“Neither did I.”
“Where’s your stable?”
“Don’t have a stable.”
“Everybody knows you got to have a stable for a Nativity scene. A little baby can’t just lay out in th’ weather, you know what I’m sayin’?”
“Preacher?” Uncle Billy stuck his head in the door.
“Uncle Billy! What are you doing downtown?”
“Buyin’ lumber!” said the old man, his gold tooth gleaming. “Dora, she tol’ me you’re workin’ here.”
“Did Hoppy say you could be out and about?”
“He said I could walk aroun’ in th’ yard. I figured a man could exchange that f’r walkin’ down th’ street.”
“What kind of lumber?”
He tapped the bundle under his arm. “I’m makin’ Rose a present. Christmas is comin,’ don’t you know.”
“Look,” said the Muse editor, “I’m outta here. Let’s have lunch at th’ tea shop after Christmas.”
“Will do. By the way, we’re getting together a little celebration for Percy and Velma, right after lunch on Christmas Eve. Hope you’ll be there.”
“Of course I’ll be there, I’m in th’ dadgum newspaper business, it’s my job to be there.”
“Their forty-plus years at the Grill are worth a front page,” said Father Tim, meaning it.
“Don’t preach me a sermon, buddyroe!” J.C. grabbed his briefcase and shot through the door,
Father Tim grinned. “Uncle Billy, no rest for the wicked and the righteous don’t need none.”
Uncle Billy grinned back; he liked it when th’ preacher stole one of his sayin’s.
“I hope you and Miss Rose can be there. You’ve both got a long history with the Grill.”
“Nossir, I can’t make it, I’ve got a awful job of work t’ do an’ no time t’ th’ow away. What’s this you’re a-workin’ on?”
“I’m restoring a Nativity scene as a surprise for Cynthia.”
The old man stared at the shelf, his mouth open. “I’ll be et f’r a tater.”
Father Tim realized that he liked sharing the figures; they took on added meaning when he saw them through other eyes.
“Did you make all them animals an’ such?”
“No, sir, I only painted them. And fixed them up a little, here and there.”
“They’re beauteous,” said Uncle Billy, deeply moved. He’d learned that word as a boy and didn’t get a chance to use it much. “Beauteous!”
“Thank you.”
“There’s y’r wise men. An’ y’r sheep. Law, they’s a whole flock of ’em, an real as life! An’ y’r angel—look at that! Jis’ one angel, is it?”
“Yes, sir. There were two, but I dropped one and broke it.” The thought pained him, still.
“An’ y’r Baby Jesus, He’s th’ main show. Where’s He at?”
Father Tim took the Babe in the manger from the box and held it forth in his hands. He felt oddly parental.
“Husky little feller!”
“He is!”
“Where’s y’r stable at?”
“We don’t have a stable. We’ve got all we can do to get the figures done by Christmas Eve.”
“This crowd needs theirself a stable,” said Uncle Billy. “Wouldn’t take no time a’tall t’ knock one together.”
“That’s easy for you to say, Uncle Billy, but I’m not much with a hammer and nails. I don’t suppose you’d have a joke—a fellow needs a laugh or two to help his work along.”
“I had a pretty good ’un a while back, but I’ve done forgot it.”
“Aha!”
“M’ noggin’s s’ full of this an’ that, I cain’t hardly recall m’ Christian name.”
“That can happen this time of year.”
“Here’s one t’ hold you ’til I can git back t’ m’ joke job. A man fell in th’ lake, don’t you know, and was a-drownin’ when a feller come along an’ pulled ’im out. Th’ man’s preacher said, ‘You ought t’ give that feller fifty dollars f’r savin’ y’r life!’ Man said, ‘Could I make that twenty-five? I was half dead when he pulled me out.’ ”
“Father Tim?”
“Hope! Come in, come in!” The floodgates had opened.
“Uncle Billy!” she said, extending her hand. “How are you feeling? I’m glad to see you out!”
“I’m goin’ t’ make it!”
Hope looked flushed, thought Father Tim. The winter cold had rouged everyone’s cheeks.
“Father, I wanted to tell you something . . .”
He thought his favorite bookseller looked shy as a dove, and especially pretty into the bargain.
“It’s something special, but I can come back. . . .”
Fred poked his head in the doorway and eyed the crowd. “Sorry about that, sir, I was helpin’ unload a truck.”
“Don’t worry about it, Fred.”
“There’s a call for you. You want to take it out here?”
“I’m a-goin’,” said Uncle Billy. “We’ll see y’uns in th’ funny papers.”
“Thanks for the joke.” said Father Tim. “I’m going to laugh when I get a minute!”
Fred shucked off his heavy gloves. “Uncle Billy, you need a ride home?”
“Nossir, I’m rustin’ like a gate hinge, I need t’ trot home by m’self.”
Father Tim stepped into the shop area and took the cordless from Fred.
“Tim Kavanagh here. . . .
“Yes. Yes, I do,” he said. “For many years. . . .
“Strong character, immeasurably hardworking, honest and forthright in every regard. . . .
“In truth, I can’t say enough good things. . . .
“Aha! Thanks be to God! I hope you’ll attend to it immediately, time is certainly flying. . . . ”
He paced around a Regency chest-on-chest, the phone to his ear.
“Yes, indeed, it will be good for all concerned—you have my word on it. . . .
“Well done, then. God bless you!”
He trotted to the back room, where Hope was gazing at the figures on the shelf.
She turned and smiled at him with genuine fondness. “My goodness, Father, you look like the Cheshire cat!”
“As it turns out, my dear, I have something special to tell you, too! But why don’t you go first?” She took a deep breath.
In all the years he’d known Hope Winchester, he had never seen her look so . . . joyful, that was it!
“I wanted to tell you . . .”
“Yes?”
“ . . . that I’m in love.”
Tears sprang at once to his eyes.
“It’s Scott, Father.”
“Yes,” he said. “And I have no words to express my happiness for you both.”
He took out his handkerchief and wiped his eyes and gave her an enthusiastic hug.
The Good Lord had certainly picked a fine way to fill the empty chair at their Christmas dinner table.
“Oh, and Father . . .” She opened her purse and withdrew an envelope. “Before I forget, I have something to show you. . . .”
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The goldfish were swimming about in a crystal bowl, hidden from view in the laundry room; the ice skates were done up in bright paper and tucked away on the floor of his closet; the refrigerator and pantry were loaded with supplies; and he wasn’t making another trip to Wesley ’til after the thaw—period, zip, end of discussion.
He’d made his list and checked it twice, and was, in a manner of speaking, wrapping things up. The issue of the haircut, however, remained unresolved.
Full of expectation, he trooped up Lilac Road to visit Joe Ivey.
“I only barber when I want to,” said Joe, occupied with a cross-stitch image of Santa Claus disappearing down a chimney.
“Well, then. Do you want to?”
“Nossir,” said Joe, “I don’t want to.”
So, one, he had given it his best shot, and failed.
And, two, there was no way on God’s green earth he was putting his head in the hands of Fancy Skinner. No more lamb-to-the-slaughter for this country parson!
Three, there had been no time to do it while in Wesley today, and if he wasn’t running over there again anytime soon, one of their overpriced haircuts wasn’t an option, anyway.
“Fred,” he said, “have you ever cut hair?”
“I cut my wife’s hair once.”
Once. Didn’t sound encouraging.
“Turned out she looked s’ much like ’er brother, they thought he’d gone t’ wearin’ a skirt.”
“Umm.”
“I was in th’ doghouse for a good while. But you take my gran’daddy, he was a barber an’ a half. Used to barber th’ men at shearin’ time. Barbered th’ neighbors, too, had a good little business set up on th’ back porch.”
“I see.”
“Ever’ now an’ again, he pulled teeth on th’ side.”
“Enterprising!” And Dooley wasn’t an option, either. Dooley Barlowe had once given him what appeared to be a scallop design along his neck. He checked his watch; he had strict orders to be home in forty-five minutes. . . .
“Is it you that’s wantin’ a haircut?”
“It is, Fred, it is.” He heaved a sigh.
“I wouldn’t have said anything . . .” Fred left his sentence unfinished, but raised one eyebrow.
Time was flying; it was fish or cut bait. “What do you need to do the job?”
“Scissors an’ a comb.”
“I’ve got a comb,” said Father Tim.
“I’ve got scissors,” said Fred.
“While you’re at it, I’ve been having a little trouble with my left molar.”
They laughed. If worse came to worst, he could wear a hat when he left the house, and, as for the Christmas Eve service, it would be pretty dark in the candlelit nave, anyhow.
“Hop on your stool,” said Fred, “an’ I’ll be right back.”
He did as he was told. Lord, he prayed, I’d appreciate it if You’d be in on this. . . .
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He had mentioned it to Cynthia this morning, but only in a casual, offhand way. He didn’t want to get excited, it was too soon.
I will almost certainly have something for you next year. . . .
It isn’t anything fancy, and God knows, it will be a challenge. . . .
But he couldn’t help getting excited. Every time he thought about it, he felt his heart beat a jot faster; he picked up his gait as he walked home, and recalled that he’d twice found himself whistling in the mall.
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“I’ve been thinking.”
“Will wonders never cease!” How he loved this earnest boy with his intense gaze and tousled hair and faithful remnant of freckles.
“I don’t want my father’s name anymore.” Dooley stared into the blazing fire on the study hearth, his brow furrowed.
There was a long silence; the fire crackled; the clock ticked.
Dooley turned to face him. “So what if I take your name?”
Dooley Kavanagh! It was something he’d discussed with Cynthia, and prayed about more than a few times. Now he did his own staring into the fire, searching his own heart. Lord, I need wisdom here. . . .
Dooley’s voice was hoarse with feeling. “Barlowe is a bad name to have.”
“But you’ll make it a good name to have.”
“What do you mean?”
“Dr. Barlowe. In fact, you’re already making it a good name to have. I’m proud of you, son.”
“But I don’t want anything of his. Nothing!”
“You have something quite precious of his—your brothers and little sister.”
Though the winter dark had come, no lamps were lit; firelight illumined the study.
“If you were to take the Kavanagh name, you would do it great honor. In truth, nothing would make me prouder. Yet Barlowe is a name that came to you by a long and winding stream—I remember reading about a Barlowe who was co-captain with Sir Walter Raleigh on Raleigh’s first voyage to Virginia in the sixteenth century. The fact that he helped get the ship there and back to England was no mean feat in those days.”
Dooley shrugged.
“Your family roots are Anglo-Saxon and can be traced to the ancient territories of England. Thus, your name embodies far more than the connection to a man who abandoned you and brought great suffering—you might say it’s part of what you’re made of . . .”
The ticking of the clock, the snoring of his dog . . .
“ . . . and, son . . .”
“Yes?”
“You’re made of very fine stuff.”
Dooley gazed into the fire, unspeaking.
“Why don’t you think about it a while longer? Make sure of your feelings.”
Dooley waited, then nodded, his lips tight. “OK.”
“Please know that I respect your feelings. Though I never thought of changing my name, there were times when I’d have given anything to sever connections with my own father.”
Dooley looked surprised.
“We’ll talk about it one of these days.” He checked his watch. “You said you need to be out of here by six-thirty. It’s six twenty-five.”
Dooley sat back in the chair, making no move to leave. “It’s going to be really good at Meadowgate next summer.”
“Yes! It will be.”
“I always kind of missed you and Cynthia when I was out there.”
“You did?” He remembered how bereft he’d felt when Dooley chose Meadowgate over staying with them for the summer; it had wrenched his soul.
Dooley looked at his loafers.
“Anything else on your mind, son?”
“Yes, sir.” Dooley took a deep breath. “I want to thank you.”
“For what?”
“For everything.”
What could he say? “I thank you back.”
“Well. . . ,” said Dooley.
“Going to a movie?”
“Out to dinner.”
“Aha.” That explained the blazer.
“With Lace.”
He was the nosiest man on the planet, but he was keeping his mouth shut.
“It’s her birthday.”
“Her birthday! How old?”
“Nineteen. A year younger than me.”
“Aha.” He reached into his pocket, withdrew his wallet, and pulled out two twenties.
“Where are you taking her?”
“To Miss Sadie’s.”
Several people in town referred to the Gregorys’ Italian restaurant, Lucera, as Miss Sadie’s, given its location on the main floor of Fernbank.
“Well, then!” he said, withdrawing another twenty. Lucera was no drive-through; as he recalled, the veal piccata was a cool $24.95. “The car keys are on the hall table.”
“Thanks, Dad.” Dooley grinned and, making certain Mr. Jackson faced the same way on all three bills, folded them and stuck them in the pocket of his khakis. “Her curfew is eleven-thirty. I’ll be in right after.”
“Dooley . . .”
“Yes, sir?”
I love you, he wanted to say. “Have fun! Give Lace our love. Tell her happy birthday!”
“Yep. I will.”
“Be careful.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Remember the heater takes a while to warm up, and the radio only gets one station.”
“Got it. Catch you later.”
“They’re calling for snow tonight!”
Dooley disappeared through the kitchen doorway; Father Tim raced behind him into the hall.
“Dooley?”
Dooley turned; the light of the lamp by the stair shone on his face. “Yes, sir?”
“I love you,” he said, hoarse as a frog.
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“Where the dickens are my handle pulls?”
His wife confronted him before he’d hardly gotten up the back steps from the garbage can.
“What handle pulls is that?”
“The ones that were on my cabinets below the silver drawer! How is a body supposed to open the doors?”
“Poke a dadjing knife blade under th’ door and hit’ll pop right open.” It was freezing cold this morning; Uncle Billy stuck one hand in his jacket pocket and brandished his cane with the other. “Let me in th’ house, by johnny!”
“I’ll let you in the house, Bill Watson, when you tell me what you’ve done with my handle pulls!”
“I give ’em t’ ol’ Santy, is what I done!”
“Santy, my foot!”
“He come an’ wanted ’em, an I let let ’im have ’em! They ain’t nothin’ in them cab’nets no way, but a mess of paper cups you toted home from church.”
“And Fig Newtons,” she said, looking thoroughly disgusted.
 
Dear Louise,
 
Thanks for calling me last night. I miss you, too. I know the house feels lonely without Mama in it, and I don’t blame you for wanting to make a change, even though change can be hard. I’m learning that God wants the best for us, and if we pray for His will in our lives, He will show us how and when to move ahead, and He will help us through.
You know that I had finally given up, and then the call came to Father Tim. They phoned me at almost the final hour! How amazing that my letter had been lost, and when they read it to Mrs. Mallory she blinked her eyes yes! God was in this all along, as He will be in helping you make a big change in your life.
And that’s why I’m writing. I believe God has given me another great idea. I hope you will think it’s a great idea, too.
I know it sounds unbelievable, but I always loved that we shared a room, and even our clothes. The only thing that was absolutely, positively mine was the blue sweater with embroidery, and I know you sneaked and wore it when I wasn’t around!
Louise, will you share a room with me again?
Will you come to Mitford and live with me above HappyEndings and help me make the bookstore grow? I can’t pay you much at the beginning, but we could rent Mama’s house, which would make things better, and as business increases and the debt is settled, I will pay you whatever we agree is fair.
You have never liked your computer job at the hospital, and I think you would love the bookstore as I do. You would be so wonderful with our summer reading program. Helen never wanted to do it at all, and I’m determined we shall have one next year! You would also be the best imaginable help with the rare-books business, which is all done on the Internet.
But I have saved the best for last, which is~
I think you will love living in Mitford!I walk almost everywhere, and know everyone in town and they know me. The people are truly wonderful (for the most part!), and I can practically promise that you’ll find a new and wonderful life in Mitford, just as I have.
Though you don’t like to drive beyond Granville, it’s only a hundred and nine miles to Mitford, and there are basically only three turns—all to the left!
I know this comes out of the blue, but if you think about it, that’s where a lot of good things come from.
 
Love,
Hope
 
P.S. I decided to write this instead of calling, as it will give you a better chance to think things through. I am praying for you, and so excited that you might say yes!
P.P.S. Wish you could see the Christmas tree in the upstairs window of HE.
 
Hope folded the letter and put it in an ivory envelope and licked the flap and sealed it. She would tell Louise about Scott after Christmas. Her feelings toward Scott were very tender and private, she couldn’t yet talk about this to anyone, though Father Tim, of course, knew.
She went to the hot plate and turned on the teakettle, then gazed around her new room with the pictures on the walls, and the bookcases full of books she had loved for years, and the lace curtains through which the Sunday-afternoon light fell upon the faded rug. She knew that she had never felt so happy, so expectant, nor so deeply grateful.
She brewed the tea and took the pot and a mug to her desk, where she thumped into her favorite old chair from her mother’s screened-in porch and withdrew another sheet of ivory paper from the box. She poised her pen above it, smiling.
Scott Lewis Murphy, she wrote.
Scott Lewis Murphy
Scott Lewis Murphy
There was another name she also wished to write, but, no, she mustn’t even think such a thing. She mustn’t yet hope for something so precious. . . .
She poured a cup of tea and sipped it, and watched the light play upon the rug. She realized that, more than anything, she wanted to write the other name, but feared that doing it might bring bad luck.
Then she remembered—she didn’t believe in luck anymore, good or bad. She believed in grace, and grace alone.
Mrs. Scott Lewis Murphy
Mrs. S. L. Murphy
Hope Elizabeth Murphy
[image: star.jpg]
Dooley cackled when he saw it.
“No way can I do that camel!”
“If I can do it, you can do it.”
“No, sir, that’s way too hard, I could never do it. This guy is huge.”
“Yes. Agreed. But it has to be done, and I was counting on you. I’ve got just enough time to repaint the Virgin Mother and the Babe.”
“I’m sorry. Really. But I can’t. This is . . .” Dooley searched for a word, but couldn’t find it. “I can’t.”
“You could pick a color, I could mix it, and you could brush it on. . . . We might stipple it a little. . . .”
“Just a little,” said Fred.
“Nope. I can’t. Really. I thought maybe it was just slap some paint on something, have some fun.”
“It is fun. I promise.”
“What about his ear? Would I have to do something about his ear?”
“I could do the ear.”
Dooley thought for a moment. “No, sir,” he said, sounding firm. “I can’t do it. But everything looks great. It blows me away that you did this.”
Father Tim looked at Fred, imploring.
“My wife has her quiltin’ club tonight. I can give you a hand.”
“Can we do it?”
“It’ll take a couple of evenin’s, but we can do it!”
He leaned over and gave Fred a high five.
“That’s some bad paint on that camel,” said Dooley. “Why would they outline his eyes with red? He looks like he’s been through a couple of exam weeks, back to back. And that blanket between his humps is a really a weird color.”
“So, big guy, what color would you paint the blanket?”
“Red.”
“Color of your head,” said Father Tim.
Dooley laughed.
“You’re a poet an’ don’t know it!” Fred told Father Tim.
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As calm as he’d meant to be, as poised as he’d planned to be, he was seeing his good intentions dashed—he was a basket case. Christmas Eve had arrived, and there was no rest for the wicked.
Paint, paint, and more paint—he had labored over that camel to beat the band, and so had Fred, and still it was a camel he wouldn’t personally want to ride across the desert.
And did he have everything he needed to glaze the ham, or had he only imagined seeing a jar of molasses on the pantry shelf?
“Lord,” he whispered into the dark room, “would You please handle everything that comes today? And, as Mr. Shakespeare said, ‘thanks, and thanks, and ever thanks’!”
Awake at four to the sound of the wind, and up at five, he was a motor set on high speed, with no “off” switch.
“Our Father who art in heaven,” he prayed aloud as he ground the coffee. The words always soothed him, even when he couldn’t concentrate; they helped pull his sundered parts together. Not every prayer could be uttered in the coddling sanctuary of holy quietude; a man had to do what he had to do.
“Hallowed be thy name. . . .”
He would drive to Lord’s Chapel at five o’clock, to check on the greening of the church and matters in general, then pop over to the Oxford and load the figures into his car trunk. He’d bring them into the house after Cynthia went upstairs to dress for the midnight service, and put them all in their places at the foot of the tree—the thought excited him beyond description. He’d escort Cynthia to the car through the back door, and only after coming home from Lord’s Chapel would they go into the living room. . . .
While stuffing the filter into the basket, he remembered he’d begun the prayer, but had no idea at what point it had flown his mind.
“Our Father who art in heaven . . .”
He poked the buttons on the coffeepot until the red light came on, and noticed the timer was blinking. He patted the pocket of his oldest robe, seeking his glasses, but found only a wadded-up Kleenex from his earlier bout with the flu.
And the tree . . . thank God for Harley Welch, who would go to Ashe County for a Fraser fir and bring it over after lunch, then put it up, fill the stand with water, and carry off any unsightly limbs he’d pruned. . . .
“Hallowed be thy name!”
Off with his tattered robe and on with a pair of sweatpants over his pajama bottoms, an act that precipitated the loss of a bedroom shoe, which shucked from his foot and lodged somewhere around his knee; he shook his leg, but it wouldn’t fall down through the leg of the sweatpants, so he dove in through the waistband with his right hand and hauled it out and tossed it across the room. Barnabas followed its airborne passage with his eyes, without moving his head.
As for the camel, he supposed he’d be forced to tuck it in the background, perhaps on the other side of a low-hanging branch of the tree, which they would decorate before the church service.
Aha! There was the sweater he was looking for, in the bin under the coatrack. He pulled it on over his pajama top and layered it with a pea coat found at the Army/Navy store in Wesley.
“Thy kingdom come . . .”
He hoped Mule would remember to pick up the cakes, and that he wouldn’t be slinging them around in the trunk of his Bronco without stabilizing them in some way. . . . Ah, yes, and he must remember to bring his black hat to collect the money for the tickets to Washington. He took the hat off the rack and scooted it along the polished hall floor like a bowling ball toward the pins. It rested at the foot of the staircase, where he couldn’t avoid seeing it as he exited the front door on his way to the Grill at noon.
He found he was huffing like a coal-fired engine.
After returning from the monument, he must not fail to read the Morning Office and pray. Indeed, he must concentrate his pathetic mind in prayer ASAP or be a goner the livelong day.
He grabbed his wool socks from the bin and, with one bedroom shoe on and the other off, hied to the study and thumped into his chair and pulled a wool sock onto one foot and then the other, and crammed his feet into his lug-sole boots and tied the laces.
To the kitchen door, then, snatching his cap and the red leash from the rack as he went, and out the door he flew, closing it behind him.
“The first rule is to keep an untroubled spirit,” he exclaimed, his breath vaporizing on the frosty air. “The second is to look things in the face and know them for what they are!”
He was looking things in the face and knowing them for what they are. “And they are. . . ,” he huffed, fishing for a word, “berserk!”
It was blowing out here, yes indeed, and the thermometer reading sat square on the nose of twenty degrees. He retrieved his gloves from one pocket and unraveled a wool scarf from the other.
“Our Father . . .” He wound the scarf about his neck and shook his head as if to clear it; his brain was chopped liver.
“ . . . who art in Heaven.” He pulled his hat down over his ears before it ended up on a lamppost in Johnson City.
Sighing deeply, which filled his lungs with a blast of frigid air, he looked at the red leash dangling from his gloved hand and heard his dog barking in the kitchen.
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“Surpri-i-ise!”
“Here we come, ready or not!”
A Mitford crowd always arrived early, and today was no exception.
“Merry Christmas!”
“Surprise! Surprise!”
“We ain’t hardly got th’ dishes washed,” said Percy, drying his hands on his apron.
“Take that apron off, it’s party time!” Lois Holshouser, who was retired from teaching drama at Wesley High and wanted more fun in her life, untied Percy’s apron and flung it over the counter, where it landed on a cake box.
“Watch it!” said Mule. He’d hauled those cakes around all morning, slowing down for every bump in the road.
“We’ve got to get these cakes out of the box!” said Father Tim. Did Mule think cakes jumped out of the box and served themselves? “Here,” he said, setting a stack of plates on the counter.
“What d’you want me to do with these?”
“Start cutting cake, and cut it thin—it’s got to feed the Roman legions.”
“What do I cut with?”
“A knife!” He slid one along the counter.
“Man!” said Mule. “You should of bought this place an’ gone t’ runnin’ it.’ ”
“Plastic forks, plastic forks,” said Father Tim, searching under the counter. “Percy! Where are the plastic forks?”
“Down under th’ bread box!” said Percy. People were crawling around in his place like worms in a can; it was all he could do to keep from hollering, “Set down, for Pete’s sake!”
“Hey, Mule, when’ll th’ coffee be ready?” Coot Hendrick had apparently undergone a miraculous recovery.
“Hold your horses,” said Mule, “it just started drippin’.”
“You can git me a glass of tea, then, I wouldn’t mind havin’ a glass of tea.”
“Coffee’s all we got, take it or leave it.”
“You don’t have to bite my head off,” said Coot. He coughed loudly to remind people that he’d been very sick, and that pneumonia was no laughing matter even if was the walking kind.
“Surprise!” yelled an arriving partygoer.
“It ain’t a su’prise,” said Percy, who was tired of hearing that it was.
“How come?” asked Mule. “We told people not leak it to a livin’ soul.”
Velma, who had obviously spent the better part of the morning at Fancy Skinner’s, peered over her glasses. “Blabbermouth Jenkins let th’ cat out of th’ bag.”
“Why is this blasted coffeepot leaking water all over the burner?” asked Father Tim. “Mule! Can you step over here and take a look at this?”
“I’m cuttin’ cake, buddyroe. Ask Percy.”
“Percy’s worked this counter for forty years. I’m giving him a break.”
“Suit yourself, it’s runnin’ down on th’ floor.”
Blast! He flipped the switch to “off.”
Ray Cunningham helped himself to a counter stool. “I hear coffee’s on th’ house! I’ll have a little shooter, and one for your former mayor here.”
“Ray, good to see you!” said Father Tim. “Esther, do you how to work this blasted coffeemaker?” Their former mayor could fix anything, including people’s lives.
“Let me get back there,” said Esther. “I’ll handle this.”
“Rev’ren’, how you doin’?” Harley Welch’s grin was wrapping clear around his head.
“Hey, buddy! Help yourself to a piece of cake. We’re looking forward to having your feet under our table tomorrow.”
“I’ve done made m’ pan of brownies. I b’lieve they git better by settin’ overnight.”
“That seems to improve a good many things in life. Why, look here, it’s Lew Boyd!”
“Father, meet Miz Earlene Boyd.”
“Earlene!” Every head turned. He supposed he’d shouted.
“I’m glad to meet you, Father Tim.”
“My goodness, Earlene, you’re pretty as a picture.”
“Who’d you say this is?” asked Coot Hendrick.
“My wife. Miz Earlene Boyd.”
“Hey,” said Earlene, shaking hands.
“His what?” asked an onlooker. “What’d he say?”
“His wife.”
“His wife? I ain’t believin’ that! She’s too good-lookin’ to fool with him.”
“From Tennessee,” said Lew. He rocked back on his heels, about to bust the zipper off his jacket.
“Tennessee!” said Lois Holshouser. “I used to go out with a boy from Tennessee. His name was Junior something, dark hair, medium build, would you know him? I wouldn’t mind lookin’ him up.”
Percy pumped Lew’s hand with real feeling. “Congratulations!”
“I guess I’m too late t’ claim my photo prize.”
“You went an’ got y’r own prize, looks like.”
Earlene smiled at Father Tim. “Lew told me you know our circumstances. I appreciate you helpin’ him.”
“I’m not sure I’ve been any help, Earlene. But I must say we’re happy to see you. To what do we owe this wonderful surprise?”
“Two days ago, Mama sat up in bed and looked at me like she knew who I was. An’ you know what she said?”
“I’m eager to hear.”
“She said, ‘Earlene, I want you to be happy.’ ”
“Ah!”
“I nearly fell over, she’d never said anything like that. I said, ‘Mama, can I tell you somethin’?’ I just had this peace that it was right to say it—I said, ‘Mama, I am happy, I’m married to a wonderful man.’
“All this time I thought she’d drop over with a heart attack an’ everybody would blame me, but she just patted my arm.” Tears pooled in Earlene’s eyes.
“I said, ‘Mama, do you mind if I run down to North Carolina for a little bit?’ She said, ‘No, honey, you go on, I want you to be happy.’ Those were her exact words.
“So I got our neighbor to come in for five whole days.”
“Five whole days!” said Lew.
“I get my retirement in nine months, and after that, I’ll be movin’ to Mitford. I’m so excited!”
“We’ll be proud to have you,” said Father Tim.
“Lew said I could bring Mama with me.”
Lew’s Adam’s apple worked overtime. “We got an extra bedroom.”
“I wanted my visit to be a surprise, so when I got here yesterday evenin’, I parked behind th’ privet ’til Lew drove up. After he went in th’ house, I stuck my head in th’ door and hollered, ‘Anybody home?’ You nearly fell over, didn’t you, baby? Father, do you like surprises?”
“I must tell you, Earlene, I’m not much on being surprised, but my wife is!”
New arrivals pushed through the door, driving early arrivals to the rear.
“Did I hear you’re givin’ your boy a rototiller?” Bob Hartley asked his boothmate.
“That’s right.”
“He’s forty-two an’ workin’ a steady job. Why can’t he buy ’is own rototiller?”
“We like to be nice to Harry; he’ll choose our nursin’ home.”
Mitford’s former mayor had the coffeepot up and running and was pouring and serving as if she were campaigning for office. “Percy, you ol’ coot, where’m I supposed to get a decent bowl of grits for breakfast?”
“Beats me,” said Percy. “An’ don’t count on gettin’ grits in Wesley, they’re educated over there at th’ college an’ don’t eat grits.”
People were clearly happy to see their former mayor back in the thick of things, especially as their current mayor had been called to a social event at the governor’s mansion.
“Congratulations, you dog!” Omer Cunningham, aviator, bon vivant, and in-law of former mayor Esther Cunningham, waded through the crowd, his big teeth gleaming like a piano keyboard. “Where are you an’ Velma headed off to?” Omer gave a Percy a slap on the back that nearly knocked him into the drink box.
“After gettin’ up at four o’clock every mornin’ for a hundred years, I’m headed off t’ lay down an’ sleep ’til Groundhog Day. Velma, she’s headed off to th’ pet shelter for a dadblame cat.”
“Don’t get a cat, get a dog!” someone urged.
“Don’t get a dog, get a monkey!”
“Don’t get nothin’,” counseled the fire chief. “Animals strap you down—get somethin’ with four legs an’ you’ll never see th’ cherry blossoms, trust me.”
Percy eyed the room—the booths and stools had filled up, and there was standing room only. Where were these turkeys when business had gone south a couple of times last summer?
“Speech! Speech!” someone hollered from the rear.
“Hold it!” J. C. Hogan blew in the front door, ushering a blast of arctic air into the assembly. “Make way for the press!”
“Oh, law!” whispered Minnie Lomax, who had closed the Irish Woolen Shop for this event. “It’s J. C. Hogan—he wants to be th’ bride at every weddin’ and th’ corpse at every funeral.”
A blinding flash went off, then another, and another.
“Stand over there with Velma,” ordered the editor. “Velma, look here an’ give me a big grin! I know it’s hard for you to grin at me, but force yourself, there you go, Betty Grable lives. Okay, let’s have a shot of Percy at th’ grill. Hey, Mule, move your big rear out of this shot an’ let Percy flip somethin’ on the grill. . . .”
“His last flip!” said Coot Hendrick.
Lois Holshouser wrinkled her nose. “Who made this cake? Esther Bolick didn’t have anything to do with this cake, I can tell you that right now.”
“Store-bought,” said Winnie Ivey Kendall, who was not having any.
“Whose hat is this?” inquired Avis Packard. “Somebody handed me this hat. Is this your hat?”
“You’re supposed to put somethin’ in it.”
“Like what?”
“Money. For th’ cherry blossoms.”
“What cherry blossoms?”
Faye Tuttle announced a relative’s sad news to Esther Cunningham. “Multiple dystrophy,” said Faye, shaking her head.
J.C. mopped his brow with a paper napkin and handed off his Nikon to Lew Boyd. “Here you go, buddyroe, you won that big photo contest, crank off a shot of th’ Turkey Club with Percy an’ Velma. Come on, Mule, come on, Father, get over here. That’s it, look right through there and push th’ button. . . .”
Flash. Flash.
“Speech! Speech!”
Hand clapping, foot stomping. A spoon ringing against a coffee mug.
“I’ve made plenty of speeches th’ last forty-four years,” said Percy, “an’ you’ve done forgot everything I said.
“So I ain’t makin’ a speech t’day except to say . . .”
In all his years as a regular, Father Tim had never seen Percy Mosely choke up. In case it was catching, he grabbed his handkerchief from his jacket pocket.
“ . . . except to say . . .”
“What’d he say?” asked someone in the rear.
“ . . . tosay. . .”
“Looks like he can’t say it.”
It was catching, all right. Father Tim peered around and saw several people wiping their eyes. Velma pushed forward from the crowd. “What he’s tryin’ to say is, thanks for th’ memories.”
“Right!” said Percy, blowing his nose.
Applause. Whistles.
“Great speech!” said Coot.
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“You mustn’t miss your nap,” Cynthia reminded him.
They were slurping her Roasted Red Pepper and Tomato Soup to a fare-thee-well. He could eat a potful of this stuff.
“I’ll lie on the sofa when we finish the tree, and look at the lights. I’m sure I’ll nod off.”
“I think you should nap for at least an hour. But do you really want to lie on that sofa? Ugh! It’s so Victorian, you can’t possibly be comfortable.”
“I’ll get a pillow from the bed.”
“I’ll bring you one, and a blanket, too.”
“Thanks. We’ve both been too blasted busy.” Slurp. It was hard not to slurp soup. “But there’s light at the end of the tunnel, my love!”
“Did you get through with you-know-what?”
“I did, by the skin of my teeth. And how about your you-know-what? The odor seeping from your workroom smells terrible. What’s the deal?”
She laughed. “You’ll see!” Leaning her head to one side, she nailed him with her cornflower-blue eyes. “You know what I keep thinking about?”
“That you can think at all these days is a marvel to me.”
“Our trip to Ireland.”
“Ah.”
“We are going?”
“God willing, we are going!”
She beamed. “So is everything in order for the service tonight?”
“It is. I just need to step down to church around five o’clock and see how the greening party is coming along.” He pushed his chair back and rose from the table. “Killer soup, my dear!”
“Anything I can do to help?”
“Absolutely. At midnight, make sure you’re in the front pew where you usually sit when I celebrate.”
“That’s it?”
“That’s it.” He leaned down and took her chin in his hand and kissed her, lingering. “I like to see your eyelashes go up and down and the little stars come out of you.”
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It was a beautiful tree.
Over the years, he’d had white pine, cedar, blue spruce, and Fraser fir. Fraser fir was his favorite, by far, though he harbored a deep affection for cedar.
Neither he nor Cynthia had any special ornament collections, just the motley assortment that had come their way and escaped being smashed during their collective moves. But look at it! It was glorious, the best in years, and the colored lights were perfection; he was a sucker for colored lights.
The day had begun upside down, but God in His mercy had righted it, and he was a happy man. He lay back on the pillow, which was faintly scented with wisteria, pulled the blanket over him, and listened to his dog snoring under the wing chair. The smell in the room! That raw, green, living scent that the overcivilized got to relish only once a year. . . .
Closing his eyes, he inhaled the fragrance as if starved.
“Over yonder by th’ fence post—how ’bout that ’un?”
“It’s too bent on top. The star might fall off.”
“How ’bout this ’un right here? We ’bout t’ walk right into this ’un.”
The smell of woods and winter pasture, the crunch of hoarfrost under their feet, the stinging cold on their faces, the feel of the sled rope in his hand, and Peggy with her head wrapped in a red kerchief . . .
“I like that one,” he said, pointing.
“Yo’ mama say don’t point.”
“How’m I supposed to show you where it’s at?”
“Don’t say ‘where it’s at,’ say ‘where it is.’ Talk to me ’bout how to reco’nize it.”
“See the one with the wide branches at the bottom and the broom sage growing around it? Over by that ol’ stump?”
“Oh, law, child, that cedar tree take two strong men t’ chop down—we jus’ a bony woman an’ a baby boy.”
“I’m not a baby.” He stomped his foot to drive this truth home. Would she never stop calling him that?
“Oh, you right, I forgot you ain’t a baby, an’ don’t stomp yo’ foot at me, little man. You hear what I say?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“That’s better. Pick yo’self another tree.”
“But that’s the best one of any. Besides, Mama likes a big tree.”
“You right. She do.”
“It would make her smile.” That should do the trick; Peggy wanted as much as he did to make his mother smile.
Peggy shaded her eyes with her hand and squinted at the tree.
He pulled on Peggy’s skirt. “Will Mama get well?” He’d been afraid to ask, afraid of the answer.
“She gettin’ well ever’ minute we stand here talkin’. Sure as you’re born, she goin’ to get well.”
Peggy laid her hand on his shoulder; he could tell by the way she touched him that she was telling the truth.
“We’ll get Rufe t’ chop it, then. I’ll see can I find ’im.”
He looked up at the tall, slender woman whom he knew to be capable of anything. “We could prob’bly do it ourselves, Peggy . . . just you an’ me.”
“You know what you is?”
“What?” He was relieved that she didn’t look angry with him.
“Th’ mos’ tryin’est little weasel I ever seen.”
Peggy stumped ahead with the axe in her hand. Her dress and apron were the same color as the winter gold of the broomstraw, her kerchief a slash of crimson against the gray and leafless trees.
“Pick up yo’ feet, then, let’s see can we do this thing! Lord Jesus, you got t’ help us, that ol’ tree be a hun’erd foot tall!”
“Tall as a mountain!” he shouted into the stinging cold.
“High as th’ sky!” whooped Peggy.
They had dragged the huge tree home on the sled, its greenness dark and intense in its passage through the winter woods. When Rufe made a stand for it and stood it in the parlor, he and Peggy were dismayed to see that it wasn’t as high as the sky, after all; it reached only halfway up the parlor wall.
Days later, he still smelled the sharply resonant odor of the resin that smeared his hands and clothes; the scent was there even after his bath in the washtub on the night they trimmed the tree.
“Look at that boy eat fried chicken!” said Reverend Simon at their small Christmas Eve dinner. “You’re making a proper Baptist out of him, Madelaine!”
His mother smiled. But his father did not.
When he came downstairs on Christmas morning, the tree was there, shining with colored bulbs and festooned with ornaments and tinsel. His father was wearing a smoking jacket, though he never smoked, and there were the presents waiting to be opened, and something hidden behind the davenport. . . .
When he placed the Babe in the manger, he saw what he’d desperately hoped for—the light returning to his mother’s eyes, the light that shone like the star on top of the great and benevolent cedar.
“Merry Christmas!” he and his parents chorused in unison.
He raced at once to the sideboard and brought the shepherds to the manger, displacing a cow and a donkey to give them a better view, while his father fetched from the bookcase the men who had journeyed so long to the star.
After the long month of waiting, the scene was complete.
Certainly he hadn’t known it then, but the blue bicycle that he discovered behind the davenport had something of the wonder of the Child in it—it was yet another miraculous gift, mimicking the far greater Gift. He’d been beside himself with joy.
There was no way he could tell Tommy, of course—for what if Tommy hadn’t gotten a bike, or anything at all?
“What is it, Timothy?” His mother sat in the blue-painted kitchen chair by the window, shucking oysters with Peggy.
“Tommy maybe didn’t get nothing,” he said, forlorn in spite of himself.
“Anything.” His mother’s voice was tender; she reached for him and drew him close.
“Look here!” Peggy suddenly stood and peered through the window. “Look who’s comin’ up th’ road!”
In the bright afternoon light of Christmas Day, Tommy Noles wobbled up their drive on two wheels of his own.
Tommy had a bike, and the light had returned to his mother’s eyes.
Until he married Cynthia, it had been the single happiest Christmas of his life.
[image: star.jpg]
Between his nap and the trek to the church, more than an inch of snow had fallen, which would undoubtedly inspire the merry greening party in their labors.
But, alas, he found no greening party, merry or otherwise. He found instead that he must unlock the double front doors and let himself in. As the key turned, the bells began to toll.
Bong . . .
The moment he stepped into the narthex, he smelled the perfume of fresh pine and cedar, and the beeswax newly rubbed into the venerable oak pews.
Bong . . .
And there was the nave, lovely in the shadowed winter twilight, every nuance familiar to him, a kind of home; he bowed before the cross above the altar, his heart full. . . .
Bong . . .
The greening of the church was among his favorite traditions in Christendom; someone had worked hard and long this day!
Bong . . .
Every windowsill contained fresh greenery, and a candle to be lighted before the service . . . the nave would be packed with congregants, eager to hear once more the old love story. . . .
Bong . . .
Families would come together from near and far, to savor this holy hour. And afterward, they would exclaim the glad greeting that, in earlier times, was never spoken until Advent ended and Christmas morning had at last arrived.
Call him a stick-in-the-mud, a dinosaur, a fusty throwback, but indeed, jumping into the fray the day after Halloween was akin to hitting, and holding, high C for a couple of months, while a bit of patience saved Christmas for Christmas morning and kept the holy days fresh and new.
He knelt and closed his eyes, inexpressibly thankful for quietude, and found his heart moved toward Dooley and Poo, Jessie and Sammy . . . indeed, toward all families who would be drawn together during this time.
“Almighty God, our heavenly Father . . .” He prayed aloud the words he had learned as a young curate, and never forgotten. “ . . . who settest the solitary in families: We commend to thy continual care the homes in which thy people dwell. Put far from them, we beseech thee, every root of bitterness, the desire of vainglory, and the pride of life. Fill them with faith, virtue, knowledge, temperance, patience, godliness. Knit together in constant affection those who, in holy wedlock, have been made one flesh. Turn the hearts of the parents to the children, and the hearts of the children to the parents; and so enkindle fervent charity among us all, that we may evermore be kindly affectioned one to another; through Jesus Christ our Lord.”
In the deep and expectant silence, he heard only the sound of his own breathing.
“Amen,” he whispered.
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The snow had stopped entirely; the snowplow operators could stay snug in their beds tonight, after all.
He unlocked the door of the Oxford and felt for the fourth switch on the plate. Deep within the large building, used originally as an in-town horse stable, the light came on in the back room and spilled through the open door.
His heart beat up—this was the day, the moment he’d worked and waited for. He moved quickly along the darkened aisle between the tables and chairs, the chests and sideboards.
Fred, Lord bless him, had offered to put the figures in boxes, enabling him to carry more pieces at once. That good fellow was his Christmas angel, if ever there was one.
He caught his breath sharply, and stood motionless at the door.
There were the boxes . . .
And there, on the table in the center of the room, was the stable, sheltering the Holy Family.
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“Hark! The herald angels sing,
‘Glory to the newborn King;
Peace on earth and mercy mild,
God and sinners reconciled!’ ”
 
“They’re gearing up!” said Mamy Phillips to her cat, Popeye.
Mamy, who lived in a small house next to Lord’s Chapel, couldn’t imagine why people would want to go to church in the middle of the night. She did confess however, that as she became increasingly wakeful in her old age, the midnight service was something to look forward to, as, however faint it might be, she could hear the singing.
“O little town of Bethlehem, how still we see thee lie!
Above thy deep and dreamless sleep the silent stars go by.
Yet in thy dark streets shineth the everlasting Light;
The hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight.
 
For Christ is born of Mary, and gathered all above,
While mortals sleep, the angels keep their watch of wondering love.
O morning stars together, proclaim the holy birth,
And praises sing to God the King,
And peace to men on earth.”


Mamy pulled the top window sash down an inch or two. Then, by cupping her hand around her right ear and holding her breath for long periods, she was able to catch every word that floated out upon the frozen air.
 
“While shepherds watched their flocks by night,
All seated on the ground,
The angel of the Lord came down,
And glory shone around. . . .”
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When the congregants poured out into the night through the red doors, a fresh snow was swirling down in large, feathery flakes, anointing collars and hats, scarves and mittens. Two people put their heads back and stuck out their tongues and felt the soft, quick dissolve of the flakes.
“Merry Christmas, Father!”
“Merry Christmas, Esther, Gene! God bless you! And there’s Hessie, merry Christmas to you, Hessie!”
“Why, Tom Bradshaw! Merry Christmas! What brings you back to the sticks?”
Laughter. Vaporizing breath. The incense of snuffed candles wafting on the air . . .
“Merry Christmas, Cynthia!”
“Merry Christmas, Hope, how lovely you look! And Scott, dear—merry Christmas!”
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“They’re goin’ home, now,” Mamy Phillips said to Popeye. “They’ve sung themselves out, I expect.”
She was relieved, actually, for even with the sash down, it was a strain to try to hear every word through a stone wall and a hedge. Time and again, they’d invited her to attend services over there, but she was still thinking about it.
She locked the sash and went to the kitchen, where she crumbled saltines into a glass of milk. Then she set down a saucer of milk for Popeye, wondering if she would ever understand what all that church business was about, anyway.
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They sat on the study sofa, catching their breath.
“I’m exhausted!” she said, taking his hand.
“Ditto. Thoroughly.”
“Happiness is very demanding.”
“Agreed!” Thank God for his robe and slippers. The craziness was past; Christmas had come!
She put her head on his shoulder. “The angel tree was one of the most wonderful things I’ve ever done. So many families came in for their bags of food . . . They say more people will sit down to Christmas dinner in Mitford and Wesley than ever before.”
“Well done,” he said, squeezing her hand. “I’m proud of you.”
“Thanks. Everyone worked so hard. I’d like to do it again next year, and the next.”
He kissed the top of her head.
“Did I tell you about the little girl who walked five miles to fetch the two bags of groceries for her family?”
“Tell me.” He put his head back and closed his eyes, savoring the peace and privilege of nothing more to be done.
“There was no way on earth she could have carried them home, so I drove her; I can’t tell you what terrible living conditions I saw. Timothy, if we were younger, I’d love for us to adopt.”
“You may get your wish. Dooley is thinking of changing his name to Kavanagh.”
“Ahhh.”
“I asked him to think about it a while longer. It’s a serious step.”
“You’re always wise, Timothy.”
“Not always.”
“When do you think you’ll tell him about the money from Miss Sadie?”
“I don’t know. He’ll be twenty-one in February, that may be the time. Her letter asks us not to tell him ’til he can shoulder the responsibility.”
“You’ll know when. God will tell you when.”
He glanced at the clock above the mantel. Good grief! “Shall we do it?”
“Let’s!”
They bolted from the sofa and sprinted along the hall. “Okay,” he said when they reached the lamp table. “Stop and close your eyes. Promise not to look.”
“I promise!”
He took her by the hand and led her to the door of the living room. Though he’d personally set out each of the figures and arranged them near the manger at the base of their tree, he saw it all with new and wondering eyes. It was the light, perhaps, richer and more radiant in the deep of night.
“Now,” he said.
He had done it all in order to see her face, and, instantly, she made it all worthwhile. “Timothy,” she whispered. “Oh!”
He put his arm around her waist and drew her to him.
“Merry Christmas,” he said, shy and solemn.
“Oh,” she said again. “I can’t find words. . . .”
Barnabas trotted up the hall and stood by them, wagging his tail.
“Does this lovely crèche have anything to do with your long weeks at the Oxford?”
“It does.”
Tears coursed along her cheeks. “Did you in some way . . . that is, what did you do, exactly?”
“I painted it.”
“You painted it?”
“Fred helped. He stippled the sheep. We fixed an ear here and there. And a hand. He helped with the camel, too.”
“The camel!”
“Back there. In the bushes, sort of.”
She dropped to her hands and knees and examined the little colony of shepherds and wise men and animals and the reverent and amazed parents kneeling by the Child. She held her hand up to him, and he took it and knelt beside her.
“I can’t believe my eyes, Timothy. Everything, every creature, is so lovely, so . . . real, somehow.”
“I was plenty nervous about doing it, about getting it right. After all, you’re the artist in the family.”
She stared into each face. “I love this angel! How did you decide on these wonderful colors for her robe and gown?”
“We looked in a book,” he said, feeling like a schoolboy.
“And this dear old shepherd, with his lovely bald head . . .”
“Autobiographical!”
“But the eyes on this camel!” She hooted with laughter. “He looks up to something, don’t you think?”
“That camel was the straw that nearly broke my back! We worked on the eyes, but, alas, what can I say? Fred and I are not Leonardos.”
“This is so exciting! I’m discovering a whole other part of my husband.”
He shrugged, speechless, thrilled to the core with her praise.
She rose on her knees and put her arms around his neck and looked at him, beaming. “You’ve found something fresh and wonderful in yourself; God has given you a brand-new gift.”
“No, not a gift.” He was blushing. “But He did help me do it. It was hard.”
“I can’t take it all in, I’ll be crawling around under here for days.” She returned to her hands and knees; Barnabas trotted in and lay behind the angel.
“One more visitor to the stable!” he announced. “Where the deuce is Violet?”
“On top of the refrigerator. Leave well enough alone.”
The refrigerator! “I’m hungry as a bear,” he said. “I’ll fix us something; how about a bowl of cereal?”
“I can’t wait another minute to give you yours, Timothy. Then I’ll fix us both a bowl of cereal. Help me up!”
“Ah, but who will help me up?” His knees creaked like the hinges of a loose shutter.
“You can’t look,” she said, as he hauled her to her feet.
“I promise.” He loved it when someone had a secret thing to present, and asked him not to look, and he had to promise he wouldn’t.
“By the way, the angel is glorious. Was there only one to gaze down upon this wondrous assembly?”
He faced the tree and, as an extra precaution, shut his eyes. “There were two, but . . . I dropped the other one and broke it.” He hated the thought even now.
He heard her slippers whisper across the hall and back again.
“Timothy . . .”
“Yes?”
“You said you broke the other angel?”
“Yes,” he said, feeling oddly sad and repentant.
“Would this be it?” she asked.
He turned and saw the angel with the serene countenance and slender feet held close, and complete, in Cynthia’s arms.
His breath went out of him.
“Your broken angel is made whole,” she said.
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It was that time before sunrise that elderly people in the coves around Mitford still called “first light.” Nothing at all could be seen of the sun; the winter sky and snow-covered mountains beneath were gray as stone.
At the town museum, Uncle Billy Watson shuffled along the dark hallway in his bathrobe, carrying the tray under his arm and thanking the Good Lord the paint had dried overnight. He would set out her Santy and mix up the pancake batter, and, in a little bit, go wake her up.
His heart was pounding with pure excitement. “Th’ way my ticker’s a-goin’,” he muttered, “th’ gover’ment’s gittin’ its money’s worth out of them pills.”
He fumbled for the switch plate inside the door of the kitchen. As three hundred watts blazed into the room, he nearly jumped out of his skin.
“Law help!” he hollered, surprised by his wife, whom he’d thought still sleeping. She sat in her chair looking mad as a wet hen, her white, uncombed hair standing ever’whichaway.
“Rose!” he said, concealing the tray behind his back.
“What?”
“I didn’t know you was up!” He’d decided to talk plenty loud this morning so she could understand every word. After all, it was Christmas.
She scowled, pulling together dark, heavy eyebrows that looked like two woolly worms. “Here it is daylight,” she squawked, “and not hide nor hair of Santy!”
He’d seen her mad plenty of times, but this was one for the dadgum books. He wanted to run down the hall and jump out the window in his stocking feet.
“It’s snowin’ out!” He was going to keep the peace today if it killed him. “He’ll be along directly!”
“Everybody knows Santy never comes after daylight!”
“Ever’body knows he don’t come a’tall if you’re settin’ there f’r ’im t’ stumble over!”
“I just sat down here, Bill Watson. I was hiding by the Kelvinator ’til a minute ago.”
“I reckon he must’ve got a look at you somehow.” Boys howdy, if that was a fact, ol’ Santy had took off a-runnin’, an’ by now he’d made it to th’ other side of th’ mountain. He continued to hold the tray behind his back, though it made his arm tremble.
“What he’s done is not show up at all, just like people have said all along. And after you poked a stick up the chimney and made that awful mess!”
Still facing his wife, he maneuvered to the table they’d started housekeeping with, the cherrywood table he’d made with his own hands all those years ago. He slid the tray onto the table without making a sound, then turned around and looked at it sitting there on the checked oilcloth with the red bow taped to a handle. Keeping his back to his wife, he slipped the envelope from his pocket and onto the tray.
“Law help, Rose, looky here!”
“What?”
“Here on th’ table!” He yelled over his shoulder, hoarse as a frog, “Hit’s y’r Santy!”
The tray was beauteous, it truly was, and the handle pull on each side was just the trick for picking it up and carrying it around. He hoped she wouldn’t recognize the pulls under their coat of green paint.
“What is it?”
“Wellsir, I reckon hit’s a tray f’r earbobs an’ brooch pins an’ whatnot, like you been a-needin’.” He went to her, leaning on his cane and carrying the tray.
Her face lit up. “A jewelry tray! I vow I always wanted a jewelry tray!”
“Santy must’ve come while we was sleepin’.” He stood by her chair, presenting the tray. His right hand shook, which made the bow jump around.
“Why, Bill Watson! It’s real nice—I declare it is!”
“Ol’ Santy done pretty good, I reckon.” His heart was about to bust.
“What’s that lying on it?”
“Y’r tray’s got a letter with it, looks like.”
Carefully, he stooped and placed the tray in her lap, and, for that moment, his arthritis didn’t bother him at all.
As good as he could hear, his wife could see. She picked up the envelope and, squinting through second-hand glasses from the Lion’s Club, examined the inscription.
She caught her breath.
“I’ll make us a pancake,” he said, swallowing hard.
But his feet wouldn’t move. Instead, he watched his helpmeet of more than fifty years, she the rose and he the thorn, as tears of happiness streamed along her wrinkled cheeks.
She took the letter from the envelope, unfolded it, and read aloud, lingering over the words as if each were a gift in itself.
“ ‘My . . . dear . . . little . . . sister . . .’ ”
As his wife sounded out the words, he discovered a wonderful thing—he wadn’t jealous n’ more, not even a whit.
“ ‘You . . . please me . . . very much . . . with . . . your . . . fine reading, . . .’ ”
He wiped his eyes on his sleeve, ashamed that he’d ever harbored a bitter thought toward Willard Porter, and, right then and there, without speaking his petition aloud, asked the Good Lord to forgive him.
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In the small house in the pines at the end of the road, the coffeemaker kicked on and brewed four cups of Wal-Mart’s breakfast blend as Lew Boyd slept warm next to his wife. Beyond the window, snow swirled as in a miniature globe.
He gave a loud snort, which startled him awake, and looked about as if uncertain of his surroundings. Then he saw Earlene nestled into the crook of his right arm.
His heart flooded with a joy he hadn’t known before, not even on their furtive honeymoon to Dollywood. He gazed at the streaks of gray in her chestnut hair, and the little lines at the corners of her eyes and mouth, and felt the love beat up in him, and the thanksgiving, and didn’t mind that his arm had gone numb as a two-by-four—nossir, he wouldn’t disturb this moment for anything.
He remembered last night, how they’d gone to church down at First Baptist, and how he could hardly believe he was standing next to her, singing his heart out and hearing her voice lift onto the high notes. The sound was almost more than he could bear and keep his eyes dry.
He’d been awful proud to introduce Earlene around, and he’d never seen such a swarm of flabbergasted people. Some hugged her neck right off the bat, and everybody said they were mighty happy for him. A few said they figured something was going on with those visits to his old aunt in Tennessee.
Afterward, they’d jumped over to Wesley for Chinese take-out, and come home and sat down to eat at the kitchen table like normal people. As far as he could recall, he’d mostly gobbled his dinner at the kitchen sink since Juanita passed.
Then they hauled the fake tree from the corner of the dining room where it had stood against the wall for seven years, mashing one side completely flat.
They set it in a stand by the front window and went after it like a house afire, weaving six strings of colored lights among the branches and decorating with everything they could find in the long-neglected boxes. As they did this, the flat side fluffed out—the plastic branches fell into place, one by one, until the tree looked good as new. He and Earlene stood there like little young ’uns and clapped their hands.
The very thought made him grin like a monkey, and he turned his head and nuzzled his wife’s hair, and offered a silent prayer.
Thank you. . . .
He didn’t know whether to say “Thank you, God” or “Thank you, Lord,” or “Thank you, Father.” Down at church, Preacher Sprouse said all three at one time or another, even “Yaweh.” Harley Welch called Him “Lord an’ Master,” sometimes talkin’ about Him as if He was standin’ right there, and Father Tim prayed like him and God was old friends, kind of like, “Hey, buddy, how’s it goin’?”
It was hard to think about something new, like what to call the Almighty. He hadn’t exactly closed his mind in church, but he hadn’t exactly paid attention, either; he’d been bad to think about business when sitting in the pew—was gasoline goin’ up or was it goin’ down? Why couldn’t this country find its own instead of leanin’ on the Middle East? And why were customers so dadblame hard to please?
Then there was the EPA—the worst torment a man could have in this life. Forget down yonder, they made it hell enough right here! Every ten years, regular as clockwork, they checked him out, and ten years ago, they’d tore up his tanks and jackhammered his concrete pads an’ dug down t’ Beijing, an’ th’ mess they found had cost him thirty thousand smackers.
He thought he’d just let th’ whole dadgum thing go south, but he’d tightened his belt and held on for everything he was worth, and somehow he’d made it through. Others hadn’t been so lucky; he’d watched the EPA shut down his competition ’til he was the only gas station left open for eight miles to th’ north an’ six to th’ south. Trouble was, in just three months, his ten years were up, and they’d be knockin’ on his door again.
He felt his temples pounding just thinkin’ about the gover’ment. . . . Nossir, he didn’t want to do that, his blood pressure would shoot out th’ roof, wake up Earlene, and set th’ neighbor’s dogs to barkin’.
He guessed th’ only time he really paid attention in church was when it was time to sing. He’d heard enough preachin’ to know that pride goeth before a fall, and he was prideful about his voice, he admitted it. As he was th’ only bass at First Baptist, his singin’ stood out, causing people to turn their heads and look, and sometimes even smile or give him a thumbs-up.
But th’ bottom line was, he hadn’t done right by God. Or th’ Lord. Or th’ Heavenly Father. Not that he’d killed anybody or coveted anybody’s wife or anything like that, but, all his life, he’d gone on his merry way, doin’ his own thing. To tell th’ truth, he’d like to give it all to somebody bigger an’ smarter than him.
One of these days, maybe he would pray that other prayer, after all. Something deep inside had shifted in a way he couldn’t explain. He couldn’t remember all the words Father Kavanagh had said, except the part about surrendering his life. That didn’t seem so frightening now, with Earlene lying beside him and the snow brushing against the window and piling up on the railing outside.
He just couldn’t imagine what possible interest Almighty God could have in his life . . . but . . .
He lay still for a long time, scarcely breathing, before finishing that thought.
 . . . but if He wanted it, He could have it.
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Hope stood at the windows looking down on Main Street. In truth, one could hardly tell there was a street there at all. The tracks of the snowplow, made less than an hour ago, were vanishing under fresh snow.
“Thank you, Lord!” she whispered, glad for the beauty and peace of this morning.
Since she had prayed that prayer last September, a lot of things had changed. It was easier and easier to blurt something out to God, or ask Him for guidance, or, right on the spot, thank Him for the simplest things.
The midnight service at Lord’s Chapel had been transporting; she had never attended such a service. The smell of the cedar and pine . . . the lovely and moving voices of the choir, often singing a cappella in the candlelit church . . . and her hand warm in Scott’s hand . . .
She knew she had never done anything to deserve any of this, which made God’s love for her all the more amazing and inexplicable.
Walking toward the hot plate where she would soon prepare her first Christmas breakfast for company, she recognized the deep fatigue she felt from the long weeks of not knowing, and the lack of help with the rare-books business, and the loss . . . But it was Christmas, and she mustn’t think of loss.
She felt compelled to turn and look at the light spilling through the lace.
“Mother!”
The grief was sharp and sudden, and she put her head in her hands and wept, feeling, even in her sorrow, an assurance she could not define.
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“We need a carrot!”
“We ain’t got any carrots, I looked!”
“Dooley says don’t say ‘ain’t’!”
“We could use a stick for ’is nose. I guess there’s plenty of sticks around.”
“Yeah, but how can you see where they’re at under th’ snow?”
In the yard of the small house in the laurels, Poo and Jessie Barlowe built a snowman that they planned to top off with their stepfather’s yellow hard hat. Dooley would come over today, and they would go with him to the preacher’s house for Christmas dinner, where they’d see their other brother, Sammy, and get presents. Then, maybe everybody would drive by their house and see their snowman. This possibility was so exciting they couldn’t eat breakfast, though each had ventured out into the cold and snowy morning with a pocketful of M&M’s.
“How can we make ’im smile?”
“Little rocks, like from a driveway. We could stick ’em in ’is face in a little curve.”
“We don’t have no driveway.”
Jessie thought hard, her breath clouding the air in short puffs. “We could use M&M’s!”
“I ain’t usin’ mine.”
“I can’t believe how selfish you are! Don’t you know it’s Christmas? Plus everybody might ride over to see.”
“OK,” said Poo, emptying his pocket.
[image: star.jpg]
She had never made an omelet using a two-burner hot plate, but Scott cheered her on, and with the salsa and toast and plum jam and tea, it all seemed magical. Sitting in her new home with Scott, his dogs sleeping on the old rug she loved, she felt suddenly grown-up and invincible, taller, even.
“Merry Christmas!” she said, overcome by his presence across her small table.
“Merry Christmas,” he said, taking her hand.
She’d certainly had dreams of romance, sometimes even foolish dreams about men on moors, usually on horseback, with their capes blown by some stern highland wind. But never had she dreamed she might know someone so peaceable and kind, so genuine and true. She pressed his hand, unable to speak, and again felt tears shining in her eyes.
He settled back in the chair, looking easy and relaxed. “Tell me—what is your chief desire for Happy Endings?”
She thought for a moment. “I’d like my bookstore to be a place where people feel truly at home.”
He smiled. “Your bookstore.”
“Yes!” she said, marveling. “My bookstore!”
“You know what?”
“What?”
“Your bookstore is living up to its name.”
It felt wonderful to laugh, as if the sound were coming from a new person, someone she was excited about getting to know. The dogs jumped up and ran to her at once, as if called by her laughter.
She looked into their brown and eager eyes. “May I give them a bite of toast with jam?”
“They’d like that.”
She felt their soft, nuzzling way of taking the toast from her hand.
“Beautiful!” Scott said, with special tenderness. “Sparkling!”
She touched the small diamonds at her ears. “They’re wonderful, I love them!”
He grinned. “I wasn’t talking about the earrings,” he said.
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On the deck of Esther and Gene Bolick’s green cottage east of Main Street, fourteen terra-cotta flowerpots filled with snow, and mounded like ice cream cones.
Beyond the sliding doors, Esther and Gene sat by the fireplace in their twin recliners, drinking coffee and opening presents. The fake fireplace, which Gene had given her ten Christmases ago, featured a forty-watt bulb that glowed through a revolving sheet of red cellophane, a setup that Esther had often pronounced “cozy.”
“I can’t believe this!” said Esther.
“What?” Gene had just opened a can of nuts from a pal at the Legion hut, and was searching for a cashew.
“This laundry bag with the B monogram! From Hessie Mayhew!”
“What about it?”
Incredulous, Esther held the gift aloft. “I put this old thing in th’ Bane an’ Blessin’ a hundred years ago!”
“Well, I’ll be,” said Gene, trying to sound interested.
Esther dropped the laundry bag into her lap and sat frozen with disbelief. “And to think I gave her a two-layer marmalade.”
“Th’ poor woman has a gimp leg, Esther, which don’t leave much room for shoppin’. Besides, why did you put it in th’ Bane an’ Blessin’? It looks perfectly good to me.”
“Well, yes,” said Esther, examining it more carefully. “After I put it in, I wished I hadn’t.”
“See?” said her husband, hammering down on a couple of cashews. “What goes around comes around.”
[image: star.jpg]
At Hope House, Louella Baxter Marshall rolled onto her right side, heaved herself up, and sat on the edge of the bed.
“Merry Christmas, Miss Sadie! Merry Christmas, Moses, honey. Merry Christmas, my sweet boy in heaven! Merry Christmas, Mama!”
A string of lights twinkled on a red poinsettia on her windowsill; thirty-two Christmas cards were Scotch-taped to her doorframe. It was a nice Christmas, yes, it was, and, about three o’clock, she would put on her new cherry lipstick and a dab of eye shadow in a color that looked good with her skin, and the nurse would help zip her blue dress with the long sleeves. Then she would wrap the little something she’d bought for Father Tim and Miss Cynthia, who were nearly as close as kinfolk, and her little preacher, Scott Murphy, would carry her off to the Kavanaghs’ for a fine dinner.
“Miss Louella, are you talkin’ to yourself this mornin’?”
“I’m wakin’ myself up. Merry Christmas!”
“Merry Christmas to you! We got a big snow in th’ night, and it’s still comin’.”
Louella did not care for snow, and refused to recognize this observation.
“Are you ready for a nice breakfast this mornin’?”
“What is it, honey?” She knew they tried hard, but she didn’t think much of the victuals at Miss Sadie’s rest home.
“It’s turkey sausage with scrambled eggs, and one of your nice biscuits.”
“You take th’ sausage on back an’ leave me th’ biscuit an’ eggs.” Sausage from a turkey! What was the world comin’ to? “An’ when you step down to Miss Pattie’s room, would you carry this?”
Louella placed a small gift, tied with a red ribbon, on the tray. “I ain’t got but one visit in my bones t’day.”
“Yes, ma’am, Miss Louella.”
“An’ don’t let me go off an’ forget my pan of rolls from th’ kitchen.”
“No, ma’am, I won’t. You want this little string of lights turned off?”
“No, I don’t. I want it left on ’til Christmas is over.”
“That would be tomorrow,” said Nurse Austin, who hated to see electricity wasted in broad daylight.
“No, honey, Christmas ain’ over ’til midnight on January six.”
“Is that right!” said Nurse Austin, who was accustomed to residents with memory problems and general confusion.
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One mile north of the Mitford monument, Old Man Mueller sat at his breakfast table in the unpainted house surrounded by a cornfield, and, with his dentures soaking in a jar by the bed, devoured a large portion of the cake Esther and Gene Bolick had brought him last night on Christmas Eve.
He didn’t have any idea why they would bring him a cake every Christmas, as he hardly knew them or anybody else at that rock church on Main Street. All he knew is, if one year they forgot and didn’t show up, he’d set down and bawl like a baby.
His dog, Luther, who was known to have a total of 241 separate freckles on his belly, stood and placed his paws on the table, gazing solemnly at his master.
“Don’t be givin’ me th’ mournful eye,” said Old Man Mueller. He dragged the cake box over, cut a good-size piece, slapped it into an aluminum cake pan, and set the pan on the floor.
“There!” he said. “An’ Merry Christmas to y’r brute self.”
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“Bill Watson!”
“That’s m’ name, don’t you know.”
“You’re the best ol’ Santy ever was.”
“I ain’t no Santy! What makes you think such as that?”
“I have two eyes in my head, and a brain!”
He had no idea what to reply to such a statement.
In her slippers and robe, Miss Rose shuffled to the chair by the window where he sat with his cane between his knees, watching the snow top off the monument.
She leaned down and laid her head on his, and put her arms around his neck. “You’ve always been my good ol’ Santy,” she said.
He patted her bony arm with an inexpressible happiness.
“An’ always will be,” he replied. “Always will be.”
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In the study of the yellow house on Wisteria Lane, an e-mail rolled into Father Tim’s mailbox.
 
<Emma Catherine Grayson
<8 lbs 9 oz
<4 o’clock this morning.
<All well.
<Merry Christmas and hallelujah!
<Love, Emma
Even on this gray, snowbound morning, the dining table in the yellow house looked festive and expectant. Sitting on a heavy linen cloth were a low vase of yellow roses and a ham platter decorated with exotic birds, which Cynthia had found in a long-ago ramble through New England. On the sideboard, the Kavanagh family silver gleamed in a shaft of early light.
Father Tim was awake, as was his wife, though they hadn’t climbed into bed until after three o’clock.
“I thought I’d never go to sleep,” said Cynthia.
“It was the excitement,” said Father Tim.
“Plus the caffeine! I drank coffee yesterday afternoon with the Methodists. Will I never learn?”
He yawned. “Wait ’til we get some Irish coffee in you.”
“Who do you think it was, Timothy?”
“Who what was?”
“The stable. Who do you think did it?”
“I don’t know. I almost don’t want to know.”
They lay together, happy and exhausted, like two spoons in a drawer.
“It’s all a miracle,” she whispered.
“Yes!” he said. “To think that you’d come to take me to lunch just after Fred carried the box with the broken angel to the alley! Truth really is stranger than fiction.”
She had her go at yawning. “I parked behind the Oxford and walked up the alley and, nosey me, looked into that box sitting on the garbage can. When I saw her lovely face, I knew at once I wanted her. I’d worked with plaster years ago, and believed I could make her whole.
“I brought it home and thought, Timothy gave Hélène his beautiful bronze angel, I want to do this for him. Because if I could do it, it would represent the very reason Christ was born. He came to put us back together, and make us whole.”
“Christmas is real,” he said. “It’s all true.”
“Yes,” she said. “It’s all true.
“Merry Christmas, my love.”
“Merry Christmas, dearest.”
“By the way,” he said. “What was that noxious smell coming from your workroom?”
“Auto body putty! The perfect solution for putting together all those smashed pieces.”
She snuggled her head into the crook of his arm. “You know, Timothy—since the table is set and most of the cooking is done, and since we got to bed so late and it’s still so early, and since no one is coming until four, and since I hardly ever get to do it . . .”
“Spit it out, Kavanagh.”
“ . . . I’m going back to sleep!”
“Wonderful idea! And since Barnabas went out at two-thirty, and since the ham is glazed and the fire is laid and the egg nog is done and the front steps are salted, I’ll join you!”
He punched up his pillow and pulled the covers to their chins, and held his wife closer.
After all, it was Christmas.

 
“And the child grew, and waxed strong in spirit, filled with wisdom: and the grace of God was upon him.”
 
Luke 2:40, KJV
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Light from Heaven

If thou indeed derive thy light from Heaven,  Then, to the measure of that heaven-born light,  Shine, Poet! In thy place, and be content . . .

—WILLIAM WORDSWORTH
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CHAPTER ONE

A Winter Eden

The first flake landed on a blackberry bush in the creek bottom of Meadowgate Farm.

In the frozen hour before dawn, others found their mark on the mossy roof of the smokehouse; in a grove of laurel by the northwest pasture; on the handle of a hoe left propped against the garden fence.

Close by the pond in the sheep paddock, a buck, a doe, and two fawns stood motionless as an owl pushed off from the upper branches of a pine tree and sailed, silent and intent, to the ridge of the barn roof.

The owl hooted once, then twice.

As if summoned by its velveteen cry, the platinum moon broke suddenly from the  clouds above the pond, transforming the water’s surface into a gleaming lake of molten pearl.

Then, clouds sailed again over the face of the moon, and in the bitter darkness, snowflakes fell thick and fast, swirling as in a shaken globe.

It was twelve minutes after six o’clock when a gray light rose above the brow of Hogback Mountain, exposing an imprint of tractor tires that linked Meadowgate’s hay barn to the cow pasture and sheep paddock. The imprints of work boots and dog paws were also traceable along the driveway to the barn, and back to the door of the farmhouse, where smoke puffed from the chimney and lamplight shone behind the kitchen windows.

From a tulip poplar at the northeast corner to the steel stake at the southwest, all hundred and thirty acres of Meadowgate Farm lay under a powdery blanket of March snow.

Cynthia Kavanagh stood in the warmth of the farmhouse kitchen in a chenille robe, and gazed out on the hushed landscape.

“It makes everything innocent again,” she said. “A winter Eden.”

At the pine table, Father Timothy Kavanagh leafed through his quote journal until he found the record he’d jotted down. “Unbelievable!  We’ve had snow one, two, three, four . . . this is the fifth time since Christmas Eve.”

“Snow, snow, and more snow!”

“Not to mention dogs, dogs, and more dogs! It looks like somebody backed up to the door and dumped a truckload of canines in here.”

Following his customary daylight romp, Barnabas, a Bouvier-wolfhound mix and his boon companion of ten years, was drowned in slumber on the hearth rug; Buckwheat, an English foxhound grown long in the tooth, had draped herself over the arm of the sofa; the Welsh corgi, aptly named Bodacious, snored in a wing chair she had long ago claimed as her own; and Luther, a recent, mixed-breed addition to the Meadowgate pack, had slung himself onto his bed in the corner, belly up. There was a collective odor of steam rising from sodden dog hair.

“Ugh!” said his wife, who was accustomed to steam rising off only one wet dog.

Father Tim looked up from the journal in which he was transcribing notes collected hither and yon. “So what are you doing today, Kavanagh?”

Cynthia mashed the plunger of the French coffee press. “I’m doing the sketch of Violet looking out the kitchen window to the barn,  and I’m calling Puny to find out about the twins—they’re days late, you know.”

“Good idea. Expected around March fourth or fifth, and here it is the fourteenth. They’ll be ready for kindergarten.”

“And you must run to Mitford with the shopping list for Dooley’s homecoming dinner tomorrow.”

“Consider it done.”

His heart beat faster at the thought of having their boy home for spring break, but the further thought of having nothing more to accomplish than a run to The Local was definitely discouraging. Heaven knows, there was hardly anything to do on the farm but rest, read, and walk four dogs; he’d scarcely struck a lick at a snake since arriving in mid-January. Willie Mullis, a full-timer who’d replaced the part-time Bo Davis, lived on the place and did all the odd jobs, feeding up and looking after livestock; Joyce Havner did the laundry and cleaning, as she’d done at Meadowgate for years; Blake Eddistoe ran the vet clinic, only a few yards from the farmhouse door, with consummate efficiency; there was even someone to bush hog and cut hay when the season rolled around.

In truth, it seemed his main occupation since  coming to farm-sit for the Owens was waiting to hear from his bishop, Stuart Cullen, who had e-mailed him before Christmas.

<Heads up:

 

<I will almost certainly have something for you early next year. As you might expect, it isn’t anything fancy, and God knows, it will be a challenge. Yet I admit I’m patently envious.

 

<Can’t say more at this time, but will be in touch after the holy days, and we shall see what’s what (I do recall, by the way, that you’re spending next year at the Owens’ farm, and this would not be a conflict).



He had scratched his head throughout the month of January, trying to reckon what the challenge might be. In February, he’d called Stuart, attempting to gouge it out of him, but Stuart had asked for another couple of weeks to get the plan together before he spilled the beans.

Now, here they were in the middle of March, and not a word.

“You’re sighing, Timothy.”

“Wondering when Stuart will get off the pot.”

“He’s retiring in June and consecrating the cathedral—altogether, a great deal to say grace over. You’ll hear soon, dearest.”

She handed him a mug of black coffee, which he took with gratitude.

So here he sat, retired from nearly four decades of active ministry as a priest, toasting himself by an open fire with his good-humored and companionable wife of seven years, and situated in what he believed to be the most breathtakingly beautiful countryside in America.

Why bother, after all, about some “challenge” that may or may not be coming. Hadn’t he had challenges enough to last him a lifetime?

His wife, on the other hand, was ever drumming up a challenge. During their year at the farm, conveniently located twenty minutes from Mitford, she’d decided to accomplish three lifetime goals: learn needlepoint, make perfect oven fries, and read War and Peace.

“So how’s it coming with War and Peace?”

“I despise telling you this, but I haven’t opened it once. I’m reading a charming old book called Mrs. Miniver.”

“And the fries?”

“Since Dooley comes tomorrow, I’ll be conducting my next experiment—to see whether soaking the potatoes in ice water will make  them crispier. And I’m definitely using peanut oil this time.”

“I’ll peel and cut,” he said. He hadn’t seen any activity around the needlepoint plan, so he declined to mention it.

“Pathetic,” she said, reading his mind. “I’m all thumbs. Learning from a book is not the way to do it. I’ve decided to let Olivia tutor me, if she has a free day now and then. Besides, having lunch with someone who also wears eye shadow might be fun.”

“I’m definitely a dud in the eye shadow department.”

She thumped into the wing chair opposite him and took a sip from her coffee mug. “And what about you, dearest? Have you accomplished all your lifetime goals?”

Oddly, the question stung him. “I suppose I haven’t thought about it.” Maybe he hadn’t wanted to think about having any further goals.

He closed his eyes and leaned his head against the back of the wing chair. “I believe if I were charged with having a goal, it would be to live without fretting—to live more fully in the moment, not always huffing about as I’ve done in recent years . . . to live humbly—and appreciatively—with whatever God furnishes.”

He reflected for a moment and raised his head and looked at her. “Yes.That would be my goal.”

“But aren’t you doing that?”

“No. I feel obligated to get out there, to open myself to some new and worthwhile service. I’ve been a bump on a log these last weeks.”

“It’s OK to be a bump on a log once in a while. ‘Be still,’ He tells us, ‘and know that I am God.’ We must learn to wait on Him, Timothy. All those years of preaching and celebrating, and doing the interim at Whitecap—what a lovely legacy God allowed you to have there; and ministering to Louella and Miss Sadie and Hélène Pringle and Morris Love and George Gaynor and Edith Mallory and the Leepers . . .” She took a deep breath. “On and on, an entire community, for heaven’s sake, not to mention volunteering at the Children’s Hospital and rounding up Dooley’s little sister and brothers ...”

“One brother still missing,” he said, “and what have I done about it?”

“There may be nothing you can do about it. There’s absolutely nothing to go on, no leads of any kind. Maybe God alone can do something about it. Perhaps Kenny is God’s job.”

The fire crackled on the hearth; the dogs snored.

His wife had just preached him a sermon, and it was one he needed to hear. He had a mate who knew precisely what was what, especially when he didn’t.

“‘Let us then be up and doing,’” he quoted from Longfellow, “‘with a heart for any fate!’ Where’s the grocery list?”

“In my head at present, but let’s get it out.” She opened the small drawer in the lamp table and removed her notebook and pen.

“Steak!” She scribbled. “Same old cut?”

“Same old, same old. New York strip.” This would be no Lenten fast, but a Lenten feast for a starving college boy who was seldom home.

“Russet potatoes,” she said, continuing the litany.

“Always best for fries.” His blood would soon get up for this cookathon, even if he couldn’t eat much on the menu.While some theologians construed St. Paul’s thorn to be any one of a variety of alarming dysfunctions, he’d been convinced for years that it was the same blasted affliction he’d ended up with—diabetes.

“Pie crusts,” she said, scribbling on. “Oh, rats. For the life of me, I can’t remember all the ingredients for his chocolate pie, and of course, I didn’t bring my recipe box.”

“I never liked the recipe we use,” he said, suddenly confessional.

“You’re not supposed to even touch chocolate pie, Timothy, so what difference does it make? Dooley loves it; it isn’t half bad, really.”

“It needs something.”

“Like what?”

“Something more . . . you know.”

“Whipped cream!”

His wife loved whipped cream; with the slenderest of excuses, she would slather it on anything.

“Not whipped cream. Something more like . . .” He threw up his hands; his culinary imagination had lately flown south.

“Meringue, then.”

“Meringue!” he said, slapping his leg. “That’s it!”

She bolted from her chair and trotted to the kitchen counter. “Marge’s recipe box . . . I was thumbing through it the other day and I vaguely remember ... Let’s see ... Onions in Cream Sauce, Penne Pasta with Lump Crab-meat, that sounds good. . . .”

“Keep going.”

“Pie!”

“Bingo.”

“Buttermilk Pie . . . Vinegar Pie . . . Fresh Coconut ...”

“Mark that one!”

“Egg Custard . . . Fresh Peach . . . Deep-Dish Apple ...”

“Enough,” he said. “I’m only human.”

“Here it is. Chocolate Pie with Meringue.”

“Finish that list, Kavanagh, and I’m out of here.”

Ha! He’d denied himself as sternly as one of the Desert Fathers these last weeks; he would have the tiniest sliver of that pie, or else . . .

“I know what you’re thinking,” she said.

He pulled on his jacket and foraged in the pockets for his knit cap, and kissed her warm mouth.

“You always know what I’m thinking,” he said.

His hand was on the doorknob when the phone rang.

“Do try to find a haircut while you’re in town,” she said, picking up the receiver. “You’ve got that John-the-Baptist look again. Hello! Meadowgate Farm.”

He watched her pause, listening, then grin from ear to ear.

“Thanks for calling, Joe Joe. That’s wonderful! Congratulations! Give Puny our love. I’ll be over on Thursday. Timothy’s headed into Mitford now, I’m sure he’ll stop by.”

“So?” he asked, excited as a kid.

“Boys! Weighing in at fifteen pounds total! Thomas and . . .” She paused, and looked all-knowing.

“And?”

“Thomas and Timothy!”

“No!”

“Yes! One named for Puny’s grandfather and one named for you. Now there are two little boys in this world who’re named for you, and I hope you realize that people don’t go around naming little boys for a bump on a log.”

Boys! And because Puny’s father was long deceased, he would be their granpaw, just as he was granpaw to Puny and Joe Joe’s twin girls.

His entire chest felt suffused with a warm and radiating light.
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He turned onto the state road, which had already been scraped for the school buses, and headed south past the Baptist church and its snow-covered brush arbor. He glanced at the wayside pulpit, which was changed weekly.

IF LOVING GOD WERE A CRIME, WOULD YOU BE IN JAIL?

Getting around was a piece of cake. The heavens had given them only a couple of inches, and in a farm truck built like a tank, he felt safe and thoroughly above it all.

Patently envious. Patently envious. What could a bigwig bishop, albeit his oldest friend, envy in a country parson? There it was again, the tape running in a loop and promising to work his mind into a lather.

“I roll this whole mystery over to You, Lord,” he said aloud, “and thank You for this day!”

In truth, the whole day belonged to him. He would stop by the hospital to see Puny and her new brood; he would run over to Hope House and visit Louella; he would make a noon stop at Lew Boyd’s Exxon where the Turkey Club was lately convening; he would have a chin-wag with Avis at The Local....

As for getting a haircut, he had no intention of trusting his balding head to Fancy Skinner ever again, period; Joe Ivy had retired from cutting hair and wanted nothing more to do with such a trade; trooping to the barber shop in Wesley would take too much time. So, no, indeed, absolutely not, there would be no haircut on this trip into civilization.

The sun broke through leaden clouds and flooded the countryside with a welcome light.

“Yee hah!” he shouted against the considerable din of the truck engine.

Why had he felt so bereft and grumpy only a half hour before, when he was now beginning to feel like a new man?

He switched on the radio to the blast of a country music station; it was golden oldies time.

“I bought th’ shoes that just walked out on me. . . .” someone sang. He sang along, hardly caring that he didn’t know the words.

“Country come to town!” he whooped as he drove into Mitford.

Roaring past the Exxon station, he blew the horn twice, just to let the general public know he’d arrived.
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He bent and kissed her forehead.

“Well done,” he said, a lump in his throat. Two sets of twins! May God have mercy....

“They’re whoppers,” she said, smiling up at him.

His so-called house help of ten years, and the one whom he loved like a daughter, lay worn but beaming in the hospital bed.

He took her hand, feeling the rough palm that had come from years of scrubbing, polishing, cooking, washing, ironing, and generally making his life and Cynthia’s far simpler, not to mention indisputably brighter.

“Thank you for naming one of your fine boys after this old parson.”

“We won’t call ’im by th’ fancy name. It’ll jis’ be Timmy.”

“Timmy. I always liked it when Mother called me Timmy.”

“Timmy an’ Tommy,” she said, proudly.

“Timmy and Tommy and Sissy and Sassy.”

“You’ll be the boys’ granpaw, too,” she said, in case he hadn’t considered this.

“It’ll be an honor to be their granpaw.”

“Father?”

Since he’d officiated at her wedding several years ago, she had taken to calling him by his priestly title in a way that subtly claimed him as her true father. He never failed to note this. Blast, if he wasn’t about to bawl like baby. “Yes, my dear?”

“I sure do love you and Cynthy.”

There they came, rolling down his cheeks like a veritable gulley washer....

“And we sure do love you back,” he croaked.
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“So, how’s the food at Hope House these days?”

He sat on the footstool by Louella’s rocking chair, feeling roughly eight or ten years old, as he always had in the presence of Miss Sadie and Louella.

“Oh, honey, some time it’s good, some time it ain’t fit for slop.” He noted that Louella said  ain’t now that Miss Sadie, who forbade its use, had passed on. “You take th’ soup—th’ menu has th’ same ol’soup on it every day, day after day, long as I been here.” She looked thoroughly disgusted.

“What soup is that?”

“Soup du jour! If they cain’t come up with more’n one soup in this high-dollar outfit, I ain’t messin’ with it.”

“Aha,” he said.

“My granmaw, Big Mama, said soup was for sick people, anyway, an’ I ain’t sick an’ ain’t plannin’ to be.”

“That’s the spirit.”

Louella rocked on. The warm room, the lowering clouds beyond the window, and the faint drone of the shopping network made him drowsy; his eyelids drooped....

Louella suddenly stopped rocking. “I been meanin’ to ask—what you doin’ ’bout Miss Sadie’s money?”

He snapped to attention. “What money is that?”

“Don’t you remember? I tol’ you ‘bout th’ money she hid in that ol’ car.”

“Old car,” he said, clueless.

“In that ol’ Plymouth automobile she had.” Louella appeared positively vexed with him.

“Louella, I don’t have any idea what you mean.”

“Your mem‘ry must be goin’, honey.”

“Why don’t you tell me everything, from the beginning.”

“Seem like I called you up an’ tol’ you, but maybe I dreamed it. Do you ever dream somethin’ so real you think it happened?”

“I do.”

“A while before she passed, Miss Sadie got mad ’bout th’ market fallin’ off. You know she made good money in that market.”

“Yes, ma’am, she did.” Hadn’t she left Dooley Barlowe a cool million plus at her passing? This extraordinary fact, however, was not yet known to Dooley.

“She say, ‘Look here, Louella, I’m goin’ to put this little dab where those jack legs at th’ market can’t lose it.’ I say, ‘Miss Sadie, where you goin’ to put it, under yo’ mattress?’ She say, ‘Don’t be foolish, I’m goin’ to put it in my car an’ lock it up.’ She’d quit drivin’ an’ her car was up on blocks in th’ garage. She say, ‘Now don’t you let me forget it’s in there.’”

“And?” he asked.

“An’ I went an’ let ’er forget it was in there!”

The 1958 Plymouth had been sitting for several years in the garage behind Fernbank, Miss Sadie’s old home on the hill above Mitford. Fernbank was now owned by Andrew Gregory, Mitford’s mayor, his Italian wife, Anna, and his brother-in-law, Tony.

“Well, it probably wasn’t much,” he said, reassuring.

“Wadn’t much? It mos’ certainly was much. It was nine thousand dollars!”

“Nine thousand dollars?” He was floored.

“Don’t holler,” she instructed. “You don’t know who might be listenin’.”

“You’re sure of that amount, Louella?”

“Sure, I’m sure! Miss Sadie an’ me, we count it out in hun‘erd dollar bills. How many hun’erd dollar bills would that be? I forget.”

“Umm, that would be ninety bills.”

“Yessir, honey, it was ninety, it took us ‘til way up in th’ day to count them hun’erds out, ’cause ever’ time we counted ’em out, Miss Sadie made us start all over an’ count ’em out ag’in!”

“Good idea,” he said, not knowing what else to say.

“We got a rubber band and put it aroun’ all them bills, an’ took out a big envelope and whopped ’em in there, an’ I licked th’ flap and sealed it up tight as Dick’s hat band, so nothin’ would fall out.

“She say t’ me, ‘Louella, you th’ best frien’ I ever had, but you cain’t go down there with me, this is between me an’ th’ Lord.’

“Then she struck out to th’ garage, an’ when she come back, she was proud as a pup wit’ two tails.

“I say, ‘Miss Sadie, where you put that money in case you pass?’ She say, ‘I ain’t goin’ t’ pass any time soon, don’t worry about it. Sometime later she mention that money; we was livin’ at Miss Olivia’s ol’ house. She say she ought to go get it out of where she put it, but th’ market was still real bad.

“Then, we both plumb forgot.

“Th‘other day I was settin’ in this rockin’ chair watchin’ th’ soaps an’ it come to me like a lightnin’ strike. I said, oh, law! Somethin’ bad goin’ to happen to Miss Sadie’s money, an’ Miss Sadie, she’ll be hoppin’ mad.”

He was dumbfounded by this strange turn of events. As far as what might be done about it, his mind felt oddly pickled.

Louella’s immense bosom heaved with a sense of the urgent mission to be carried forth; she leaned toward him and lowered her voice.

“So,” she said, “what you goin’ t’ do ’bout Miss Sadie’s money?”
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On the way to Main Street, he zoomed by their yellow house on Wisteria Lane and found it looking spic, not to mention downright span. Harley’s general supervision of its welfare made it possible to spend this carefree year at Meadowgate.

He threw up his hand and waved.

“We’ll be back!” he shouted.
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He wheeled into Lew Boyd’s Exxon, still occasionally referred to as the Esso station, and saw the Turkey Club sprawled in plastic deck chairs inside the front window. The lineup included J. C. Hogan, longtime Mitford Muse editor; Mule Skinner, semiretired realtor; and Percy Mosely, former proprietor of the now-defunct Main Street Grill.

He’d been hanging out with this bunch for eighteen or twenty years, and it had been a rude awakening when Percy and Velma packed it in last Christmas Eve, vacating a building that quickly became a discount shoe store. Currently occupying the spot where the club’s rear booth had stood was a rack of women’s pumps, sizes eight to ten.

“Hooboy!” Mule stood and saluted. “Here comes our Los Angelees movie producer.”

“Who, me?”

“Pretty soon, you’ll be whippin’ that back in a ponytail an’ wearin’ a earring.”

Father Tim suddenly felt his hair flowing over his shoulders like a medieval mantle.

“Come on, leave ‘im alone,” said Percy. “He’s livin’ out in th’ boonies, he don’t have to slick up like we do.”

“If you call that slicked up, I’m a monkey’s uncle.”

“How long’re you stuck out there in th’ sticks?” asked Percy.

“Hal and Marge will be living in France for a year, so ... roughly nine more months. But we don’t feel stuck, we like it.”

“I lived in th’ country when I was comin’ up,” said Percy, “an’ it like to killed me. They ain’t nothin’ but work on a farm. Haul this, fix that, hoe this, feed that. If it ain’t chickens, it’s feathers.”

“About time you showed up, buddyroe, my fish san’wich is goin’ south.” J.C. rooted around in his overstuffed briefcase and came up with something wrapped in recycled foil.

Mule sniffed the air. “How long has that thing been in there?”

“Seven o’clock this morning.”

“You’re not goin’ to eat it?”

“Why not? Th’ temperature’s just a couple degrees above freezin’.”

Father Tim noted that the editor’s aftershave should effectively mask any offensive odors within, loosely, a city block.

“What’d you bring?” Mule asked Percy.

“Last night’s honey-baked pork chop on a sesame-seed roll with lettuce, mayo, and a side of chips.”

“Man!” said Mule. He expected that anybody who’d owned the Grill for forty-odd years would show up with a great lunch, but nothing like this. He peered into his own paper sack.

“So, what is it?” asked J.C., hammering down on the fish sandwich.

“I can’t believe it.” Mule appeared disconsolate. “Fancy’s got me on some hoo-doo diet again.”

“Why is your wife packin’ your lunch?You’re a big boy, pack your own bloomin’ lunch.”

Mule examined the contents of the Ziploc bag. “A sweet potato,” he said, devastated. “With no butter.”

“A sweet potato?” Percy eyed the pathetic offering with disbelief. “What kind of diet is that?”

Mule slumped in his chair. “I can’t eat a sweet potato; no way can I eat a sweet potato. I  feel trembly, I had breakfast at six-thirty and now it’s way past twelve.”

“What’d she give you for breakfast? A turnip?”

“Hard-boiled eggs. I hate hard-boiled eggs; they give me gas.”

“So, Percy,” said Father Tim, unwrapping a ham and cheese on white from the vending machine, “see what you did by going out of business? Left us all high and dry.”

“Yeah,” said Mule. “I was happy with things th’ way they were.”

J.C. gobbled the remaining half of his sandwich in one bite. “Ah guss nobar hurrbowwissonor . . .”

“Don’t talk with your mouth full,” snapped Mule, who was digging in his pockets for vending machine change.

J.C. swallowed the whole affair, and knocked back a half can of Sprite. “I guess you turkeys didn’t hear the latest about th’ Witch of th’ North.”

“Witch of th’ South,” said Percy, recognizing the nickname, albeit incorrect, for his much-despised former landlord.

“Turns out she said her first clearly understandable word since that big crack on th’ head in September.”

“Money!” exclaimed Percy.

“What about money?”

“Money had to be th’ first word out of that back-stabbin’, hardhearted, penny-pinchin’ ...”

“Now, Percy,” said Father Tim.

J.C. glared at the assembly. “Do you want to hear th’ dadgum story or not?”

“Say on,” commanded Father Tim.

“Ed Coffey was in town yesterday, haulin’ stuff out of her carriage house up at Clear Day to take down to her Florida place. He said that right before he left, she was sittin’ in her wheelchair at th’ window, lookin’ at birds, and she motioned him to come over. . . .”

Mule looked disgusted. “If brains were dynamite, Ed Coffey wouldn’t have enough to blow his nose!”

“Then, she motioned ’im to come closer. . . .”

The Turkey Club sat forward.

“Ed said instead of all that word salad she’d been talking, she spoke up as good as anybody. . . .”

“What’d she say, dadgummit?” Percy’s pork chop was stuck in his gullet; if there was anything he disliked, it was the way some people had to be th’ bride at every weddin’ and th’ corpse at every funeral.

“Yessir, he said he was standin’ right there when it rolled out, slick as grease.”

“You already told us that, you goofball. What was it she said?”

J.C. wiped his perspiring forehead with a wadded-up paper towel. “Get off my bumper,” he snapped at Percy.

The Muse editor sat back in the plastic chair and looked once more at the eager assembly. “She said God.”

“God?” Percy and Mule exclaimed in unison.

“No way!” Mule shook his head. “No way Edith Mallory would’ve said God, unless she was tryin’ to say th’ word that used to get my butt whipped when I was little.”

“Right,” said Percy. “No way.”

Yes, thought Father Tim. Yes!
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He stopped by the grease pit where Harley Welch was lying on his back under a crew-cab truck.

“Harley!” He squatted down and peered at his old friend.

“Rev’ren’, is that you?”

“What’s left of me. How’s it going?”

“Goin’ good if I can git this U joint worked offa here. When’s our boy comin’ home?”

“Tomorrow We’ll catch up with you in a day or two. Did you hear about the twins?”

“Yessir, hit’s th’ big town news. Spittin’ image of th’ ol’ mayor, they say.”

He laughed. “I guess Lace is coming in?”

“Yessir, she’s wrote me a time or two lately; you know she got that big scholarship.”

“I heard. That’s wonderful! By the way, when is the last time you worked on Miss Sadie’s car?”

“Oh, law, that’s goin’ too far back f‘r m’ feeble mind. Let’s see, didn’t she pass in th’ spring?”

“She did.”

“I worked on it sometime before she passed, she was still drivin’. I remember she rolled in here one mornin’, I had to change out ’er clutch. Miss Sadie was bad t’ ride ’er clutch.”

“Do you know if it’s still parked in the garage up at Fernbank?”

“I don’t know if he’s sold it. They was some talk Mr. Gregory was goin’ to restore it.... George Gaynor worked on it a day or two, maybe. I cain’t hardly recall.”

“You pushing along all right with Miss Pringle?” Hélène Pringle was the piano teacher who rented his house in Mitford, and Harley was his old buddy who lived in the basement.

“Let’s jis’ say I’ve heered more piana music than I ever knowed was wrote.”

Father Tim laughed. “Come out to the sticks and see us, will you?”

“I will,” said Harley. “I’ll bring you’uns a pan of m’ brownies.”

“I’ll hold you to it.”

“How’s Miss Cynthy?”

“Couldn’t be better.” He stood, hearing the creaking of his knees. “Got to put the chairs in the wagon, as my grandmother used to say, and run to The Local. Regards to Miss Pringle!”

He walked to the truck, whistling a tune he’d heard on the radio.

There was nothing like a visit to Mitford to get a man’s spirits up and running.
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He blew through the door of one of his favorite Mitford haunts, the bell jingling behind him.

“‘I love the smell of book ink in the morning! ’” he called out, quoting Umberto Eco.

“Father Tim!” Hope Winchester turned from the shelf where she was stocking biographies. “We’ve missed you!”

“And I, you. How are you, Hope?”

She lifted her left hand to his gaze.

“Man!” he said, quoting Dooley Barlowe.

“It was his grandmother Murphy’s. Scott is at  a chaplain’s retreat this week, he gave it to me before he left.”

“One knee or two?”

“Two!”

“Good fellow!” He still felt a sap for having done a mere one knee with his then neighbor.

He gave Hope a heartfelt hug. “Felicitaciones!  Mazel tov!”

“Muchas gracias. Umm. Obrigado!”

They laughed easily together. He thought he’d never seen the owner of Happy Endings Bookstore looking more radiant.

“I have a list,” he said, hauling it from the breast pocket of his jacket.

“Your lists have helped Happy Endings stay afloat. Thank you a thousand times. Oh, my, that’s a long one.”

“It’s been a long time since I came in. Tell me, how is Louise liking Mitford?”

“I’ll be right back,” she said. She hurried to the foot of the stairs and called up for her sister, recently moved from their deceased mother’s home place.

Louise came down the stairs at once, fixing her eyes on her feet. Hope took her sister by the arm and trotted her over.

“Father Tim, this is my sister, Louise Winchester.”

With some difficulty, Louise raised her eyes and met his gaze. “So happy . . .” she said.

Hope smiled. “Louise is shy.”

“I find shyness a very attractive characteristic. It’s as scarce these days as hens’ teeth.”

He took Louise’s hand, finding her somehow prettier than her sister, with a mane of chestnut hair and inquisitive green eyes.

“Louise, we’re happy to have you among us, you’ll make a difference, I know. May God bless you to find your way here, and prosper you in all you do.”

He was delighted by her seemingly involuntary, albeit slight, curtsy.

“Father Tim wondered how you like living in Mitford.”

A slow flush came to her cheeks. “It feels like . . . home.”

“Louise is working wonders with our mail-order business and has organized everything from A to Z.”

“Well done, Louise!” He felt suddenly proud, as if she were one of his own.

“Here’s Father Tim’s list. We have only three of the nine. Could you order the others today?”

“Just regular shipping,” he said, noting that Margaret Ann, the bookstore cat, was giving his  pant legs a good coating of fur. “I’m about to be covered up, and not much time to read.”

“Pleased to meet . . .” said Louise.

By George, she did it again! If push came to shove, Emma Newland could get a curtsy demo right here on Main Street.

“Any plans?” he asked Hope.

“We’d like to talk with you about that; we’re thinking October, when the leaves change. Would you marry us, Father?”

“I will!” he vowed.

“Though we attend Lord’s Chapel, we’re hoping to find a little mountain church somewhere. Something . . .” She hesitated, thoughtful.

“Something soulful and charming?”

“Why, yes!”

“Completely unpretentious, with a magnificent view?”

“That’s it!”

“I’ll put my mind to it,” he said.
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He told her about the hospital staff that was blown away by its patient’s delivery of a second set of twins; how the boys looked strong, healthy, and uncommonly like their paternal great-grandmother and Mitford’s former mayor, Esther Cunningham; how Louella had apprised  him of nine thousand dollars that she thought was hidden in Miss Sadie’s car, and that so far, he had no clue what to do about it.

He reported that the snow on the roads was freezing fast; that Edith Mallory had spoken an intelligible, not to mention extraordinary, word for the first time since her grave head injury seven months ago; that J.C. Hogan was wearing aftershave again, for whatever this piece of news was worth; that Avis had given him a considerable bit of advice about perfecting oven fries; that Hope Winchester had an engagement ring and wanted him to marry them; that Louise Winchester promised to be a fine addition to Mitford; and last but certainly not least, that he’d seen a crocus blooming in the snow, hallelujah.

He was positively exhausted from the whole deal, both the doing of it and the talking about it; he felt as if he’d trekked to another planet and back again.

“Good heavens,” said his wife, “I’m worn out just listening.”

And how had her day gone?

Joyce Havner had called in sick.

Violet, the aging model for the cat books his wife was famous for writing and illustrating, had brought a dead mouse into the kitchen.

A pot of soup had boiled over on the stove while she did the watercolor sketch of Violet gazing out the window.

She had handed off the sketch to the UPS driver at one o’clock sharp; it was on its way to her editor in New York.

Olivia Harper had called, and Lace was arriving from UVA tomorrow.

“That’s it?” he asked.

“Don’t get high and mighty with me, Reverend, just because you’ve gone to the big city and bagged all the news, and your wife stayed home, barefoot.”

He laughed. “Missed you.”

“Missed you back,” she said, laughing with him.
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In the farmhouse library, an e-mail from Father Tim’s former secretary, Emma Newland, joined the queue.

<Dear Fr Tim

 

<Last year, you told me to buy a black coat to go with my good navy dress for the trip to England.

 

<To wear the dress, I was supposed to lose ten pounds. But now the trip is only weeks away  and I’ve gained fourteen!!#)!!* Don’t mention this to a soul.

 

<Since there’s no way I’m going to lose twenty-four pounds by June, I’ll have to buy a new dress to go with my black coat.

 

<So should I buy navy like I’d planned to wear all along? Or should I buy black, which will go with everything?

 

<Love to all.

 

<PS. Advise ASAP, sales start next week.

 

<P.P.S. Harold no longer forced to take own toilet paper to post office, economy clearly on upturn.



[image: 014]

They had prayed their Lenten prayer, eaten their modest supper, and made the pie—which would doubtless improve by an overnight repose in the refrigerator.

Now, they drew close by the fire, to the sound of a lashing March wind; she with Mrs. Miniver and he with The Choice of Books, a late-nineteenth-century volume he’d found in their bedroom. He was vastly relieved that she’d made no more mention of his hair, what was left of it.

“Listen to this, Timothy.”

Cynthia adjusted her glasses, squinting at the fine print. “ ‘It’s as important to marry the right life as it is the right person.’ ”

“Aha! Never thought of it that way.”

“I considered that very thing when I married you.”

“Whether I was the right person?”

“Whether it would be the right life,” she said.

“And?”

“And it is. It’s perfect for me.”

His wife, who preferred to read dead authors, put her head down again.

“How dead, exactly, must they be?” he had once asked.

“Not very dead; I usually draw the line at the thirties and forties, before the mayhem began setting in like a worm. So ... moderately dead, I would say.”

He tossed a small log onto the waning fire; it hissed and spit from the light powder of snow that had blown into the wood box by the door. A shutter on the pantry window made a rattling sound that was oddly consoling.

“And here’s something else,” she said.

“‘This was the cream of marriage, this nightly turning out of the day’s pocketful of  memories, this deft, habitual sharing of two pairs of eyes, two pairs of ears. It gave you, in a sense, almost a double life: though never, on the other hand, quite a single one.’”

He nodded slowly, feeling a surge of happiness.

“Yes,” he said, meaning it. “Yes!”
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CHAPTER TWO

The Vicar

He awoke from a dream in which he felt a frantic impulse to deliver Russell Jacks’s bimonthly treat of livermush.

Russell had watched for his visits at the door of Betty Craig’s little house, as eager as any boy for his two weeks’ worth of livermush sandwiches on white loaf bread with mayo. But Russell Jacks was dead and gone, never again to entertain a hankering for “poor man’s pate.”

Miss Sadie, about whom he often dreamed, was also gone. And then there was Absalom Greer: “Gone to glory!” as the old preacher might have said.

Gone . . .

The thought of loss gave him a hollow feeling.

He wasn’t, however, afraid of dying; he knew where he was going. Of course, he wasn’t going there because he had been “good,” however nominally, but because he had long ago committed his heart to God, made known through the One who had died in order that he, Timothy Kavanagh, might have eternal life.

Strange. The anomaly of livermush seemed far odder than the extraordinary fact that Jesus Christ had chosen to sacrifice Himself for a small-town parson.

He would be seventy in June, a truth that he considered often these days. Seventy! He had no ability to effectively process this fact; it was beyond belief. But no, growing older hadn’t made him fearful of death—hadn’t Thomas Edison said, “It is very beautiful over there!” and Cotton Mather, he’d always liked Mather’s last words: “Is this dying? Is this all? Is this what I feared when I prayed against a hard death? Oh, I can bear this! I can bear it!”

What he feared, instead, was leaving some crucial work undone, thereby failing to complete his mortal mission. This fear had nagged him for much of his life as both an active and now-retired priest.

It brightened his spirit, then, to remember that Dooley was asleep in the next room, his own mortal mission to be hammered out.

What if God hadn’t sent Russell Jacks’s eleven-year-old grandson to his door, like some precious special delivery that must be opened quickly and handled carefully, lest it perish? Indeed, in the ten years since Dooley had become his charge, he’d learned to love him as his own flesh.

As might be expected, some said that he’d “saved” Dooley’s life. The truth was, Dooley more likely saved his. At the age of sixtysomething, he had gone from an inward-looking bachelor to an outward-striving father. And then, of course, Cynthia had moved in next door. A double miracle if ever there was one.

Lord, he prayed, thank You for Your continued grace. Help me fulfill Your plan for my life; give me a heart to hear Your voice.... And please, if You would do the same for Dooley . . .

He rolled toward his wife, slipped his arm around her, and felt the deep, drowning mystery of sleep come upon him.
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After the Morning Office, he prayed with Cynthia, then came to the kitchen and went about the business of laying the fire.

He squatted on the hearth and placed a loose network of cedar kindling in the still-warm grate above the coals. After adding three sticks  of well-seasoned oak and striking a match to the fatwood, he watched the flames lick up, and listened eagerly to the crackle and snap of the cedar.

He stood then, content, warming his backside until Cynthia joined him in her favorite, albeit threadbare, robe, to begin their team effort over breakfast.

“So tell me the truth about the oven fries,” she said, buttering the toast.

“Good. Very good,” he said, poaching the eggs.

“I’m looking for outstanding!” she said, pouring the juice. “Next time I’ll brine the water.”

“Reading War and Peace would be simpler,” he said, mashing the plunger on the French press.

They sat and ate by the fire, receiving its benediction.

“Does he seem taller to you?” she asked.

“Six-two.”

“When do you think you might tell him?”

“I’ve never enjoyed hauling around secrets. But something tells me to wait.”

“I’ve always trusted you to know when the time is right.” She sipped her coffee. “His Jeep is a mess; he needs a car.”

“Agreed.”

“You could use money from the trust to buy him a car.... You wouldn’t have to reveal the extent of Miss Sadie’s gift until you’re ready.”

“I’ve been considering that.”

“I feel he should have something he really wants, not another used vehicle with someone else’s troubles thrown in.”

“What if he wants a BMW?”

“Lace has one. He might like one, too.”

“BMWs are fast.”

“I think he would be responsible.”

“I mean really fast.”

“Timothy, I love the little wrinkle that pops between your eyebrows when you worry. It’s sort of . . . cute.”

Cute! He’d never understood why others didn’t fret about the things that plagued him. Not only were BMWs fast, they cost more than some people’s houses; such a high-dollar car could give Dooley the big head; plus, the other students might hate his guts....

His wife leaned her head to one side and blasted him with the cornflower blue of her eyes. “‘Taste and see that the Lord is good,’ dearest, ‘happy are they who trust in Him.’”

“Preaching to me again, Kavanagh?”

“Psalm thirty-four,” she said, smiling at her husband.

[image: 017]

He blew through the kitchen door from the woodpile, an icy wind at his back.

“I have some good news and some bad news,” she said.

“The bad first.” He trotted to the hearth, Barnabas at his heels.

“Joyce won’t be coming again for several months. Blockages in her arteries, she’ll need stents. The doctor says she shouldn’t be cleaning houses at her age.”

“Ah.” He lowered the wood onto the hearth. “I’m sorry to hear it. I’ll deliver a baked ham; we’ll keep her in our prayers.”

“Ready for the good news?”

“Always.”

“James just called. Everyone loved the watercolor of Violet looking out the window at the snow. I did it for a little mailing piece, and now they’d like to have twelve watercolors of Violet’s life in the country—for a wall calendar.

“Since I’m not writing a book these days, I thought it might be a wonderful idea. I’d give all royalties to the Children’s Hospital.”

“That’s a new wing on the building right there!”

“I didn’t give James an answer, yet; I wanted to see how you feel about it. I know you love  it that I haven’t slaved over a drawing board since we came to Meadowgate. We’ve had such a lovely time out here in the sticks, with nothing pulling at us.”

He took off his jacket and tossed it on the window seat. “I want what you want, and I mean it.” He did mean it—even though he lost her for long intervals when she was working on a book. But this wasn’t a book.

“I’d like to do it,” she said. “I think it would be fun. Liberating, somehow.”

He sat in the wing chair and pulled her into his lap. “Violet chasing the guineas?”

“Wonderful! And how about Violet in the barn loft where we found the bantam nest?”

“Violet stuck in the chinaberry tree by the chicken coop!”

“Perfect!” she said. “Violet sunning herself at the smokehouse! Or better yet, perched on the roof of the smokehouse, peering out at the mountains.”

“Remember the time I had to fetch her down from your rooftop? While you went off to the country club to do the tango with Andrew Gregory?”

“The rhumba,” she said.

“So, how many months do we have so far?”

“January, February, March, April.”

“Terrific. Do it. Piece of cake.”

She smooched the top of his head. “It’s a dream come true, really. Doing watercolors, living in the country in a wonderful old house on a beautiful farm, without any responsibilities . . .”

“Walking the dogs,” he said, continuing the litany, “reading aloud by the fire ...”

“Hey.” Dooley stood in the doorway, in pajama bottoms and a tattered University of Georgia sweatshirt. He stretched and yawned hugely.

“Hey, yourself,” crowed Cynthia. “It’s twelve o’clock, you big lug.”

“Man, I never saw so many dogs piled on one bed, I had to get up and sleep on the couch in the library.” Barnabas shambled to Dooley, who gave him a good scratch behind the ear. “Hey, buddy, you’re in the doghouse for rootin’ me out last night.”

Cynthia trotted to the refrigerator and opened the door. “Breakfast or lunch?”

“Pie!” said Dooley.
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“It’s Marge,” she whispered as he came in from the library. “Yes, Marge, I’m sorry, too. The doctor said she mustn’t even think of coming back for several months....

“Oh, no, I’m sure Timothy and I can keep  the place straightened up, certainly nothing like Joyce has always done, but . . .

“Really, no, you mustn’t . . .

“But we couldn’t . . .

“The Flower Girls? They clean and wash windows and cook—the whole nine yards?

“I’m sure we won’t need any help, though. It’s just the two of us.

“Of course, yes, everything is lovely here. Lots and lots of snow since you left, but today should be bright, and warmer. Dooley’s here, I know he’d want me to send his love. How is Rebecca Jane? Speaking French? Yes, static on our end, too, very hard to hear . . .

“The Flower Girls, yes. The number is in your little red book? But only if things get desperate, which I can’t imagine . . .

“Love to Hal and Rebecca Jane, I think I’m losing you....

“Oui, bon soir, ma cherie!”
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As he took his jacket off the peg, he heard Dooley’s size twelves on the stairs.

“Taking the dogs for a walk; how about coming along?”

“Sure. Then I’m checking the clinic to see what Blake has goin’ on.”

Dooley and Blake Eddistoe, Hal’s junior vet, had differing ideas about the practice of veterinary medicine. While Dooley preferred using more natural, noninvasive methods whenever possible, Blake inclined toward aggressive programs of drug treatment. No doubt Blake’s philosophy had worked, as he was well liked by Hal, whose four decades of experience wasn’t exactly chopped liver. In any case, Dooley and Blake would be working together this summer, and Father Tim prayed that the old, sore issues between the two would be resolved.

They huffed to the driveway and hooked a right toward the barn, passing Willie Mullis’s little house. From the kennel, Willie’s beagles loosed a fervent hue and cry as the two men and the farm dogs trooped north into a stinging wind.

“Let’s cut by the tractor shed into that little field by the sheep,” said Father Tim. “I haven’t explored over there.”

Hoary pasture grass crackled under their feet; their breath formed clouds upon the air.

“I really like this place,” said Dooley.

“It’s your second home. Remember the first time we came out here, and Goosedown Owen bucked you off in the hog slop?”

Dooley laughed as they headed toward the  woods, crunching through random patches of lingering snow. Beyond the fence, fourteen Dorset sheep lay under the run-in shed, chewing their cud.

“Do you and Cynthia like it?” asked Dooley.

“We feel like we’re on vacation, actually. But that can be ... sort of a problem....”

“What kind of problem?”

He felt a certain joy that Dooley was interested.

“I suppose I feel trifling sometimes. I’m used to being out there, doing what God called me to do.”

“Can’t you be out there ... out here?”

“I suppose I can, but ...”

Dooley looked at him, his blue eyes piercing.

“But I’ve been waiting for my marching orders, you might say. Bishop Cullen has something for me, but I haven’t heard anything yet.”

“You will,” said Dooley. He threw a stick for Bodacious. “Yo, Bo!”

“I will?”

“Yessir. People really need what you have to give.”

Father Tim pulled his knit cap over his ears. “Which is what?”

“God,” said Dooley. “You give people God.”

He felt moved by this, and genuinely contrite.  Why had he been whining? He could get out there without the bishop’s seal of approval. What was he waiting for? His heart suddenly lifted up.

“Thanks, son, for your encouragement.” He grinned at the handsome, freckled boy who had come into his life—and changed it utterly.

Dooley studied him for a moment. “Umm, your hair is really long.”

“Yes, true.” And he didn’t have a clue what to do about it. He’d been barbered by everybody from an erstwhile house painter to a former Graceland security guard to a crazy woman in capri pants, and nothing ever seemed to work out for the long haul.

“Can Sammy come up and stay awhile this summer?”

“Of course! Absolutely” Dooley’s younger brother Sammy had disappeared with his father years ago. And though Sammy had at last been found, he refused to leave the unemployed, alcoholic Clyde Barlowe, alias Jaybird Johnson, with whom he lived in a trailer that had no phone or postal delivery. To make things more complex, Sammy was forced to visit Dooley and his Mitford siblings on the sly—never a good thing.

Dooley walked with his head down. “I think a lot about Kenny.”

“God knows exactly where he is, and one day, I believe He’ll send him to us.”

“Do you really believe that, or ...”

“Or what?”

“Or is it something you think you’re supposed to say because you’re a priest?”

“I really believe it. Have you forgotten our deal? The one we made before Christmas last year?”

“I guess I forgot.”

“We’ll keep thanking God for His providence in giving us Poo and Jessie and Sammy, and praying and expecting Him to lead us to Kenny.”

A small light returned to Dooley’s eyes.

“High five,” said Father Tim. The smack of their palms was crisp and clear on the frozen air.

“So! What kind of vehicle would you like to have?” Lord, have mercy ...

“A pickup.”

“Ah!” His breath released like air from a tire.

“Short bed. Crew cab. CD player. Leather seats. Tilt wheel. Cruise control ...” Dooley shot a sidelong glance at Father Tim to see how this was going down.

“No MG? No Mercedes?”

“For old people.”

“No BMW?”

“Too hot.”

He laughed, relieved, as they walked on. “I didn’t know there was such a thing as too hot for a college student.”

“It’s not cool to be too hot,” said Dooley.

Over there, between the oaks, a path leading into the woods ... a grand possibility for a springtime walk, thought Father Tim.

“What do you suppose this truck would cost?”

“Maybe thirty thousand.”

That’s what he’d paid for his two-bedroom house in Alabama when he was a curate all those years ago.

Dooley shoved his hands deeper into the fleece-lined pockets of his school jacket. “Six cylinders. Sliding rear window. Electronic shifter ...”

“Sounds like you’ve done your homework. Anything else?”

“Red.”

Father Tim laughed. “Color of your head,” he said, voicing their old joke.

They rounded the bend by a copse of trees, where the dogs burrowed their noses into the pungent leaf mold beneath the snow.

“Are you planning to, like, buy me one?”

“We definitely need to get you a good, safe  vehicle. So ...” His voice trailed off as they walked.

He had memorized most of the letter Miss Sadie’s attorney had delivered to him after she died.

As you know, I have given a lot of money to human institutions, and I would like to give something to a human individual for a change.

I have prayed about this and so has Louella, and God has given us the go-ahead.

I am leaving Mama’s money to Dooley.

We think he has what it takes to be somebody. You know that Papa was never educated, and look what he became with no help at all. And Willard—look what he made of himself without any help from another soul.

Father, having no help can be a good thing. But having help can be even better—if the character is strong. I believe you are helping Dooley develop the kind of character that will go far in this world, and so the money is his when he reaches the age of twenty-one.

(I am old-fashioned, and believe that eighteen is far too young to receive an inheritance.)

I have put one and a quarter million dollars where it will grow and have made provisions to complete his preparatory education. When he is  eighteen, the income from the trust will help send him through college.

I am depending on you never to mention this to him until he is old enough to bear it with dignity. I am also depending on you to stick with him, Father, through thick and thin, just as you’ve done all along.



Miss Sadie’s letter was mildly confusing—though the money was legally Dooley’s at the age of twenty-one, he was not to know about it until he could bear the responsibility with dignity.

They stopped to unlatch the gate.

“So?” asked Dooley. “You said ‘so.’ You’re starin’ a hole through me.”

“So, yes! We need to do something. But why a truck? What are you planning to haul around?”

“I’ll just be breakin’ it in for when I get out of vet school. By then, it’ll be totally right for haulin’ around a bunch of mangy ol’ mutts like this crowd.” Dooley threw another stick. “Git it, girl!”

Son, I have something important to tell you. When the time comes, yon’ll be able to buy your own building, have your own practice, and drive around in a brand-new truck, or even two ... Why didn’t he  tell him right now, as they stood in the stinging cold by the gate? Holding this enormous secret inside felt as if he’d swallowed a watermelon.

“I don’t like riding in Lace’s car all the time.”

“Is that her idea?”

Dooley shrugged. “She likes my Jeep. But her car is warm in th’ winter and cool in th’ summer, and since th’ passenger door won’t open in th’ Jeep, she has to go in my side or ... crawl through th’ window.”

Dooley flushed to the very roots of his red hair. This was definitely an embarrassment to him, and Father Tim was beginning to feel a shame of his own.

“OK.” He gave his boy a clap on the shoulder. “We’ll deal with it.”

“Soon?”

“Soon. Before you go back to school.”

Dooley beamed. But Father Tim saw in his eyes the faintest flicker of doubt and suspicion; it was a glimpse of the old Dooley who had been betrayed again and again.
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“Tracy? Tim Kavanagh here,” he said to the trustee handling Dooley’s account. “Just wondering what our bottom line is these days—the after—tax value.

“I’ll hold. Sure. Thanks.”

He was taking a swig of tea when Tracy came back to the phone and gave him the numbers.

“Holy smoke!” He nearly spit the tea across the kitchen.

One million seven hundred and twenty-five thousand dollars.

“Well done!” he said, meaning it.
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A strong wind keened around the farmhouse; they might have been crossing the Atlantic in a gale for all the rattling and groaning of hundred—year—old rafters and floorboards.

His wife lay next to him, peaceful as any lamb, while he tossed and turned and tried to settle his wayward imagination.

Winding mountain roads in both Georgia  and North Carolina, the volume on the CD player cranked to the max, the cab and even the bed filled with his friends, six cylinders of torque under the hood; worst case scenario, Dooley, with little or no sleep, headed down the mountain on cruise control ...

“Timothy!” said his wife, reading his mind.

“Right!” he said, reading hers.

He turned over and buried his face in the pillow.

He’d been thinking.... What, after all, was so wrong with hanging loose, as he’d done these last few weeks? Wasn’t it the first time in his life, for Pete’s sake, that he’d ever hung loose? Why couldn’t he take one year after having served nearly forty? Why did he feel like a heel for not rising at five o’clock sharp as he’d done for decades and setting forth on his mount to joust among the rest of the common horde?

Hadn’t he dreamed for years of doing this very thing? Hadn’t he hankered for time to loll around, gabbing with his best friend and soul mate, reading whatever came to hand, walking in the frozen woods, watching 60 Minutes and even an occasional Turner Classic movie? And so what if he flipped over to the cooking channel once in a while, what was wrong with that?  Nothing!

“Timothy!”

“Don’t let the bedbugs bite.”
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Indeed, if such a sum were stashed in Miss Sadie’s ’58 Plymouth, he’d have to keep mum about it or the news would spread through Mitford like a virus.

He dialed the restaurant at Fernbank, looking for Andrew.

Andrew’s Italian brother-in-law and Lucera chef, Tony, answered.

“Andrew is buying for Oxford Antique in England, and be gone for three weeks.”

“Well, then. I’ll call in three weeks. Just wondering. Tony—is Miss Sadie’s old Plymouth still in the garage?”

“On blocks. Andrew had work on it, something here, something there. He says to use it in the Fourth of July parade.”

“Wonderful idea! It’ll bring back fond memories to see that great tank on the street again. So how is business at the high country’s finest restaurant?”

“Slammed! I hope you and Cynthia will come see us soon.You always be our guest. Andrew says Fernbank would not be ... belonging to us without the help from you.”

“We’ll drive in one evening and paint the town red! Give our warm regards to your lovely sister, I’ll speak with Andrew when he returns. Ciao!”

So the car was still there. But what about the nine thousand dollars?
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Not a word from on high.

If Absalom Greer were alive today, he’d be  hunkered over the wheel of his old Ford sedan, faithfully burning up the back roads to his little handfuls, as he’d called the small churches scattered through the coves. And what was he, Timothy Kavanagh, hunkered over? A volume of English poets.

He stuck the bookmark between the pages and got up and paced to the window seat and gazed out to the snow melting off the smokehouse roof.

... It isn’t anything fancy, and God knows, it will be a challenge.

He turned and paced to the kitchen door, pulled back the curtain, and looked toward the barn without seeing.

And now Cynthia had this terrific new project to get behind, and what did he have to get behind?

Four dogs and an armload of firewood.
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“Three,” said Willie Mullis.

Willie stood at the kitchen door, bareheaded and mournful, holding forth a battered fedora containing the day’s egg inventory.

“Three’s all we need,” said Father Tim, reaching into the hat. “We thank you. Think the laying will pick up come spring?”

“Yessir.”

“Good! Think we’ll be having any more snow?”

“Nossir.”

“Your arthritis coming along a little better?”

“Yessir.”

“Looks like a nice, warm day. The temperature could soar into the high sixties, don’t you think?”

“Yessir.”

“Need any help at the barn?”

“Nossir.”

“If you do, just give me a call.”

“Yessir.”

He put the brown eggs into a bowl on the table, observing them with satisfaction. With a little grated cheese, a tot of cream, a smidgen of onion ...

“Was that Willie?” asked his wife, coming into the kitchen.

“Three eggs,” he said, pointing. “The laying will, of course, pick up come spring; we won’t be having any more snow; the temperature will probably be in the high sixties today; and his arthritis is improving.”

“My goodness,” she said, “I never get that sort of information from Willlie. He’s a perfect chatterbox with you.”
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March 19. He turned the page on the Owens’ desk calendar.

Dooley was spending a couple of nights in town with his blood family and taking Lace to a movie in Wesley. Then he and Dooley would hie down the mountain to Holding where truck prices, according to Lew Boyd, were competitive. While in Holding, they’d try to hook up with Sammy.

In the meantime, he was plenty disgusted with his bishop and even more disgusted with himself. He had determined to go forth and do something, even if it was wrong.

First, he would call on his old friend and back-country soup-kitchen boss, Homeless Hobbes, who had moved to this neck of the woods when the Creek was developed into a mall. Maybe he could give Homeless a hand with his soup ministry.

Then he’d drop in on Lottie Greer, Absalom’s elderly sister, who lived up the road in the rear of a country store Absalom built in his youth. Dooley wouldn’t mind if he took Miss Lottie a piece of his chocolate pie....

“Bloom where you’re planted!” he muttered to himself, quoting a bumper sticker. Ah, but  Wordsworth had had a far better way of putting it.

“If thou, indeed, Timothy, derive thy light  from Heaven...” He walked to the coat pegs and took down his jacket.

“‘Then,’” he bawled in a voice designed to reach the uttermost pew, “ ’... to the measure of that heaven-born light ...’ ” He pulled on his jacket, shoved his stocking feet into his outdoor boots, and rummaged for his gloves....

“‘Shine, Preacher! In thy place, and be content!”’

“What on earth are you doing?” asked Cynthia, coming in from the hall.

He felt his cheeks grow warm. “Preaching myself a sermon!”

“You were rattling the windows.”

“Yes, well ...”

“It’s the snow,” she said, commiserating. “Three months of snow, certain to be followed by two weeks of slush.”

“Listen to this, it’s coming back and I can’t waste it. He’s talking of stars here.

“... Though half a sphere be conscious of their brightness,

Are yet of no diviner origin,

No purer essence, than the one that burns,

Like an untended watch-fire on the ridge

Of some dark mountain; or than those which seem

Humbly to hang, like twinkling winter lamps,

Among the branches of the leafless trees....”



“Untended watch-fire,” she mused. “Twinkling winter lamps. Nice!”

He heaved a sigh and thumped onto the stool by the door.

“I need a ob,” he said.

“And I need you to have one, dearest. Oh, brother, do I ever.”
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He was backing the farm truck onto the drive when Cynthia ran from the kitchen and waved him to a stop.

He rolled the window down.

“It’s Stuart!” she called.

He trotted up the walk, his heart pumping.

“Timothy, Stuart here, with unending apologies for the long delay. I could go on and on, but—to make a long story short ...

“How would you like to be a vicar?”
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CHAPTER THREE

Faithful Remnant

He found Cynthia in the laundry room.

“I’m so happy for you!” She planted a glad kiss on his cheek.

“And I’m happy for you,” he said. “After all, this gets me out of your hair.”

She laughed. “But I love having you in my hair. Speaking of hair ...”

“Let’s don’t.”

“So tell me, darling—what is a vicar? I come from the Presbyterian side, you know.” She stuffed their jeans and denim shirts into the washing machine.

“A vicar is the priest of a church that isn’t a parish church.”

“So you’re still a priest!” In went the laundry powder.

“Absolutely!”

“Do we still call you Father?”

“You do! Only a couple of things change, really.... First, the money.”

“There’s the rub.”

“I’ll get a stipend, a mere dab. But not to worry, Kavanagh, I have big bucks set aside for our jaunt to Ireland next year.

“Now, here’s the good part—I won’t have to mix it up with a vestry.”

“Hallelujah!”

“Let’s see what else we can stumble upon.” He went to the kitchen bookcase and thumbed through one of the many tomes he’d toted to the farm, and returned to the laundry room.

“ ‘Vicar: A parish priest appointed by a bishop, to exercise limited jurisdiction in a particular town or district of a diocese.’ Here’s another: ‘A bishop’s assistant in charge of a church or mission.’

“And finally,” he said, “ ‘A clergyman in charge of a chapel.’ ”

She cranked the knob to “On.” “That’s quite enough to be in charge of, if you ask me.”

“Especially as Holy Trinity has stood empty for nearly forty years.”

His heart pounded as he contemplated such a thing. Empty for forty years! Why on earth would Stuart have been “patently envious” of  such a prospect? Just getting the mice and squirrels out would be a job of vast proportion—and then, to fill it with people from Lord knows where ...

“You look dubious,” she said, folding towels.

“Not dubious. Dumbfounded!” He closed the book and put it under his arm. “And scared silly, to tell the plain truth.”

“Remember, sweetheart, what James Hudson Taylor said; you’ve quoted it to me as I plunged into many a Violet book. ‘There are three stages in the work of God: impossible, difficult, done.’ ”

Of all things! he thought. Of all things ...

“Let me pray for you.”

She took his hand in hers, and he had at once the sure and consoling knowledge that her touch was a lifeline, one thrown out to him by God as directly as if He were present in the room—which, of course, He was.
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They recited the Lenten devotion in unison.

“ ‘... Now as we come to the setting of the sun, and our eyes behold the vesper light, we sing your praises, O God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit....”

He asked the blessing then, and they looked at each other for a moment across the pine table.

“I’m thankful for you,” he said, “beyond words.”

The dogs snored, the fire crackled, the clock struck seven.

She leaned her head to one side and smiled at him. “Here we sit, under the dome of a winter sky, two people facing the unknown, holding hands across the table in a room lighted by a single candle and a fire on the hearth. I find it all too wondrous, Timothy, and I feel the greatest peace about your new calling; He has called you to come up higher.”

He knew she was right. No matter about mice and squirrels, or even, God forbid, snakes; he knew she was right.

He breathed easily, then did something he couldn’t remember doing for a while. He leaned back in the chair and felt the tension release. “Ahhh,” he said.

“Amen!” she replied with feeling.
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After conferring with Cynthia, he went to the library.

<My dear Emma,

 

<Buy the black.

 

<Add red scarf.

 

<Yours in Him.

 

<Fr. Tim
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Though he had no key to let himself in, he was off at dawn to see Holy Trinity, nicknamed Little Trinity due to its seating capacity of a mere forty souls.

No matter what obstacles lay ahead, he would roll them over on God and let Him do the managing; as for himself, he would pitch in head first, give it his all, and let the Enemy take the hindmost.

He would still wear his collar and vestments; he would still celebrate the liturgy and perform all other the offices of a priest. So indeed, hardly anything would change.

He shifted the truck into second gear for the incline, heading west. And so what if things did change?

The thought gave him a kind of buzz, as if something carbonated had been released into his system.

He glanced at Barnabas, who sat on the passenger seat looking fixedly ahead. “Vicar!” he said, tasting the word. “What do you think?”

Cynthia called him dearest; his cousin’s wife called him Teds; as a boy he’d been called Slick, more’s the pity; his mother had often called him Timmy; Dooley called him Dad; one and all called him Father; and now he’d collected yet another appellation, one derived, appropriately, from vicarious.

He made the sharp curves neatly, sticking tight to the shoulder. Some people in these parts enjoyed driving in the middle of the road, a risky affinity explained to him at the Farmer post office. “We pay taxes on both sides,” said Merle Hoff, whose property bordered Meadowgate to the north.

First thing to be done was call a locksmith, he’d take care of that when he got back to the farm. And who would he call to sweep out the place and patch the roof and mend the chimney and replace any rotten floorboards, and generally make things right? He’d cross that bridge when he got to it.

Stuart said his coadjutor had planned to come and look over the situation at Holy Trinity, but circumstances had intervened, and they knew almost nothing of the details. In truth, the consecration of the cathedral, Stuart’s retirement ceremony, and the consecration of the new bishop were all scheduled to happen in a  single day, a fact that had every soul at diocesan headquarters upside down and backward, not to mention beside themselves and altogether witless.

Stuart had thus turned the entire Holy Trinity caboodle over to him. It was to be Tim Kavanagh’s baby, lock, stock, and barrel; in other words, check it out, go to work, and get it done. According to Stuart, someone who’d anonymously given a cool million to help build the new cathedral also had a special interest in seeing Holy Trinity revived, and had pitched in an extra twenty-five thousand toward that end.

Further, Holy Trinity was to withhold all offerings from the diocesan assessment, to help fund physical improvements and local outreach programs.

“You’re absolutely the one for the job,” Stuart told him. “The fact that you currently live within shouting distance of the church had nothing to do with my decision—though it makes things convenient for my new vicar, I should think!

“You know my unbounded esteem for you, Timothy. I have no intention of prattling on about it and giving you the big head, except to say you’re among the single finest pastors—please  read my meaning here—that I’ve had the privilege to serve with.”

“You’re more than gracious,” he’d replied. “But I must tell you I’ve promised to take Cynthia to Ireland next year for two or three months. I’ve been a bump on a log far too long and I must keep my promise.”

“Can you give our arrangement one year?”

“Just that, I’m afraid.”

“To quote you, Timothy, ‘Consider it done.’ You get Holy Trinity up and running, and we’ll send in a curate for the long haul.”

He didn’t ask what, exactly, made his bishop feel so all-fired, patently envious.
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He estimated he’d climbed several hundred feet along the winding track, which was in fairly rough condition. Some of the ruts were as deep as watering troughs.

Always a trick to keep a steep dirt roadway from washing ...

It was still a winter landscape, though the minutest of leaf buds were visible. Glancing left into the barren woods, he occasionally caught a glimpse of mountains, a sight that never failed to compel his spirit. On the right, endless upland meadows with vast outcroppings of stone ...

The road leveled off for a mile or two, then ended abruptly at a bold stream. He was relieved to see that the track continued on the other side. “A ford!” he explained to Barnabas. He hadn’t seen a ford in years.

He drove the truck carefully through the high waters created by snowmelt from the mountaintop and checked his watch. If the directions from Willie Mullis were right, he should be close. As he left the stream behind, the trees began to form an arch above the lane; light filtered through interlocking branches and danced on the hood of the truck.

At an ancient white oak, the road curved sharply and he saw it—a white, shingled building with a bell tower, resting on a stone foundation and facing west.

But this wasn’t what he’d expected, not at all.

Though the church sat with its back to visitors, it was obvious that the building and grounds were tended, even tidy. Nothing about it spoke of decline or disrepair.

His eyes searched the green tin roof and the tall window at the rear. Both appeared to be in decent order.

Was it indeed Holy Trinity? The weathered, hand-painted sign in what he construed to have been the parking lot confirmed that it was.

He turned off the ignition and reached over and opened the truck door for Barnabas, then jumped down himself. He felt at once the sharp sting of fresh mountain air in his lungs.

From where he stood, he could see sunlight warming the mountaintops, but the larger view was obscured by a low stone wall that ran in front of the church.

“Come on, buddy!”

He trotted alongside the church with a surge of excitement, as if he’d never before seen a rising sun illumine the hills beneath.

Good Lord!

Beyond the wall, it appeared that the whole of Creation opened itself to him. An ocean of the world’s oldest mountains rolled away on their journey to the west, green upon green, and in the great distance, blue upon blue. Small lakes of mist collected in the hollows; a poker-red sun cast its light upon the ridges and hog-backs as it ascended above the trees behind him.

He crossed himself, exultant.

He might have been standing at the top of the world, with every fret and horror far beneath him; indeed, he might have been standing on hallowed ground ...

But of course, he was standing on hallowed ground.

He turned and faced the church. Through open double doors and a shallow narthex, light gleamed in upon the pews.

“Barnabas! Is this a dream?”

He hurried up the three stone steps and entered the narthex.

The smell was incense to him, redolent of old wood and evergreen, of mist and stone and leaf mold, of the whole amphitheater of nature in which Holy Trinity had been set over a century ago.

He moved into the nave and bowed deeply toward the wooden cross above the altar, to the source of joy that had come upon him so unexpectedly.

And he’d expected the worst!

In truth, the pine floor was swept; no cobwebs draped themselves from the rafters; even the windows looked respectably clean.

He scratched Barnabas behind an ear, amazed and overcome.

So this is what God had for him.

He turned to the communion rail, and ran his hand along the wood. Oak. Golden and deeply grained. He rubbed the wood with his thumb, musing and solemn, then dropped to his knees on the bare floor and lowered his head against the rail. Barnabas sat down beside him.

Lord, thank You for preparing me in every way to be all thatYon desire for this mission, and for making good Your purpose for this call. Show me how to discern the needs here, and how to fulfill them to Your glory and honor.

He continued aloud, “Bless the memory of all those who have gathered in these pews, and the lives of those who will gather here again.”

Barnabas leaned against the vicar’s shoulder.

“I am Thine, O Lord. Show me Thy ways, teach me Thy paths, lead me in Thy truth and teach me.

“In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.”

He raised his head and looked at the play of sunlight flooding through the open doors behind him.Where was the one who had opened the church? And why was it prepared for a congregation that hadn’t yet been found?

He rose and gazed around him at the bead board walls, the ceiling supported by pine beams, the windows that welcomed trees and sky into the small room ...

“Hello!” he shouted.

He stood in the single aisle with his back to the altar, looking across the pews and out to the mountains, green upon blue upon purple in the shifting morning light ...

Shine, Preacher! In thy place, and be content! His scalp prickled with anticipation and the honest cold of a spring morning at four thousand feet.

After glancing about for any evidence of prayer books or hymnals, which he didn’t spy, he trotted along the aisle and down the steps and cupped his hands to his mouth and shouted again, “Hello!”

But there was only an echo, and the call of a male cardinal on the bough of a pine near the open door.
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He and Barnabas bounded into the kitchen where Cynthia had set up her watercolor paraphernalia at the north-facing windows.

“Timothy?” She seemed oddly surprised at the sight of him. “You look years younger! What is it?”

He thumped onto the window seat. “You’re not going to believe this,” he said.
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He told Dooley where the truck was coming from—namely, the generosity of Miss Sadie Baxter’s heart and purse; he asked the trustee how to channel the funds to the dealer; and he  had a final phone seminar on how to get off the lot without being scalped.

“Ask ’em to pick up th’ freight charges.”

“Aha.” He could do that.

“An’ don’t kick th’ tires; they don’t nobody do that n’more.”

So went Lew’s bottom-line summation of how to buy a truck.

But of course, there was no truck to buy. Dooley’s list of optional features required that such a vehicle be ordered from the factory, and the wait would be four months.

“How about three months?” he asked, hoping to appear no-nonsense.

“Four months,” said the salesman.

He expected Dooley to settle for fewer options and go for a truck they could drive off the lot.

No deal.

Dooley smoked over the available blue model that offered several options he was looking for and made his studied pronouncement. “I’ll wait for red.”

“Which red do you want?” asked the salesman, who was sporting considerably more aftershave than J. C. Hogan. “If I was you, I’d go for th’ Impulse Red Pearl, that’s your metallic an’ all, an’ a real nice low-key maroon.You take  that Radiant Red, it’s a whole lot more noticeable to th’ police.”

“Definitely Impulse Red!” blurted Father Tim. “Sorry, son. That’s your call entirely.”

Dooley grinned. “Impulse Red.That’s what I was going to say”

He was proud of his boy. Dooley’s willingness to wait for what he really wanted was, in his opinion, a definite mark of character.

Miss Sadie would approve.
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They trotted along the block of Holding’s Main Street where Sammy was best-known. Though Dooley had sent his brother a general delivery letter, saying he’d meet him at the drugstore this morning, the clerk said she hadn’t seen Sammy in a few weeks.

It must have been early February, she told them; she was putting valentines in the card rack when he came in and bought a Snickers bar.

“How did he look?” Dooley wanted to know. “Was he sick or anything?”

“Oh, no,” she said. “He was just his usual self, said he was going to get a haircut.”

Dooley and Father Tim glanced at each other. Sammy was proud of cutting his own hair.

“How much is a haircut in Holding?” asked Dooley.

“I think it’s eight dollars. My husband, Wayne, died two years ago and I don’t keep up anymore. ”

When they hit the sidewalk, Dooley frowned. “I wrote and told him I was coming home, an’ I wondered why I didn’t hear back.”

Dooley kicked at the post of the street sign with the toe of his sneaker. “Seems like if he had eight bucks, he wouldn’t spend it on a haircut.”

“Let’s hit the barber shop,” said Father Tim.

The barber looked up from one of his two chairs. “Sammy! You look like you’re preachin’ a funeral, boy. Where’d you get them duds?”

“My name is Dooley; Sammy’s my little brother. Has he been here lately?”

The barber blinked his eyes vigorously, as if to clear his vision. “Not since I cut his hair back in, oh, sometime in February, I believe it was. I’ve seen ‘im around town since he was a pup, but that was th’ first time I ever cut ’is hair.”

“What did you cut his hair for?”

The barber looked puzzled. “Because he asked me to.”

“I mean, was he going someplace special or . . . ?”

“Said he might be takin’ a bus somewhere. I  don’t recall where. You sure are th’ spit-dang image of one another.” The barber squinted at Dooley. “Maybe he’s a hair taller.”

“Two inches,” said Dooley. “Who else in town would know about Sammy?”

“Don’t have a clue. He makes th’ rounds of th’ drugstore and th’ pool hall. I seen you already go in th’drugstore. I know he goes to th’ post office some; then once in a while he drops by here to see what’s goin’ on.”

They trekked to the pool hall and post office, then out to the river, where they tried to find Lon Burtie, the Vietnam vet who had taken a supportive interest in Sammy’s welfare. Lon would definitely know where Sammy was. But Lon wasn’t home.

They left a note stuck behind the metal grid of Lon’s screen door, asking Lon to have Sammy call Dooley at the farm.

ASAP. Collect.

[image: 035]

No truck and no little brother.

They drove up the mountain, silent.
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“I’m taking you to see a sunset.”

“I love sunsets!”

“... in the pickup truck.”

She pulled on her fleece jacket with the hood. “I love pickup trucks.”

He laughed. “What don’t you love, Kavanagh?”

“Twenty-five-watt bulbs in reading lamps, cats that throw up on the rug after devouring a mouse, age spots ...”

“The usual,” he said.

“Just look!” She showed him the backs of her hands.

“Freckles,” he said. “Trust me.”

He was positively light-headed at the thought of sitting on the stone wall with Cynthia, the one with whom he most wanted to share this extraordinary view. And next, of course, Dooley—he’ d bring Dooley up here on his long summer break. And Puny and the grans, the whole caboodle . . .

“I’ll help you in every way,” she said as they bumped across the creek and up the lane on the other side. “Just please don’t make me do spaghetti suppers.”

“Holy Trinity isn’t a spaghetti supper kind of place.”

“What kind of place is it?”

“You’ll see.”

They sat on the wall and held hands, marveling.

“And this is only a spring sunset,” she said. “Just wait ’til fall! How will we bear such beauty?”

He was glad the church door was locked; he wouldn’t wish to divide the joy of the spectacle before them.

They walked to the truck, hand in hand in the gathering dusk.

“So what kind of place do you think it is?” he asked.

She looked at him, happy and expectant. “A dinner-on-the-grounds kind of place!”

“Bingo!” exclaimed the vicar.
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In a cold, driving rain, he met the locksmith at Holy Trinity, where he saw no sign of anyone else. Indeed, the door was again locked.

The smith hunkered over the escutcheon while Father Tim attempted to fend off the rain with an umbrella.

“No way can I make a key for this sucker. Th’ lock case must’ve been put on when George Washin’ton cut down th’ cherry tree. I ain’t got equipment t’ handle makin’ a key like this.”

“So what can we do?”

“Change th’ lock. Ain’t nothin’ else’ll work.”

“Today? Now?”

“Have to go back to town an’ get what I need, I can meet you here tomorrow mornin’ around eight, eight-thirty.”

“So be it,” he said. “But try to find something with an antique finish, nothing brassy.”

On the way to the farm, he realized he didn’t feel right about this idea.

Whoever was accustomed to taking such tender care of Holy Trinity would be locked out; indeed, he would be the interloper, not they.
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He called the locksmith at home and left a message.

“Buster, this is Tim Kavanagh. Don’t go up to Holy Trinity in the morning, I’d like to hold off a few days. Hope this is no inconvenience. I’ll be in touch.”

In the meantime, how was he supposed to hook up with whoever had appointed themselves Holy Trinity’s sexton?

The answer that presented itself was simple, if not altogether mindless. He would leave a note.

Dear Friend, he wrote on a piece of Meadowgate Farm stationery, May our Lord bless you  generously for your concern for Holy Trinity’s welfare. You have done a splendid job!

Bishop Stuart Cullen has appointed me vicar of Holy Trinity, with a vision toward the revival of a flourishing local congregation.

To this end, I must have a key made. Unfortunately, my locksmith is not equipped to make a key for such a very old lock, and we are required, perforce, to have the lock changed.

If you would kindly call me at the number below, I would enjoy discussing this and other details of HT’s impending renewal with you.

In Him Who loved us first,

He penned his name with the sign of the cross.

Father Timothy A. Kavanagh t
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He tossed the roll of Scotch tape that he’d use to affix the note to the door into the truck.

He looked up. Red sky at morning, sailor take warning ...

There was no red sky this morning, so perhaps there would be no weather to ruin his scribbled communique.

Leaving Barnabas asleep, he hauled west along the valley floor, then up the winding mountain road and across the still-bold creek  through the tunnel of budding trees and around the bend by the oak and into the parking lot.

Twelve point six miles. Twenty-one point nine minutes.

He hurried to the church, and found the doors open. Ha! He wouldn’t have to tape the note, after all.

“Hello!” His excitement mounted as he stepped into the nave.

“Hello!” he called again.

No answer.

“Blast!”

He spied the rope hanging to the right of the door and gave it a yank.

In the steeple above his head, the bell thunked pathetically. This would take a mightier pull than he’d thought . . .

Bong!

There, by George! He grabbed the rope more tightly still and gave another hard pull.

Bong!

The sound pealed forth across the great bowl of the gorge and returned to him, shimmering and lovely.

Bong!

He didn’t have a hundred years to get this job done, he had ’til next April, and no time to lollygag.

Bong!

He was getting the hang of it now.

Bong!

The rope shot up, he clung on and pulled it again; the sound rang out....

Bong!

Maybe this would round up the mysterious sexton. In any case, it was a darned good way to warm up on a cold morning.

Bong!

Enough.

He wiped his perspiring forehead with a handkerchief. Right up there with chopping wood ...

He strode along the aisle and peered to either side of the altar for a light switch, found one, and flipped it. Aha! A small chandelier with three bulbs illumined the nave, albeit weakly. And over there to the left, a door. He’d missed that earlier. Should be the sacristy....

Locked. The smith would have a prosperous time of it up here.

He darted along the aisle and down the steps, and checked out the north side of the church. No outside door into the locked room....

And no toilet, of course. That would have been typical of the old mission churches. They’d have to bring in a Porta John.

He returned to the nave and took a notebook and pen from his jacket pocket, and sat in the front pew on the epistle side.

He’d need to order prayer books and hymnals and, of course, kneelers. The kneelers didn’t have to be anything stitched in gold by an ECW crowd, he’d seen a catalog with a Naugahyde number that was going for around fifty bucks. A chalice and paten . . . fair linen . . . a couple of vases for altar flowers . . .

Ha! Of course! A pulpit! Pretty important piece of business, a pulpit. And a lectern for the lessons . . .

He paused in his scribbling and gazed at the chandelier. How in the dickens would anyone be able to read by that pitiful wattage? On a rainy or overcast day, they’d all need pocket flashlights!

What else? Communion bread, which he or Cynthia could bake from the recipe he’d cobbled together as a curate. A basin and water jug for the sacristy . . .

This was like setting up housekeeping.Where most priests would be given a fine building loaded with top-of-the-line accoutrements, he’d be starting from scratch.

Starting from scratch! Had a nice ring, once one got over the shock of it.

And music . . . what could be done about music? Maybe a sign at the post office would reel in a free piano. Then again, probably not. Perhaps he’d try to drum up a piano in Mitford . . .

In the meantime, he’d leave notices at the post office and country store, announcing that Holy Trinity would soon be open for business, as it were, and then, he’d call the county agent who’d probably help get the word out.

Though all that was well and good, the real key would be home visitation, no two ways about it. After Dooley left for school on Saturday, he’d hop right to it.

He looked around the nave toward the spot on the north wall where a stovepipe had once funneled smoke onto frigid winter air. He expected they’d need a stove again, for he saw no returns or vents that suggested Holy Trinity had been upfitted in the heating department. In any case, they’d cross that bridge when they came to it.

His mind wandered to Lord’s Chapel, and the choir of twentyplus well-rehearsed voices, and Richard hammering away at the pipe organ, all of it making his hair stand on end, Sunday after Sunday. And the stained glass windows, set into the chestnut walls of the nave  and sanctuary like rare jewels . . . Jesus in the turquoise pool beneath the descending dove and St. John in his loincloth, looking blasted out of his earthly senses by the wondrous appearance of the Divine Son of God, not to mention his own cousin....

He remembered being worn from weeks of attention to endless dozens of details, only to experience once more the exultation of processing with the choir and congregation from the frozen churchyard into the warm nave, from Lent into Easter, all voices joined with that of a trumpet in the glorious hymn he’d loved since a boy.

Jesus Christ is risen today  
Al ... le ... lu ... ia!  
Our triumphant holy day,  
Al ... le ... lu ... ia!



He was startled to find himself standing in the hush of Holy Trinity, as if awakened from a dream.

He glanced at his notes. Yes! Home visitation.

But where did people live up here, anyway? He didn’t recall seeing houses on this side of the creek. A few on the other side maybe. Maybe.

He sighed. Stuart had said this would be a challenge, so why was he surprised? He bowed his head and closed his eyes and lifted his palms in silent supplication. Lord!

“Father?”

He startled. “Yes?”

A woman, cast into silhouette by the strong morning light at her back, stood in the doorway.

She moved toward him, and though he couldn’t discern her face, he was drawn at once to her and hurried to greet the one whom the bell had summoned. He observed that she was tall and quick, though bent and using a cane, and as she stepped into the light from the window above the altar, he saw that her countenance was radiant with feeling.

She smiled and extended her hand, and with deep humility, he took it, aware that it trembled slightly in his own.

“Father, I’m Agnes Merton—one of the last of the faithful remnant.”
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CHAPTER FOUR

Agnes

“Mrs. Merton, I’m Timothy Kavanagh.”

“Please. Call me Agnes.”

They shook hands slowly, as if there were all the time in the world.

“Bishop Cullen has asked me to be vicar of Holy Trinity.”

“We’ve waited many years for you, Father Kavanagh. God is faithful. He told us He would send someone.”

“And here I am,” he said, still shaking her hand. “Agnes! I’ve always liked that name. Are you the one who’s looked after this place so faithfully?”

“My son, Clarence, and I. For more than thirty years.”

“Thirty years! Such an endeavor boggles the mind!”

“We do it a little at a time, Father. Week by week, year by year. To the honor and glory of the One Who loves us daily.”

“An extraordinary act of devotion.”

“I do only the small things now. It’s Clarence who repaired and painted the roof, and replaced the rotten beams, and installed the windowpanes broken over the years. And so much more, of course. He is a fine and gifted son.”

“I’d be grateful,” he said, “if you’d tell me everything. I come to Holy Trinity as innocent as a babe. All I know is that I’m to get it up and running. And I find that you and your son have already done the worst, if not the best, of it!”

She smiled. “‘A deed begun is a deed half done.’”

“Horace.”

“Yes!”

They realized in the same instant that they were still clasping hands. They drew back, laughing.

“Please—let’s sit, shall we?”

She carefully lowered herself onto the seat of the front pew, and propped her cane beside the armrest.

“Your cane. May I look?”

A finely detailed lamb for the handle above a polished brass ferule. “Very beautiful!”

“My son carved it. Lamb is said to be one of the Greek meanings for Agnes. ”

“Ah, Agnes!” he said, thumping down beside her. “I’m thanking God for you already!”

“And I for you!”

Agnes Merton’s white hair was drawn back into a knot and fastened with pins, though wisps had escaped around her face. It was a lively and intelligent face, he thought, with good, strong bones beneath finely lined skin as pale as the petals of a moonflower. Older than himself, perhaps late seventies, he reckoned, and while the long dress beneath her brown cardigan was faded and worn, her appearance smacked of a certain elegance.

In truth, she looked like someone he’d known all his life, but he couldn’t think who it might be.

“It’s a long story, Father.”

“I have a long time to hear it.” He checked his watch. “At least ’til five this evening when I must be home. Our boy is bringing his lovely consort to supper.”

“You have a boy?” Her eyes brightened.

“A gift directly from God. Dooley was left on my doorstep when he was eleven, and just last month, he turned twenty-one.”

“What would we do without our sons?”

“I can’t imagine. He’s among the great joys of my life. But I’ll tell you more about Dooley later. This is your story.”

“I’ve brought us a thermos of tea, Father. It’s by the door, if you wouldn’t mind. . . .”

“Hallelujah!” He rose and hurried up the aisle. A thermos of tea! Blessing upon blessing.

He hefted the basket and trotted back to their pew as happy as any child. A long story and a thermos of tea . . .

“Permit me,” he said, unscrewing the cap while Agnes brought forth two stoneware mugs. As he poured, the spicy scent of sassafras and mint rose to lift his spirits.

“In times past,” she said, “Holy Trinity has been broken into by vandals, and the bell rung to celebrate their devilry. When I heard the bell today, I felt at once an unspeakable joy.” She was silent for a moment. “I knew our prayers had at last been answered.”

He was uncommonly touched by this confession.

“And so I made tea.” She smiled, warming her hands around the mug. “I suppose I should begin at the beginning?”

“Always a good idea.”

“When I was twenty-six years old, I came to these mountains from Rangeley, Maine, under  the auspices of the Domestic and Foreign Missionary Society of the Protestant Episcopal Church in the United States of America.” She drew a breath. “What a mouthful! No wonder we adopted the nickname the Episcopal Church!

“I remember the proper name very well because I required myself to write it five hundred times, thinking it would help make me saintly! After college, I taught school, then took my training as a deaconess. I wished with all my heart to go forth and save the world.

“I had read about these mountains being the oldest on earth, and I’d read, too, about the terrible poverty here. Dorothea Lange and Doris Ulmann had both photographed families in Appalachia, and I found myself deeply moved and even tormented by the images they captured.

“I didn’t know the One True Light at that time, Father, not at all, though I’d sworn my vows and professed my faith, and trained as a deaconess.Yet down from the woods of Maine I came, armed with the most extraordinary self-importance, and with the blessing, however grudging, of my father. I had lost my dear mother when I was fourteen, and so had no hand to guide me, which turned out in the end to contain its own benediction.

“Jessie Bennett came with me; she had also trained as a deaconess. The church in those days often sent two deaconesses to a mission. In addition to the circuit priest who came once a month, deaconesses lived in the community and ministered to the flock.”

He sipped his hot tea, contented.

“The church built us a school, where Jessie and I taught and made our home—indeed, it became a true home for everyone along this ridge. We also nursed the sick and distributed food and clothing that were free to anyone who asked; we had regular Bible studies, and community suppers on the big trestle table that Moses McKinney built.

“In winter, of course, we kept the fireplace and cook stove going all day, which made the schoolhouse a snug place for our neighbors to gather on our long and frigid evenings. Some quilted; some played music; all told stories.

“And Christmas! Oh, how I wish you could have been here to see the old schoolhouse on Christmas Eve. Moses always cut a tree whose top touched our eleven-foot ceiling, and the parishioners came trooping in with their ornaments—pinecones and dried yarrow and life everlasting and scraps of ribbon and yarn and fruit and buttons and birds’ nests—why,  you never saw such a jumble on a tree, and yet we thought it the prettiest sight this broken world ever beheld.

“Jessie and I worked for months making gifts—we wanted everyone on the ridge to find a remembrance, however modest, under that majestic tree.”

He found himself thoroughly enchanted.

“The priest came to us on Christmas Day only once every four years, so the services were usually up to Jessie and myself. I remember always wanting to read the Epistle from Titus, ‘The grace of God that bringeth salvation hath appeared to all men. . . .”’

Agnes Merton’s face was wreathed with smiles.

“It was a happy time for Jessie and me, and for Little Bertie.”

“Little Bertie?”

“Bertie was Jessie’s niece. Jessie’s sister and brother-in-law had perished in a boating accident, and Jessie became Bertie’s legal guardian. Oh, she was the merriest child you’d ever wish to see! Such bright, happy eyes, and a great chatterbox with everyone, including perfect strangers.

“Though Jessie and I worked hard to gain everyone’s trust, it was Bertie’s way with people  that brought them out, and their children with them, so that in time, all of us became family, all of us who lived then in this world above the clouds.

“We arrived here in September, having survived the long journey from Maine, and learned there had been serious floods.

“There we were, motoring up these narrow mountain tracks in a Buick Town Car, which my father had given the church as a charitable contribution! We had all our possessions in that old automobile, and oh, my, we were a sight for sore eyes. Pots and pans rattling about, and a baby cradle and steamer trunk lashed on top.

“Wilson’s Creek was so swollen, it was running like a river, and we couldn’t ford it. We lived in our car for two days, waiting for the water to subside. Then, one of the neighbors found us, and took us to their home. They fed us heartily and insisted we sleep in their bed while they slept on hardback chairs pushed together.

“Over the years, there have been bridges over Wilson’s Creek. One of steel, Father. Steel, mind you! And the floods came and washed them all downstream, never to be seen again. The plain truth is, many of those left up here don’t really want a bridge. Most of us use the one at McClellanville, two miles upstream.

“In any case, a lot of families have gone to live in Mitford or Wesley or Johnson City—adding yet another blow to the mission churches. Shifting demographics, they call it. Young people leave, old people die . . .”

“Roads get washed away,” he said, “bridges disappear downstream.” He lifted the thermos. “Agnes?”

“Please, Father. Thank you.”

He refilled both their mugs as the light slanted through the windows, and the cardinal sang in his bush by the door. “Should I call you Deaconess Merton or Deaconess Agnes?”

“Please. Call me Agnes.”

“And you may certainly call me Tim.”

“No, indeed, Father, I have never called a priest by his first name, and never shall.”

They lifted their cups in amused agreement.

“I won’t forget that dark night, on the eve of yet another fearsome storm, when we drove up at last to our rude little cabin, where we lived before the schoolhouse was built.

“We made our beds and ate our supper by the light of a lantern—there was no electric here until 1954—and lay down, frightened out of our wits. It didn’t seem an adventure anymore for two educated girls from Maine; it was suddenly a very real and terrifying scrape we’d gotten ourselves into.

“I remember the great shadows that flickered on the walls, cast by the lamp light. And the bats, Father, it was dreadful! The bats flew about our heads and swooped around the room, and then the storm rolled in upon us and we believed our time had come.”

She took a long, reflective draft of her tea. “Have you tasted sassafras before?”

“I have. I’m a Mississippi country boy.”

“It comes from a bush behind the schoolhouse, and the mint grows wild on the banks.”

“The schoolhouse is still standing, then!”

“Oh, yes. Like a rock, and just a short walk through the rhododendron grove. It’s been our home for many years. It was purchased from the Domestic and Foreign Missionary Society of the Protestant Episcopal Church in the United States of America.”

They laughed easily together.

“In all the years I’ve lived here, I can’t remember a rain so torrential, nor winds so fierce. The wind tore the roof off the cabin and flung it into the trees, and all the heavens opened above our heads.

“The rain came down with great force, beating upon us like hailstones, and because the lantern had been doused at once, we were thrown into utter darkness.”

Agnes gazed toward the altar as she spoke, as if she was viewing a film.

“I can’t begin to express our dreadful fear. We were completely disoriented, and ran barefoot over the broken glass of the lantern globe. We left the cabin and tried to find our car, but couldn’t—and through all this, I remember Little Bertie screaming with terror.

“I also remember crying out to God, and as I did, I realized for the first time that I didn’t know Him at all, that I had never surrendered anything of myself to God. I had reserved my heart and my soul as my own.”

She turned her gaze to the vicar.

“Jessie and I called our introduction to these mountains the Great Baptizing, and yet I had been baptized only upon my stubborn and willful head. It would be years, Father, before I knew the One True Baptism in my heart. You might say I grew into faith as a child grows into shoes bought too large.”

“And Jessie?”

“Jessie used to say that before we came to the ridge, she had been on speaking terms with Him. But after the storm, He became her best friend. I’m sure He remained so for the rest of her days.”

Agnes was pensive for a time, sipping her tea.

“I suppose you lost your wonderful automobile ...”

“Indeed, God protected it! He knew how we would rely on it for years to come, and it rode through that dreadful storm with barely a scratch.

“My gracious,” she said, suddenly contrite. “I’ll wear you to a frazzle going on like this!”

“Can’t be done. Not when there’s a good story at hand!”

“I’ve talked far too much about Agnes Merton. What are your plans, Father, for Holy Trinity?”

“We’ll have our hands full, getting things up to speed. I’ve just been making a list.”

“A list!” She removed a pair of glasses from her sweater pocket. “And what’s on it, may I ask?”

“Everything but the kitchen sink. A stove. A pulpit. A lectern. Fair linen. The whole nine yards. Kneelers. Prayer books. Hymnals ...”

“Thirty-seven prayer books are on the shelves of our old school.”

“You don’t mean it!”

“Do you use the 1928?”

“I grew up on it, but haven’t used it in years. I’m certainly willing, however.” He’d long wanted to refresh his knowledge of the  much-venerated 1928 edition of the Book of Common Prayer.

“And hymnals.We have forty-one of those.”

“Forty-one!”

“They were bought only months before the church was closed; they’re in lovely condition.”

“Now, don’t tell me you have a pulpit and a woodstove.” He was jesting, of course.

“The pulpit is stored in our loft; Clarence waxes it every fall, to keep it from drying out in winter; he made it from oak off the mountain. And the stove is in our back room, which used to be the infirmary. It only needs oiling.”

“Agnes . . .”

“Yes, Father?”

“Is this a dream?”

“It certainly seems a dream to me. There were times when Clarence and I had given up utterly, but God always encouraged us. It’s hard to wait.”

“Very hard.”

“What are you waiting for, Father?”

He reflected, but only for a moment.

“For Kenny Barlowe to be found.” God forbid that Sammy might be lost yet again.

“Kenny Barlowe. I’ll commit to wait and pray with you.”

“Thank you, Agnes. Now, look what you’ve  done. You’ve gone and made things easy for your new vicar.”

Smiling, she put on her glasses, and peered at his open notebook. “What else is on your list?”

“Fair linen.”

“In my bottom bureau drawer, wrapped in tissue paper. They say tissue keeps linen from yellowing.”

“A thurible.”

“I don’t know what they’d think of that. We were always low church here.”

“One less item to round up! As for getting our services under way, I believe the first Sunday in May would be realistic. That gives us time to collect ourselves.”

Agnes appeared thoughtful.

“Where will they come from, Agnes?”

“I can’t honestly say. Only three remain in these parts who know anything of the Anglican form of worship. Two are elderly, but wise and sweet, and still get about. They’ll be so happy. And perhaps we’ll get some of the Baptist flock from below the creek. Their church burned to the ground last Christmas, a terrible thing. Clarence will take ’round a note from me, and we shall see whom the Lord appoints to grace this nave.”

Why did he suddenly feel like a child who had been rescued? Tears welled in his eyes.

“I feel very moved. Very . . . amazed.” He wiped his eyes with his handkerchief. “And very grateful.”

“Perhaps God has asked you to do something smaller than you’re accustomed to doing. Or perhaps He’s asked you to do something greater ...”

He nodded.

“. . . and thereby your wonder has been stirred.”

Yes! His wonder.

“Let’s walk over to the schoolhouse,” she said. “I’ll refill our thermos and find us a bite to eat.”

“Agnes,” he said, on impulse, “do you know anything about . . .” How could he possibly ask this?

“About what, Father?”

“Cutting hair?”
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His wife leaned forward and squinted at him.

“Timothy! You’ve done it, at last! And I must say, it looks terrific!”

He sat beside her on the window seat, and put his arm around her and kissed her cheek.

“What is it, darling? You’re grinning like the Cheshire cat.”

“You’re not going to believe this,” he said.
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He was interested to see they’d driven out from Mitford in the Jeep.

“I think she wanted to,” Dooley told him, “because, you know, because of you all.”

He saw her point. Lace Harper had her own sterling character traits.

He had stepped out to the front porch with Dooley, who was headed to the vet clinic to see Blake Eddistoe. Only yards away from their front steps, the lights of the clinic burned against the gathering dusk.

“No word from Sammy?”

“No, and I’m really worried. But I don’t want to go down there; I don’t want to see him.”

It was his father, Clyde Barlowe, whom Dooley didn’t wish to see.

“I’ll drive down next week, maybe Buck and I could make the trip together. Don’t worry. Keep praying the prayer that never fails.”

Dooley shoved his hands in his jacket pockets and gazed at the porch floor. “About what you said at Christmas . . .”

“What was that?”

“I said I’d like to take your name, and you told me to think about it. I’ve thought about it.”

Dooley raised his head and looked steadily at Father Tim.

“I want to take your name.”

Father Tim was quiet for a time, moved by the reality of this proposal. “Have you spoken to your mother? Would we have her blessing?”

“Buck wants to adopt Poo and Jessie, so they’ll be Leepers. I don’t see why it would matter for me to be a ... Kavanagh.”

“Would you like Cynthia and me to adopt you? Or do you just want the name change?” He hadn’t really wanted to ask this—what if he didn’t like the answer?

Dooley spoke at once. “Adopt.”

Wordless, Father Tim embraced the tall, intense young man who’d been given him so long ago, and held him close for a moment.

“Consider it done. I’ll call Walter, and we’ll go from there.”

Dooley’s voice was hoarse with feeling when he spoke at last. “One of our rams is down.”

“What is it?”

“Rams can get stones and crystals in their urinary tract, and it’s hard to pass a catheter in. I think Blake should treat it medically with antibiotics and anti-inflammatories and probably a change of diet, and the stones will dissolve and pass.”

“What does Blake think?”

“I’m going down to find out.”

“Son . . .”

“Yes, sir?”

“Give him our regards; we’ll see him up here for supper on Monday.”

Mind your temper, he wanted to say.
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They heard the front door slam, and Dooley coming along the hall to the kitchen.

Father Tim saw the seething anger in his face.

“Blake’s going to create a stoma bladder hole; it’ll go directly through the stomach, which means the ram will urinate through the stomach like a ewe.”

“What’s the problem with that?” asked Father Tim.

“He’ll dribble urine, he’ll get a bad urine scald around that spot, and nobody will have time to take care of it.You have to wash the hole every day; nobody has time to do that . . .”

“Dinner is served,” said Cynthia.

Dooley yanked Lace’s chair away from the table, and held it for her.

“Let’s take a deep breath, sit down, and enjoy our meal together,” said Father Tim. “Then we can talk about the ram.”

Cynthia passed the prayer book to Lace. “Lace, dear, will you read this Lenten prayer for us?”

A faint blush of color came to Lace’s cheeks as she read in a firm, clear voice.

“Assist us mercifully with Thy help, O Lord God of our salvation; that we may enter with joy upon the meditation of those mighty acts, whereby Thou hast given unto us life and immortality, through Jesus Christ our Lord.”

“Amen!” they exclaimed together.

Father Tim extended his left hand to Cynthia, and his right to Lace. They bowed their heads.

“Lord, we thank You for the great power of Your grace in all our lives. Thank You for Lace and Dooley whom we love and cherish, and for the bright futures You’ve set before them. Thank You for the gifts You’ve so generously given Lace, which assisted her in winning this fine scholarship. Thank You for Your gift to Dooley of a heart concerned for all Your creatures, great and small.

“Thank You for Cynthia, who lightens and enriches the spirits of everyone who knows her. And now, Lord, thank You for this bounteous meal of the things Dooley enjoys most, and which we enjoy with him.You are good, O  God, and You are faithful. Tenderize and soften our Lenten hearts, we pray, lest they grow brittle and break.

“In the name our Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ, Amen.”

“Amen!”

Steak, oven fries, and arugula dressed with a hint of orange and walnuts. He had checked his sugar, and not only would he have some of everything, he would also have a hot roll. What’s more, he would butter it, hallelujah.

As the steak platter passed from Lace to Dooley, he felt Dooley’s mood brighten. His own spirits brightened, as well.

“Man!” said Dooley, forking the steak he’d earlier chosen as it came from the butcher’s paper.

Cynthia passed the potatoes, arrayed on a blue and white platter. “I’ve slaved over these fries,” she confessed, “and I think, I hope, I pray I got it.”

“Lace,” said Father Tim, “give Dooley a run for his money, and have a few more.” He was struck, as ever, by Lace’s extraordinary beauty, and the soulful depths of her amber eyes.

He recalled their first meeting several years ago. Instead of taking the road to Miss Sadie’s house, he’d cut through the massive grove of  wild cinnamon ferns on the bank. Near the big oak, he’d come upon someone in a hat, digging ferns by their root balls and rustling them into a burlap sack.

He thought it a boy or young man until the culprit turned around in surprise. It was his first sight of Lace Harper, then Lacey Turner. He’d seen the fear in her eyes, and the fury, as he walked toward her.

“I’ll knock you in th’ head,” she’d said, “if you lay hands on my sack. I don’t care if you are a preacher.”

He’d asked her to consider replanting what she had dug, but she stood her ground. Cinnamon ferns had a strong dollar value on the local digging market.

She had grabbed her sack and mattock and fled, bareheaded and barefoot, down the embankment.

But God had greater plans for Lace Turner than digging ferns.

This harshly abused and largely self-educated young woman had surrendered her life to Christ at a revival meeting conducted by Absalom Greer. Then, following the death of her mother, she’d been adopted by the town doctor and his wife, and was excelling in her studies at the University of Virginia.

Most people, he supposed, didn’t believe that miracles still happen. Those people were wrong.

“I think you got it,” said Dooley, hammering down on the fries.

“Crispier on the outside?” asked Cynthia.

“Yep.”

“Softer on the inside? More golden in color?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Dooley Barlowe! I can’t believe you called me ma am.

Lace laughed. “That’s really good.”

“I know I’m a Yankee, and such things aren’t supposed to matter, but would you continue to call me ma’am? I love the sound of it.”

Dooley laughed the cackling laugh that Father Tim loved to hear.

“How did you do it?” Lace asked the cook.

“Bottom line, it’s the pan. I’ve been using a lightweight pan, which caused the fries to look very pale and boring. So Avis suggested I use a heavy pan, and there you have it—the heavier pan conducts heat more evenly, and gives this lovely golden crust into the bargain.”

“Well done!” exclaimed Father Tim.

He decided not to be discouraged by what he occasionally saw in Lace’s eyes when she  looked at Dooley. Sometimes it was fear. Sometimes it was anger. Sometimes it was love.

If they chose to spend their lives together, it wouldn’t be easy. Each had been required to survive violence, rejection, and the cancer of bitterness. To claim their survival, they had built walls that couldn’t easily be taken down.

And yet, while all this pertained, he would choose to trust what he saw right now, at this moment—a flush of genuine happiness in his boy, and in the bright and beautiful girl who had come so profoundly into their lives.

“Let me share a thought with you,” said the vicar. “George Macdonald wrote this: ‘Man finds it hard to get what he wants, because he does not want the best. God finds it hard to give, because He would give the best and man will not take it.’

“God is giving us the best tonight, and we’re taking it. Thanks be to God.”

Dooley looked at him intently for a moment, then at Lace. “Yes, sir,” he said, quietly.

[image: 044]

When he opened the kitchen door to let the dogs out, he found the air warm, nearly balmy.

“Spring,” sighed his wife. “I can’t remember when I’ve yearned for it so.”

“Lady Spring is lingering just over the mountain in her gown of moss and buttercups, and is definitely headed this way.”

She laughed. “Thank you, Hessie Mayhew!”

“In the meantime, our small fire is a benediction.” He sat in his chair and reached across the lamp table and took her hand.

“That was a great dinner, my love. Thank you.”

“I didn’t want to say anything at dinner, but the fries need work.”

“Beating a dead horse, Kavanagh. The fries are nailed.”

“We’ll see,” she said.

Though he was more than a dash on the weary side, he felt his heart lift up. “Dooley’s ready to become a Kavanagh. I asked if he wanted the name only, or wanted us to adopt—I thought that should be clearly spoken between us.”

“He wants us to adopt, doesn’t he?”

“Yes. I told him to consider it done.”

“This is a good thing. I’m so glad.”

“I’ll call Walter and see where we go from here.”

“Tell them to come visit, they’d love a week in the country.”

“Will do.”

“Dooley is dear to my heart; I find him very brave.”

“Brave in what way?”

“Going off to that fancy Virginia prep school, barely out of overalls, and making a way for himself, and now he’s an earnest college student with plans for the future. Think of how it might have gone.”

“I often think of it.”

“He gave me the biggest hug when they left; he’s hardly ever done that without prompting. And he said yes, ma’am!”

They sat looking at the fire, amazed and satisfied.

“By the way,” he said, “now that the fries are coming along, I suppose you’re on to reading  War and Peace?”

“Oh, phoo. I should never have set such an impetuous goal. I need to do it. I should do it. And over and again, I’ve tried to do it. But Timothy . . .”

“Yes?”

“I can’t do it.”

“Give it up,” he said. “Life’s too short.”

She leaned her head against the wing of her chair and looked at him with a certain tenderness. “Thank you, sweetheart, I needed that. Why don’t you read to us? A psalm would be the finest of nightcaps.”

“I’ll have to find my glasses,” he said, springing up. How good to have a mate to whom a psalm was the finest of nightcaps!

“The kids were wonderful to help clean up,” she said. “Lace is a joy.”

“And to think she received almost all her education from a bookmobile. I never fail to find that wondrous. Mind-boggling!”

“We’re being very good, don’t you think, by not plotting their future together? We did that for a while, and it isn’t fair to them—or to us, for that matter.”

“I agree,” he said. “We’ll continue to keep our hands off and pray the prayer that never fails.”

Cynthia curled deeper into the chair and yawned hugely. “Oh, please, it is so past my bedtime, and I must get up early and work on February.”

He ran his hand along the top of the refrigerator. Not there. “You’re done with January so soon?”

“A breeze. It scares me. I can’t imagine the drawing is any good at all if it took only three days. That has never, ever happened to me before.”

“I don’t suppose your lowly husband could have a look.” Ah! Perched on his head, for heaven’s sake.

“If you really want to.”

“Of course I want to. Very much.” His wife had always been oddly unforthcoming about her work. “Let’s have a look in the morning when the light is good.” He sat down and opened his worn King James to the psalms.

“Which service are we attending tomorrow?” she asked. “Nine o’clock or eleven?”

“Let’s not go to St. Paul’s.” He was surprised by the thought of quite another prospect. “Let’s go up to Holy Trinity.”

“Yes! I love that idea!”

“I’ll take the communion kit,” he said.

“And I’ll pack a picnic lunch.”

“Stick in one of those small loaves you baked last week.”

“Perfect!”

He wouldn’t mention it to his enthusiastic consort, but he would also take his purple Lenten vestments—it would be a dress rehearsal, in a manner of speaking.

As he tucked his Book of Common Prayer into the picnic basket the following morning, he was mildly astonished at his excitement. Indeed, he felt as if he were somehow going home.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Loaves and Fishes

As on the previous evening, temperatures were unseasonably warm, a sign that the callow and unknowing might consider a promise of early spring.

However, no one living in the vicinity of Meadowgate and its highland neighbors to the west would be so easily duped. Hadn’t the worst blizzard of the last century come in late March, and some of their deepest snows in May? And hadn’t they been betrayed since time immemorial by countless false springs that wrecked their hopes with a killing frost?

Nonetheless, the common blue violet was everywhere pushing through damp leaf mold, while its near cousin, viola rafinesquii, sprinkled  its bloom among the new grass of upland pastures. Also coming along smartly, if one looked with interest, was the pink and blue henbit, so named for being a sworn favorite of chickens during the Scottish-Irish settlement of the highlands.

“I can feel it,” said Cynthia, as they drove through the overarching canopy of trees.

He shifted the truck into third gear for the two-mile flat stretch. “What can you feel?”

“The whole aliveness of everything, the sense that something is going on.” She shivered with pleasure.

Something was going on, indeed; he felt it, too.

When they arrived at a quarter ’til ten, they found a pickup truck eaten to the chassis by rust and a 1982 Dodge sedan in the park-ing lot.

He also found the church doors open wide—and, to his amazement, several people sitting here and there among the pews. As Cynthia stayed behind to spread a cloth on the stone wall, he stood awkwardly in the doorway, holding his vestment bag aloft.

He realized his mouth was agape, and shut it promptly. He experienced a moment of panic, as if he’d known to be prepared and had somehow forgotten. Every head turned.

“Father Kavanagh!”

Agnes stood up from the front pew and, leaning on her cane, met him in the aisle. “They all heard the bell yesterday, and thought it might be announcing a ten o’clock service, as in the old days. Clarence and I walked over for our own service this morning, and... here we all are!”

Agnes was flushed with surprise.

“Yes! Well! My goodness!” He looked toward his astonished wife, who had appeared in the doorway. “I’m Father Timothy Kavanagh, and this is my wife, Cynthia, and...”

He took a deep breath. “... and you were absolutely right, there is a service today at Holy Trinity, and what a glorious morning for it! Have you seen the mist rising from the hollows? The way the trees are budding out? And thank you for coming, may God bless you for coming!”

He was babbling like a brook, his vestment bag still held aloft so his alb and chasuble wouldn’t drag the floor.

“Morning Prayer or Holy Communion?” Agnes asked.

“Ah.” His head was swimming. “Communion! We have bread and wine, not much wine, but enough to go around.”

Cynthia hurried down the aisle with the picnic basket, stuck it on the seat of a pew, and relieved him of the vestment bag. “I’ll help you vest.”

“Will Mrs. Kavanagh be chalice bearer?”

“Oh, no, I’m only certified to sit in a pew!”

“Agnes,” he said, “will you?”

She hesitated briefly. “I will.”

“Granny!” cried a young voice. “I got t’pee!”

An elderly woman and boy jostled by them, hurried up the aisle, and made a hasty exit to the laurel grove.

“Candles?” he asked Agnes.

“On the altar.”

“Is the sacristy unlocked?”

“I’m sorry, no.”

“I don’t suppose we have a crucifer?”

“Clarence is here. He knows what to do.”

“Good! Ask him to bring the cross and meet me outside. I’ll vest under the maple. Could someone pull the bell? Bread and wine are in the basket, with a chalice.”

He snatched his prayer book from the basket, thrust it at Agnes, and dashed up the aisle and out the front door with Cynthia, his vestment bag flapping in the breeze.

Thank goodness he’d declined to bring Barnabas. His good dog would be sprinting  along at the head of this wild processional, barking like a maniac, and wouldn’t that be a sight for sore eyes?
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Clarence was a large man, perhaps in his early forties, with a reddish beard, a balding head, and a shy smile. He wore overalls with a plaid shirt and faded suit jacket, and held in both hands a cross roughly made of wood, still bearing its husk of bark.

“Clarence, God bless you! You lead and I’ll follow.”

He might have been a young curate, for all the pounding of his heart. He prayed fervently and glanced at his watch.

Ten o’clock sharp.

The bell tolled four times, ringing out into the great amphitheater of coves and hollows.

As Clarence lifted the cross, the grandmother and boy scurried from the path and fell in behind the crucifer. Then, up the steps they went, their new vicar bringing up the rear.
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In the few minutes it had taken him to robe, Agnes had lighted the candles, spread the altar  with a simple fair linen, and opened the 1928 prayer book to the Order for Holy Communion.

He had a moment of something like cold fear at the absence of his familiar 1979 version. But as the older version was all they had for the four, five, six—he counted hastily—seven congregants, there was no looking back.

He was convinced he would croak like a frog when he opened his mouth; stress had always done an odd job on his voice.

Then he saw his wife beaming at him from the front pew—She Who Loved Surprises should have enough to last her for a month of Sundays—and he miraculously relaxed, as if something in him were melting.

He felt suddenly like a balloon that had been cut free to rise and float, unfettered, above all that had ever plagued or constrained him.
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He helped Agnes kneel by the altar on the bare pine floor.

“The blood of our Lord Jesus Christ, which was shed for thee,Agnes, preserve thy body and soul unto everlasting life.”

The old and familiar words came flowing back, easy and full of grace.

“Drink this in remembrance that Christ’s blood was shed for thee, and be thankful.”
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At the conclusion of the service, he found himself distinctly moved by the bowed heads before him, and the view that swept his gaze full hundreds of miles to the west.

“The peace of God, which passeth all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in the knowledge and love of God, and of his Son Jesus Christ our Lord: And the blessing of God Almighty, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost, be amongst you, and remain with you always.”

“Amen!”

“Brothers and sisters,” he said, as the congregants rose to leave, “please join Cynthia and me for a simple meal on the stone wall.” The idea had come to him quite out of the blue.

“It’s a picnic made for two, but God intended it for eight, which reminds me of the old table grace, ‘Heavenly Father, bless us and keep us all alive; there’s ten of us for dinner and not enough for five!’

“He has given us loaves and fishes this morning, that we might celebrate the beginning of our journey as a congregation, and  offer thanks for a marvelous new chapter in the life of Holy Trinity.

“Now, let us go forth to do the work that He has given us to do.”

Three voices responded. “Thanks be to God!”

As he moved along the aisle in his purple Lenten vestments, he sensed in his soul the definite quickening of Easter.
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“We started bringing things over yesterday evening,” Agnes said. “Twelve prayer books, the fair linen, and the old alms basin, and look how we had need of them all! Mr. Cowper made it perfectly clear that God works in mysterious ways.”

“So clear that many think his line of verse to be Holy Writ! Tell me, is it uncomfortable for you to kneel—I mean, with the cane, I thought ...”

“It is uncomfortable, but I shall kneel as long as I’m able—and as long as you’ll help me up again!”

He mingled with Agnes and the visitors as Cynthia unpacked the basket at the stone wall. “And where has Clarence got to? He was a dab hand at the candles, not to mention carrying the cross and passing the basin ...”

“He’s gone back to the house for a bit. He’s extremely shy; this is the most activity we’ve had at Holy Trinity in a very long time.”

Cynthia set out two thick sandwiches of sliced roast chicken on whole wheat, and cut them into eight pieces. Then she withdrew from the basket a jar of Lew Boyd’s bread-and-butter pickles and a chunk of white cheddar...

Walking with her cane, Agnes approached the wall. “Is there something I might do to help, Mrs. Kavanagh?”

“Will you please call me Cynthia?”

“Cynthia. That was my paternal grandmother’s name. And you’ll call me Agnes.”

“Agnes, what would we have done without you and Clarence?”

“You would have done perfectly well! May I introduce you to Granny Meaders and her grandson, Rooter?”

“Hey,” said Rooter, “can I have that ’un?”

“That one what?” asked Cynthia.

“That piece of sam’wich you jis’ cut.”

“That would be the biggest one.”

“Yeah. That ’un.”

“Well, I suppose since you’re the youngest, and still growing, you need it most.”

“An’ I’ll have me some of them cookies, too.”

“There’s no sugar in these cookies.”

“Pfaw I ain’t eatin’ ’em, then.”

“Granny,” Cynthia held out her hand. “I’m pleased to meet you.”

“Hit’s nice t’meet you’ns. We was baptized at th’church what burnt down Christmas Eve. Hit was th’ wars.”

“The wars?”

“The wires,”said Agnes. “They were old. They say the church will be rebuilt, but farther down, in the valley.”

“Shall I call you Granny?” asked Cynthia.

“Ever’body does, honey.”

“Please take a napkin and I’ll pile on what we have. Would you like a pickle?”

“Are they sweet? My stomach cain’t hardly tolerate sour.”

“Yes, ma’am, they’re sweet. And here’s a cookie, and a slice of apple and a bit of cheese ...”

“I cain’t hardly chew nothin’.”

“She can gum it t’ death!” said Rooter, proud of such a skill.

“... and of course, we have a lovely thermos of raspberry tea, but only two drinking cups. Rats in a poke!”

“What’s ’t you jis’said?”

“I said, ‘rats in a poke.’”

“Is that cussin’?”

“Well, sort of, I suppose.”

“’At ain’t what I say when I cuss.”

“Yes, but you could say ‘rats in a poke’ and get lots more attention than those words you’re alluding to. I mean, no one pays any attention to that old stuff anymore.”

“I got it licked about y’r tea. You’n th’ preacher could drink out one of them cups, me’n Granny could drink out th’ other’n.”

“What about everyone else?”

“Ol’ Robert he could drink after me’n Granny, an’ Mr. Goodnight, he could drink out of th’ lid of that bottle y’ got there.”

“Rooter,” said Agnes, “run along that path to the little house—not the big one, the little one, and ask Clarence for eight paper cups. If he’s not there, look over the sink at the back door. Eight! Run!”

Rooter ran.

His grandmother grinned, revealing pink gums. “Hit’s good y’ didn’t need n’more, he cain’t hardly count past ten.”

“Thank goodness I put these in!” Cynthia withdrew yet another comestible from the basket. “I packed for a celebration, and I was right!” She peeled away the foil and displayed two small apple fritters. “They’ll slice perfectly into eight small bites.”

“Lloyd Goodnight, this is Mrs. Kavanagh.”

“We welcome you, ma’am.” Lloyd Goodnight extended his large, rough hand.

“Lloyd came to this church as an infant.”

“I was baptized in Wilson’s Creek down yonder. An’ I was twelve year old when they closed th’ church. They wadn’t nobody around to come n‘more, ’cept my mama and daddy, an’ then we moved offa th’ mountain. I come back home to th’ ridge last year.”

Lloyd Goodnight looked pleased about his homecoming.

Cynthia served the pie onto napkins. “Did you enjoy the service this morning?”

“Oh, yes, ma’am, I did. It was me that pulled th’ bell.” Lloyd drew himself up, beaming.

“And well done, I must say!”

“I could’ve went on pullin’, but seem like we was all ready to get goin’.”

Cynthia laughed.

“I’ve missed our old church. I carried th’ cross when I was a boy, an’ done a lot of what Clarence done today. I can still hear th’ priest say, ‘Let us pray f‘r th’ whole state of Christ’s church.’ I thought that was a mighty big thing, to pray f’r th’ whole state of th’ church across all th” whole wide world.”

“Yes,” said Cynthia. “It is a mighty big thing. And we still need it in a mighty big way.”

“We have Robert Prichard over there,” said Agnes. “Robert, will you come and greet Mrs. Kavanagh?”

Robert, who had sat on the back row and hadn’t come to the rail for communion, was leaning against a tree, looking upon the gathering with an expressionless face. He was tall and lean, and wore a short-sleeve shirt that revealed numerous tattoos.

He took his time walking over. “Hey,” he said, putting his hands in the back pockets of his jeans.

“Hey, yourself,” said Cynthia.

Rooter ran up, breathless, and surrendered the cups. “Here!”

“Thank you, Rooter.” Cynthia lined up the cups on top of the wall. “I believe we’ll each have a half cup to the very drop. Agnes, will you pour?”

“I didn’t hardly know what t’ say in y’alls meetin’,” confessed Granny Meaders.

“Hit was all wrote down,” said Rooter. “Plain as day.”

“Them words was too little f’r me t’ half see.”

Cynthia was digging slices of pickle from the jar and putting one on top of each sandwich. “I didn’t hear you speak up, Mister Rooter.”

“I ain’t a-goin’ t’ read out loud in front of nobody.”

“He was held back two year in ’is grades,” said Granny.

“An’ I ain’t a-goin’ back t’ that school after I git done in August, neither.”

“Where d’you think you’re a-goin’?” asked Granny.

“T’ hell an’ back before I go down th’ mountain in a bus, I can tell y’ that.”

Cynthia held forth a laden napkin. “Robert...”

Robert took it, wordless.

“I hope you‘uns don’t mind me wearin’ m’ bedroom slippers,” said Granny. As everyone peered at her open-toed slippers, she wiggled her digits beneath wool socks. “I cain’t hardly wear reg’lar shoes n’more, my feet swells s’bad.”

Cynthia nodded. “I understand perfectly!”

“I ain’t never seen a preacher in a dress,” said Rooter. “How come ’e was wearin’ a dress?”

Now disrobed, Father Tim strolled into the midst of the party in his favorite gray suit. “Let’s thank the good Lord for our loaves and fishes! Shall we wait for Clarence?”

“He wouldn’t want us to wait,” said Agnes. “I’m sure he’ll come along in a while.”

But Clarence didn’t come along.
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“Senior dry food only,” said Blake Eddistoe. “This fella’s been living too high.”

“I figured it might come to this.”

“We need to get about seven pounds off his frame. Hip dysplasia is aggravated by weight gain, and of course the extra weight isn’t good for his heart. I believe you said he’s what, ten, eleven?”

“He was young when he came to me; I don’t know his age exactly, but yes, I figure eleven years.”

“More romps in the pasture wouldn’t hurt the old boy.”

“Wouldn’t hurt this old boy, either,” said the vicar, who hadn’t a clue where he’d find time to romp in a pasture.
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<No time to blab.

 

<Bought black dress, got crud, dropped seven pounds.

 

<Harold says it was fluid.

 

<Dress now too large. Was on sale so can’t take back. Cost of alteration out the kazoo, so refuse to do.

 

<Will lose seventeen pounds and wear my good navy.

 

<Pray for me.

 

<Love to all,

 

<Emma

 

<Do you bow or curtsy if you meet the Queen?
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“Adele’s been promoted,” said J.C. “You’ll read about it in th’ Muse tomorrow.”

He thought J.C. looked oddly dejected.

“Promoted to what?” asked Mule.

“From corporal to sergeant.”

“Congratulations!” said Father Tim. “We’re proud with you.”

J.C. ducked his head and fumbled with his overstuffed briefcase, which sat beside him on a dinette chair salvaged from a Mitford dumpster.

“Are they promotin’ her nine millimeter, too?” In Mule’s opinion, women shouldn’t be allowed to become police officers, much less tote heavy metal around in a holster.

“She’s not carryin’ a nine millimeter anymore,” snapped J.C. “She’s carryin’ a forty-caliber H and K.”

“You don’t have t’ bite my head off.”

“So what else is new?” asked Percy.

“Gene Bolick’s not doing so hot,” said J.C.  “Th’ tumor’s too deep in there to operate, and the medication’s not working like it should.”

Mule peered into his lunch sack. “Uh oh. What in th’ dickens ...”

“Don’t even start that mess,” said Percy. “I don’t want t’ hear it.” Percy unwrapped the foil from his wedge of lasagna, and removed a plastic fork from his shirt pocket.

“Lasagna!” marveled Mule, peering over the top of his glasses. “What’d you bring?” he asked Father Tim.

“Chicken sandwich on whole wheat with low-fat mayo and a couple of bread and butter pickles.”

Mule looked into the recesses of his paper bag and sighed deeply.

“We thank the Lord for this nourishment!” said Father Tim.

“Amen!” Percy forthwith hammered down on last night’s leftovers. “Lew needs to get ’im a microwave in this place. Hey, Lew, why don’t you put in a microwave?”

Lew walked in from the garage, wiping his hands on a rag.

“Put in your own bloomin’ microwave. I ain’t runnin’ a restaurant, in case you didn’t notice.”

“Lookit,” said Percy, “we buy drinks, we buy  Nabs, we fill up with gas an’ whatnot—it’d be an investment in keepin’ us as reg’lars.”

“Yeah, well, these turkeys was all reg’lars up at your place, an’ look what happened, you went out of b’iness!”

Everybody had a good laugh, except J.C., who was staring at his unopened cup of yogurt.

“Thanks again for the Christmas pickles, Lew,” said Father Tim. “I believe this is the recipe that inspired Earlene to kiss you on the mouth when you won the blue ribbon.”

Lew blushed. “Yessir, that’s th’ recipe, all right.”

“When is Earlene moving down to Mitford?”

“September!” said Lew. “Lock, stock, and barrel.”

“An’ don’t forget Mama,” said Mule. “Lock, stock, barrel, and Mama.”

Lew ignored this reference to his mother-in-law, who was moving from Tennessee with his once-secret wife. “How’s your new church comin’ along, Father?”

“We had our first service yesterday, I’m happy to say.”

“Great!” said Mule. “How many?”

“Including yours truly? Eight.”

Mule removed a see-through plastic container from the bag. “Mighty low numbers.”

“Numbers aren’t everything,” said the vicar.

“Who give you that haircut?” asked Mule. “Pretty sporty lookin’.”

“A woman who lives above the clouds across a creek without a bridge.”

Percy stared at him blankly. “No wonder it gets s’ long between cuttin’s,” he said.

“So, J.C., any more news of Edith Mallory?”

“I hear she said God again and was tryin’ to add another word.”

“How’d you hear that?” asked Percy.

“Ed Coffey.”

Mule looked offended. “Why were you talkin’ to that low-life bum? You just talked to ’im th’ other day.”

“None of your business.”

“Thank you very much.” Mule snapped off the lid. “Oh, law!”

Percy looked the other way. “Don’t tell us what it is, we don’t care what it is.”

“What is it?” asked Father Tim.

“I’ll be darned if I know. Lookit.” Mule displayed the item for all to inspect.

“That makes yogurt look like pheasant under glass,” said J.C.

“It’s brown,” said Percy. “Or is it dark green? My glasses ain’t doin’ too good.”

Father Tim peered closely. “Dark green.”

“Call ’er up and ask what it is,” said Percy. “I’d give a half-dollar to have it identified.”

Father Tim searched his pants pocket for a couple of quarters. “I’ll give the other half.”

“I usually don’t call Fancy at th’ shop, but for a dollar...”

J.C. pointed to the wall. “There’s th’ phone.”

“Yeah, but if I use th’ phone, which costs a quarter, I don’t get but seventy-five cents out of th’ deal.”

“It’s seventy-five cents you didn’t have,” counseled Father Tim.

“Right. OK.”

Mule dialed.

“Fancy, baby? Got a minute? What’s this you packed for my lunch?”

Long silence.

“You don’t mean it. I declare, that’s th’ way it goes, all right.”

More silence. The members of the Turkey Club sat forward on their chairs.

“What color was it before?”

Further silence.

“It’s not th’ first time somebody threatened to sue you over a hair deal. It ain’t goin’ to happen, so don’t worry about it. Right. Right. I love you, too.”

“You call your wife baby?” J.C. appeared mildly stricken by this revelation. “You tell ’er you love ’er in front of God and everybody?”

“Wait a minute, wait a minute,” said Percy. “We’re gettin’ off track here. What is that mess she packed you for lunch?”

“Dadgum,” said Mule. “She forgot to say, an’ I ain’t spendin’ another quarter.”

“You’re losing all around on this deal,” said Father Tim. “Canceled out your dollar, and invested a quarter of your own money.”

“Shoot,” said Mule. “I quit. I guess I ought t’ just eat th’ thing an’ get it over with, I’m half starved.”

“Who’s suing Fancy this time?” asked J.C.

“What do you mean, this time? There’s only been one other time,” said Mule, offended.

“So that was that time, and this is this time.”

“You said it like somebody’s suin’ ’er all th’ time.”

“Lord help us,” said Percy. “Your blood sugar’s shot, you need nourishment. Get you a pack of Nabs out of th’ machine, and hush up, for Pete’s sake.” If Velma Mosely was here, she’d knock Mule Skinner in the head once and for all. How they’d dealt with ornery, hard-to-please Grill customers for more than forty years was way, way more than he’d ever understand.

“Smell it,” said Mule, trying to hand off the plastic container to Father Tim.

“No, thanks.”

Mule gazed into the container. “I think it’s guacamole.” He fished around in his lunch bag for a plastic fork and gave the thing a poke. “Ha!  You’ll be sorry you bad-mouthed this little number. It’s guacamole over roasted chicken!”

J.C. stood up and grabbed his briefcase. “I’m outta here.”

“Where you goin? You ain’t even touched your yogurt.”

“I’m headed down to th’ dadblame tea shop with th’ women. Sayonara, hasta la vista, and see you in th’ funny papers.”

“Man,” said Mule, as J.C. blew through the door.

“His aftershave nearly gassed me,” said Percy. “Prop th’ door open, get a little air circulatin’ in here. What’s ’is problem, anyway?”

Father Tim didn’t comment, but he thought he recognized J.C.’s problem as one he’d formerly had himself.
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On the way to Hope House, he mused on Edith Mallory, for whom he often prayed, even when he didn’t want to.

He couldn’t imagine having all logical thought blasted to smithereens. The childhood memory of running his hand into the grain bin at the hardware store came to mind. Tens of thousands of grains of corn, all looking and feeling alike, and all silken to his touch—what if he’d been searching for one particular grain in the bin, as Edith was searching for a particular word in the great sea of random words turned loose in her mind?

Lord, he prayed, help her find the next word.  And the next, and the next ...
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“Louella?”

Louella sat in her chair by the window, the television on mute.

“Miss Louella is sleepin’,” whispered the nurse, who tiptoed in behind him. “She stayed up late last night watchin’ the beauty pageant.”

“Please tell her I stopped by and will stop again, will you?”

“Oh, yes, sir.”

“How is she?” It had somehow astonished him to find her sleeping; he’d thought for a moment...

“Oh, she’s well, very well. We had to get that little bladder infection treated, you know, that  wasn’t a good thing, but other than that, she’s perky and has her appetite!”

After the nurse left, he stood by her chair and prayed for his friend and Miss Sadie’s much-loved companion; he did not want to lose Louella.

He drove the Mustang from Hope House to Old Church Lane and turned right onto Main Street, where he parked in front of Dora Pugh’s Hardware.

“Can you duplicate this?” he asked Dora.

“Now, Father, you know better than to ask me if I can do somethin’ .”

“Right, but can you?”

Dora cackled. “Of course I can. But where’d you find this thing? It looks like somethin’ that dropped out of our town founder’s saddlebag when he rode up th’ mountain in 1846. Or was it 1864?”

With the new key on the sterling ring given him by Walter and Katherine, he walked at a clip to the Sweet Stuff Bakery and made a purchase. Using Winnie’s phone, he also made a call to Esther Bolick, but there was no answer and no answering machine.

Afterward, he dashed to The Local and dropped off a shopping list that Avis would have ready for pickup before the trek home to Meadowgate.

With the still-warm paper bag sitting on the  passenger seat, he drove north on Main, made a left onto Lilac Road, and a right into the rear entrance of the Porter place, aka Mitford town museum.

He rapped on the backdoor, hard by a green plastic hanging basket containing the remnants of last summer’s geranium, and heard a shuffling gait on the other side.

“Who is it?” squawked Miss Rose, throwing open the door.

She was barefoot, and wearing a chenille robe topped by a woolen Army jacket with several war medals displayed on the lapel.

“It’s the preacher. I’ve come to visit!” He spoke loudly, and tried to sound cheerful, but truth be told, Miss Rose had always scared him half to death.

“Bill’s laid up in bed.”

“Is he sick?”

“I don’t know; I haven’t asked him.”

“May I come in and sit with him?”

“We’re not able to entertain company.”

“I have a bag of doughnuts for the two of you, but I guess I’ll just... take them home and eat them myself.” He’d never said anything so contrary to Miss Rose.

“Come in, come in!”

He thought the old woman looked less, but only a little less, fierce.

“And be quick about it,” she commanded. Still clutching the paper bag, he blew past Miss Rose and down the hall to the bedroom, which smelled strongly of urine.

Kneeling beside Uncle Billy’s bed, he saw that his face appeared unnaturally puffy.

“I’ve brought you a doughnut, Uncle Billy. Still warm. Winnie sends her love.”

“I’ll be et f’r a tater”—Uncle Billy’s breathing was labored—“if it ain’t th’ preacher.” His eyes opened, then fluttered shut.

“Are you feeling all right?”

Uncle Billy coughed. “Sharp as a briar.”

“Tell me what’s going on.”

His friend’s hand was dry and fragile, a corn husk in winter.

“Uncle Billy, can you tell me what’s going on?”

“I done tol’ you,” Uncle Billy whispered.

“Tell me again, if you will, I didn’t quite hear it.”

Uncle Billy’s eyelids trembled.

Something was wrong. Very wrong.

He ran to the kitchen and tossed the bag of doughnuts on the table. “I’m calling an ambulance.”

“You’ll pay for it, then!” Miss Rose gave him a menacing look, grabbed the bag, and shuffled along the hall to the bathroom. He heard the lock click into place.

He tried the wall phone, but the line was dead, and he had no cell phone. Like it or not, he’d have to start carrying a cell phone with the rest of the common horde.

“I’ll be back!” he shouted.

He ran across the side yard and ducked through the bushes and sprinted across the street in front of the monument and raced up the steps of the town hall and through the lobby and into the mayor’s office where the receptionist was reading People magazine.

“Get an ambulance out to the Porter place,” he said, gasping for breath. “It’s Uncle Billy.”
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CHAPTER SIX

Above the Cloud

“Congestive heart failure,” said Hoppy.

“His heart isn’t pumping normally, but the medications are working; we’re getting the fluid off. I think he can pull through this.”

“Thank God.”

“He’ll pee a bucket, which will help his breathing and get rid of the swelling. But what happens when he gets out of here? That’s where the cheese gets binding. He’ll need to restrict his salt intake, big time, and somebody needs to see that he gets a decent diet.”

“That’s a tough one. Miss Rose refuses to move up to Hope House and Uncle Billy won’t leave without her. But—I’ll do what I can. By the way, we loved seeing Lace.”

“We loved seeing Dooley,” said his old friend and overworked town doctor.
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In the deeps of New Jersey, the answering service of his cousin Walter’s law practice advised him that Mr. Kavanagh was next door at Starbucks and would be along any minute, leave a number.

He rang Dooley’s mother, Pauline Leeper, in the dining room at Hope House, and asked if he could drop by later in the week.

“Is anything wrong?” He heard the anxiety in her voice.

“No, nothing wrong at all,” he assured her. He felt certain Pauline would approve. In any case, Dooley was twenty-one, and fully able to make this decision without parental approval.

He dialed Betty Craig at the little house where Dooley’s grandfather Russell Jacks had lived out his last years in a spare bedroom.

“Betty! It’s s ...”

“Father Tim! I know your voice, an’ I know why you’re callin’ me.”

“Now, Betty ...”

“You want me to go an’ sit with Miss Rose while Uncle Billy’s in th’ hospital!”

What could he say? “Will you do it?”

Long, pondering silence. “My rates have gone up!” she blurted.

“Not a problem.”

“It’s not?”

Betty Craig, who had tried for several years to retire from registered nursing, was too kind to refuse outright this onerous opportunity.

“Not at all. In truth, you’ve been needing to raise your rates.”

“I have?”

“Can you go over this morning and take care of the laundry and change the sheets and do a little cooking?”

“Well, but...”

“Why don’t we raise your rate by twenty percent? Does that sound fair?”

“Oh, very fair.”

“Whatever you need at The Local, put it on my account. Thank you, Betty, and of course, when Uncle Billy comes home, we’ll need you to do all the good things you did last time he was sick. God bless you, you’re an angel. Let me know your hours.”

He hung up quickly, took a deep breath, and dialed again.

“Buck?”

“... in a hole ...” Static.

“Call me at the farm.You have my number?”

Static. “Down th’ mountain...” Static. Dial tone.

He checked his e-mail.

Five messages.

He didn’t have all day, he had to get up to Holy Trinity and meet with Agnes at... he looked at his watch... nine-thirty Good. He had an hour.

He dialed.

“Hello?”

Babies howling.

“Puny! it’s ...”

“Hey, Father! Can you hear ’em bawlin’? Law, these boys is a handful.”

“I’ll bet.”

“But I love ’em, we all love ’em! Got to go, Father, you never seen s’ many dirty diapers. I never knowed boys make more dirty diapers than girls, did you ever hear that?”

“Never did. May I stop by in a few days?”

“Call me first, this house is upside down an’ backwards, you should’ve seen me packin’ Joe Joe’s lunch this mornin’, I put a stuffed bear in ’is lunch box and laid ‘is sandwich on th’ toy shelf. Guess I’ll eat it myself.

“Oh, law, got to go.” Click.

He pulled the keyboard toward him, and rolled up the sleeves of his flannel shirt.

<Subject: The Queen

 

<How to curtsy:

 

<One foot forward.

 

<Bend your knees.

 

<Lower your body.

 

<Your faithful servant



He selected a font. He clicked on a border. He chose a type size. He formatted the page. He scratched his head. He typed.

He hit “print” and ordered twenty-five copies, then saw how good they looked, and duplicated the first order.

He stuck the whole caboodle in a folder, and trotted to the kitchen, feeling upbeat. Though he was sales and service, not marketing, this effort nonetheless pleased him.

He swung by the window seat where the easel was up, the watercolors were out, and February was toeing the mark. “What do you think?” He stuck a flyer under her nose.

“I love it!”

“It could have been, um, more exciting copy. But in the end, I decided to keep it simple.”

“Always the best approach!” She gave him a laudatory kiss.

What more did a man need in this world?
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He blew by Green Valley Baptist Church and gave the wayside pulpit message two thumbs up.

 

COINCIDENCE IS WHEN GOD CHOOSES TO REMAIN ANONYMOUS.
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Agnes met him at the wall, where they stood looking down at clouds collected in the hollows after last night’s rain. Then, carrying the tea basket, and the folder under his arm, he walked with her to the nave.

He saw it at once and drew in his breath.

“Beautiful!” he exclaimed, hurrying ahead of her to the pulpit placed on the gospel side of the aisle.

He smelled the familiar scent he associated only with churches and his mother’s parlor; the pungent wax that had been rubbed so carefully into the oak would long after release its sweet savor upon the air.

She came behind him on her cane. “Clarence made it four years ago, when God renewed our conviction that He would send someone. It sat here only a short time, and then  we took it to the schoolhouse where it would be safe.”

The polished oak glowed in the light from the window above the altar. “Exquisite!” he said.

“He brought it over on Sunday evening, and with great joy, we installed it. Do you like where it’s placed?”

“Couldn’t like it better! What became of the original?”

“It was stolen many years ago. The vandals who did this were not thieves, but desecrators of another stripe.”

She pointed to the initials rudely carved into the left side of the pulpit. “Just there ... ‘JC loves CM.’ We were at first greatly distressed, then I realized what we might take it to signify: Jesus Christ loves Clarence Merton.”

He laughed. “Lemons into lemonade, and gospel truth into the bargain! And look here! Such elaborate detailing. He did this, as well?”

“Yes, with the old carving tools given him long ago.”

He ran his fingers over the tooled oak, tracing the path the knife had taken before him.

A crown of thorns.A heart.A dove.A dogwood blossom. And in the center of these, a cross.

“Agnes...” That’s all he could find to say.

She was moved, proud. “Yes.”

“Let’s thank God!” Indeed, it was pray—or bust wide open.

He took her hand in both of his, and they bowed their heads.

“We praise You, Lord, we thank You, Lord, we bless You, Lord!

“Thank You for the marvel and mystery of this place, for these thirty remarkable years of devotion, for Your unceasing encouragement to the hearts and spirits of Your servants, Agnes and Clarence, for Your marvelous gifts to Clarence of resourcefulness and creativity, and for Your gift to them both of a mighty perseverance in faith and prayer.

“We thank You for this nave above the clouds in which Your holy name has been, and will continue to be, honored, praised, and glorified. Thank You for going ahead of us as we visit our neighbors, and cutting for each and every one a wide path to Holy Trinity. Draw whom You will to the tenderness of Your unconditional love, the sweetness of Your everlasting mercy, and the balm of Your unbounded forgiveness.

“In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”

“Amen,” they said together.

“Well, then!” He felt ten feet tall, and growing. “I got the flyer done up; want to see it?”

“I do!”

He produced a copy from the folder. “And I brought tape so we can tape it to the door if someone’s not home, and thumbtacks for power poles and fence posts.”

“You’ve thought of everything!” she said, sharing his excitement.

Holy trinity Episcopal Church  
Wilson’s Ridge 
Est. 1899 
Will reopen its doors 
Sunday, May 1st 
At ten o’clock in the morning 
With the glad celebration of  
Morning Prayer and the Order of  
Holy Communion  
Come one, come all



“‘The Order of Holy Communion’ should have gone on a line all its own,” he confessed. “I didn’t know how to set the thingamajig.”

“It’s just right,” she said. “I like your border.”

“Today, we can read the litany for Ash Wednesday, and finish our visitation list, and... what else?”

“I’ll show you the cemetery.”

“And in the morning, we’ll set out first thing, if that’s all right. I’ll pick you up at ten o’clock?”

“I’ll be ready,” she said, happily, “with a thermos of tea.”

“In the meantime, I’m mighty eager for the next installment of your story.”

She looked tentative. “Do you really want to hear it? I’m not proud of all I’ll be bound to tell you, Father.”

“I want to hear it.Very much.”

In the front pew, she took the mugs from the basket, and he unscrewed the cap from the thermos and poured the steaming tea.

Though the morning sun was warm on the flanks of the mountains, the nave was distinctly chilly. He kept his jacket on, and she had drawn her old cardigan closer about her thin frame.

“I’d also like to hear about everyone who came on Sunday. Rooter and his grandmother ...”

“Granny isn’t Rooter’s blood grandmother. She was a neighbor who took him in as a baby when his parents abandoned him.”

His heart felt the blow of that.

“Is there no end to it, Agnes?”

“No, Father, there isn’t. The world is harsh and unforgiving, which is but one of the reasons you find me here today.”

“Here?”

“On this ridge, seemingly so far from the cruelty that everywhere assaults us if we let it.”

“And Clarence?”

“He’s happy here, very happy; this is where Clarence finds himself. He has a workshop in our yard and creates lovely things from wood, which he sells to a man who travels around to the mountain shops.” She lowered her eyes, modest. “Clarence has won many awards.”

“Wonderful! I don’t doubt it. And tell me about Robert.”

“Robert was in prison for eleven years; he lives alone, just down the road.”

He saw the quickening of sorrow in her countenance.

“Why was he in prison?”

“He’s said to have killed a man.”

“Do you know him well?”

“No one knows him well.Yet I believe him innocent. He pled innocence all along. The man he was convicted of killing was his grandfather.”

“I see a great hunger in his eyes. Robert wants to know God.”

“Yes. He does. Though he may not know or even imagine that he does. I sense that he’s unbearably lonely.”

He put his elbows on his knees and leaned forward in the pew and gazed without seeing at the pine floorboards. “And Lloyd?” He hoped for a brighter story about Lloyd.

“He’s a good man. He, too, found the world hard, albeit instructive, and came home again, hoping to find all things golden, as in his boyhood.” Agnes laughed softly. “Of course, he’s been gravely disappointed!”

He sat up and leaned back, comfortable on the wooden pew seat. “I hope to go home again one day; it’s been years since I visited Holly Springs in Mississippi. I think I’m afraid of... I’m not certain... finding it so changed, or worse, finding it all too familiar.”

“I understand.”

“But please, start where you left off.You and Jessie and Little Bertie endured the Great Baptizing. What happened then?”

She smiled and sipped her tea, inhaling the heady scent of sassafras, undiluted on this occasion by the common grace of mint.

“We found that we loved the people, and found also that we were loved by them. I came to understand that the people here weren’t objects to which one does good, but true hearts whom I wanted more than anything to help.

“Jessie and I pled with the diocese to send  every thread of clothing they could collect, we even went to Asheville on two momentous occasions, to sound a special plea for winter coats and shoes.You can’t imagine the want we found here in those days.”

He smiled. “I was a young clergyman in the backwaters of Mississippi nearly forty years ago. So, I can imagine.”

“I’m sure you’ve had long experience with all sorts of souls. Forgive my boldness, but perhaps one day you’ll tell your story.”

“Deal!” he said.

“We used our Buick Town Car to ferry people to the doctor, sometimes all the way to Holding. It took a full day to go to Holding and back, we often forded the creek well past dark.”

“No doctor in Mitford?”

“Only on occasional days. Like a clergyman, he rode the circuit. And none of us cared for the sour old fellows in Wesley—they were twins, and both looked as if they’d eaten a bucket of green persimmons!

“But everyone loved our Buick. So many had never ridden in a car at all. They’d pile up in the backseat like taters in a basket, as Jessie used to say, and all clinging to the hand ropes for dear life. I think I was a very fast driver in  those days, some said Miss Agnes just whipped around these back roads.”

She laughed. “I remember there would be a knock on the door and two or three unwashed young ‘uns saying ‘Miss Agnes, can we set in your automobile?’ And one winter night Jessie went out to put two squash pies in that cavernous trunk—which we also used for refrigeration—and there were three neighbor children dead asleep under our lap robe on the backseat. They’d come to spend the night in Miss Agnes’s car! It was quite the thing to do for a year or two.

“Of course, not everyone in these parts enjoys the notion of automobiles. There are a few, even today, who don’t fancy hurtling down the side of a mountain in a vehicle.”

“I’m one of them, actually.”

“Jubal Adderholt hasn’t been off this ridge in fourteen years. He’s someone I’d like us to visit tomorrow.” She gazed away. “Perhaps...”

“Perhaps?”

“Perhaps we should be making our plan for visitation, instead of sitting here like turnips.”

“Ten more minutes?”

She hesitated, then nodded her assent.

He thought a shadow passed over her face then, but perhaps he was mistaken.

“We know the roads today aren’t always the best, but in those days, they were immeasurably worse. Touring a Buick Town Car around the poorest county in the state may sound adventurous or even romantic, but all that wear and tear took a great toll on everything from tires to engine.

“Not long ago, I asked an elderly lady what she’d found most remarkable in her long life. ‘Men on the moon!’ I thought she might say, but she looked at me with the firmest conviction and declared, ‘Good roads, Agnes, good roads!’

“Parts were frightfully expensive then, as I hear they are today. We had parts shipped from Bangor, Maine, for several years, because we could trust the dealer; but as you know, far-fetched is dear-bought. I suppose it was a blessing, really, when our grand old automobile simply gave out, and we were forced to make a transition ... to a truck....”

She looked beyond the high window above the altar to the branches of an oak. He felt she’d forgotten he was there.

“Are you all right?”

She crossed herself. “Yes,” she whispered. She turned then, and looked at him steadily.

“I know I’m going to tell you everything, Father; it simply must be done.”

She glanced behind him, and he saw the  anxious expression of her face at once transformed. “Clarence!”

He turned and saw Clarence’s large frame silhouetted in the doorway.

“I never got to speak more than a word to him on Sunday. This is a blessing!” He rose from the pew as Clarence came toward them along the aisle.

“Clarence ...” He extended his hand. “It was a very happy pleasure to serve with you, and I’m absolutely astonished at the beauty of our pulpit.”

Agnes used her hands in what Father Tim recognized as sign language.

Clarence smiled with unmistakable happiness as he extended a large, calloused hand to Father Tim. Then he signed to his mother, who translated his greeting to the vicar.

“He says we have waited a long time. And he rejoices that you have come.”

Clarence closely observed his mother as she spoke, and nodded in assent.

“My son is completely deaf, Father, nor can he speak. His heart converses, instead.”
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“Look, Stuart, I know you’re busy...”

“Not too busy to talk with you, old friend. How’s it going with Holy Trinity?”

“Did you know the building and grounds have been maintained for three decades by a woman and her son?”

“I didn’t know it, actually, until after I e-mailed you in December. Then I decided not to mention what I found out, so you could discover it for yourself. Besides, I didn’t know how much of what I heard was true. It sounded like some Appalachian folktale.”

“It’s no tale. And the woman, Agnes Merton, is a deaconess, a remnant of the old mission church deaconesses. I didn’t know there were any left.”

“A few, of course. One in Virginia, one or two in New England, maybe more, I don’t know. It’s a lost part of church history.”

“Now I know why you said you were patently envious.”

Stuart laughed. “Did I say that?”

“You did.”

“And I am.You’ve never seen so much high muckety-muck as the trifold event of cathedral consecration, my retirement, and the installation of the new bishop. We’re all just this side of stroke. And there you are on your untrammeled mountaintop, birds eating from your hand, mountain panthers lying curled at your feet...”

“Right. Precisely.”

“Truth be told, you sound fifteen years younger, possibly twenty. Uh-oh, have to trot. Keep me posted. See you in June!”

“You’re ever in my prayers.”

“And you in mine. May He provide all you need for Holy Trinity.”

“I can hardly believe what He’s provided thus far. But I’ll tell you everything another time. You and Martha must come here, you must.”

“Perhaps next fall. After the consecration, we’re headed to the islands for a month. I have no idea what I’ll do with all that time.”

“You’ll figure it out,” said the vicar.

A month? In the islands! He couldn’t begin to imagine such a thing for himself. He knew only that he was glad to be where God had planted him—looking down upon the clouds, at roughly forty-five hundred feet above sea level.
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<Do I put just any old foot forward, or one  particular foot? Be more specific!!!

 

<How much bend in the knees?

 

<How far do I lower my body?

 

<And when I’m through acting like a monkey, can I look her in the eye?

 

<Surely she’s not too stuck on herself to be  looked in the eye???

 

<If she is, then who even needs to meet her in the first place?

 

<And think of all the old people who can’t bend their knees. Are they robbed of the chance to meet Her Royal Highness???



The e-mail raved on at some length. Clearly, Emma was scared out of her wits about flying across the pond, and had gone ballistic.
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Willie Mullis presented the contents of his hat.

“Nine.”

“Nine! How wonderful!” He took the egg bowl from the shelf above the coatrack. “Won’t you step inside?”

“Nossir.”

“I suppose the laying will pick up to—what do you think?”

He plucked the eggs from the hat and put them in the bowl. Four brown, five white. “To maybe a dozen a day?”

“Nineteen.”

“Nineteen?”

“Yessir.”

“A day?”

“Yessir.”

“We have quite a few left from yesterday; would you like these back?”

“Nossir.”

“Ah, well, then. Won’t you help us out and take some all along?”

“Eggs gives me gas.”

“I see. Care to come in for a cup of hot cocoa?”

“Nossir.” Willie’s eyes lowered to his boots, which had attracted a considerable bit of straw on the soles. “Been muckin’ out th’ stalls this mornin’”.

“I see. Well, if you need help, let me know. And thank you, Willie, thank you.”

“Yessir.”

“I don’t think he likes me,” he told Cynthia.

“Phoo, darling. Everyone likes you.”

“Now, now, Kavanagh. So, tell me—what are we to do with nineteen eggs a day?”

She sighed. “I have no idea. Quiches. Omelets. Egg salad.What did Marge do, for heaven’s sake? She never said. I refuse to bake a cake, by the way, I have no time to bake a cake, so don’t even mention baking a cake!”

“A cake? I would never mention such a thing.”

His wife looked oddly pale and distraught.

“What is it, my girl?” He put his arm around her as she stood at the kitchen sink.

“For one thing, it’s laundry! Where does it all come from? It multiplies like coat hangers in a closet! And then there’s dusting and sweeping and cooking and shaking out the dog beds and emptying the dishwasher and working on the calendar and...”

“How’s February coming?”

“Ugh. Not well. Not well at all. I got off light with January and I’m paying my dues with February.”

“How can I help?”

“This house was so cozy and snug and even sort of small when Joyce was here, and now it’s positively huge. That vacuum cleaner, whoever invented the thing should be put in stocks.”

“Come and sit down,” he pled, tugging her away from the sink. “I’ll do the laundry, leave it for me. And how about this, I’ll start wearing my shirts three days instead of two. Plus, I’ll make dinner tonight! How about omelets? Or a quiche, I could do a quiche ...”

“And the fireplace,” she said, thumping into the wing chair. “I don’t know what’s wrong with it, but every time there’s a breath of wind, it starts blowing ashes all over the floor.”

He couldn’t bear to see his usually cheerful wife so frazzled and worn. Worse still, why hadn’t he noticed before? Was he as blind as a bat or merely as dense as a rock?

Or both?
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“I’ll be in Holding a couple of days checkin’ the job we’re doin’ with th’ bank,” said Buck. “I’ll look up Lon Burtie, and see what’s goin’ on at Clyde Barlowe’s trailer.”

“Good.You’re sure you don’t need me?”

“Don’t see why I would.”

“How’s business?”

“We’re slammed,” said Buck. “But no way am I complainin’.”

A few years ago, Dooley’s stepfather had asked God to turn his life around, and since then, he and Buck had worked together more than once to search for the missing siblings. In truth, a deep bond had grown between the vicar and the uncompromising job supervisor who’d overseen the construction of Hope House.

“Pauline said you called. Anything wrong?”

“Dooley wants to take the Kavanagh name.” He felt mildly uncomfortable saying it. “I’d appreciate it if you’d let me speak with Pauline  before you mention it. I plan to be at Hope House on Thursday”

“Cat’s got m’ tongue.”

“Do you think she... how do you think she’ll receive this?”

“Don’t know. Could make ’er feel she’s losin’ one of ’er kids all over again. I’ve kept quiet about Sammy bein’ missin’. Course, we don’t know if he’s missin’.”

“True.” He only knew he didn’t feel encouraged about Sammy. His heart was heavy when he thought of the boy who looked enough like Dooley to be a twin, and who had a gift for turning rude wilderness into the miracle of a garden.
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“How long does it take to get a cup of coffee at Starbucks?”

“For Pete’s sake, I wasn’t at Starbucks; I was in Atlanta for four days.”

“Aha.”

“I have the answering service from the netherworld,” said Walter. “What’s up, Cousin?”

“Dooley turned twenty-one in February. After what I hope is soulful consideration, he wants to take the Kavanagh name.”

Walter laughed. “I like it when an English-man  opts for an Irish name. Probably happens at least once or twice a millennium. In any case, that’s great news; I believe there’s enough melancholy in your boy to make an admirably authentic Irishman. And hey, you’ll be a dad! At the tender age of what—seventy?”

“Sixty-nine, if the legal stuff happens before June twenty-eighth.”

“This is not my specialty, but I think it’s going to be pretty simple, given that he’s the age of majority. Let me look into it and get back to you.”

“Soon, do you think?”

“A day or two, let’s say no later than next Wednesday, max. How’s your ravishing bride?”

“Wanting you and Katherine to join us on the farm this summer.”

“And muck about with the sheep and cows? We’ll talk about it, sounds great. So, what are you up to in your dotage?”

Dotage! He realized he absolutely loathed this word; he refused to be in a dotage—in any way, shape, or form.
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He should never, ever, have gotten himself into this mess with Emma, he’d known better.

He hit “reply,” and typed.

<Right foot.

 

<Little bend.

 

<Not far.

 

<Yours truly.
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Someone was definitely sitting at the foot of their bed, on his side. He raised his head from the pillow.

Miss Sadie was barefoot and wearing a long, white nightdress.

Miss Sadie! His heart was in his throat. I  thought... I thought you were ...

Crossed over? I am!

Where are your shoes? You’ll catch your death!

She giggled like a girl. Too late!

He thought it strange that she didn’t look old at all, but extraordinarily young.Where had she been, and what had she been doing all this time?

He felt definitely cross with her. Why had she pretended to be dead, which had saddened them all so grievously, and broken Louella’s heart? And had she stopped even once to think how homesick he’d been for her over the years? He was furious that he’d allowed himself to be so profoundly deceived.

When are you going to tell him, Father?

“When the time is right,” he said, grumpy as a bear.

Cynthia rolled toward him and slung her arm across his chest. “What did you say?” she murmured.

Miss Sadie had been right there, as real as life! She’d been sitting there in the very flesh—after a fashion.

“Miss Sadie!” he said, thunderstruck.

“Oh,” replied Cynthia, and resumed her whiffling, albeit companionable, snore.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Go Tell It

Agnes hung on to the strap as the truck jounced through a hole the size of a washtub.

“This was once a Cherokee trading path!”

“A trading path would have been a distinct improvement!” Indeed, the availability of the farm truck was providential; the Mustang would be chopped liver in his new parish.

Throughout the morning he’d been praying for Sammy, as he knew Cynthia would be. “Agnes, will you add another name to your prayers?”

“With pleasure.”

“Sammy.” He was surprised that his voice broke as he said the name.

“Clarence will pray, too.”

“You know better than anyone that Clarence is clearly exceptional.”

Her eyes brightened.

“How can I learn to speak with him?”

“I can teach you.”

“Wonderful!”

“Clarence and I use American sign language, as we’ve done since he was a child. This includes finger spelling, or the ABCs, body movement—often referred to as gestural—signing, and facial expression. There’s great dynamism in facial expression, which of course everyone uses; though in my opinion, the deaf employ it in more pronounced and interesting ways. The face of a deaf person can be very alive with expression.”

He geared down for the steep decline. “Aren’t there simple hand signs that express whole thoughts or sentences? Even complex concepts? I’m looking to begin with Sign Language 101.”

“Here’s one that’s known universally; you can sign this tonight to your beautiful Cynthia.”

She raised her right hand and, bending her middle fingers toward the palm, extended her little finger, forefinger, and thumb, and told him the meaning.

He’d once known this sign, but had quite forgotten it; it was lost knowledge come home to him when he needed it. He repeated her gesture with his left hand, feeling a piercing of happiness.

“Very good!” said Agnes. “It’s a lovely bit of hand language to know if you never learn any other.”

“What about signs for words only?”

He slowed the truck to a crawl as she held her hands, palms down, above her head, then opened them upward.

“Steeple!”

“Close. Heaven.”

“Aha!”

“And this?”

She touched her shoulders lightly and moved her hands outward.

“Umm ...” He wished to be clever, but couldn’t.

“Angel.”

“A very ecclesiastical language!”

“A very full and exciting and immediate lan- guage!” she said. “One more for today. It’s what you are to us at Holy Trinity.”

She formed a letter with her right hand, brushed her left arm twice, and placed her arms alongside her body.

“Beats me,” he said.

“Shepherd!”

“This is hard.”

“It is, in the beginning. And then, like any spoken language, you realize one day that your new language is coming together at last. One sign flows naturally into another; and suddenly, you’re communicating.

“I remember the agony of learning that Clarence was deaf, and the hopelessness I felt; he was fourteen months old. Very little was known in those days about the deaf among us. I found several books in the library; every free moment was devoted to studying them—I signed to him without ceasing.

“It took time, Father. I came to think that perhaps sign language was all a lie, and my efforts would be utterly in vain.Then came a day I shall never forget, when my son began speaking to me, expressing his heart with his hands. He was four years old—I was filled with joy at the marvel of it.”

Tears stood in her eyes; she looked out at the branches of trees swaying in the wind, then turned to him, smiling. “Now! Let’s run through the alphabet as a sort of limbering-up exercise.”

“I’d like that.”

“You may not remember a whit of it afterward, but we can practice each time we meet. Here, then, is A . ”

“Good old A!”

She closed the fingers of her hand into a fist and rested her thumb against the forefinger.

He returned the gesture, excited as ever to be learning.

“Perfect! And this is B.” She held the fingers of her hand straight up, and bent the thumb inward, against her palm.

“The earnest and forthcoming B!” he said, forming the gesture with his left hand.

She smiled. “You’re a willing pupil for this old teacher.”

“Agnes ...” Dare he ask this? “I’m a southerner, born and bred, and let me say that I know better than to ask such a thing. If I offend, I plead your forgiveness in advance ...”

She appeared dubious.

“Would you mind very much ... that is ... what is your age?”

“I will be eighty-seven in September.”

“Extraordinary! You appear years younger!” In truth, he was dumbfounded. “Michelangelo was eighty-seven when he wrote ‘Ancora imparo, ’ or ‘I am still learning.’”

“Learning has always been intoxicating to me, and to Clarence, I’m happy to say.”

“Is it OK that you’re ... so far away from medical help?”

She laughed. “I’ve concluded that one can’t get too far away from medical help! Clarence’s best medicine is working with wood; my own reliable remedies are our garden and our books. However...”

She looked at him—somewhat mischievously, he thought. “... I must confess the use of yet another nostrum.”

“Confess away!”

“I am utterly devoted to the crossword puzzle.”

He laughed.

“Doing a crossword delays, I hope, the petrifaction of my poor brain, and also induces a peaceful slumber... if hoeing the garden hasn’t already done the trick! But to answer your question, Father—I have a checkup and flu shot in Wesley every spring, and I trust God to continue His mercy and grace in our lives. And you, may I ask? How many years have you graced this earth?”

“I’ll be seventy at the end of June. Seventy! It boggles the imagination.”

“I’m reminded of something George Herbert  wrote, that lovely man. ‘And now in age I bud again...’ I sense that God has set you on a wonderful new course, that you’re entering a kind of golden passage.”

“A golden passage,” he mused. “Thank you for that thought.”

“As I continue to tell my story, I must plead your forgiveness in advance.”

“I can’t imagine what forgiveness you might want or need from me. But consider it done.”

They bumped along the windswept road, finishing off their finger-spelling session with G.

“Do you sing, Agnes?”

“I can carry a tune, Father, but only in a bucket.”

“I know it’s a Christmas song, but I’m in the mood for ‘Go Tell It on the Mountain.’”

“Written by Mr. John Work!”

“I must say you have a very wide-ranging mind.”

“I was a librarian for a number of years.”

“Here?”

“In Chicago.”

“Then you left the mountains!”

“Yes. I can’t say I remember all the verses; there are three, I believe.”

“I can’t remember them, either. What the heck, we’ll sing the refrain twice. But don’t make me sing alone, you’ll regret it.”

With the exception of his best friend who, fortunately, was also his wife, he found he was more comfortable with Agnes Merton than nearly anyone he’d ever known. God had sent this woman to him as surely as the angel was sent to Daniel in the lion’s den.

“You lead and I’ll follow,” she said.

He threw back his head and hammered down.

“Go tell it on the mountain,  
Over the hills and everywhere  
Go tell it on the mountain  
That Jesus Christ is born...  
... Go tell it on the mountain 
That Jesus Christ is born. ”



“By heaven, that felt good! Did I hear a little harmony there, Miss Agnes?”

The lines around her eyes crinkled when she smiled. “Only a little,” she said.
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A rising wind struck them a blow as they pulled into the yard of a cabin.

“Jubal Adderholt will not warm to us immediately.”

He set a wooden stool, which he’d fetched from the Meadowgate barn, by the passenger  door. “Grab on,” he said, offering his hand. Agnes grasped his hand, carefully put one foot on the stool, then stepped to the ground with her cane, relieved.

“I see you’uns a-comin’ on m’ property! This here’s private property!”

Their long-bearded, barefoot host had opened the door of his two-room cabin and peered across the yard at his visitors. Smoke puffed from the chimney and was snatched away by the wind.

“Mr. Adderholt! Good morning! We’ve brought you hot tea.”

“Is that Miss Agnes?”

“It is!” she said, establishing a firm grip on her cane.

“I done run ye off I don’ know how many times, an’ ye keep a-comin’ back!”

“And I will continue to do so, Mr. Adderholt.”

“I never seed th’ beat, a man can’t have a minute to hisself. Who’s that with ye? Are ye settin’ th’ law on me?”

“This is Father Timothy Kavanagh, our new vicar at Holy Trinity.”

“Don’t ye bring no God people in m’ place, you’re all th’ God people I can swaller.”

“We won’t visit long, Mr. Adderholt.”

“Keep advancing,” she whispered to Father Tim.

“I’ll set m’ dogs on ye!”

“The tea is nice and hot for a chilly spring morning!”

“Dogs?” Father Tim whispered.

As they climbed the steps to the porch, Jubal’s bearded face vanished from the doorway.

“He hasn’t a dog to his name! It would be a desperate mongrel, indeed, who’d take up with Jubal Adderholt.”

He thought Agnes looked positively delighted with the reception they were getting.

They stood a moment on the creaking floorboards of the porch, which was stacked with split firewood. A profuse assemblage of squirrel tails had been nailed to the log walls, and even to the front door. The wind ruffled the hair of the tails.

“His collection extends around the cabin,” Agnes said in a low voice. “It is, you might say, a fur-covered cabin.”

“Good insulation for winter!”

Through the open door, appetizing cooking smells escaped into the air.

“We’re coming in now, Mr. Adderholt!”

“I hain’t here, I done jumped out th’ winder.”

She pushed the door open with her cane. “Good!” she said. “That’s more tea for Father Kavanagh and myself.”

“I’m naked as a jaybird!” Jubal threatened from the other room.

“Don’t mind us, Mr. Adderholt; we’ve seen worse, I’m sure.”

The cabin was close with heat; something simmered on the woodstove in an iron pot.

Agnes was removing the mugs and thermos from the basket when Jubal came into the room, wearing a thermal undershirt and pants held up by braces. He was stooped, with dark, bushy eyebrows and a mane of white hair that flowed into his long beard.

The old man peered angrily at Father Tim.

“Don’t ye be a-tryin’ t’ save this ol’ sinner, ye hear? An’ don’t be a-tryin’ t’ warsh m’ feet, I warsh m’ own dern feet, thank ye.”

“That was the Baptist preacher who wanted to wash your feet, Mr. Adderholt.” Agnes poured a mug of tea and handed it to Jubal.

“An’ look what happened t’ their church hall—hit burnt down.” He took the steaming mug and sniffed its spicy aroma. “I done drunk up th’ dried ’frass ye brought,” he said, looking accusingly at Agnes.

“You know full well where to find more like it in your own woods.”

“A man my age can’t be hobblin’ aroun’ th’ piney woods by hisself.”

“Miss Martha is nearly ten years your senior, and still tilling up her garden every spring.”

“Ye come t’ pester me ag’in, did ye?”

“I did,” said Agnes, half smiling at Jubal. “Pestering you keeps me young.”

“How’d you git hooked up with that ’un?” Jubal shot a piercing look at Father Tim.

“I rang the bell up at Holy Trinity, and there she was.”

“God he‘p ye.” Jubal took a long swallow of his hot tea, then another. Tears suddenly spilled down his cheeks. “Jis’ like my ol’ mam used t’ make.”

Uncertain how to respond to Jubal’s show of feeling, the vicar looked around the room. Several pictures, cut from magazines, hung on the log walls; a spider had spun her web in a ceiling corner. “A comfortable place you have here.”

Jubal wiped his eyes on his shirt sleeve. “Hain’t room enough t’ cuss a cat without gittin’ fur in y’r teeth, but hit’ll do. Long as you‘uns’re pushin’ in on me like this, ye might as well set down.”

Taking his cue from Agnes, Father Tim thumped onto the ancient sofa, from which a cloud of dust arose. Agnes sat in a caned chair by the woodstove, and Jubal lowered himself  onto the sofa with the vicar, who consequently sneezed three times.

“Bless you!” said Agnes.

“Thank you,” said Father Tim, whipping out his handkerchief. A thunderous blow of wind roared down the stove chimney, fanning the fire. “And how was your winter, Mr. Adderholt?”

“Call me Jubal. Only one as calls me mister is that ‘un there. Winter was too dadblame long; hit was too dadblame cold; hit snowed too dadblame deep; an’ I’m dern glad t’ see it over with.

“Only good thing about winter was th’ squirrels, don’t ye know; they was nice and meaty. A while b’fore dinnertime, I like t’ set on m’ porch with m’ twenty-two pump, hit’s easy as takin’ candy from a little young ’un. Blam! Square behin’ th’ front leg is where I git ’em at. I don’t never shoot ’em in th’ head; I like t’ stew ’em whole an’ suck out th’ brains th’ way m’ granddaddy done.”

Jubal settled back on the sofa and looked at the vicar. “I reckon ye knowed ye can’t eat squirrel when th’ weather turns hot.”

“I don’t believe I knowed—knew—that,” said Father Tim.

“Hot weather, they git worms as burrows right down in th’ skin. Hit’s cold weather as  makes squirrel good eatin’; I’ll be cookin’ squirrel on up into May. If you’uns’d like to stay an’ eat a bite, I’m stewin’ me one right now; goin’ t’ make me a few dumplin’s with this ’un.”

“Thank you,” said the vicar, “but we’ll be pushing on soon.”

“Now you take turkeys, you got t’ shoot a turkey in th’ head, an’ ye have t’ be a mighty sharp shooter, ’cause they ain’t much head on a turkey.”

Father Tim glanced at Agnes to see how this information was going down. She was apparently unfazed.

“I git me a turkey ever’ now an’ ag’in; th’ turkeys hain’t as many this year as squirrels, seem like. Rabbits has fell off pretty sharp, too, but they’ll be back. I’ll plant me a row of cabbages ag’in, that’ll bring ’em a-runnin’.”

“I’ll say!”

“They’s some on th’ ridge as eats whistle pig, but I don’t mess with no whistle pig—too much grease. An’ deer, hit’s too much dadblame work t’ dress out.”

“Aha.”

“Th’ whole point to th’ thing is, a man can live good if he’s got a sharp eye an’ a steady hand. Looky here at m’ hand.” Jubal held forth his wizened right hand.

“Steady!” said Father Tim, impressed.

“If a man’s goin’ t’ keep a steady hand, he’s got t’ stay away from liquor. I’ve made it, I’ve hauled it, I’ve bootlegged it, but hit never got a-holt of me.When I was a boy, I got into a bad jug of shine, hit like t’ kilt me. I never touched n’ more of it.”

“Dodged a bullet,” said the vicar.

“I got m’ eyesight, too; I’m as good a shot as you ever seed, an’ me a-goin’ on eighty-two year.”

“Well done!”

“I hain’t never put out m’ eyes with readin’ like some do. Nossir, I cain’t read a lick an’ never wanted to. Hit’d make me crazy as a bed-bug t’ have all them words a-swarmin’ around in m’ head like bees in a hive.

“On th’ other side of th’ dollar, I hain’t got no teeth a’tall ’cept these jackleg choppers I put in when comp’ny comes.” Jubal snatched the dentures from his mouth and tossed them into the seat of a badly worn recliner. “That’s enough of that tribulation.”

“Do you have family, Jubal? Brothers, sisters?”

“They was five of us, but only two a-livin’. We all come into th’ world by way of a ol’ granny woman who forded th’ creek down  yonder on a mule. She bornded young ’uns all over this ridge. Me, I costed m’ daddy a chicken—plucked, singed, an’ quartered was th’ deal. Ol’Toby, he costed two rabbits, kilt an’ dressed. Jahab costed ...”Jubal looked at Agnes. “What’d I tell ye Jahab costed?”

“A laying hen,” said Agnes.

“On an’ on like ’at ‘til hit come t’ m’ little sister, Romey, th’ baby. She costed a pig.”

“A pig!” exclaimed the vicar.

“Th’ most we ever give f’r any of us young ’uns was ’at sow pig.”

“Inflation.”

Jubal drained his tea mug; another blow came down the chimney, huffing smoke into the room.

“Any children of your own? Did you ever marry?”

“Ol’ Peter Punkin Eater is what they called me, I couldn’t never keep a-holt of a wife. Had one, she took off with a crook a-sellin’ lightnin’ rods. Had another’n; she one day baked me a pie, hit was settin’ on th’ table with a note when I come in from th’ saw mill at ’Lizbethton. My neighbor read it to me, hit said, ‘Jubal, I’m gone an’ don’t look f’r me.’ ” Jubal sighed. “Th’ last I ever seed of Ruthie Adderholt was ’at pie.”

There was a ruminative silence.

“Hit was blueberry,” said Jubal.

“Umm, what are you paying for shells these days?” Father Tim had no idea where such conversational fodder had come from; it appeared to have dropped from the sky.

“Too dadblame much, I can tell ye that. Let me show ye m’ rifle, I’ve jis’ cleaned ’er up. She’s goin’ on twenty year ol’ an’ as good a arn as th’ day I got ’er.”

Jubal’s untied shoelaces dragged the floor as he shuffled to a gun rack and took his rifle down.

“Is she ... loaded?” asked the vicar. He hadn’t handled a gun since he was twelve and had nearly blown his foot off. No, indeed, he was no friend of firearms.

“Dadblame right, she’s loaded. A man’s got t’ keep ’is gun loaded if ’e’s t’ keep his belly full.”

Jubal presented his rifle, holding the stock in one hand and the barrel in the other. Father Tim touched the polished stock, tentative. “Aha!” he said, not knowing what else to say. “Well, Jubal, we’d best get moving.We came to invite you up to Holy Trinity when we reopen our doors the first Sunday in May.”

“I hain’t a-comin’.”

“Just wanted to let you know you’d be mighty welcome; we’d be happy to have you join us.”

Jubal glared at the vicar. “I don’t b’lieve none of that church b’iness, all that dyin’ on th’ cross an’ love y’r neighbor an’ such as that. I hain’t a-havin’ it, an’ if I’ve told ’er once, I’ve told ’er a hun’erd times.” He shot a hard look at Agnes, who was collecting the mugs.

Jubal Adderholt, sporting a beard to his belt buckle and a loaded gun in his hand, was not, thought the vicar, a pretty sight.

They were getting into the truck when Jubal stuck his head out the door and bellowed at the top of his lungs.

“An’ don’t you’uns be a-prayin’ f’r me, neither!”
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They laughed their way through, and over, the potholes.

“Now, Father, confess.That squirrel in Jubal’s cook pot was making you hungry as a bear.”

“It was! I also confess I wouldn’t want to rile Jubal Adderholt.”

“He’s completely harmless, of course, and always glad for company, though he pretends we’re a nuisance. Rather like a child who wants to be held and loved, but chooses, instead, to pitch a fit.”

Father Tim nodded; he’d seen many such Jubals in his years as a priest.

“He weeps each time I bring him tea. When he smells the sassafras, it reminds him of his mother; she was cooking on the hearth of their cabin when her clothes caught fire. Jubal got to her too late, and she burned to death. He was just a young boy, the only one of the seven children who heard her cries and tried to save her. The beard disguises the terrible burns on his face.”

They were quiet for a time, bumping along a dirt track that had turned off a state road. He would, of course, pray for Jubal Adderholt, whether Jubal liked it or not.

“What,” asked Father Tim, “is a whistle pig?”

She laughed. “A groundhog.”

“I’ll be darned.”

“I’ve been meaning to tell you, by the way, that Holy Trinity hasn’t been completely forgotten by the world. Over the years, a sentimental priest or two has been found peering in the windows, and occasionally we get picnickers. Or, once in a rare while, someone visits the cemetery and leaves flowers.

“Then there was the summer day an entire busload of tourists debarked below the creek. They were out to see historic churches, and climbed up the ridge to Holy Trinity. They had the best sort of time, and even took the lack of toilets with proper good cheer.

“It just happened to be the day I was conducting our annual Evening Prayer. You know we must hold one liturgical service a year, to remain under church ownership and off the tax rolls. Imagine our joy to have every pew filled.” She looked at him, her face radiant.

“I think I can imagine!”

“It was one of the many ways God encouraged us over the years.”

“Would today be a good time to pick up your story where you left off?”

She smoothed her dress over her knees, silent.

“Your venerable Buick had died, and you switched to a truck.” He tried to imagine Agnes Merton whipping around these narrow, winding roads in a pickup truck.

Agnes didn’t speak for some time, but looked out the window into the woods. A male cardinal swooped across the lane, a flash of scarlet against the still-leafless trees.

“I sometimes think,” she said at last, “that God didn’t fashion or fit me for the world. Perhaps I am a type of Desert Mother, transported to the oldest mountains in the world.”

She grew quiet again, then turned and gave him one of her half smiles.

“I never thought much about marrying; my mission work was rewarding and often very exhausting. Jessie and I toiled hard, and her faith greatly overshadowed my own. I was laboring for the people; Jessie was laboring for God. She often recited something from St. Francis, which I committed to memory, so that we might encourage one another.

“‘Keep a clear eye toward life’s end. Do not forget your purpose and destiny as God’s Creature. What you are in His sight is what you are and nothing more. Remember that when you leave this earth, you can take nothing you have received ... but only what you have given; a full heart enriched by honest service, love, sacrifice and courage.’ ”

He recalled that he’d once preached on those words of the troubador, in a sermon titled “A Clear Eye.”

“If one breaks this passage down, line by line,” she said, “it is deeply instructive. For years, I believed in giving my life to honest service, love, sacrifice, and courage, without any need at all to trust my life to God. I had made a covenant with my head, but not with my heart.

“Quint Severs had given his heart to God long years before Jessie and Little Bertie and I  came to the ridge. Quint was a wonderful mechanic for our Buick; he was completely self-taught, and had a natural gift for engines, for the way things worked in general. He always rendered his service to us as unto the Lord. He was an angel if ever there was one.

“But our truck was another matter. Oh, my, here we are at the sisters’; they’re on our list for the last stop, but we could visit now instead of on the way home ... if you’d like.”

“Let’s do it now,” he said. “I can use more spontaneity in my life!”

“Pull in here, then. You can park by the old shed.”

He saw an unpainted house with a sagging porch beside a pile of discarded mattresses, a refrigerator, and a variety of other abandoned household goods. All had been arranged in an orderly manner, and left to season beneath a blue tarpaulin stretched over four sapling poles. An orange and white cat perched on the side of an old watering trough, drinking. Neat stacks of used tires lay about the yard, punctuated by the ancient chassis of a tractor and a mélange of rusted oil drums. Overall, he found the spectacle oddly ceremonial in effect.

He parked by the shed, which leaned toward the truck as if it might come down upon the  hood at any moment. “I’ve been thinking,” he said, as he opened her door. “We need a Porta John for Holy Trinity.”

“They won’t bring a truck up these roads to pump it. It’s the piney woods, Father, and no help for it.”

“Ah, well!”

She gave him her amused half smile. “Don’t fret. When we get under way, I’ll open the schoolhouse to the congregation.”

“But that’s your home.”

“It’s His home,” she said, stepping onto the stool, “and I’m sure He would approve.”

“Necessity is the mother of invention,” he said, grinning.
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“We were cradle Episcopalians,” Martha McKinney told him, “and very heartbroken to see our old church closed as if it was nothin’ more than a gas station!”

They had assembled in the kitchen of the McKinney sisters, in the house their father had built “in nineteen-aught-two.” Though the kitchen contained an electric range, the air was redolent with cooking smells from the pot on a wood cook stove.

If he’d thought Jubal’s squirrel made his mouth water...

... and what was going on in the McKinney  oven? Something was definitely going on in that oven; he suddenly had the appetite of a stevedore.

Martha removed her thick-lensed glasses. “In the end, there was nothin’ to do but what we did,” she said with finality.

She turned toward the window and held her glasses to the light. “Lard!” She gave the lenses a vigorous polish with the hem of her apron.

“And what was it you did?” He hoped he wasn’t being overly nosey.

“We became Methodists!” confessed Martha.

“We became Methodists!” crowed her sister, Mary, who sat by the stove with her bare feet tucked onto the stretcher of the chair.

“Aha!”

“But we didn’t really want to!” said Mary.

Martha gave her sister a stern look. “We certainly  couldn’t fall away to the Baptists! Needless to say, Father, I miss the liturgy!”

“She misses the liturgy!” said Mary.

Martha popped her glasses on again and looked him in the eye. “We need to get this show on the road. You like white meat or dark?”

Had their unexpected visit forced their hosts to share their meal? Would accepting be the  thing to do or should they run along? What was the social code in this matter? The cold spring wind keened around the corners of the house; he looked at Agnes for guidance.

“Miss Martha,” said Agnes, “we like anything that doesn’t go over the fence last.”
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Chicken and dumplings in a mountain kitchen warmed by a zealous woodstove; the fragrance of strong coffee percolating on the back burner; Eastertide drawing nigh; and every grand possibility stretching ahead.

He was relishing the many wonders of his new parish, not the least of which were the sisters, one as round as the moon and shy, the other as tall as a corn shock and bold. Indeed, Martha McKinney appeared able to roof a house single-handedly, or possibly plow up forty acres with a mule.

“Mr. Adderholt,” said Agnes, “was making squirrel stew when we stopped by.”

Martha laughed. “Jubal Adderholt has helped himself to every squirrel in the county. They’ll be a lost species if that old so-and-so keeps livin’. Five years ago Christmas, he promised to shoot me a squirrel, but I haven’t seen hide nor hair of it!”

“I’ll remind him,” said Father Tim.

“Tell him to send two while he’s at it, they’re scant meat.You’ll not see me wastin’ a shell on a squirrel.”

“You have a gun?” he asked.

“Of course I have a gun!”

“She has a gun,” said Mary, wide-eyed.

“Oh, pshaw! Everybody on this ridge has a gun.”

“Johnny had a gun,” said Mary.

Having refused all offers of assistance, Martha was clearing dishes from the table as the orange and white cat devoured giblets from a saucer behind the stove.

“Miss Mary’s Johnny once brought us tenderloin of bear,” said Agnes. “Johnny was a lovely man who plowed our garden before Clarence was old enough to do it.”

The younger sister smiled broadly, revealing a set of new dentures. “Of a day, me an’ Johnny stayed out of one another’s way,” she confided to the vicar, “but of a e‘enin’, we come home an’ jis’ courted.” She put her hand over her mouth and giggled.

“A good plan,” he said, meaning it.

“We was married forty-two years.”

“See there? A very good plan!”

Martha threw up her hands. “Don’t mind her, she talks about Johnny all th’ time!”

“I talk about Johnny all th’ time,” said Mary.  “Johnny was part Cherokee, his great-granddaddy was a medicine man. Did you know a Cherokee medicine man cain’t doctor his own self? It was a rule. I’m a Chiltosky, but ever’body calls us th’ McKinney sisters.”

“Where in th’ nation did I put my pot scrub?” asked Martha. “Sister, have you seen my pot scrub?”

“When he passed ten years ago, I left my place down th’ road an’ moved up with Sister.”

“Yet another good plan, if you ask me. Miss Martha, your chicken and dumplings are the finest I’ve enjoyed in many years. Are you sure you aren’t from Holly Springs, Mississippi?”

Martha scraped the remains of the pot into a bowl. “Born and raised on this ridge, and never left it except to go to college at Connelly Springs. Then I moved back to the home place and taught fifth grade for forty years in the valley.

“I had to go off this ridge every day of th’ school week, in every kind of weather you’d want to name. Walked a mile to th’ creek, then trotted across on a log, or pulled my shoes off and waded through—whatever it took. I did everything but swing over on a vine!”

Martha had a good laugh over this, as did the rest of the assembly.

“I’d meet Portman Henshaw who was a bank clerk in Holding, and ride as far as Granite Springs, where he dropped me at the school door. Every single year, I had to get permission from his wife, Miss Hettie, to ride with him. I had to ask her in a formal note the first of January, and the answer always came back in a note toted to me by her poor, hen-pecked husband.

“‘Dear Mrs. Henshaw,’ was my petition, ‘I would be beholden to you if I could ride to school and back with Mr. Henshaw this year. Thank you in advance.Yours sincerely.’ I would always send two quarts of string beans with that note and a jar of strawberry jam.

“In a flash, here’d come her little jot, added to the bottom of mine, and not a word in long-hand! She printed like a second grader! ‘Dear Miss McKinney, You may ride to school with Mr. Henshaw if you do not keep him waiting at the creek. Please don’t track mud on the floorboards. Yours sincerely.’ At the end of the year, I always sent a bushel of potatoes with four jars of butter beans and five one-dollar bills, which I thought was a gracious plenty since he was goin’ that way anyhow.”

Mary nodded in agreement. “He was goin’ that way anyhow.”

“Portman drove a Ford in the beginning;  I always liked a Ford, but over the years, we went through five or six different buggies, one being a Pontiac.”

Martha shook her head, disapproving. “I don’t know what possessed Portman Henshaw to buy that Pontiac. Agnes, do you remember that Pontiac?”

“I do. Dark green, with slipcovers sewn by Miss Hettie.”

“I missed thirty-three days of school over that bloomin’ Pontiac. It was a lemon if I ever saw one, and I still had to send over a basket of rations and five hard-earned dollars.”

Martha poured Agnes a cup of coffee from the battered pot on the stove.

“Anyhow, I rode with Portman ‘til he retired, then I tried hitchin’ a ride with every Tom, Dick, and Harry who had a wheel, but it never worked, so I up an’ retired, too. It was either that or buy my own buggy, and I didn’t want to fool with it!”

“How do you ladies shop for food and get to church?” asked the vicar.

“Portman’s oldest boy, Thomas, took over where his daddy left off; he hauls us food shop-pin’ once a week. I’m goin’ to leave him that tractor in th’ yard when I pass, it’s an antique. He’ll get good money for that tractor.

“Then there’s Agnes’s boy, Clarence, he takes  us around every chance he gets; I’m leavin’ him that waterin’ trough to soak his grapevine in. Course, I put in a big garden every year; it keeps us goin’ pretty strong if we miss a week or two down at Winn Dixie, and Sister and I still go blackberryin’ ...”

Martha opened the oven door, and a furnace of heat blasted the small kitchen. Father Tim realized he was on the edge of his chair with anticipation.

Wearing a pair of long-used oven mitts, Martha removed a cobbler, still bubbling in its crockery dish and, with evident pride, thumped it onto an overturned skillet on the table. “Picked the first week of August an’ all th’ chiggers removed free of charge.”

He had the impulse to cross himself.

“As for church ...” Martha dug into the steaming blackberry cobbler with a wooden spoon, “we walk if we have to. For goodness’ sakes, it’s only two miles.” Out of respect for clergy, Martha passed the first serving to Father Tim, who handed it off to Agnes.

“Two miles?” Hadn’t Agnes said that Miss Martha was Jubal’s senior by a decade?

“Keeps us hale!” declared Martha. “Besides, somebody always brings us home.”

Mary nodded. “Somebody always brings us home!”

Had he checked his sugar this morning? He couldn’t recall. Lord...

Agnes inhaled the fragrant steam rising from her coffee cup. “Miss Martha, won’t you take your apron off and sit down with us?”

“Oh, law, no, I never take my apron off!” said Martha.

“She never takes her apron off!” said Mary.

Father Tim noted that the woodstove had lent a rosy flush to every cheek.

“Miss Martha, Miss Mary, it’s time we told you why we came. We feel we have some very good news.”

“Well, now!” exclaimed Martha. “I like good news!”

“She likes good news!” said Mary, showing her dentures to good effect.
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Thumb up, forefinger out, the remaining three fingers tucked into the palm.

“This,” said Agnes, “is L. And that—is Donny Luster’s trailer. You’ll notice I don’t tell you much about your new parishioners beforehand; it seems best to let you form your own impressions. I’ll just say that Donny is a most remarkable young man.”

“Spotless,” he said, peering around as he  parked beside a pickup truck. “Someone is proud to live here.”

Agnes looked for a moment at her hands, lying palms up in her lap. “Father, I must say what I have to say ... now. It can’t wait any longer.”

She lifted her head and looked at him; he saw the firm resolve in her eyes.

“The longer I hesitate, the more I dread my confession.”

“You needn’t confess anything to me.”

“It’s important that it be done. Then I shall be free to tell you in peace the rest of my story, which is also Holy Trinity’s story”

Behind the trailer, early afternoon light sparkled on upland pasture where a small herd of cows grazed.

Agnes crossed herself as she told him what must be spoken.

“I never married,” she said.
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“I’m five.”

Sissie Gleason held up as many fingers.

“Five!” exclaimed the vicar. “I remember being five!”

It was merely a flash of memory, like a sliver of celluloid carved from a lengthy documentary. His mother was pushing him on the tree  swing behind their house in Holly Springs. It was the day before his fifth birthday, and she was singing the song he would never forget as long as he lived.

Baby Bye, here’s a fly,  
Let us watch him you and I...



“I’m not a baby!” he shouted.

“Is that so? I did forget for a moment, but only a very tiny moment!”

He thought his mother the most beautiful woman in the world ...

“I’m five!” he shouted again, flying toward a perfectly blue sky. The soles of his bare feet pushed against silken summer air.

“You have a whole day left before you’re five! I want this day to go on and on and...”

“It’s good to be five,” he said, stooping down to look into the solemn eyes of the child with tangled hair. In the corner of the room, a TV hawked the wares of a shopping network.

“I was this many b’fore.” She held up four fingers. “How many are you?”

He raised both hands and extended his fingers seven times.

She observed this lengthy communication. “That’s too many.”

“Darn right,” he said, creaking upward on resistant legs.

“What’s ’at roun’ your neck?”

“My tab collar.”

“What’s it f’r?”

“It marks me as a preacher, a priest. It lets people know I’m someone they can come to, confide in, pray with.”

“And this,” Agnes told him, “is Dovey Gleason, Sissie’s mother and Donny’s sister.”

He bent over the bed where Dovey lay, and looked into another pair of brown and solemn eyes. “Dovey.” He took her hand and instinctively held it in both of his.

“Dovey,” he said again; the name seemed an odd comfort to him. “May I pray for you?” He knew nothing about her except what he saw in her eyes.

“Yes,” she whispered.

He sat in the chair beside her. “Dear God and loving Father, Creator of all that is, seen and unseen, we thank You for Your presence in this home, at this bedside, and in the heart of Your child, Dovey. Give us eyes to see Your goodness in her suffering, give us faith to thank You for her healing, give us love to strengthen us as we wait. In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, Amen.”

“Amen,” said Agnes.

“Amen,” whispered Dovey.

When he looked up, he saw Donny Luster standing at the foot of the bed. “Amen,” said Donny. “Miss Agnes, how you?”

“Very well, Donny, thank you. Please meet Father Timothy Kavanagh.” The thin, blond young man leaned toward him and they shook hands.

“Very pleased to meet you, Donny. I’ve been called to be the vicar at Holy Trinity.”

“That’s good. We was startin’ to get shed of all our churches around here, what our’n burnin’ down an’ your’n closed up.”

“What is Dovey’s illness?”

“We don’t know, ain’t found nobody that knows. I’ve took ’er to Wesley and Holdin’ both. They’re treatin’ ’er for depression, but they’s some as thinks it was a tick bite.”

“How long ... ?”

“She’s been down th’ last four, five months, an’ wadn’t feelin’ too good way b’fore that.”

“She cain’t do nothin’,” said Sissie. “Sometime she cain’t git up, she pees in th’ bed.”

Donny gave Sissie a sharp look. “You hush up, little miss.”

Father Tim continued to hold Dovey’s hand. “I saw some fine-looking cows on the hill. They’re yours, Donny?”

“Yeah, I run a few head now an’ then.”

“Very nice place you have here. Slick as a whistle. May I ask what do you do?”

“He does ever’thing!” said Sissie.

“Is that right?”

“Cookin’...”

“That’s a good thing to do.”

“... washin’ dishes, cleanin’ up th’ whole place.”

“Ah.”

“Takin’ care of me an’ Mama.”

“The best of things to do!”

“I got a loggin’ b’iness,” said Donny “I do a little drywall on th’ side, an’ cut hay in th’ valley.”

“An’ he plays th’ fiddle an’ all them things hangin’ on th’ wall.” Sissie looked proud.

Only now did he see that the wall leading into the next room was hung with musical instruments.

That ’n’s a guitar.” Sissie pointed. “That ’n’s a banjer. That ’n ... what’s that ’n, Donny? I f’rgit.”

“Dulcimore. But he don’t want t’ hear that mess.”

“Yes, I do. You play all those instruments?”

“Yeah.”

“How did you learn?”

“Come natural,” Dovey whispered.

“He plays th’ jaw harp, too,” said Sissie.

“Sissie,” said her mother, “please hush.”

“I’m jis’ talkin’, Mama.”

Donny sat on the foot of the bed. “Mine an’ Dovey’s granpaw was a picker, he was th’ best in this county an’ ever’ where else; he taught me t’ play anything with a string on it. I started out when I was nine year old, playin’ ‘at ol’ washtub base settin’ yonder.”

“Where do you play?”

Sissie clambered onto the bed. “He plays at churches an’ camp meetin’s, ain’t that right, Donny?” Sissie crawled over and patted her mother’s cheek. “Donny, he preaches, too.”

“Preaches?”

Donny’s face colored. “Don’t worry, I ain’t no competition for a real preacher!”

“This beats all. Logging, cooking, cleaning, making hay, playing music, preaching...”

“A Renaissance man!” said Agnes, looking pleased.

Dovey lifted her head from the pillow. “Sissie, bring m’ pitcher, m’ cup’s right here.”

Sissie scrambled off the bed and went to the sink and fetched a pitcher. “It ain’t got much in it.”

“Fill it up,” said Dovey. “I got t’ take m’ medicine.”

Sissie trotted back with the pitcher and set  it on the bed table. “’At pitcher was her mama’s. Mamaw Ruby give Mama a whole set of dishes when she was little. She uses ’em ever’ day, won’t use nothin’ else.”

“All cracked an’ chipped,” said Donny, disapproving. “They need t’ be thowed out.”

“They was Mama’s,” Dovey said fiercely.

Sissie bounced on the bed. “Turn on y’r record player, Donny!”

“They don’t want t’ hear that; now, hush up.”

“Hit’ll play anything,” Sissie informed the vicar. “Donny he likes th’ Monroe Brothers. He tries t’ sing like ’em.”

“See that switch over yonder? You’re lookin’ t’ git wore out, an’ I don’t mean maybe.”

“Would you play something for us?” asked Father Tim. “Would you mind?”

“He don’t mind,” said Sissie.

Donny looked at his sister. “If Dovey’ll sing with me.”

“I cain’t, Donny, I cain’t sing now.”

“Yes, you can, Dovey; you know you can. Come on an’ try.”

Donny went to the wall and studied it a moment, then took down a guitar.

“‘What Would You Give,’ Dovey.” He pulled a stool to the foot of the bed and propped his foot on a rung.

“I don’ know if I can, Donny...”

“Sure you can.” He turned the pegs, tuning. “Come on, now. Jis’ a little on th’ chorus, I’ll do th’ verses.”

Donny Luster strummed the guitar and began to sing. His voice was clear, and plaintive.

“Brother afar from your Savior today  
Risking your soul for the things that decay  
Oh, if today God should call you away  
What would you give in exchange for your soul?  
What would you give... ”



Still holding the vicar’s hand, Dovey sang, her voice trembling, “In exchange...”

“What would you give...”

“In exchange,” she sang again.

“Oh, if today God should call you away...”

The brother and sister finished the refrain together. “... What would give in exchange for your soul?”

“That’s good, Dovey. One more time.”

“Mercy is callin’, won’t you give heed  
Must th’ dear Savior still tenderly plead  
Risk not your soul, it is precious indeed  
What would give in exchange for your soul?  
What would you give...”



Waiting for Dovey to respond, Donny sang the line again. “What would you give...”

“I cain’t, Donny.”

Father Tim turned to Dovey and saw the tears on her cheeks.

Sissie patted her mother’s arm. “It’s OK, Mama. Donny, stop makin’ Mama sing if she don’t want to!”

“I’m sorry,” said Father Tim. “I shouldn’t have asked.”

“It ain’t your fault,” said Donny. He turned from the bed, angry, and hung the guitar on the wall, then looked at Dovey as he pulled on his jacket. “I come in t’ tell you Granny’ll be here in a little bit; I won’t git home ’til after dark. You ‘n’ Sissie have y’r dinner, I done eat.”

“I’ll walk out with you,” said Father Tim, as Donny headed for the door.

Donny went to his truck, ignoring the vicar.

“Donny...” Preaching and meddling were often accused of being one and the same, thought Father Tim, but so be it.

Donny turned around, tears swimming in his eyes. “She could git well if she tried.”

“I can see she has no strength to sing; I’m sure she’d sing if she could.”

Donny covered his face with his hands. “Oh, God!” he said, sobbing.
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Though she’d never received the Eucharist, Dovey, who’d been baptized at the age of eleven, had been pleased to take it. As vicar of Holy Trinity, he determined never to make a home visit without his communion kit.

On their way back to the ridge, he told Agnes how the strain had affected Donny Luster.

“He’s convinced it’s depression and thinks she can get over it at will. When she doesn’t feel like singing, he’s angry and discouraged. And needless to say, he’s working himself to death. Is there a husband?”

“He left three years ago; Donny moved Dovey and Sissie to his place when she became so ill. Granny comes some days when Rooter is in school, and Clarence occasionally drops me off when he goes to Wesley.”

He felt a weight on his heart.

“How does Granny help?”

“Mainly, she keeps Dovey and Sissie company, and helps Dovey eat her midday meal.”

“Thank God for Granny.”

“Granny’s a gem. Her grandfather came here when the government would give a man all the property he could walk around in a day—if he  built a house on it. The old house is still standing, but just barely. Lloyd Goodnight and a few others have done what they can, but it’s a mere bandage on the critically wounded.”

They drove for a time, silent.

“Did Donny tell you their mother is in prison?” asked Agnes.

“What for?”

“Killing their father.”

“No,” he said, stricken. “When did it happen?”

“Dovey was sixteen; Donny was going on ten.”

“How old is he now?” Twenty-five or twenty-six would be his guess, though in a way he looked older.

“Seventeen.”

He had no words. Words would not suffice.
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As he walked Agnes to her door, he stopped and struck his forehead.

“I can’t believe my forgetfulness! We’ve visited around the livelong day, and failed to give out a single flyer.”

“Perhaps...”

“Perhaps?”

Agnes looked resolved. “Perhaps it’s just as well.”

“Why is that?”

“Is it possible that the flyer announced the wrong date, Father? I’ve prayed mightily about this, and here is what I propose. Let’s not wait until May. So many need what God is eager to give at Holy Trinity. Let’s open our doors to one and to all ... on Easter morning.”

“Easter morning? But that’s only three days away.”

Though worn from their trot over hill and dale, her eyes sparkled with feeling. “‘Every noble work is at first impossible.’”

“Thomas Carlyle,” he said, suddenly grumpy.

Flowers, music, communion wine, kneelers—he mentally ticked off the items on his list, which was, in his opinion, on the huge side, not to mention a homily with meat on the bone.... An Easter service couldn’t be thrown together like some hilltop picnic, for heaven’s sake ...

“For heaven’s sake!” he blurted.

“Your lovely flyers won’t be wasted at all. We’ll mark through the old date and put in the new, and Clarence will deliver them around.”

He took a deep breath.

“Shall we do it, Father?”

She had waited forty years; who was he to wait ’til May?

“Yes,” he said, suddenly beaming at his deaconess. “Yes! Absolutely!”
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He felt as if he’d left Meadowgate days, even weeks, ago. It had been a long trek, and somewhere in his mortal frame, he felt every pothole.

Yet when he saw Cynthia at her drawing board by the window, he saw her, somehow, with new eyes. She turned and looked at him, smiling, and his weariness vanished. He went to her and put his hand on her shoulder.

“I’m happy to be home,” he said, nuzzling the top of her head with his cheek. “Get dressed, we’re going out to dinner. At Lucera!”

“Out to dinner? At Lucera? In Lent?”

“I need to start courting you again.”

She gazed up at him, happy. “I didn’t realize you’d stopped.”

He made the sign Agnes had shown him.

“I love you, too!” she said.

“How’d you know that?”

“When I taught Sunday School, the children and I learned it.”

She pointed to the fireplace, and the ashes that lay about the hearth, then rolled her eyes heavenward and shrugged and threw up her hands.

Now there was gestural and facial for you.
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He sat on the side of the bed and watched her pluck pink curlers from her hair, as she’d done on the day of their September wedding.

What a day that had been, with his bride-to-be locked in her bathroom in a chenille robe the age of his English boxwoods, while the organist at Lord’s Chapel hammered down for dear life and the choir checked their watches.

Chances are, half the congregation supposed she’d skipped town rather than exchange vows with their bachelor priest. Though to a man, his parishioners were known to adore him, they couldn’t imagine that anyone else actually would.

Alarmed by her uncharacteristic lateness, he’d run all the way to the yellow house in his dress shoes and tuxedo, liberated her from the bathroom, waited in a panic as she dressed in five minutes flat, then raced back to Lord’s Chapel, his fiancee huffing at his side in high heels, and covering the distance with flabbergasting speed.

“Why you didn’t fall and break your neck...” he mused aloud.

“What on earth are you talking about?”

“Our wedding day. I was just thinking of our wedding day, and how you plucked the curlers  out of your hair like so many chicken feathers; they were raining around us—and then the Talladega thing we did to church; you were flying, Kavanagh!”

She laughed as she spritzed herself with the stuff that turned the room into an arbor of wisteria.

Perhaps it was the memory of that day in September, or the relief of coming home after a long and productive sojurn among his new parish—or both.

Whatever it was, he realized he was happier than he remembered being in a long time.
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Before they left for Mitford, he popped into the library. Wind shuddered along the tin roof as he checked phone messages.

“Father, Buck here. Lon Burtie don’t have a clue where Sammy is. He says Clyde Barlowe cut out a few weeks ago, an’ he thinks Sammy saw his chance an’ took off. Lon said he gave it a couple of weeks to see if Sammy turned up, but he was ready to call us when I called him. He said Sammy had been talkin’ about goin’ out on his own. Th’ only thing worries Lon is that Sammy tells Lon everything, an’ Sammy up an’ left without sayin’ a word. I went around  to th’ drugstore, th’ poolroom, th’ usual, but nobody’s seen ’im. I’m wonderin’ if we should get the police in on this. Give me a call.” Beep.

“Tim, it’s your one and only cousin. Piece of cake. All you do is file a petition with the circuit court. The name issue is separate from the issue of adoption, but both can be filed on the same petition. Fortunately, he’s twenty-one-makes things a whale of a lot simpler, and no parental assent of any kind is required. The procedure basically terminates their right to the biological child.

“So you’re on your way, buddy, and congratulations. I’m personally delighted that the family name, however tattered or torn, will be perpetuated. Happy Easter, and love to Cynthia.” Beep.

“Father Tim! It’s Emma! Gene’s back in th’ hospital an’ not doin’ too good, you need to go see Esther if you can catch ’er at home. She’s a basket case.”

Emma was apparently eating something known for its high-performance crunch.

“Th’ wind’s been blowin’ up a storm all day. If you’re out in it, I hope you’ve got your head covered up. I read where bald-headed people get sick twice as fast as people with hair.”

Slurping something through a straw ...

“Somebody said the queen goes to her  country place in May, so I’m over even thinkin’  about runnin’ into her, which I’m glad of since I nearly broke my neck tryin’ to curtsy by your directions.”

More crunching...

“Anyway, ten weeks to go and I’m out of here. Say hey to Cynthia, I hope y’all aren’t turnin’ into a bunch of hayseeds. Ha-ha.”

Agitated barking ...

“Oh, hush up! That was Father Tim, you remember him. No, no, get down, you wouldn’t like pork rinds. Too salty. You’d drink a gallon of water and wee wee in th’ closet, because I’m  definitely not runnin’ you down th’ driveway in  this wind...” Beep.
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The fatigue returned, but he was going through with their dinner at Lucera, and no two ways about it.

When they opened the front door, it nearly blew off the hinges. He shut it at once. “Holy smoke!”

He wife looked at him, imploring. “Dearest—let’s don’t go.”

She leaned her head to one side, smiling. “You can court me at home, can’t you?”

“Oh, boy,” he said, vastly relieved. “Can I ever.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

This Dark Hour

He and Cynthia read Evening Prayer from the 1928, and before turning off the bedside lamp, he entered a quote by Will Rogers in his journal:  Go out on a limb—that’s where the fruit is.

That would preach ...

He peered at the other scribbling he’d done on the back of an old receipt from The Local.

“And it will come to the question of how much fire you have in your belly.” Directly beneath the first entry, he jotted this wisdom by Oliver Wendell Holmes, then turned to a blank page and gazed at it for a time, pensive.

Mr. Dooley Kavanagh, he wrote.

With some wonder, he considered what he had penned, then wrote again.

Dr. Dooley Kavanagh.

“Look,” he said to Cynthia.

She raised her head and saw what he’d written, and smiled.

“Yes,” she said. “Yes!”
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He was on his feet before he realized what he was doing. A terrible crash somewhere below, dogs barking their brains out ...

Cynthia sat up in bed. “Good Lord!”

“I’m going downstairs,” he said, pulling on his robe.

The smell of ashes and wood smoke, the infernal howling of the wind ...

He raced into the hall and turned on the light above the landing and flew down the steps, Barnabas at his heels. It was something in the kitchen; he heard a loud crumbling sound, then a tremendous thunk against the side of the house that rattled the shutters. Lord, not the old oak ...

He snapped on the light at the kitchen door.

The room was clouded with the dust of ashes; rubble lay on the hearth and about the floor. Mortar, soot, broken bricks ... he took a handkerchief from his robe pocket and held it over his nose, dumbfounded.

Bodacious clung to the sofa; the other dogs crowded to the perimeter of the debris, barking wildly at the intrusion.

“It’s the chimney,” he said as Cynthia came into the room. “I heard something hit the side of the house. Stay by the sink, who knows what else may come down. I’ll go out and look.”

The gale was from the northwest; he had to push hard against the door to open it.

Roughly half the brick chimney had collapsed in the wind; he saw the jagged outline against the first light of Maundy Thursday.
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Willie had installed a piece of plywood over the fireplace opening to keep soot from continuing to come in; but it was too little too late. The wind continued to thrum down the hollow until Willie at last rounded up the plywood and the hole was covered. Particles of ash hung in the air.

Her forehead streaked with soot, Cynthia sat across the table, looking red-eyed and disconsolate.

He held his hand over his warm coffee mug to keep the stuff from sifting into it. “Willie knows a brick mason, he said he’d try to get him out here today or the first of next week.  The chimney is more than a century old, so no wonder.”

She put her head in her hands. “Ugh.”

“Willie gave me the name of the company that insures all the buildings on the place, I’ll call them as soon as their office opens. When they come out,Willie can show them around if I’m not here. And, of course, I’ll need to talk with Hal, let him know...”

“I don’t want to trouble Marge about cleaning the house,” she said. “We’re adults, we need to figure out what to do. It’s all over the place; it’s on everything, even the furniture and windowsills upstairs. And there’s no way I can ask Puny to come out and help do this.”

“Didn’t Marge give you the name of a cleaning service when you talked last time?”

“The Flower Girls!” His wife’s face was instantly brighter. “She said to look in her red phone book.”

Cynthia flew to the bookcase, and hauled the book down. “D, E, F ... Fagan, Flanagan, Flemming ... Flower! Flower Girls, Pansy. What time is it?” She coughed mightily.

“May be a tad early. It’s only six-thirty.”

“Working women are up at six-thirty!” she announced, snatching the handset from the hook.
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He had to get to Mitford today. Agnes and Clarence weren’t, after all, some ecclesiastical retail complex in which he might find all that was needed for the Easter service. According to Agnes, she was down to a few candle stubs, and not a drop of communion wine on hand.

He would check Mitford Blossoms for Easter lilies, dash to The Local for wine and candles, then swoop by the yellow house and pick up his Easter vestments.

He made a hasty list and tucked it into his jacket pocket. He also needed to visit Uncle Billy, Esther Bolick, and Louella. He would run up and see Louella after he met with Pauline. He phoned Hope House and asked them to tell Pauline, now their dining room manager, that he hoped to see her before the big push at noon.

Puny and the twins ... that visit would have to wait ’til after Easter.

He rubbed his sandpapered eyes and checked his watch. If he played his cards right, he’d have a half hour to noodle with the Turkey Club, and hit the vending machine for nourishment.

The wind had died down, thanks be to God. But he felt like a heel for running out on his  wife. Though they’d cleaned up the floor and wiped off the table, the kitchen was a disaster. Fortunately, her work on the easel had been draped with a cloth that she put on each evening like a cover on a birdcage.

“Don’t worry about me,” she had said. “You have your work to do and I have mine. I’ll manage the inside if you and Willie will take care of the outside.” She sneezed mightily. “Do not, I repeat, do not, expect me to manage a crew of brick masons.”

“You have my word.”

He had wiped her forehead with his handkerchief and made the sign. She signed back, and he gave her a heartfelt, albeit guilt-stricken, hug.
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He’d talked to Buck last night; they had prayed together on the phone that Sammy would turn up, safe and sound. Buck said Lon Burtie had been to the Barlowe trailer and looked in the windows. Nothing appeared suspicious.

Lon had asked around about Clyde Barlowe’s whereabouts and a couple of people claimed he’d gone off with Cate Turner, who was Lace Harper’s father and Clyde’s long-time drinking buddy.

In the end, the question was the same: Should the police be notified?

Father Tim, Cynthia, Agnes, and Clarence would be working at the church on Saturday, giving it a complete cleaning, and readying it for Sunday morning. Thus the only time he could get down to Holding with Buck was tomorrow, Friday. They agreed they’d meet at eight o’clock at Lew Boyd’s Exxon, and head down the mountain to the Holding police station.

He and Cynthia had further agreed to have their own Maundy Thursday service this evening in the ash-blasted kitchen—a fitting setting.

As for the paperwork on the adoption/name change, he’d be in touch with his attorney next week, and by the time Dooley came home for the summer, he would walk in the door as a Kavanagh.
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Esther wasn’t at home, but he left a note at the patio door, and a box of chocolates that he’d picked up at the pharmacy.

It was a pathetic offering; his heart was wrenched for Gene and Esther, whom he’d known as friends and parishioners for twenty years. He looked at the patio and thought how  many steaks had been grilled and song birds fed and geraniums watered, and no one, not even once, thinking of inoperable brain tumors.
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Tears sprang to her eyes.

“I think it’s wonderful,” said Pauline Leeper. “I know he’ll feel proud to carry your name.”

“He’ll always spend time with you and Buck and Poo and Jessie when he comes home; you’ll always be his family.”

“Yes, sir.” She took a Kleenex from her uniform pocket and wiped her eyes. “I’ll be lookin’ a mess,” she said, laughing.

He felt awkward and disconsolate. “Thank you for your understanding. You’re a fine and caring soul, Pauline.”

“By th’ grace of God is th’ only way that could happen,” she said, tears streaming down her cheeks.
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“What you doin’ ’bout Miss Sadie’s money?”

Clearly, he’d been mistaken to think Louella forgetful.

“I’m waiting for the owner of the car to come home so we can talk about it. I can’t search the Plymouth without his permission.”

Louella looked skeptical of this modus operandi, and returned her attention to the box of sugar-free candy he’d toted along.

“What’s that? I cain’t half see. I’m lookin’ for somethin’ wit’ nuts.”

“Nougat.”

“No nougat. What’s that ’un right there?”

“Umm.” He was salivating. “Dark chocolate.”

“Here, honey,” she said, holding forth the box. “Fin’ me somethin’ wit’ nuts.”

He took the sugar-free dark chocolate for himself. Not bad. But not good, either. “What do you think Miss Sadie would have us do with the money if we find it?”

“Give it to th’ Lord!”

“We’ll definitely do that. But do you think she’d like something specific? The Lord’s Chapel roof is perfectly fine, thanks to her. The expansion was paid for long ago. Hope House is running in the black....”

“I think we should pray about it. That’s what Miss Sadie an’ I always do when she givin’ money. I ‘member how we prayed ’bout th’ money she give your boy. Whew, law! When Miss Sadie wrote that down, that was more aughts than I ever seen behind a number! What’s he doin’ with it, anyway?”

“He doesn’t know he has it. I haven’t told him.”

“What you waitin’ for? Th’ creek t’ rise?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Child, I’m glad nobody ever give me a million dollars; it would’ve been my ruination.”

“You think so?”

“This ’un an’ that ’un would have took it off of me like takin’ candy from a baby. No, honey, I never liked to fool with money.”

“Here,” he said. “This whole row has nuts.”

Louella gave him a fond look. “Ever’ time you come t’ see me, I feel like Miss Sadie in th’ room.You an’ her was close, honey.”

“I dreamed about her the other night.”

“How’d she look?”

“She looked young! I was amazed to see her looking so well!” He remembered the dream as if it had been a visit.

Louella winced.

“What is it?”

“This ol’ shoulder be actin’ up ag‘in. Hurtin’ me all night.”

“Let me have a go at it,” he said.

He got off the low stool where he always sat when he visited, and touched her shoulder. “Here?”

“No, honey, that ain’t th’ place. Move up a  little to th’ lef’.... That’s right. On up a little more.”

“Right here?”

“Right there! Oh, mercy, that’s sore as a boil, don’t rub too hard.”

Nurse Herman stuck her head in the door.

“I’m next in line after Miss Louella!” she said, grinning.
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He stepped along the hall to Ben Isaac Berman’s comfortable room.

Ben Isaac nearly always kept his door open, and was nearly always listening to classical music. The offering of the moment was definitely Mozart... possibly the Divertimento no. 10 in F Major, but only possibly.

He knocked on the open door. “Ben Isaac?”

“Here, Father, right here! Come in, come in.”

The tall, handsome old man appeared, using a cane and dressed in a coat and tie with dark trousers.

“Ben Isaac! You’re dressed fit to kill.”

Ben Isaac leaned toward the vicar, and spoke in a low voice. “I have a nice woman friend, Father.”

Father Tim shook his hand vigorously. “I’m  happy to hear it! That changes everything, doesn’t it?”

“It certainly does. We’re walking down to lunch together in half an hour.”

“And where does this fortunate lady live?”

Ben Isaac’s eyes gleamed as he pointed to the wall and whispered. “Right next door.”

“Right next door is the very place I found my wonderful wife!”

The old man chuckled. “Oh, my,” he said. “Oh, my.”
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He popped into the chaplain’s office, glad to see Scott Murphy, who had been a literal Godsend to Hope House—not to mention the Kavanaghs’ favorite bookseller.

“Congratulations!” he said, embracing his friend.

“Thank you, thank you, Father. And thanks for agreeing to officiate at our wedding.”

“The pleasure is all mine,” he said, meaning it. “We’re having our first service at Holy Trinity on Easter morning at ten o’clock. Wish you could come up.”

“My service is also at ten. But we’ll definitely come another Sunday. What’s the driving time?”

“Fifteen or twenty minutes to the farm, then about fifteen or twenty to the ridge.You could come for coffee and follow us up.” He checked his watch. “Got to get moving....”

“Any advice before you go?”

“For... ?”

“For being engaged? I’ve never done this before.”

Father Tim laughed. “You don’t want any advice from me. I nearly botched the whole thing. No, wait, here’s my advice; it’s what I’d have done if I’d had sense: Thank God continually for His kind favor. And send flowers before you mess up, as well as afterward.”

Scott grinned. “Consider it done,” he said. “And umm, there’s something on your left cheek. Looks like ...”

The vicar reached up and rubbed his cheek.

“Soot,” he said. “But you don’t want to know.”
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“Blast! A dollar fifty for a pack of Nabs and a Diet Coke,” he told J.C. “The trouble is, we remember when a pack of Nabs was a nickel.”

“I don’t go as far back as th’ nickel,” snapped J.C.

“Oh, excuse me, I forgot your extreme youth places you in the dime category.”

“Fifteen cents,” said J.C., hammering down on something unidentifiable.

“When pigs fly,” said the vicar. He thought the Muse editor looked as if he’d tossed and turned all night—in his clothes. “So where’s Mule? Where’s Percy?”

“Percy’s gettin’ a colonoscopy. Mule’s takin’ Fancy to lunch in Wesley.”

The vicar thought he’d rather have the colonoscopy. “Let me ask you something,” he said, popping the tab on his Coke.

“Ask away.”

“What’s eating you?”

J.C. frowned and held up the remains of a sandwich. “I’m eatin’ it.”

“Come on, be straight with me.”

He’d never messed in J. C. Hogan’s business, with the possible exception of the time J.C. was courting Adele and, in both his and Mule’s opinions, doing it all wrong.

J.C. rewrapped his sandwich and stuffed it in his briefcase. “Adele got a promotion.”

“Right. And a new gun.You told us.”

“She got a raise.”

“That’s good.”

“She got a new hairdo.”

“Aha.”

“She’s gettin’ a new squad car.”

“Oh, boy.”

There was a long silence. Father Tim watched a fly crawl up the inside of Lew’s front window; a horn blew in the grease pit; Lew came in to ring up a gas sale.

When Lew left, J.C. looked at Father Tim, obviously miserable.

“An’ she got a new partner.”

Bingo. “Driving partner, I take it.”

“Right.”

“So, look. I’m out of here in ten minutes. Let me ask you something. What are you doing about all this? Wasting time thinking Adele’s sweet on somebody else? Trying to figure out what she’s up to? Worrying that you aren’t number one anymore?”

“Yeah,” said J.C.

“So a lot of good things are happening for Adele. Have you congratulated her?”

“No.”

“Unbelievable! Sent her flowers?”

“That’s not my style.”

“Told her she’s the best? Kissed her when you came home? Kissed her when she came home?”

“That hasn’t got anything to do with anything.”

“It has everything to do with everything, buddyroe. I remember what you did for Adele  when you were courting.You took a couple of pork chops over to her house. And you did that  only one time! This is serious business, J.C., and once again, you’re giving it the old pork chop routine—which never cured anything; never has, never will.”

“You’re preachin’ me a sermon.”

“You’ve got that right. When you have a terrific wife like I have a terrific wife, you can’t diddledaddle around. How long since you took Adele out to dinner? How long since you courted this woman? Your wife is going places. Are you going places with her?”

No response.

“I believe I know Adele pretty well, she works her tail off to make Mitford a better place to live, plus she does all she can to keep you straight. You need to be rubbin’ her feet at night, takin’ her a cup of coffee in th’ mornin’....” He was lapsing into his Mississippi vernacular.

The editor’s face was as red as a parboiled beet. “Rubbin’ her feet? Are you out of your cotton-pickin’ mind?”

“OK, OK, somewhere between pork chops and a foot rub is where this thing needs to fall. But let me tell you, a new aftershave won’t cut it. And bein’ too high and mighty to get  excited about her success definitely won’t cut it.You got to court this woman, and you got to get a move on.”

“I got to court her again?”

“The way you courted her the first time was so triflin’, it didn’t even count. You got to court Adele like this is the first time.”

“I should never have said pee-turkey to you.” J.C. slammed his briefcase shut.

“And I’m sayin’ all this to you because I think the world of Adele, and dadgummit, buddy, I love you.” Good grief, he’d never said such a thing to J. C. Hogan in his life.

“Over and over again, I acted the fool with Cynthia, and let me tell you, that is a very dangerous thing to do.” He remembered being unfairly jealous of her editor, threatened by her success, and desperately afraid of losing all that God had given him. “Do you love Adele?”

“Yeah,” said J.C. “Big time.”

“Did you take your vows seriously when I married the two of you?”

“I did.”

“The way I see it, you don’t have any time to lose.You need to get yourself down to the police station and walk in there ...” He looked at his watch. “I saw her patrol car in the parkin’ lot a few minutes ago—walk in there and...”

“And what?”

He had preached himself into a lather. And what, indeed? J.C. was sitting on the edge of his chair.

“Say you’re turning yourself in for bein’ a fool.”

“Come on! Don’t be a horse’s behind.”

“Ask her to sign out early tonight, tell her you have plans.”

“What kind of plans?”

“My meddlin’ ends right there.” Father Tim wadded up the wrapper from the Nabs and tossed it in the trash bucket. “You’ll have to figure that out for yourself.”

[image: 091]

He’d forgotten to ask J.C. if he knew anything more about Edith Mallory. He prayed for her faithfully and thought of her often—trying to imagine her urgent search for the connecting word among what Jubal had likened to the swarming of bees.

And what if the first word she had expressed with such feeling was lost again?

God, she had said! On the day she’d locked him in the room with herself at Kinloch, she had no heart for God, not in the least.

He didn’t want her to lose that word; it was  imperative that she be able to hold on to that word.

Hold on, Edith! he thought, as he removed the key from the ignition in the town museum driveway.
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Betty Craig looked done in.

“How is he?”

“Not a bit good.”

“And Miss Rose?”

“Th’ meanest ol’ woman that ever drew breath, Father, an’ that’s all there is to it.”

“What’s going on?”

“He’s jis’ goin’ down; he won’t hardly eat nothin’, an’ you know he loves my cookin’. He wanted chicken an’ dumplin’s, but just sucked some of th’ broth out of a spoon.”

“Does he need to go back to the hospital?”

“I think he does.”

“Pulse?”

“Weak.”

“Where’s Miss Rose?”

“In th’ bathroom, grinnin’ at ‘erself in th’ mirror last time I looked. She’s jis’ wicked!”

“Not wicked. Sick. It’s a terrible disease, and hardly any money’s ever spent to learn more about it.”

“What ought we t’ do?”

“I’ll call Hoppy. Should I go in?”

“I think you should. You’re always good medicine for people.”

“I don’t know about that,” he said, meaning it. J. C. Hogan had been ready to knock him upside the head.

He stood by the bed, silent, gazing upon the man who had caused so many to laugh for so long ...

Without opening his eyes, Uncle Billy held up his hand and Father Tim took it. “Is that... th’ preacher?”

“It is, Uncle Billy.” He had a knot in his throat the size of a golf ball, honored to be recognized merely by his touch.

How many sickbeds had he visited in his lifetime? His own mother’s had been the most wrenching, and this one, this bedside, seemed oddly similar. He realized it was because Bill Watson was more than a cherished friend, more than a long-time parishioner—he was family.

“Let me pray for you,” he said.

“That’d be good.”

But when he knelt to do it, he found he couldn’t speak for the tears.
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He pulled into the Meadowgate driveway with seven potted lilies crowded onto the passenger seat and floorboard, and saw the green pickup truck parked in the pull-over.

The odor of ashes and creosote greeted him as soon as he hit the back steps.

“Darling, look who’s come to see us. Pansy Flower, this is my husband, Father Tim Kavanagh.”

“Pleased,” said Pansy, who did a miniature bob. The curtsy hadn’t gone the way of the milk wagon, after all. Indeed, it was cropping up all over the place—a regular come-back!

“Pansy of the famed Flower Girls! I’m happy to meet you, Pansy.”

“Pansy’s telling me about her large and very talented family,” said Cynthia.

“Ten young ’uns! Eight girls, two boys. None dead. I myself personally am th’ baby.”

“Aha!”

“Iris, Lily, Rose, Arbutus, Delphinium, we call ’er Del,” Pansy totted them up on her fingers. “Vi‘let. Daisy. Jack in the Pulpit, we call ’im Jack. An’ Sweet William, we call ’im Billy.”

Father Tim observed that she positively beamed during this pronouncement.

“Let’s see, now. Iris is the one who sews?”  Cynthia had her notebook and pen at the ready.

“No’m. Iris irons. ’Cept she can’t do much right now, she’s got corp’ral tunnel.”

“So. Iris irons. Lily sews.”

“No’m, it’s Rose that sews. Lily cooks for parties.”

“And Arbutus?”

“She don’t do nothin’. She married Junior Bentley an’ lives in a brick house.”

Tuckered, he sought the solace of his wing chair and avoided looking at the plywood.

“A brick house?”

“Yes, ma’am. On th’ new bypass across from Red Pig Barbecue. With two screen porches.”

“So let me make sure I understand. I call Rose if I need sewing, Iris if I need ironing, and Lily when I give the Christmas party.”

“Yes, ma’am. Oh, an’ we forgot to talk about Daisy, she’s twenty-two, an’ works with Jack an’ Billy killin’ hogs.”

“Killing hogs!”

“Yes, ma’am, from October to March, they kill hogs ever’ Saturday an’ make sausage. It’s available in links, patties, or bulk.”

He thought his wife looked a tad on the pale side. “Please, just write it all down,” she said, transferring the notepad to Pansy.

“Don’t you want to know ’bout Vi’let?”

Cynthia thumped into a chair at the pine table. “Of course! Have a seat, Pansy, and tell me everything.”

“Vi‘let works of a week, an’ sings country music for parties on Saturday night.”

“The parties that Lily caters?”

“Yes, ma’am, they hire out as a team. Barbecue an’ fried catfish is Lily’s specials; she serves that with cole slaw, hush puppies, an’ homemade tater tots. Or if it’s fried chicken you want, she does coleslaw, mashed taters, an’ biscuits. Vi‘let, she sings jis’ like Loretta Lynn, an’ plays th’ guitar.”

He caught himself nodding off.

“Her an’ Lily charges by th’ head. Twenty dollars a head for cookin’ an’ singin’.”

“What if someone wants cooking and no singing?”

“They don’t work that way; you have to take th’ whole package. An’ no Sundays ’less it’s a church party. For a church party, Vi’let sings gospel an’ they give a ten-percent discount. But they don’t get much church b’iness.”

“I suppose not; church people like to do their own singing.”

“Yes, ma’am, an’ their own cookin’ in many cases.

“Well, Pansy, what I really need is someone to clean. As you can see, this dreadful mess can’t wait ’til the cows come home. I need someone tomorrow morning, bright and early. Doesn’t anyone in the family clean?”

“Oh, yes, ma’am! ’Cept for Arbutus who married Junior Bentley an’ lives in a brick house, we all clean.”

“Thank the Lord!”

“But for cleanin’, we rotate.”

“Rotate?”

“Yes, ma’am, you don’t git the’ same one twice runnin’. It goes like this—Lily comes Monday, Rose comes Tuesday, I come Wednesday, Del comes Thursday, Iris ... no, wait, I think it’s Rose as comes Monday an’ Lily as comes Tuesday. Oh, shoot, I can’t remember all that mess; it’s too confusin’. You let us work that out.”

“Happy to,” said his wife, who appeared ready for a nap.
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The cross stood in the center of the bare pine table, draped in purple.

Cold air, and with it a noxious sift of creosote, flowed down the broken chimney and seeped around the plywood into the kitchen.  Though Cynthia had done what she could to freshen things up, the malodorous smell permeated the room.

It was a time in the church year that always moved and jolted him. He’d sat in many a church on this night, with only candles lighting the nave, sorrowing over His suffering and death, keeping watch for His resurrection. Indeed, he’d never known any way to receive the authentic joy of Easter without entering into this dark hour.

His feelings were stirred by the clear and shining voice of his wife as she read from the first Epistle to the believers at Corinth.

“ ‘I have received of the Lord that which also I delivered unto you, That the Lord Jesus the same night in which he was betrayed took bread; and when he had given thanks, he brake it, and said, Take, eat: this is my body, which is broken for you: this do in remembrance of me. After the same manner also he took the cup, when he had supped, saying, This cup is the new testament in my blood: this do ye, as oft as ye drink it, in remembrance of me. For as often as ye eat this bread, and drink this cup, ye do shew the Lord’s death till he come.’”

He pulled the candlestick closer and read aloud from the Gospels of Luke and John in the old prayer book.

“‘... Then said Jesus, Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do. And they parted his raiment, and cast lots....

“ ‘Now before the feast of the passover, when Jesus knew that his hour was come that he should depart out of this world unto the Father, having loved his own which were in the world, he loved them unto the end. And supper being ended ...’”

He thought he heard a knock somewhere but couldn’t be certain. “Did you hear something?”

It came again, louder this time, at the backdoor. “Willie!” he said, leaving the table. “It must be important.”

He switched on the light and opened the door, but saw no one. “Willie? Is that you?”

A tall, thin figure stepped into the porch light.

“It’s m-me. S-S-Sammy”
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CHAPTER NINE

Keeping the Feast

On the morning of Good Friday, a mild, nearly balmy breeze blew into the valley.

Relishing the liberty of a short-sleeve shirt, Father Tim stood outside the laundry room with a brick mason who nursed a plug of tobacco in his jaw and surveyed the damage.

“Back then, they laid their chimney stacks one brick thick.”

“That’s not good, I take it.”

“Was then; ain’t now. It’s a wonder it ain’t fell in before. Out here, see, y’r storms come mostly from th’ west, th’ side y’r chimney’s on. All that wet blowin’ in collects in y’r mortar, then when y’r freezes come, th’ mortar contracts; y’ know what I mean?”

“I do.”

“Swells up, freezes, swells up, freezes. Pretty soon, comes loose, falls out, big gale blows, down she goes.”

“Got it.”

Throughout the house, the ancient window sashes had been forced open to let in drafts of spring air, and sweeten the bitter smell of wood ash. Father Tim heard the drone of several vacuum cleaners operating simultaneously on bare wood floors, in concert with the rumble of a supersize clothes dryer and the agitation of a washing machine.

The mason shot a stream of tobacco juice into a camellia bush. “Busy place,” he said to the vicar.

A serious contingent of Flower Girls had reported for duty, and according to the look on his wife’s face only moments earlier, Father Tim determined that all was right with the world.
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He sat with Sammy on the back steps, taking a break.

“Thanks, buddy.”

Sammy nodded with a short, self-conscious jerk of his head.

They’d piled the debris collected behind the plywood into a couple of wheelbarrows. As transferring the detritus from the barrow to the truck bed would be too labor intensive, they’d huffed the heavy barrows to the farm dump beyond the root cellar.

“We’re glad you’re here,” said Father Tim. “You’re safe with us.”

Another jerk of the head.

Déjà vu, thought the vicar. These porch steps were exactly where he’d sat with Dooley on their first visit to the farm all those years ago.

“How did you get here?”

Sammy raised the thumb of his right hand.

“How did you know where we are?”

“Asked at th’ gas station in Mitford, they all knowed.”

“Dooley and I looked for you in Holding. He was pretty worried when we couldn’t find you.”

“Yeah.”

“What happened?”

“I w-w-wanted t’ git out on m’ own; I w-wanted to make it on m’ own, like D-Dooley”

“Dooley didn’t make it on his own.”

A guinea streaked by, with another in hot pursuit. It was mating season at Meadowgate.

“For that matter,” said Father Tim, “I didn’t make it on my own, either. We can’t make it on  our own; we need each other. Why didn’t you tell Lon?”

“I wanted t’ sh-show ’im I could do it without no help. I didn’t have n-nobody t’ talk to.”

“You have somebody now. Dooley. Poo. Jessie. Buck.” Mentioning Sammy’s mother wouldn’t be a good thing; Sammy bitterly resented the wrong she had done all her children. “Cynthia. Barnabas. Me.” He put his hand on Sammy’s shoulder, and felt him flinch. He also felt the bone beneath the skin.

“I got me a job at a n-nursery Lasted th-ththree weeks.”

“Didn’t work out, then.”

“They said I s-stole money. I didn’t do it; it was a f-fat boy done it.”

“We may have a paying job for you right here, if you’re interested. After all, if we’re going to have tomato sandwiches, we’ve got to have tomatoes. I’m pretty good with roses, but don’t know much about tomatoes.”

A light flickered in the boy’s eyes. “I can grow t’maters, big time.”

“I’ll bet you can.”

“C-cukes, squash, melon, pole beans, all ’at.”

“Okra?” He was a fool for okra.

“I ain’t never g-growed okra but I could do it.”

“Any plans to go back to your father?”

“I ain’t n-never goin’ back. He pulled a gun on me, made me set still without hardly b-breathin’, said if I moved he’d blow m’ brains out. He was b-bad drunk. After while, he passed out an’ I run. I slep’ that night in’ the neighbor’s garage an’ kep’ goin’ ’til I c-come t’ M-Morganton. I found a nurs’ry an’ got a job.”

“Where did you stay?”

“I slep’ in th’ sh-shed where they kep’ th’ clay pots an’ all. I hope him an’ C-Cate Turner is burnin’ in hell right now.”

There was a long silence; only the squawking of the guineas, the call of a bird.

“What became of your beautiful garden?” Father Tim remembered the garden Sammy had created in “a waste place,” as the Bible sometimes put it; its loveliness had brought tears to his eyes.

Sammy shrugged. “It’ll g-grow over an’ nobody’ ll know it was there.”

“Any idea where you want to go from here?”

“Don’t know where I’d s-stay at.”

“Cynthia and I talked about it; we’d like you to stay with us for a while. But we have a few house rules.”

Better lay it out upfront.

“No smoking. No cussing. Keep your room  in order. If you leave, let us know where you’re going. Curfew—eleven o’clock.”

Sammy watched the guineas disappear around the smokehouse. The old scar on his face reddened.

“Did you hear me, son?”

“Y-yeah.”

“Interested?”

Sammy nodded. “Yeah.”

“How long since you were in school?”

“I ain’t been t’ school since eighth grade, an’ I ain’t goin’ back, neither.”

“How old are you?”

“S-s-sixteen.”

“When did you turn sixteen?”

Sammy shot him an aggrieved look.

“If you’re going to stay with us, and I hope you will, I need to know the score.”

“Last month.”

“March, then.”

“Yeah. Th’ fourteenth.”

In North Carolina, it was legally permissible to drop out of school at the age of sixteen.While that may not be the best of rulings, Father Tim was relieved; if they had to force Sammy to go to school, Sammy might be lost to them forever.

Father Tim sniffed the air; a wondrous aroma was wending its way through the kitchen door and out to the porch ...

It had a been a long time since Sammy had wolfed down his supper last night and crashed on Annie’s bed without removing his clothes.

“That muffin we had a while ago is history. Let’s go in and have some breakfast.”

Sammy shot to his feet; a grin tried to spread across his face. The vicar noted that Sammy caught it before it got very far. In any case, it was sunlight breaking through leaden clouds.
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Good Friday was a fast day, and though Cynthia later vowed she’d asked for something “very simple,” Lily-who-cooks-for-parties had done herself proud.

Cheese grits, bacon, fried apples, scrambled eggs, drop biscuits, and cream gravy sat in bowls and platters on the pine table. She had also fried up half the sausage she’d toted as a gift from the sausage-making operation, and set out two jars of jam from the farm coffers.

His wife trotted in from the laundry room and gasped. “Is this a dream?”

“Hallelujah and three amens!” said the vicar. He’d better call the Mitford Hospital and reserve a room. “What do you say, Sammy?”

Sammy appeared dumbfounded, unable to reply.

Lily was already elbow-deep in a sinkful of hot, soapy water, giving the pots and pans a thorough what for. She giggled. “Better not carry on like ’at ’til you see if it’s any good.”

The vicar pulled out a chair for his marveling wife. “We hear by the grapevine that you sing like Loretta Lynn!”

“Oh, no, sir, that’s Vi’let as sings like Loretta. If I was t’ sing a’tall, which I don’t, I’d sing more like Dolly.”

“Aha. And thank you for the sausage, Lily. A very thoughtful gift!”

“It’s th’ mild, not th’ hot; we didn’t think you‘uns looked th’ hot ’n’ spicy type.”

“Very thoughtful!” he said. How could he eat such a feast when his commitment was to fast?

“Anyhow, it ain’t from me; it’s from Daisy. Daisy does sausage. I don’t have nothin’ to do with sausage makin’! No, sir, it’s way too messy. I’ll never make no sausage ...”

“I believe Lily is the one who also sews, dear.”

“Oh, no ma’am, that’s Rose as sews. I’m not facilitated to do nothin’ but cook an’ clean.”

“Let’s pray,” he said.
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Worn, they sat in the library by a waning fire. Sammy was watching a billiards competition on the TV in his room; Violet was curled on the lap of her mistress; the farm dogs snored in their accustomed places in the kitchen. Peace like a river ...

“Let me read to us,” he said. He believed his homily was nailed; the rest was up to the Holy Spirit.

He thumbed through the little volume of Longfellow’s poems that he’d found among Marge’s many books, and read from “Endymion.”

“... O drooping souls, whose destinies  
Are fraught with fear and pain,  
Ye shall be loved again!

 

No one is so accursed by fate,  
No one so utterly desolate,  
But some heart, though unknown,  
Responds unto his own.

 

Responds, as if with unseen wings,  
An angel touched its quivering strings;  
And whispers, in its song,  
‘Where hast thou stayed so long?’ ... ”



“Do you believe with Mr. Longfellow,” she  asked, “that no one is so accursed by fate but some heart responds to his own?”

“I do believe it. It’s true for Dooley, and for Lace. It was true for Buck and Pauline ...” He could go on and on. “It was true for us.”

“For so many years I thought that no heart, however known or unknown, would ever respond to my own. I never dreamed of this happiness with you. And for you to read aloud to me is such a lavish gift; it’s above all I could ever ask or think.”

“Do you remember the time you came down to my study?” he asked. “It was in the middle of the night, and I was walking through the valley . . . you read the hundred and third psalm to me. I was so happy to see you, I felt I’d been rescued from drowning; your voice meant everything to me.”

They sat for a time, gazing at the crimson embers beneath the grate.

“Mother read to me,” he mused, “but not for entertainment. It was purely instructional, bless her soul! But I had Peggy, as you know. Peggy couldn’t read, but she told me stories. Lengthy, complex, wonderful stories of her childhood in the backcountry of Mississippi. Then, when I learned to read, I read to her.”

“I’m trying to remember—when did you see her last?”

“I was ten when she disappeared. Just vanished. I was stricken.” Where did she go? He never knew ...

He suddenly felt again the old sorrow, as if a door had opened somewhere, spilling a grim light into the corridor.

His truest friend had simply never come back to his mother’s kitchen, to cook with her and make her laugh; to slip him a forbidden sweet, and listen to his cares as if they were actually important.

After she’d gone, he often rode his bike down the narrow lane, and entered her cold cabin and called her name. The cabin looked as if she’d simply walked away and would soon return—a dress still hung on a nail, an apron was thrown over the back of a chair, wood for a cook fire had been brought in and placed by the hearth.

His mother, whom he believed to know everything, had appeared to know nothing about Peggy’s disappearance. More than once, he’d trekked to the barn—what if she’d been gathering eggs in the loft, and fallen through the rotten boards? For months, he looked for her on the streets of Holly Springs, and once went to her church on Wednesday night and stood in the road to see whether she came.

It occurred to him as he sat here, more than a half century later, that he’d looked for Peggy for most of his life. Or more truly, he’d looked for her particular warmth. In the divided, often-cold household of his childhood, Peggy’s warmth had ignited in him a kind of fire to love and be loved.

He gazed at his wife with quiet amazement. “I never thought of it before,” he said.

“What have you never thought before?”

“You remind me of Peggy.”

She leaned her head to one side and smiled. “I’m proud to remind you of Peggy,” she said. “Why don’t we go up now, darling—to clean sheets and swept corners?”

She took his hand and led him along the stairs, and once again he felt the happiness of these last weeks. He would do something wonderful for his wife one day. He’d do all in his power to give back what she had so generously given him.
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He opened his eyes and looked out the window near their bed. In the cold first light, the distant tree line appeared rimmed with platinum.

“Are you awake?”

“I am.”

He rolled over and kissed her on the cheek. “He is risen!”

“He is risen, indeed!”

“Alleluia!” As ever on Easter morning, a certain heaviness departed his spirit.

“I’m excited about our first real service at Holy Trinity,” she said. “Wait, I take that back. Last Sunday was wonderfully real.”

“I like the way you think; you’ll always be my deacon.” He slid out of bed. “I’ll start the coffee; the ham’s ready to pop in the oven just before we leave.”

“I’ll make breakfast for Sammy and me. Are you having toast?”

“Just toast. And a little butter.” While a priest typically fasted before the Eucharist, his blasted diabetes wanted mollycoddling.

They made the sign to each other; it had become their new private liturgy.

[image: 100]

Father Tim pushed open the door to the room where the Owens’ daughter Annie had lived until she finished college. Her years in the foreign service had kept her away from home for long periods, but soon, she’d be moving to Asheville, a fact that thrilled not only the Owens, but himself, as well.

Barnabas bounded in and stood by the bed, wagging his tail.

“Sammy! Good morning! Time to get up, son.”

“What’s g-goin’ on?”

“A blessed Easter to you! We’re off to church in an hour or so, breakfast on the table in twenty minutes.”

“Church?” Sammy sat up in bed, wearing one of Dooley’s left-behind sweatshirts. “I ain’t goin’ t’ no ch-church.”

“We talked about it last night.”

“Y-yeah, but I didn’t s-s-say I’d g-go.”

“House rule. We go to church as a family.”

“That rule wadn’t on th’ l-list you give me b’fore.”

“I’m sorry. I took that rule for granted and failed to mention it. Please get up now and have some breakfast.”

“Quit breathin’ on me!” he heard Sammy say to Barnabas, who caught up with his master on the stairs.

He realized again that he’d never enjoyed making anybody do anything. But enjoyment wasn’t necessarily what it was all about when a lost boy comes under your roof. It had often been tough sledding with Dooley, and it could be tough sledding again.

Lord, he prayed, thank you for being on the sled . . .
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They were early, yet four vehicles were already parked in the lot.

As he blew through the door with Barnabas at his heels, he checked his mental list. Pew bulletins on the top shelf by the bell rope. Juice and cups and a tin of cookies on the bottom shelf. Bread and wine in the sacristy; his white vestments hanging behind the door. Lilies in front of the altar, the snowy fair linen laid on, floors swept clean, windows shining . . .

Yesterday’s housekeeping detail with Sammy and Cynthia and Lloyd and the Mertons had been one of the highlights of his priesthood.

Buzzed with excitement, he marshaled his troops.

“Miss Martha, do you sing?”

“Real loud!” announced Mary.

“Good! That’s what we need this morning. Open up those pipes, ladies.

“Kavanagh, I’m depending on you, as well.”

“You know perfectly well I was given an eye, not an ear!”

“No excuses! Lloyd, do you sing?”

“Tenor. But can’t read music t’ save my life.”

“Not a problem, we’re using the old hymns. And there’s a visitor! Welcome to Holy Trinity! Happy Easter! Do you sing?”

“It’ll set y’r dog t’ barkin’,” declared Sparkle Foster.

“Set him to barking, then. We’re here to celebrate!” He hurried toward the sacristy, calling over his shoulder: “Christ being raised from the dead dieth no more!”

Cynthia smiled at the early comers. “My husband is always like this at Easter,” she said.
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His wife, a gift from God.

Sammy Barlowe, a gift from God.

His eyes roved the pews.

Agnes Merton, Clarence Merton, gifts from God . . .

Robert Prichard . . . yes, a gift from God . . .

Every saint has a past, the sixteenth-century  poet had said, and every sinner has a future. And all because of what He did for love.

“Christ our Passover is sacrificed for us: therefore let us keep the feast. Not with old leaven neither with the leaven of malice and wickedness; but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth . . .”

“As it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be, world without end . . .”

The old words seemed somehow reborn, as his spirit stepped forth to embrace his new parish.
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They gathered in the churchyard, close by the stone wall.

How many souls had gathered at this wall in the life of Holy Trinity, and looked out to clear skies and dark alike? One thing the vicar knew for certain, there wouldn’t be many Easter morns as glorious as this.

A soft, impressionist light bathed every ridge; the still-bare trees, seemingly grim and resolute only days ago, appeared relieved and hopeful; for the first time, he noticed buds on the rhododendron.

Barnabas sprawled atop the wall, eyeing all comers.

“‘At’s’ th’ biggest dern dog I ever seen in m’ life,” said Rooter. “Is ’e a bitin’ dog?”

“Not so far,” said Father Tim.

“I don‘ want t‘ be eat up by no dog.”

“Shouldn’t be a problem; he had breakfast before we left.”

He stood with Cynthia and Agnes by the  wall, dispensing cartons of eggs. Sissie Gleason was first in line, holding fast to Granny’s hand.

Sissie looked up at Father Tim. “Was God here t’day?”

“He was!” said the vicar. “And is.”

Sissie raised one foot in the air. “I wanted ’im t’ see m’ new shoes.”

“Ain’t them th’ prettiest little yeller shoes you ever laid eyes on?” asked Granny.

“They are!” Cynthia agreed. “I’d love a pair exactly like them.”

Sissie peered into the carton of eggs. “They ain’t colored,” she said. “They ain’t fit t’ hide.”

“Take them home and boil them hard,” said Cynthia, “then color them with your Magic Markers and hide them to your heart’s content. Do you have Magic Markers?”

“What is Magi Markers?”

“I’ll bring you some next Sunday. Do you read?”

“Nope. I ain’t in school yet.”

“I’ll bring you a book,” said Cynthia. “It has lots of pictures. Kiss your mother for us.”

Father Tim squatted to Sissie’s level. “Thank you for coming, Sissie. Tell your Uncle Donny he’d sure be welcome to join us. And tell your mother she’s in our prayers.”

“Sparkle Foster,” said the fortyish woman,  shaking Cynthia’s hand. “I do hair in th’ valley, pleased to meet you. An’ this is my husband, Wayne.”

“Sparkle! Wayne! A blessed Easter to you!”

“Same to y’all.This is sure a different kind of church for us. I was raised Holiness,Wayne was raised Baptist.”

“I was raised t’ shout,” said Wayne, setting the record straight, “but fell away to th’ Baptists.”

Cynthia handed off a carton to the redhaired Sparkle, who appeared touched by the gesture. “Why, thank you, how nice. Other than it bein’ Easter, is there a special meanin’ to givin’ eggs away at church?”

“There is, actually! Our hens lay faster than we can use up the proceeds! Where did you get your wonderful name?”

Sparkle laughed. “My granmaw got it out of th’ funny papers.”

“Very creative of your granmaw! We’re happy to have you and hope you’ll come again.”

“I don’t know if we can keep up with th’ way y’ all do things.”

Wayne nodded, clearly in agreement.

“We need to have some lessons on the prayer book,” said the vicar. “Would be good for everybody. What about a covered dish next Sunday? Followed by a discussion on how we  do things?” In his new parish, there would be no slacking; it was fish or cut bait.

“Great idea!” boomed Martha McKinney, moving up in line. “I’ll bring my German chocolate cake.”

“She’ll bring her German choc’late cake,” said Mary, clearly thrilled by the prospect.

“Miss Martha, Miss Mary, He is risen!”

“He is risen, indeed!” they recited in unison.

Martha received their dozen with obvious gratitude. “We used to be covered up with eggs, everybody and his brother kept chickens! But today, there’s hardly a soul who’ll keep a chicken.”

“They run out in th’ road,” said Mary. “That’s why.”

Father Tim indicated the open doors and the crowd milling about in the churchyard. “Well, ladies, what do you think?”

Tears brimmed in Martha’s eyes. “It’s the best thing that’s happened on this ridge in more years than I can count. I was so excited, I was up half th’ night!”

“We was both up half th’ night!” said Mary.

“A blessed Easter to you!” He hugged Miss Mary, while Cynthia hugged Miss Martha. Teamwork!

“Lloyd!” The vicar clasped the hand of the  other cradle Episcopalian in their midst. “He is risen!”

“He is risen, indeed!” said Lloyd, who received his dozen with a big grin. “Come summer, I’ll keep you an’ Miz Kavanagh in corn. I grow Silver Queen.”

“Our sworn favorite! I meant to ask you yesterday what you do with your time now that you’ve moved home.”

“I was in th’ contractin’ bi‘ness a good many years, workin’ as a brick mason. I’m what you call semiretired, but I still lay a little brick now an’ again.”

“Look how the Lord works! I’m just getting estimates on a chimney that blew down in the wind. Quite a mess. Care to give us a price? We’re in th’ valley, Dr. Owen’s place.”

“Glad to. Happy to! I know right where you’re at.”

“Tuesday morning, first thing?”

“You can count on it.”

“A blessed Easter to you, Granny. Fresh from the nest.”

“Rooter’ll have th’ whole bunch et up b’fore you can say jackrabbit.”

Rooter took the eggs. “We wouldn’t mind gittin’ some more when you’uns have ’em,” said Rooter.

“What d’you say?” prompted Granny.

“Thank you’uns.”

“You’re welcome,” said the vicar, giving Rooter a clap on the shoulder.

Rooter made a face. “I ain’t never heerd none of them songs you’un’s sing.”

Father Tim heard Agnes chuckle.

“Come again next Sunday,” he said, “and we’ll have some more songs you never heard! But guess what?”

“What?”

“You and Granny keep coming, and one day, you’ll start recognizing the words and the tunes, and next thing you know . . .”

Rooter grinned. “I might keep a-comin’, but I won’t be a-singin’, I c’n tell y’ that.” He turned to Agnes. “I’d like t’ say somethin’ to Clarence. Can you show me some of them hand words y’all do?”

“What would you like to say?”

“How you doin’, man?”

“Step over here and I’ll show you,” said Agnes.

“And by the way,” said Father Tim, “I’d like to see Clarence’s work, myself. When it’s convenient.”

“Consider it done!” said Agnes, borrowing his line.

“Robert . . . for you. A blessed Easter!”

Robert took the carton without speaking, his head lowered. When he looked up, Father Tim felt his very soul pierced. In Robert Prichard’s eyes was a look of utter desolation.

Father Tim spontaneously embraced him. “He is risen!” he whispered, hoarse with feeling.
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The cookies had vanished, as had the juice, when Rooter ran back to Agnes.

“I done it! What else can I say to ’im?”

“What else would you like to say?”

“I want t’ know how he makes all them things in ’is little house. Them bears an’ deer an’ all, an’ them bowls, I want t’ know how ’e makes them bowls. I don’t see how he done ’at.”

“Watch,” said Agnes.

She made a sign. “Can you do this?”

“Yeah.” He did it.

“That means how. Can you make this sign?”

“Yeah.”

“That means do. Now here’s the rest of your question: this? How do this?”

Rooter watched intently, duplicating the last sign.

“I done it right, didn’ I?”

“You did it perfectly! Here comes the hard part; let’s do them all in a row now. How ... do ... this?”

Father Tim looked on. This boy was quick.

“I done it ag’in!”

“Yes, you did. How amazing.”

“I’ll be et f’r a tater!” said Granny, marveling. Agnes brushed a wisp of hair from her forehead. “Let’s go over it once more.”

They went over it once more.

“Now, run find Clarence!”

Rooter started to race away, then turned back. “Don’t he talk none a’tall?”

“None at all.”

“How’d he learn to make them things?”

“God taught him.”

“I ain’t believin’ that. You cain’t see God.”

“God put the gift to carve wood in Clarence’s heart and mind and hands. Clarence touches the wood and knows things that most of us can’t know.”

Rooter sighed. “Now I done forgot what I learnt.”

“Look here.” She made the signs, and he mimicked them without fault.

“Hurry, now! Run!”

Rooter ran.

“Ain’t he a catbird?” said Granny.
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They were pulling out of the church lot as Lloyd was getting into his pickup.

“What would you think,” he asked Cynthia, “about setting another plate for Easter dinner?”

“I would think it’s a wonderful idea.”

He leaned out the window of the Mustang and shouted. “Lloyd!”

“Yessir?”

“Do you like ham and corn pudding and hot rolls and green beans?”
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With Lloyd following behind, he steered the Mustang down the gravel road toward the creek, still intoxicated by the scent of beeswax, old wood, lemon oil, lilies . . .

He wanted to remember the happiness of this day for a very long time.

“How’s it going back there, Sammy?” A quick glance in the rearview mirror . . .

Just as Sammy had maintained his distance from the parishioners, he was giving wide berth to his companion on the backseat.
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After Lloyd had gone home to the ridge, he sat with Cynthia in the library and totted the numbers.

Not counting his good dog, Holy Trinity had expanded from seven parishioners to fourteen.

Though numbers weren’t everything, he was mighty impressed with their rate of growth, which was a whopping 100 percent.

“One hundred percent!” he announced to his wife. “In the space of a single week, mind you.”

“Let the megachurches top that,” she said.
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Willie Mullis was living up to something Father Tim’s grandmother used to say of the overharried—he looked like he was sent for and couldn’t go.

“Triplets.”

“Triplets?”

“Two ewes an’ a ram. All hale.”

“Wonderful! Thanks for the report.” It was nine o’clock at night, for Pete’s sake, he didn’t know if he could handle another lifetime event today. “Want to step in for some hot chocolate? It’s chilly this evening.”

Willie frowned. Why would anybody want  to waste time drinking hot chocolate when they could come to the barn and witness something that didn’t happen every day of the week? Twins were pretty common. But triplets? He shook his head, disgusted with town people in general.

As Willie turned to leave, Father Tim felt Violet wrapping herself around his ankles. Suddenly, the proverbial lightbulb switched on. He looked at his wife; she looked at him.

“Violet and the triplets!” they whooped.

“I’ll grab my sketchbook!”

“Get Sammy while you’re at it!” he said. “I’ll get a flashlight. Hey, Willie! Wait up, we’re coming!”

Before he could round up the flashlight and don his boots, his wife had commandeered Sammy, raced to the coatrack by the door, found her wool socks and pulled them on, shoved her feet into her boots, stuffed her pajama bottoms therein, drawn her barn jacket on over her chenille robe, crammed a knit hat on her head, and was out the door with Sammy and Barnabas at her heels, the screen door slapping behind.
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Lambs on long, wobbly legs.

If there was ever a sight to restore one’s hope, it was a lamb.

His wife was sitting in the straw of the triplets’ lambing pen, sketching her brains out while two of the newborns suckled with good appetite. Sammy looked on from outside the pen, awed.

“This, I presume,” he said to Cynthia, “knocks out March.”

“March, and possibly even April,” she said.

Willie came in with a bottle. “I had t’ pull that ’un yonder. ’E’s not takin’ dinner from ’is mama, an’ I got t’ go look about th’ rest of th’ lot.” Willie gave Father Tim a meaningful look.

“You want me to ... umm ...”

“Yessir.”

The vicar took the bottle and sat in the straw beside Barnabas. “Hand him over here, get me started. I’m new at this.”

Willie picked up the lamb and forked it over; it was wet and sticky from the birth sac, and its iodine-treated umbilical cord was still bloody.

With a little coaxing, the lamb found the nipple of the bottle and nursed with surprising energy.

Father Tim leaned back against the boards of the lambing pen, grinning. His new barn jacket had at last been broken in.
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“Close up the house,” said Hal. “You don’t need the aggravation of a chimney being rebuilt under your noses. Willie can look after things.”

“No, no, we’d like to stay on. I confess we’ve gotten pretty comfortable here and we’re looking forward to spending the summer with Dooley. We hope we have years yet to be at home in Mitford.”

“Whatever suits you, old friend. Glad to hear Sammy showed up; that’s four out of five, thanks be to God!”

As the usual static came on the line, Father Tim hung up, relieved.

Somehow, he and Cynthia had gotten rooted into Meadowgate like turnips; yanking it all up and moving back to Wisteria Lane would be a job of no mean proportion. Besides, he wanted to watch the lambs grow up, and eat okra and tomatoes from the alluvial soil of a valley garden.

“Okra!” he said aloud, rhapsodic.

His wife stopped squinting at her sketchbook and squinted at him. “Okra?”

“Fried, whenever possible.”

“Certainly not stewed!” she said, meaning it.
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During a light spring rain on Wednesday, the UPS driver screeched into the driveway and, unable to summon anyone to the backdoor of the farmhouse, used a dolly to transport twenty boxes to the rear steps. Seeing no way around the onerous task of off-loading them onto the porch, he sighed deeply and went to work.

Holy Trinity’s kneelers had arrived.

Shortly afterward, the driver of a competitive delivery service huffed a weighty carton onto the front porch and sprinted to the truck before anyone could ask him to set it in the front hall.

Holy Trinity’s candles, Host box, altar vases, chalice, paten, hymn board, and altar sticks had reached their destination.
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CHAPTER TEN

So Shall Ye Reap

Twins.

A single.

A single.

Twins.

A single.

Twins.

Twins.

A single.

At Meadowgate Farm, lambs were arriving as frequently as flights into Atlanta.

As if fitted with coils, they sprang around the barn and over the pasture, doing what the English long ago defined as gamboling.

“Also known as frisking,” said his wife, hunkered down with a camera.

“How many rolls so far?”

“Only eleven.”

“Ah yes, but shooting them is one thing, and having them developed is another.”

“In my calling, dearest, all tax deductible!”

Satisfied ewes lay about the greening pasture in fleecy mounds, chewing their cud. Here and there, a mistaken lamb gave a ewe’s udder a great, upheaving nudge and was scolded off to its own mother.

It was the time of year at Meadowgate when cars and trucks slowed along the state road. Whole families occasionally piled out of their vehicles to stand at the fence and marvel.

Father Tim threw up his hand to Willie, who was heading down the pasture with his walking stick. Willie waved back.

Using her zoom lens, Cynthia shot several frames of their good shepherd, who, due to the lambing and calving season, was looking decidedly overworked. Indeed, in the Meadowgate pasture to the north, four calves had recently been born, with six more expected.

“He needs the help of a wife, poor soul.”

“He has the neighbor boy,” said Father Tim.

“Yes, but does the neighbor boy have a hot meal on the table when Willie straggles in from the barn?”

“You have a point.”

“We’ll send him an apple pie. I found two in the freezer, I’ll pop both in the oven this afternoon; the kitchen will smell wonderful.”

“One for Willie and one for Sammy?”

“Precisely You and I will feast merely on the aroma.”

“Works for me,” he said.

He looked up and saw something moving at a pace along the brow of the hill. Guineas. The entire flock. Chasing madly after something white ... aha!

“Kavanagh, remember one of the calendar pictures we talked about—Violet chasing the guineas?”

“I’m planning that for the September page.”

The caravan raced down the hill at break-neck speed and disappeared around the barn.

“You may need to revise it slightly.”

[image: 113]

Even with the attentions of the Mitford Hospital staff, Uncle Billy Watson wasn’t improving. Now stuck with cooking for Miss Rose and checking on her three times daily, Betty Craig was desperate; and no, there was no opening at Hope House until . . . “well, you know,” said the director of admissions.

Though he hadn’t the faintest idea what to do, he felt he must do something.

[image: 114]

“Lloyd,” he said, shaking the rough, ham-sized hand of the low-bidding mason. “Welcome to Meadowgate.”

“I’ll take care of some prep work today, an’ startin’ tomorrow I’ll have a helper. We’ll do you a good job,” said Lloyd.

Unlike some poor saps who were promised such a thing by a contractor, the vicar was relieved to know he could take Lloyd’s promise as the gospel truth.
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“Let’s play a game,” he said to his wife.

“I love games!”

“What don’t you love, Kavanagh?”

“Jeans without Lycra, lug soles on barn shoes, age spots . . .”

“Ditto.”

“And,” she continued, “any sitcom more recent than M★A★S★H.”

“So. Let’s say someone was working with you in the house two days a week. Now that you have the calendar to contend with, would that bother you?”

“Not if they did their work and let me do mine. Why?”

“End of game,” he said.

“Who won?”

“We both won,” he said. “Trust me.”
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“Lily?” he whispered into the phone.

“Who is this?”

“It’s Father Tim,” he said, still whispering.

“Why are you whisperin’?”

“I don’t want my wife to hear.”

“Why, shame on you! I’ve heard of preachers like you!”

“Wait, no! It’s nothing like that. I’m trying to hire you to help Mrs. Kavanagh. It’s sort of a surprise.”

Skeptical silence.

“Two days a week,” he said.

“Doin’ what?”

“Cooking and cleaning.”

“For how many?”

“Three. This summer, there’ll be four.”

“I cain’t take any Saturday work; that’s when I do parties.”

“Of course.”

“An’ no Friday work, that’s when I get ready t’ do a party.”

“Fine. Fine.”

“An’ no Monday work, that’s when I get over  doin’ a party.”

“Ah.” He sat down.

“Sometimes I’d have to send Del or even Vi‘let in m’ place.”

“I thought Violet was married to somebody in a brick house and . . .”

“That’s Arbutus.”

“Of course.”

“Del can’t cook t’ save ’er life, but mama says she cleans like a Turk.”

“Like a Turk . . . what does that mean, exactly?”

“Upends y’r chairs on y’r table; pulls th’ furniture out from th’ walls; beats y’r rugs with a paddle. Don’t miss a trick.”

He was having a sinking spell. “Can you come?”

“I guess I ought t’ tell you Vi’let sings as she works. I hope you don’t mind singin’. She’s very popular with ever’body.”

“I’m sure!”

“Lite Country, she calls it.”

“Can you do it?”

“When would I start?”

“Immediately. Right away. Tomorrow.”

“How long would this job last?”

“’Til sometime in January, when the owners of Meadowgate return.”

“I have reg’lars, y’ know. I’d have t’ make other arrangements, which can be a heap of trouble.”

“I understand,” he said. “And by the way, Mrs. Kavanagh . . .”

“She tol’ me to call ’er Cynthia.”

“Cynthia ... needs a lot of concentration to do her work. She can’t be disturbed.”

Long pause. Background music from a radio . . .

“I jis’ prayed about it,” said Lily, “but I didn’t get a answer. Zip. Zero.”

“How long do you think it might take ... to get an answer?”

“You oughta know better’n me, you’re th’ preacher.”

He sighed; Puny Bradshaw Guthrie had spoiled him for all others. “Why don’t we just . . . talk later?” A brilliant idea.

“Wait a minute, wait a minute, I think I’m gettin’ a answer. Hold on.”

Longer pause. The deejay was singing along.

“I can do it!” she whooped. “Ever’ Wednesday an’ Thursday!”

“Wonderful! Terrific!”

“I’ll be there Wednesday mornin’ at eight  o’clock. I bring m’ own cleanin’ rags an’ sweet tea, an’ I have a allergy to cats so I’ll be wearin’ a mask.”

“A mask. Right. Anything else?”

“I sign out at three o’clock, sharp.”

“Perfect.”

She giggled. “You can stop whisperin’ now.”
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“It’s all yours,” he told Sammy.

He stood inside the rusted gate with Sammy and surveyed the sun-bathed vegetable garden. Marge once said this patch of ground had been continuously worked for more than a century, with cow, sheep, and chicken manure, at least during their tenure, being the principal fertilizers.

“That g-green stuff’s asparagus.”

Sammy lowered the bill on his ball cap, as his eyes roved the ruin of winter. He picked up a faded seed packet. “Beets was here. Maybe c-c-carrots an’ onions over there.”

“Pole beans grew on that trellis,” said Father Tim. “I picked a hatful two years ago.”

“Prob’ly t-taters here.” Sammy kicked at the mounded earth. “An’ t’maters over yonder.”

“Think we’ll have any room for squash?”

“What kind?” asked Sammy.

“Yellow.”

“Yep. How ’bout watermelons?”

“I don’t know. Can you grow watermelons in the mountains? I believe they need sandy soil.”

“You c’n g-git sand at a nurs’ry.”

“That’s the spirit! As ye sow, so shall ye reap!”

“I’d put c-corn in here, ‘bout f-four or five rows. And put y’r okra in next to th’ c-corn.”

“How do you know all this?”

“I learned it offa Lon; he g-grows ever‘thing he eats. If we’re goin’ t’ git seeds an’ plants an’ all, we need t’ b-bust ass.”

“We’ll make a run to Wesley tomorrow.” Sammy’s arms were definitely longer than the sleeves in Dooley’s sweat shirt. They’d hit the department store while they were at it, and a haircut wouldn’t hurt matters, either.

“About the fertilizer. Mrs. Owen says they use sheep, cow, and chicken manure.”

“That’ll work.”

“The problem is—you have to collect it.”

“You mean—git it out of th’ f-field?”

“Right.”

“Is it rotted?”

“I don’t know. You’ll need to work with Willie on that. A good wheelbarrow, a pitchfork, a shovel, and you’re in business.”

Sammy adjusted his ball cap.

“Can you use a tiller?”

“I don’ know; I ain’t never used one.”

He clapped Sammy on the back. “I’ll show you.”

Two robins swooped across the garden. The emerging leaves of a fence-climbing trumpet vine trembled in the morning breeze.

Though Sammy seldom allowed his face to register his feelings, his eyes weren’t under such strict command. Father Tim saw that this garden would be more than food for their table; it would be food for Sammy Barlowe’s soul.
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<Flash!

 

<Somebody told me you can go online—and search the entire federal prison system for the name of a prisoner. As soon as I figure out how to do it, I’ll get right on it. Seems like we should try this. Do you know if his real name is Kenneth or should I just type in Kenny?

 

<As for the state system, you have to do a search state by state. With forty-eight states, or is it fifty-two, I might need help on this deal.

 

<Decided to wear pumps I already have. Black. Will need to get them stretched, my feet must  have grown while I wasn’t looking, haha. Travel is a royal pain in the youknowwhat.

 

<I haven’t seen you in a coon’s age. Happy Easter to you and Cynthia. Call me. Love, Emma.
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<Emma,

 

<He is risen!

 

<Have at it! I feel encouraged. Hope you don’t find KB in this particular circumstance, but then again, the point is to find him.

 

<Sammy here with us. Showed up at our door, thanks be to God! Taller than Dooley, though five years younger.

 

<Will call later in week if don’t hear from you first. New parish up and running. Cynthia painting twelve scenes for Violet wall calendar. Fifteen lambs born to date. Four calves.

 

<Kenneth. Middle name Russell. Remember there’s an e in Barlowe.

 

<Grateful for all you’ve done in past to help round up those missing. Dropping off a dozen  eggs this week at Lew Boyd’s for you to pick up. Will leave in his cool box.

 

<A blessed Eastertide!

 

<Fifty states.



“Willie, how’s it going?”

Willie held out two egg cartons. “Fourteen. This here carton’s five short.”

“Just fourteen?” He’d promised a dozen to Emma, a dozen to Percy, a dozen to Esther . . .

“The hens must be on strike.”

“Looks like.”

“They’re on their laying mash?”

“Same as ever.”

“Snakes?”

“Too early.”

“Right. Well! I’m town folk, you know. Thank you, Willie. Anything new at the barn?”

“Two singles.”

“Almost done, then.”

“Yessir. An’ thank y’r missus f’r th’ pie. I et it at one settin’.”

“Good! My wife will love hearing that!”

He hated to give away less than a full carton. Percy would have to wait.
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With Andrew’s cordial permission, he and Sammy dug through the Plymouth looking for, as he told Sammy, a manila envelope. At scarcely more than four feet tall, and weighing less than ninety pounds, Miss Sadie wouldn’t have had the strength to pull the lower seat out and stash something behind it, but they pulled it out anyway.

They felt around behind the dashboard; they looked in the glove compartment; they examined the roof liner as best as they could without removing it. They opened the trunk and rifled through a rusted green toolbox, they looked under the floor mats, and even inspected the ashtrays.

“You c-couldn’t git a big envelope in them little bitty ashtrays,” said Sammy.

“True!” he agreed.

Their labors, he knew, were rudimentary. All the places they looked would have been the places Miss Sadie could easily access, but Miss Sadie was no dummy. She wouldn’t have hidden nine thousand dollars where any Tom, Dick, or Harry could stumble across it.

He remembered George Gaynor talking about the jewels hidden in the oil pan of a Packard, but Miss Sadie, for all her savvy, was not the oil pan type.

“Nothing,” he said to Andrew, who was looking his usual trim and urbane self, while lamenting the downward spiral of the dollar and the upward spiral of the pound.

“We probably shouldn’t mention this to anyone,” he suggested to Andrew.

“I agree completely.”

“Tony said you may be having it restored?”

“I looked into it a few months ago. Something nostalgic for the Independence Day parades! However, at several thousand dollars to bring it into mint condition, and the economy in its present state . . .”

“Indeed. How’s business at the Oxford?”

“Slow.The good stuff is harder and harder to find. How’s life in the country?”

“Slow,” he said, chuckling.
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“Law, lookit how you’ve growed!”

“J. C. Hogan, Percy Mosely, Mule Skinner, Lew Boyd—meet Sammy Barlowe, Dooley’s brother.”

“No way!” said Percy. “I took ’im for Dooley.”

“Set down, set down,” said Lew, clapping Sammy on the back. “Let me treat you to a Coke an’ a pack of Nabs.”

“I’ll kick in a bag of chips,” said Mule. “You want sour cream or barbecue?”

“B-barbecue,” said Sammy.

“I thought we’d have lunch in Wesley,” said Father Tim.

“Don’t go over there an’ fling your money around.” Percy dropped a half dollar in the slot of the vending machine. “Keep y’r b’iness at home is what I always told my customers.”

A Moon Pie thunked into view; Percy handed it off to Sammy. “On me!”

Father Tim eyed the Moon Pie with some disdain. “We were going to the all-you-can-eat salad bar in Wesley.”

Percy rolled his eyes. “This boy don’t need a salad bar, he needs somethin’ to put meat on ’is bones! Ain’t that right, Sammy?”

“They got another word out of Edith Mallory.” Conversation froze; J. C. looked around at the assembly, relishing his moment.

“Spit it out, buddyroe.”

“Said she rolled into ’er breakfast room th’ other mornin’, looked her people dead in th’ eye, an’ said . . .” J. C. leaned back in his plastic chair and milked the pause.

“He’s doin’ it again,” said Mule. “Come on, dadgummit.”

“An’ said . . . ‘God is. ’”

“God is what?” asked Percy.

J.C. shrugged. “That was it. All she wrote.”

“Could have been a complete sentence,” said Father Tim. For Edith Mallory, those two words alone would be an astonishing affirmation.

“Prob’ly tryin’ to say God is one mean soan’-so for droppin’ a ceilin’ on ’er head. Who knows? Who cares?” Percy’s estimation of his former landlady was decidedly on the low side. “How’s that little church comin’ along?”

“Growing! Attendance is up one hundred percent.”

“No way,” said Mule.

“I’ll be dogged,” said Percy.

“They ain’t got a t-toilet,” said Sammy. “Have t’ use th’ b-bushes.”

Hee haws, thigh slapping, general hilarity.

Lew Boyd stepped in from the grease pit.

“That’s what I like to see at Lew Boyd’s Exxon,” he said. “People enjoyin’ theirselves.”
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They schlepped the whole caboodle into the kitchen until it could be sorted through tomorrow morning: seeds, seedlings, seed pots, planting mix, an English garden spade, a set of tiller tines, fifty pounds of organic fertilizer, four sport shirts, four T-shirts, a sweatshirt with  a hood, two pairs of khaki pants, two pairs of jeans, a dozen pairs of socks, tennis shoes, a V-neck sweater, a windbreaker, two packages of underwear, a case of Cheerwine, and, in readiness for Lily’s visit tomorrow, four sacks of groceries.

He’d dropped Emma’s eggs at Lew’s; left a dozen in Esther’s screen door with a note; gone by to see Uncle Billy, who was sleeping; and stopped on the highway for a sack of burger combos, which they devoured to the last fry before leaving the town limits. As for Sammy’s haircut, no cigar.

He was killed, and so was Sammy. At eight o’clock, they dragged up the stairs to bed, maxed to the gills.
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“Lily?” he said, opening the back door.

“No, sir, it’s Delphinium, you c’n call me Del. Glad to meet you.” The tall, well-built woman gripped his hand in an iron clasp—was that one of his knuckles breaking?—and swept by him with a bucketful of cleaning rags.

Del who pulls furniture out from walls! Who upends chairs on tables! Who beats rugs . . . “But I thought Lily . . .”

“Lily’s sick as a dog. Puking!” said Del. “Want t’ show me what you’uns need done?”

He didn’t know how Del would go down with his wife; Cynthia may not like the furniture pulled out and the rugs beaten.

“I’ve got a surprise,” he told Cynthia as she came along the hall to the kitchen.

“You’re white as a sheet.”

“You may not like it.”

“Of course I’ll like it; I love surprises.”

“It was supposed to be Lily,” he whispered.

“Supposed to be Lily?”

“But it’s Del.”

“Del?”

“She pulls furniture out from the walls and can’t cook to save her life.”

“Timothy, why are you whispering? And what are you talking about?”

He threw up his hands, stricken. “I hired Lily to help you, but she’s puking and sent Del.”

“One of the Flower Girls! Is she in the kitchen?”

“She’s very tall,” he said.
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He came out the backdoor at a trot, and not a minute too soon. Del had just whipped on a head rag and was ready to roll.

“Lloyd, how long do you think you’ll be with us?”

“You know we’ve got t’ tear th’ rest of y’r chimney down t’ where it goes t’ two-brick wide. We’ll be layin’ two-brick wide all th’ way to th’ top this time.”

“Right.”

“Then you’ll have t’ get y’r flue put in.” Lloyd gazed at the sky. “If th’ weather holds like this, which it won’t, prob’ly take about six weeks.”

“I’ve been meaning to ask—can all your work be done from the outside? I’m sure my wife is hoping as much.”

“‘Fraid not. Once we get goin’, there’ll be a good bit of in an’ out.”

He positively roared out of the driveway and onto the state road.

The new wayside pulpit message went by him in a blur.
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“Thirty-eight across; the clue is baloney,” said Agnes. Her glasses sat near the tip of her nose as she pored over the folded newspaper with great concentration. “Thirteen letters.”

They’d had their signing lesson, and were on  to the crossword as they bumped along on their visitation rounds.

“What do you have so far?”

She told him.

“Umm.” He’d never been good at the crossword, especially if he couldn’t look at the blasted thing. Nonetheless, he wanted to be helpful. “Remind me again about twenty-four down.”

“Claim on property. Four letters. Starts with L.”

“Lien!” he said.

“Of course! That gives us an N in thirty-eight across! Now we’re getting somewhere.”

“I’d like to stop and say hello to Jubal. What do you think?”

“Important business to tend to,” she said, tapping the crossword with her pen. “I’ll sit in the truck.”
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“God people’s always a-harryin’me.” Though Jubal looked fierce, he opened the door wider.

Father Tim eased across the threshold. “Brought you a dozen eggs.” There was a mighty aroma of something cooking . . .

Jubal took the carton, suspicious, and lifted the lid. “I’ll be dogged!” The old man’s eyes  brightened. “Brown Betties is what we called ’em when I was comin’ up. I thank ye.”

“You’re mighty welcome.”

“Don’t be a-tryin’ t’ weasel in on me, now. Preachers are bad t’ weasel in on a man.”

“Hope you enjoy them!”

“They’ll go good with th’ ’coon I shot last e’nin’. That’s him a-cookin’.”

“Coon?” He realized he was backing over the threshold.

“A whopper.”

“Aha!”

“I once boughted a coon dog, but hit turned out a possum dog.”

“Got to scurry, Jubal.”

Jubal squinted at him. “You ain’t up here t’ git a bridge put o’er th’ creek, are ye?”

I hadn’t given it any thought.”

“We don’t want ary bridge o‘er th’ creek; they’d be people a-swarmin’ ever’ whichaway. Nossir, we don’t want no bridges an’ don’t ye be a-tryin’ t’ give us none.”

“You can count on me!”

He stepped off the porch into the yard. “I’ll drop in again if you don’t mind, bring you some more Brown Betties.” You’re in my prayers, he almost said, but caught himself. “By the way, anytime you have a spare squirrel or two, Miss Martha said she’d sure like to have a couple.”

Jubal’s eyes narrowed. “Tell ’at ol’ woman t’ shoot ’er own dadgone squirrel!”

“Come to think of it, I believe she might swap you a pie, or maybe a batch of cookies still warm from the oven.”

Jubal’s jaw dropped.

“Take care of yourself, now!”

He hastened to the truck, his face about to bust from grinning.
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“Miss Agnes, we might be working this puzzle ’til Judgment Day. We only have three letters in thirty-eight across.”

“It’ll be finished tonight!” she said, confident. “But I’d covet getting at least two more letters in thirty-eight across before we part. By the way, if there’s time after church on Sunday, will you and Cynthia come and see Clarence’s work?”

“We’d be honored.”

“He’s just gotten the biggest order he’s ever had. It will require a great deal of him for many months.”

“I’ll pray for God to supply all his needs.”

“So many boys to pray for,” she said.

“And girls,” he said, turning into Donny Luster’s yard.
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“You’re wearing your yellow shoes!” said Father Tim.

“Mama says I c’n wear ’em one day b’sides Sunday. I picked t’day.”

“They’re mighty nice and shiny.”

She bent low over her shoes, admiring. “I c’n near about see m’self; Donny he rubbed ’em with a biscuit.”

“With a biscuit?”

“Mama says they’s lard in a biscuit; hit makes shoes shiny.”

“I’ll remember that! That’s a very handy tip.”

“Mamaw Ruby teached Mama t’ use a biscuit.”

He sat in the chair beside the bed and took Dovey’s hand; Agnes eased herself into a rocking chair.

“How is your mother, Dovey? Do you hear from her?”

Sissie stood by the bed and patted her mother’s arm. “She’ll be a-cryin’ if you talk about Mamaw Ruby.”

“Crying can be good,” said Father Tim.

Tears ran along Dovey’s cheeks and onto the pillow. “She’s doin’ fine,” Dovey whispered. “She’s turnin’ fifty-two th’ last of May.”

“Mamaw Ruby teaches ‘bout Jesus in th’ prison house.”

“Please hush, Sissie, an’ let our comp’ny talk.” 

“I’d like to write her, if you’ll give me her address.”

“Sissie, git me Mama’s address, an’ bring th’ medicine in m’ cup.”

Sissie trotted to the front of the trailer.

“Mama didn’t go t’ kill Daddy,” said Dovey. “He’d beat ’er since we was little, an’ she never done nothin’ about it. Then he went t’ beatin’ me. She’d never picked up a gun in ’er life, but she took ’is twelve-gauge an’ . . .”

She turned her head away from him. “Mama didn’t go t’ do it. He was beatin’ me so bad . . .”

“I understand,” he said. Perhaps he did; perhaps he didn’t.
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“Miss Martha, I have a confession to make.”

“It’s about time clergy started confessin’; I read th’ newspapers, you know.”

“Well, we don’t want to go there, do we?”

“Certainly not in my house!” she said, affronted by the whole notion.

“I asked Jubal about sending you and Miss Mary a couple of squirrels.”

“An’ th’ ol’ so-an’-so refused.”

Try as he might, he couldn’t keep from grinning. “He did. Said let Miss Martha shoot her own.”

To his glad surprise, Martha McKinney hooted with laughter.

“Now here’s my confession,” he said. “I told him I thought ... I thought you might bake him a pie. You know—in exchange.”

Miss Martha looked thunderstruck. He had stepped in it, big time.

She folded her arms across her ample bosom and looked down at him from on high. She was a mighty oak; he was a worm.

“Or, maybe”—he was back-pedaling, and no help for it—“a few cookies?”

Lower than a worm.

“A biscuit or two?”

“Meddlin’! If there’s anything I can’t tolerate, it’s meddlin’! I spied evidence of this hopeless affliction when I first laid eyes on you!”

It was true. He was the worst meddler in the world. He bowed his head, resigned to this ineffable flaw in his character.

“Look!” said Miss Mary. “He’s a-prayin’.”

“He’d better be prayin’!”

He heard Agnes chuckling, Miss Mary giggling.

He looked up, as one about to be beheaded.

Miss Martha was as red in the face as a turkey gobbler, trying to hold back her laughter.

“You tell th’ old dirt dauber I’ll bake him a  blackberry pie, but if you ever go an’ do such a thing again, I’ll ...”

“You’ll ... ?”

“I’ll give you th’ rollin’ pin an’ let you bake your own bloomin’ pie!”

“Yes, ma’am!” he said, thankful to be among the living.
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He’d known he wouldn’t be at home, but he left a note and a carton of eggs on a shelf beside the door.

Dear Robert,

There’s more where these came from.

We hope to see you at Holy Trinity on Sunday. Afterward is the Covered Dish, but no need to bring anything, we’ll have a gracious plenty.

Your friend in Christ,

Fr Kavanagh t



He’d fretted about the covered dish deal. Should he let Robert off the hook because he lived alone and probably didn’t cook, or should he allow him to step up to the plate with the rest of the parish? In any case, the vicar would be bringing a ham; Lily would be baking a cake; his wife would be making enough potato  salad for the Roman legions; and all would be well.

“Thank you,” said Agnes when he returned to the truck.

He looked at her, curious, but didn’t ask her meaning.

“How can I find Robert during the day?”

“He has an automotive repair shop in Lambert, about ten miles away. I haven’t been there in years. Lloyd would know how to find it.”

“I’d like to make a call soon. Want to come along?”

“I believe just the two of you would be best.”

“Why did you thank me just now?”

She appeared oddly moved. “For meddling,” she said.
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The other people on their list hadn’t been at home. At every stop, they left a new flyer, and inserted quite a few into roadside mailboxes.

Arriving at Meadowgate a little before three, he sat on the top step of the back porch, removed his brown loafer, and shook out what felt like a piece of driveway gravel. Through the screen door he heard Del and Cynthia talking.

“I seen y’r white cat at th’ smokehouse.”

“That’s Violet. She was sunning herself.”

“I’d keep ’er in if I was you.”

“Why is that?”

“Bear.”

“Bear?”

“Spotted one crossin’ th’ road th’ other mornin’.” Long silence, the rattle of a lid against a pot. “Then there’s bobcat an’ coyote.”

“Certainly not!”

“Oh, yes, ma’am. Th’ coyotes used t’ didn’ mess around these parts, but now they’ve come over th’ mountain and sometimes carries off little animals, don’t you know.”

He heard his wife’s sharp intake of breath.

“Course, I guess you heard ‘bout th’ painters.”

“The painters?”

“Wild painters. They mostly live in th’ mountains, but some has seen ’em in th’ valley.”

“What on earth is a wild painter?”

“A cat. Like in Africa, but diff’rent. They say they’re extinct, but they ain’t.You ought t’ hear ’em scream. I ain’t never heard ’em scream, but my brother Jack has. He said th’ only way t’ keep a painter from tearin’ y’ t’ pieces is if you shuck off your clothes while you’re runnin’ an’ drop a piece at a time. That gives ’em somethin’ t’ stop an’ chew on so you can git away.”

“Anything else I should know?”

“Hawks.”

“Hawks?”

“Yes, ma’am. They’ve been known t’ carry off little animals that cain’t hardly fight back.”

Bolting from the kitchen and slamming the screen door behind her, his wife nearly mowed him down on her way to the smokehouse.
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“Fourteen,” said Willie.

“Again?”

“Nineteen lambs, seven calves, fourteen eggs.” Willie gave him one of his very rare grins. “Farmin’ these days is all about numbers, ain’t it?”
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Though he dreaded the answer, the question had to be asked.

“How did Del do?”

“Absolutely towering strength. Have never seen her equal. Was a blur the livelong day.”

“But how did she do?”

“I’m so grateful, darling, that you pulled all this together. It was wonderful of you.”

“But?”

“If Del comes again, I’m leaving.”

“I was afraid of that.”

“Yanking up rugs, hauling them to the clothesline, beating them within an inch of their lives ...”

He decided not to comment.

“... screeching furniture across the floor, up on the stepladder polishing ceiling fixtures, scrubbing the countertops like there’s no tomorrow ...” His wife looked pale. “And then ...”

“And then?”

“... scaring the daylights out of me about bears and coyotes and an absolute zoo of creatures prowling around out there, including something called wild painters.”

“Panthers,” he said.

“Panthers?”

“Local people say painter for panther.”

He decided the timing wasn’t right to mention that once Lloyd and his helper got going, there’d be—how had Lloyd put it?—a good bit of in and out.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

A Clean Heart

<No Kenneth or Kenny Barlowe in fed system.

 

<Absolutely cannot look into state systems right now, am up to kazoo.

 

<Snickers has ear infection, drops three x a day. You should check Barnabas’s ears on a regular basis.

 

<Harold down with flu and home from P>O>. Don’t feel so rosy myself. Remember to wear something on your head, it is still flu season big time.

 

<Going to Atlanta to see Catherine!!! for two weeks!!! Pray for Harold and Snickers who are helpless without Yours Truly.

 

<Can you believe what’s going on in the Queen’s family? Pray for her while you’re at it.

 

<Emma

 

<P.S. Gene Bolick transferred from Charlotte to Mitford Hosp., better get over there.
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<Dear Father Tim and Cynthia,

 

<We wanted to tell you the glad news about Morris Love.

 

<He has been invited to play the organ at St. John’s Cathedral in New York City!

 

<We are overjoyed. There is talk of a bus trip from our own little St. John’s. Otis will help underwrite. June 14. Let us know if you can possibly meet us in New York, we would be thrilled to death!

 

<Little Timothy growing like a weed. All here would love to see his namesake again.

 

<We pray faithfully for Sammy and Kenny, as you asked.

<With love as ever from Sam and Marian
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<Dear Sam and Marian:

 

<To God be the glory, great things He hath done!

 

<Sammy arrived at our back door, we are taking things slowly. Continue him in your prayers. Kenny still unaccounted for. My new mountain parish a great blessing to Cynthia and me.

 

<We hope to see you after my year’s tenure here.

 

<With great love and appreciation from both of us.

 

<Fr. Tim
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<Hey, Dad—

 

<When are you going to get a cell phone?

 

<Dooley
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<Hey, Buddy!

 

<When you get your truck.

 

<Love, Dad
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<I’ll program it for you.

 

<Tell Sammy I’ll call him tonight.

 

<I hope things are working out.
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<Things are working out.

 

<We look forward to our time together this summer.

 

<Sammy is going to load us up with okra.
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<I pass.
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<Dear Timothy,

 

<So here we are in our dotage, and, after years of busting rocks with the big guys, we find ourselves Priests of the Hindmost. You in a church with no facilities, much less a crank organ, and me in no church at all, reliant merely upon two trustworthy feet (now sporting a veritable array of bunions) and a truck with an engine older than the Bill of Rights. What on earth did we do—or fail to do? How have we offended?

 

<Just talking to hear my brain rattle, of course. I must say I love this farflung mission work better than all those years of coddling, and being coddled by, the lukewarm. Forgive me!

 

<Come now, are you really above the clouds? We are beneath a waterfall! The great pounding and bellow of this fall is a godly tongue that I cannot interpret with the mind, but somehow understand with the heart.

 

<When the three of us first encamped here in a four-room cabin, I thought the almighty roar of it might drive me mad as a hatter (why are hatters mad, anyway?). Now, if I’m away for a day or two, as is the occasional case, I miss it heartily!

 

<I was downhearted that you and Cynthia weren’t able to join this marvelous ministry—Timothy, on my life, you would love it—but then, I am happy that He has flung you out into your own backyard, to accomplish His odd and peculiar business.

 

<Perhaps when we are old and gray (I am gray, but have thus far refused to be old), we might sit by a fire in wing chairs (what  is it about the wing chair that seems so consoling?) and smoke a pipe and talk of the adventures with which He so generously endowed us in this short and wondrous life.

 

<Remember Abner? The boy who sent you that marvelous ark tableau which he carved without any training or example? He has surrendered his life to Christ, and I must tell you he is the finest of evangelists when we go calling around these hills and hollers. What a grand being he is, and has yet to become, in our Lord.

 

<In closing, I charge you with the task of improving the frequency of your communications! And for heaven’s sake, as always, SEND MONEY.

 

Fr Harry



While he found e-mail pretty exciting stuff, snail mail continued to exert its charms—one of which was the required afternoon jaunt to the mailbox.

He read George Gaynor’s handwritten letter as he trekked up the driveway, a biting April wind at his back.

Dear Father,

After all these years, I’ve discovered my niche. My job as Chaplain to the inmates of this somewhat remote prison is definitely what God has long prepared me for. Indeed, I believe my prison term was spiritual boot camp for what I’m doing today ... proving once again what Paul told us in his second letter to the Thessalonians—in everything ...

Have heard the good news from Hope and Scott. I plan to attend the wedding, and look forward to seeing you and Cynthia and Harley. It will be the first wedding, other than my own mistaken affair, that I’ve been part of since college. Best Man! Until I entered into relationship with Christ during the long sabbatical in your church attic, I was most assuredly Worst Man. His grace continues to astound and humble me.

Had a line from Pete Jamison, we keep in touch. I’ll never forget your two-for-one deal. He is growing in faith, though beset, like most of us, with advancing one step and falling back two.

Hope says you’ve been given a mountain church that was closed for decades, and asked to get it going ASAP. You, Father, are the very one for such a call. He has girded you with strength,  he has made your feet like hinds’ feet, and set you upon high places.

Write when you can, mail is manna.

In His mercy,

George
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It was the farm dogs’ grooming day at the kennel, thus only he and Barnabas answered the knock at the door.

“It’s me!” Lily announced. “I’m b-a-ack!”

“Thanks be to God!” he said. “I didn’t know who to expect, but I knew you wouldn’t let me down.”

“Oh, nossir, I don’t let people down if I can he’p it.”

“Are you recovered?”

“Good as new, didn’t last hardly twenty-four hours.Went th‘ough me like seed corn th’ough a goose.

Lily refrigerated her bottle of sweet tea, stuffed her purse into the old pie safe, and put on what appeared to be a nurse’s mask. “Did Del do you’uns a good job?”

He opted for strict diplomacy. “Better than good!”

“She wore you‘uns out, is what I’m guessin’. Del wears us all out, bless ‘er heart, but this  floor won’t need scrubbin’ for a month of Sundays!”

Violet trotted from under the kitchen table and wound herself around Lily’s ankles.

“See there? Never fails. Ever’ cat in creation rubs theirself ag’in’ me. Shoo! Git! An’ stay git!”

“Cynthia suggests you see what’s on hand and cook whatever you think best. With the thought that there’s a diabetic in the house.” He hated saying it.

Lily tied on an apron. “No problem. My husband’s got diabetes.”

He felt oddly glad to hear of another poor sap who suffered this odious tribulation.

“They had t’ cut off four of ’is toes.”

“Good heavens!”

“But don’t worry,” she assured him, “it wadn’t my cookin’ that done it.”
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He and Willie sat on pallets of fresh straw, each giving a hungry lamb its bottle.

“Ever had a wife, Willie?”

“Had one.”

“Ah.”

“Gone t’ glory. Th’ best of th’ lot. No replacement.”

“I’m sorry. Want to eat with us tonight? We’ve got a fancy cook working today.”

“Don’t believe so, thank y’.”

Father Tim stood, creaking in the knees, the hip joints, and the greater portion of the lower back. He wondered if he’d ever grow used to such dilapidation....

“We’ll send something over. Whether you need it or not.”

There was Willie’s grin again. “I’d be beholden.”
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“How’d it go?” he asked.

“Terrific! She’s wonderful! Lovely meals in the freezer, the cake is beautiful, and I sent Sammy over to Willie’s with a meat loaf.”

“Not my old recipe, I devoutly hope.”

“Absolutely not!” She laughed. “She even wanted to bake your ham for Sunday, but I said you insist on baking your own.”

She peered at him. “Did you just sigh?”

“I’ve been thinking—I haven’t been much of a granpaw lately.”

“You’ve been busy being much of a vicar. Puny understands; we talked today. The girls are working hard in school, the boys are eating like dockhands, Joe Joe’s working the night shift, and she’s worn to a frazzle—precisely the way it always is with a houseful of tots.  Though heaven knows, I can’t speak from experience.”

“You always wanted children....”

“Yes.” She was silent for a time. “And now I have Dooley!” she said, brighter. “And Sammy—for as long as God gives him to us.”

“How is it with you and Sammy?”

“It may be a long wait. Remember how long it took with Dooley?”

“I do.”

“But I have time to wait.”

“You’re the best of the lot, Kavanagh.”

“Thank you.”

“No replacement,” he said.
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He pondered their talk as he walked Barnabas through the old horse pasture. As for how long Sammy would be with them—that was definitely God’s department. In any case, a summer on the farm with his brother would be a very good thing.

They would simply take it as it comes, and go from there.
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On Friday evening at Holy Trinity, sheets of rain lashed the windows, rattling the panes in  their fragile mullions. On the lower branches of the rhododendron behind the stone wall, a male cardinal bent his crested head beneath his wing and waited out the storm with his mate.

Down the road and around the bend, 129 squirrel tails nailed to the logs of Jubal Adderholt’s cabin whipped wildly in the blowing rain; smoke pouring from the chimney was snatched by the wind and driven hard toward the east where Donny Luster’s double-wide was stationed.

Inside the trailer, images of a revolving sapphire necklace broke into colored blocks on the television screen; moments later, the screen went black. In the darkened front room, an unfiltered Camel burned down in the ashtray as Donny Luster sat looking out the window, seeing nothing. In their bedroom, Dovey and Sissie Gleason slept as close as spoons in a drawer, oblivious to the shuddering of the trailer on its pad of concrete blocks.

Two miles to the northwest, in the well-stocked yard of the McKinney sisters, the old watering trough filled up, overflowed, and ran into a ditch worn by years of overspill. On the porch, the orange and white cat hunkered under an ancient washing machine covered with a flapping tarp.

A half mile to the west, Robert Prichard’s TV antenna was torn off the roof and flung into a stand of rotting rabbit hutches. It was briefly trapped among the hutches, then hurled down the slope behind the two-room house. It landed near a pile of stones dug from the black soil more than a century ago by someone wanting a corn patch, and came to rest on a maverick narcissus in full bloom.

Scornful of calendar dates or seasonal punctuality, spring was announcing its approach on the blue mountain ridges above the green river valley.
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He hurried down the stairs, mindful of the honking of Canada geese flying over the house to the farm pond.

“Alleluia!” he said, struck by the scene in the kitchen window. The sill was lined with blue Mason jars of tulips: crimson, purple, buttery yellow, pink with splashes of lime green.

“They began opening this morning, I’m painting them like mad.” His wife, who sat on her stool at the easel by the window, had a fetching daub of red on her chin. “Be off with you, Father, your deacon is busy at her own calling.”

“Sammy’s getting his seed in pots down at  the shed. Thought I’d blow in to see him, then I’m off to Holy Trinity. Agnes and I need to get our act together for teaching the prayer book. Also need to figure out what to do about our covered dish if the rain keeps up.”

“The Weather Channel says rain through Saturday. But in case it’s wrong, there’s a folding table in the furnace room. I think it would fit behind the back pews.”

“Brilliant! I’ll schlep it up there today, in case.

“The Lord be with you, dearest!” She squinted at the stroke of color she was brushing onto the paper.

“And also with you!”

Nothing like a good, sound, liturgical send-off, he thought, noting a new spring in his step.
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His mackintosh hung, dripping, on a nail as he stood and watched Sammy deftly tuck seeds into the black potting medium.

“‘Is here’s t’maters.”

“How many plants will we put in?”

“I figure eight.”

“There’ll be you, Dooley, Willie, Blake, Cynthia, and myself, and we all like tomatoes. Will eight plants be enough?”

“Way enough. This here’s p-peppers. An’ ’at’s eggplant. I s-sure ain’t eatin’ it, but Cynthia said you’uns do.”

“What about cucumbers and squash?”

“Th’ seed goes right in th’ ground.”

“Thank God for Lon Burtie. And for you, Sammy.”

“You know I got t’ bring all ’is stuff to th’ house an’ keep a grow light on it.Th’ f-furnace room would work. Got t’ have light ‘n’ heat.”

“You’re a wonder,” he said, meaning it.

Sammy shrugged.

“What do you remember about Kenny?”

Sammy recited the liturgy of the Barlowe family. “Mama give ‘im away f’r a g-gallon of whisky.”

“Anything else?”

“Dooley said th’ man that took ’im was n-named Ed Sikes.”

“Dooley thinks Kenny would be eighteen.”

“Kenny’s t-two years older’n me. So, y-y-yeah.”

“Anything special about his looks? Does he look like you and Dooley and Poo?”

“He 1-1-looks more like ... you know.”

“Your dad.”

“But he has hair like us.”

“What else?”

“He’s sh-shorter’n me.”

The vicar chuckled. “Who isn’t?”

“He’s got a big ol’ m-mole on ’is face ...” Sammy thought. “On ‘is left cheek. An’ ‘e’s got a big ol’ m-mole on ‘is back, too. He’d m-make me scratch ’is back an’ said he’d whip me good if I scratched ’is m-mole—but he didn’t mean it, he was jis’ jivin’.”

“You know what I believe?”

“What?”

“I believe Kenny will find us, or we’ll find him. I’m actually expecting that. But in the end, I have to let it all go to God; it’s really His job.”

“He ain’t doin’ too g-good, if y’ ask m-me.”

“Consider this. The Bible tells us that two sparrows once sold for a penny. Yet, one of them shall not fall to the ground without His knowing—and caring. If He cares about a sparrow, I’m inclined to believe He cares about me—and you—even more. How many hairs are on your head?”

Sammy made a face; he shrugged.

“God knows how many. Jesus says so, Himself—‘The very hairs of your head are all numbered.’”

“I ain’t believin’ ’at.”

“Here’s the deal. He made you. He cares  about you. He loves you. He wants the best for you.” Father Tim was quiet for moment; this was a lot to take in, even, sometimes, for himself.

“And because of all that, He even has a plan for you, for your life. That’s why we can trust Him to do what’s best when we pray the prayer that never fails.”

“Wh-what prayer is ’at?”

“Thy will be done.”

Squawking, the guineas chased each other around the barn in their annual zeal to make keets.

“You mean jis’ let ‘im do whatever ’e w-wants t’ do?” Sammy was plenty irritated by the idea.

“That’s it.Whatever He wants to do. Because what He wants to do is what’s best for you. He can’t do things any other way—that’s how He’s wired, you might say.”

“Wh-what if I’d ask ‘im t’ f-find Kenny?”

“He knows exactly where Kenny is, of course.

“If ’e’s s’ good an’ all, s-seems like ‘e’d s-send ’im on.

“While we’re at it, let’s not forget what He’s already done—we’ve got Dooley; we found Jessie; we found Poo. We found you.”

He remembered his first sight of Sammy Barlowe, walking along a creek bed, his red hair a coronet of fire in the afternoon light.

“Four out of five, Sammy. Four out of five! Seems to me God has been very hard at work on the Barlowe case.”

Sammy tore open a package of seeds. “I ain’t prayin’ nothin’. I tried it one time; I didn’ g-git what I’d call a answer.”

“It may not be the answer you’re hoping for, but you can count on it to be the right answer.

Sammy looked at him, his eyes hard. “I ain’t goin’ t’ do it.”

“That’s OK,” said Father Tim. “I’ll do it. And Cynthia. And Dooley.” And Emma, he thought, and Buck and Pauline and Marian and Sam and Agnes and Clarence ...
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They had set up the table and covered it with a rose-colored cloth, which gave an uplifting new look to the small nave.

“We’ll leave it there, rain or shine!” said the vicar. “Put our pew bulletins on it, and maybe a few books—start a lending library!”

“And won’t a vase of tulips look lovely on that old cloth? Jessie and I used it at the  schoolhouse; it’s lain in a drawer these many years.” She looked around the simple room with pleasure. “It’s no venerable edifice with a Norman tower and stained glasswork, but it’s wonderful, isn’t it, Father?”

“It is, Agnes!” Indeed, he was ardently proud of Holy Trinity, though to some in his calling, it would be a mere crumb, an offense ...

“Ready for a cup of tea?”

“More than ready.”

The rain drummed steadily on the tin roof as Agnes withdrew the thermos from the basket, set two mugs on the seat of the front pew, and filled them with the steaming tea.

“I’ve been praying about it, Father, and I’m ready to tell you the rest of my story. If you’re ready to hear it.”

“Agnes, Agnes! Surely you jest.” Rain on a tin roof. The smell of evergreens and leaf mold, beeswax and lemon polish. All that and a story, too. “Your Town Car had given out,” he said, leaning back with the warm mug, “and you bought a truck.”

She sat beside him, inhaling the scent of the tea.

“I’m afraid we’d tried to make a sow’s ear out of a silk purse! Our old Town Car was a pathetic sight when we finally sold it! It went  for forty dollars to a family who removed the interior fittings and used it for a storage unit. In their front yard, I might add! Years later, they began stringing it with Christmas lights—it became quite a tradition in these hills.”

He chuckled. He could picture it as clearly as if he’d seen it with his own eyes.

“Quint Severs had never worked on trucks, so he sent me to a man who did. Rumor had it that he was something of a genius with all things mechanical; gifted, in a way. Unfortunately, our truck gave us many problems—we sometimes found ourselves as impoverished as our parishioners.

“I refused to ask my father for money; it was imperative to both Jessie and me that we depend upon the Lord for His providence. We were the poorest diocese in the state, and there was no reliable stream of funds coming from Asheville.

“Our new mechanic worked wonders. It was as if he’d joined our team, and was as eager as we to keep the truck going so we could ferry people to the doctor and the hospital—even to school.”

Agnes looked up to the window above the altar. “Ah, Father ...”

She turned to him and he saw, perhaps for the first time, the full span of years in her countenance. “I feel I should make a very long story short.

“I fell in love for the first time. With a man who was not a believer, and indeed, had ways about him which were ...”

He watched her select her words with some care.

“... coarse and cruel.

“We became ... intimate. What can I say to you to defend my behavior? Nothing. I lost my head; I lost my heart. I was forty-five years old.”

Agnes sat with her cup in her hands, as if turned to marble. Rain darkened the windows.

“I was devastated, of course, when I learned that I was ...”

Agnes Merton was of another world and time, in which such truths were scarcely uttered.

“I understand,” he said.

“John Newton wrote, ‘Guilt has untuned my voice; the serpent’s sin-envenomed sting has poisoned all my joys.’

“I could barely function. I felt that everything I stood for, everything I had done in His service, had come to less than nothing. I kept it from Jessie for as long as I possibly could, but my great  distress could not be hidden. She demanded that I tell her everything. The news was in many ways as crushing to her as to me.

“She could not forgive me, Father.

“In the midst of all this, I was deeply concerned about my age. In those days, a woman in her forties was likely to be at risk in ... bearing a child. And then we learned that the church and schoolhouse would soon be closed. No funds were available to keep them open.

“The world quite literally crashed around us; I felt myself wholly responsible before God. I had failed Jessie and Little Bertie. I had failed this parish. And certainly I had failed the Savior. As church doors closed throughout these mountains, I even believed I had caused God to punish the church for my sins. That was nonsense, of course, but then I was beset by every guilt imaginable. I became the dry bones of Ezekiel’s field, with no one to prophesy His mercy and grace.”

She sipped her tea. “The fifty-first psalm. Do you know it well, Father?”

“Well, indeed. During a dark hour in my own life, I learned to recite it from memory.”

“Could we say it now?”

Together, they spoke the words of the psalmist.

“Have mercy on me, O God, according to your loving kindness;

In your great compassion, blot out my offenses.

Wash me through and through from my wickedness

And cleanse me from my sin.

For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me.

Against you only have I sinned ... ”



Above the gorge, the clouds began to lift; a shaft of sunlight shone upon the ridge.

“For behold, you look for truth deep within me,

And will make me understand wisdom secretly.

Purge me from my sin, and I shall be pure; Wash me, and I shall be clean indeed.

Make me hear of joy and gladness,

That the body you have broken may rejoice.

Hide your face from my sins

And blot out my iniquities.

Create in me a clean heart, O God.

And renew a right spirit within me ... ”



“During that long Lenten season,” she said, “those words were ever on my lips. What I couldn’t know then, is that He did all that I implored  Him to do. But much time would pass before I could accept His love and forgiveness.

“My father knew how happy I’d been here. And when the diocese closed this and so many other church properties, he insisted on buying the schoolhouse for me, and the attached hundred acres.

“This posed yet another bitter conflict. I didn’t wish to remain on the ridge; I wished to flee this place forever.Yet I couldn’t refuse such a generous gift. I supposed that I might one day sell it, and be given the grace to forget all that had happened here.

“Jessie took Little Bertie and went back to her family. She was given a mission church in the west. The parting was almost unbearable—Jessie’s coldness toward me, and Little Bertie clinging to me as to life itself.”

He prayed for her silently as she paused, waiting to go on.

“I remembered hearing of a woman in Chicago who took in young women who ...

“Grace Monroe was willing to take me in. I locked up the schoolhouse and asked Quint to watch over it. The truck was sold. I never spoke of my condition to ... the father, and certainly not to my own father.

“I arrived in Chicago with three hundred and seventy-four dollars and a box of clothing.

“Grace was elderly and I was the last to enjoy the privilege of her wonderful compassion. I cooked for her and dusted her antique porcelains, and made myself as useful as I knew how.

“When Clarence was born, she asked us to stay. She loved Clarence very tenderly; when he was yet a tot, she taught him to be gentle with all that he touched.

“She began this patient instruction by giving him a rare piece of early Staffordshire, a milkmaid with a brown cow. She taught him to lift the piece with great care and dust beneath it.

“Over and over again, he did this under her watchful eye, with never a chip or a crack, Father, and he was but a toddler!

“All that love pouring into him is today poured out into his beautiful bowls and animals and walking canes.”

“Cynthia and I look forward to seeing his work on Sunday.”

“Have I worn you thin?” she asked, looking worn herself.

“Never. But perhaps we should save the rest of your story for another time. I feel this has taxed you.”

“It taxes me still further to withhold it. Yes, there is more. Much more. But now we must  talk about our teaching on Sunday! Thank you, Father, for hearing me. Your compassion is a great gift.”

He signed the three words he’d signed to Cynthia that morning.

Her eyes brimmed with tears of relief as she signed them back.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

Covered Dish

The contributions of early arrivals had been placed on the rose-colored cloth.

In the center of the table, Miss Martha’s German chocolate cake was displayed on a footed stand next to Lily’s three-layer triumph. Also present were Lloyd’s foil-covered baked beans, Cynthia’s potato salad made from Puny’s recipe, Father Tim’s scandal to the Baptists—a baked ham with bourbon sauce, Agnes’s macaroni and cheese, and Granny’s stuffed eggs.

“Granny,” said the vicar, “how are stuffed eggs different from deviled?”

“Th’ diff’rence is, I don’t call ’em deviled,” Granny declared. “They’s enough devilment in this world.”

“Amen!” he said.

At the far end of the folding table, the vicar’s surprise gift stood tall and gleaming, perking into the air an aroma fondly cherished in church halls everywhere.

“French roast,” he told Lloyd, tapping the percolator. “Freshly ground. Full bore.”

“Hallelujah!” said Lloyd, who didn’t think much of church coffee, generally speaking.

Sammy had cut an armload of budding branches from the surrounding woods, and delivered them to Cynthia for a table arrangement. Removing himself from the fray, the vicar trooped into the churchyard to greet new arrivals and contemplate the view with Granny. A chill wind had followed the long rain; the ocean of mountains shone clear, bright, and greening.

“Robert! Good morning to you!”

Robert wiped his right hand on his pant leg before shaking.

“Thank y’ f’r th’ eggs, I didn’ bring nothin’ f’r th’ dinner.”

“No need, we have plenty. Can you sing, Robert?”

“Ain’t never tried.”

“Try today! We’ve got to crank up the singing around here, to help keep us warm. Just  get in behind me and go for it. I’m not much to listen to, but I can keep us on key at any rate.

“Sparkle! You’re the very breath of spring.”

“Yeller, blue, green, purple, an’ pink, topped off by a fleece jacket! If anybody’s havin’ a tacky party today, I want to be th’ winner!”

“Where’s Wayne?”

“Down on his back, rollin’ around under a piece of junk he calls a car.”

“Tell him to get up here, we need his fine baritone.”

“If Wayne Foster ever shows ‘is face up here ag’in, I’ll drop over. He didn’ know doodleysquat about what was goin’ on last Sunday. He thought your kneelers was somethin’ to prop his feet up on.”

“A good many Episcopalians think the same! What is that heavenly aroma?”

Sparkle held forth her foil-covered contribution. “Meat loaf!” she declared. “My mama’s recipe.You will flat out die when you taste it.”

“A terrible price to pay, but count me in.”

As Agnes stepped outside to deposit a daddy longlegs on a patch of moss, they saw Rooter coming at a trot from the laurels.

“Which reminds me,” Agnes told the vicar. “The schoolhouse facilities are open; you may wish to make an announcement.”

“Looky here, Miss Agnes.”

Rooter signed to Agnes, the first and second fingers of his right hand gesturing toward his eyes.

“Why, Rooter Hicks!” she said, clearly pleased.

“Y’ know what I jis’ said?” he asked the vicar.

“Not a clue.”

“I said, ‘See y’ later, man.’”

“How did you learn that?” asked Agnes.

“I seen it in a book.”

“A book!”

“At th’ lib’ary at school.They got a whole lot of books on hand talkin’. With pictures. Looky here ag’in,” he said, slightly curling four fingers, extending his thumb, and making a motion at his chin. “You know what ‘at’s sayin’?” he asked Agnes.

“You’re saying ‘Watch!’”

“Yeah. I’m goin‘t’ use ‘at ’un when I want t’ watch Clarence work on ’is bowls an’ all.”

“You’re smart as a whip!”

“I ain’t smart,” said Rooter, offended.

“Quick, then,” she declared. “You’re very quick. And in any case,” Agnes signed her words as she spoke, “I’m tickled pink.”

“I’m goin’ t’ learn s’more of ’at stuff. I brung one of them books home.”

“He don’t like t’ bring books home,” said Granny. “Seein’ as it must be special, I looked in it m’self.”

“Well done!” said the vicar.

“But I couldn’ make hide n’r hair of it.”

Rooter’s eyes brightened. “I’ll teach y’!”

Father Tim sat down on the wall. “I’ve got an idea, Rooter. What if we put you in charge of teaching the congregation one simple hand sign every Sunday? Something everyone can do. That way, we’ll all learn how to talk with Clarence.”

Rooter looked astounded. “Y’ mean stand up in front of all ’em people an’ do what I jis’ done?”

“Yes. Don’t you think so, Agnes?”

“I do!”

“Next Sunday, you could teach ‘How are you doing, man’—which you already know.”

“Yep.” Rooter signed what the vicar had said.

“The following Sunday, you could teach ‘See you later, man.’ And so on.Would that work for you?”

“I ain’t standin’ up in front of no people. No way.”

“Why not?” asked Father Tim.

“‘Cause ...”—Rooter made a face—“’Cause they’d look at me.”

“Right. Looking at you is the way they’d learn to talk to Clarence. Right now, the only people who talk to Clarence are his mother ... and you. And maybe me ... but only a little. Three people.”

Rooter pondered this, then looked up at Agnes.

“You’d have t’ do it with me.”

“I’d be honored,” she said. “Come now, it’s time for worship.”

The vicar saw his patient and affable crucifer waiting for him with the hand-carved cross. He signed the three words to Clarence, who grinned broadly and signed back. To Lloyd, standing by to ring the bell, he gave a thumbs-up.

Bong ...

Bong ...

Bong ...

The sound shimmered out from the tower, across the gorge and dappled ridges.

Processing behind the cross to the altar, he realized he was missing Sissie.
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“Thirty minutes,” he said, checking his watch, “and you re on your way.

“Thanks to everyone who prepared nourishment for today’s table of fellowship. I’ve had  more than my share of such holy meals, and must tell you that today’s offering was as good as it gets.

“I’d also like to thank those who enjoyed what was prepared and said so—that’s an important contribution in itself, as any cook can tell you.

“Agnes informs me that this was Holy Trinity’s first official dinner on the grounds in ... how many years do you think, Rooter?”

“A hundred!”

“Good guess, Rooter. Miss Martha?”

“Forty-three years!”

“Forty-three years! And isn’t it wondrous, that at the time of His blessed resurrection, Holy Trinity should also rise out of death into new life? Alleluia! Or, as Granny might say, hallelujah!”

Startled by unexpected recognition, Granny involuntarily lifted her hand and waved at the vicar.

“I grew up, primarily, in the Baptist Church, and love that pronunciation as well. However you say it—and both ways are correct—it feels good to again utter that glorious word of praise. And speaking of words ...

“This morning, the Baptists, Methodists, Lutherans, and Presbyterians worshipped in a  sanctuary. You worshipped this morning in a nave, and you entered the nave through a narthex.

“I see that Lloyd and Robert are sitting on the gospel side. And Agnes and the rest of you are sitting on the epistle side.

“These and other unique words—and traditions—make us a little different at Holy Trinity. Before Agnes and I talk next Sunday about our prayer book and, for example, the great help you’ll find in the rubrics, we’ll talk today about this building, God’s house—which I believe we’ll all come to love as a true home ...”
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“This is his treasure, Father.”

In the dark, cool interior of the woodworking shop, Clarence reverently lifted the lid of the burnished mahogany chest, and revealed the contents of early handmade tools.The vicar caught his breath.

“W-wow,” said Sammy.

“Ditto!” said Cynthia.

Clarence signed to them as Agnes spoke the interpretation.

“When Mama and I lived in Chicago, I went to a school for the deaf. I took a woodworking class and that’s when I knew I wanted to work wood for the rest of my life.”

Father Tim noted the unmistakable joy on the face of his crucifer.

“A really old man used to come and teach us special skills, like hand-carving a bowl instead of turning it on a lathe. He was ninety-four, and had this tool chest which he would bring to the shop for the students to look at. We couldn’t touch any of the tools. But I really wanted to.”

Clarence removed a tool from the chest and handed it to Sammy. He handed another to Cynthia and one to Father Tim.

“The man’s name was George Monk, and the chest had come down in his family of woodworkers from Sheffield, England. Somehow Mr. Monk thought I was pretty good at woodworking, and one day after everybody had left the shop, he let me take all the tools from the box and handle them. He talked about how they were used, and told me he thought I was ...”

Clarence dropped his eyes to the chest, awkward.

“Gifted!” Agnes explained. “He said Clarence was gifted.”

His face flushed, Clarence signed again. “Mr. Monk didn’t have any children,” Agnes interpreted, “and when he died, the lawyer came  over with the chest. I was eleven years old, it was the most important thing that ever happened to me.”

Clarence appeared moved by this memory.

“Mr. Monk said it was better than any tool chest he’d seen in museums,” explained Agnes. “We were deeply touched by his gesture of love and trust. Clarence says you’re holding a gouge, Father. Cynthia, that is a socket chisel ... do you see the maker’s mark, John Green, just there? Sammy, that’s a brad awl.”

Clarence signed to Sammy.

“It was used to bore pilot holes for nails. The handle is mahogany, the ferrule is beech. The handle feels really nice in the hand; it was probably used by four different woodworkers before Mr. Monk inherited it.”

Sammy pointed. “W-what’s ’at?”

Agnes’s fingers flew as she signed both questions and answers.

“A homemade brace or bitstock, it’s for drilling holes.”

“Do you use all ’is s-stuff when you work?”

“I used a lot of these tools on the pulpit, and on Mama’s walking stick.”

Father Tim was struck by the experience of Clarence’s woodworking shop; it was like nothing he’d never seen. Every tool hung in its  place with others of its kind, including an assortment of bench planes, braces, hollows, and rounds; wooden shelves held bread trays and dough bowls of buckeye and poplar. A broom stood propped against a caned chair on a swept pine floor. In the corner, afternoon light slanted onto a mysterious wooden contraption with a grave and solemn dignity.

Agnes leaned on her cane. “And over there is some of the lovely work inspired by Mr. Monk’s influence.”

They turned to the rear wall where walking canes with carved handles hung in rows. Beneath the canes, a menagerie of carved animals was crowded onto a trestle table.

The vicar picked up a black bear and held it in a shaft of light. He turned it this way and that, entranced. In truth, he’d never seen a bear—until now.

“Clarence has made a gift for each of you,” said Agnes.

Clarence began handing the gifts around.

“For you, Father, a Gee-haw Whimmy Diddle. The Cherokee used it as a lie detector; Clarence will show you how to work it. For you, Cynthia, a Flipper Dinger, one tries to get the ball in the basket—and for you, Sammy, a Limber Jack who’ll dance on his board ’til the  cows come home.We hope these old mountain toys will be a great lot of fun.”

Cynthia was beaming. “I’m having fun just hearing the names!”
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As he left the churchyard, Father Tim took Agnes’s hand, his heart infused with a kind of joy he hadn’t known in years.

“You and Rooter teaching sign language, the pair of us teaching the prayer book ... why, we’ll be a regular university up here!”

“‘And now in age I bud again,’” she said, quoting their mutually well-favored poet.

“‘I once more smell the dew and rain!’” he responded. “By the way, what was thirty-eight across? Baloney was the clue, as I recall.”

“Utter nonsense!”

“That would be a good clue for what the church is sometimes known to advocate.”

Agnes’s ironic smile couldn’t be suppressed. “Surely you don’t dwell on that bitter subject.”

“Certainly not!” he said, grinning.
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“Shall we take Sissie her Magic Markers and Violet books?” asked Cynthia as they clambered into the truck.

He looked at Sammy, who was wedged between Cynthia and the passenger door. “Will your seeds sprout without you, buddy?”

“Yeah. N-no problem.”

Soon, he’d have to do with Sammy what he’d done with Dooley: begin the long and arduous trial of changing yeah into yes, sir and yes, ma’am  and no into no, sir and no, ma’am. Such instruction had led to a battle royal with Dooley Barlowe, but for all the pain and aggravation on both their parts, the seed had sprouted and come to flower. Truth was, he should have discussed this with Sammy at the beginning ...

“Consider it done!” he told his wife, turning left instead of right off the church lane.

“Did you talk Sparkle out of her grandmother’s recipe?”

“Right here,” he said, patting his jacket pocket. He would never put oatmeal in meat loaf again. No, indeed. Life was way too short.
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Sissie answered the door in a T-shirt, pajama bottoms, and her yellow shoes. Her eyes were reddened and puffy.

“Mama’s sleepin’,” she said. “Granny’s here t’ make ‘er eat, but she won’t eat nothin’.”

“You remember Cynthia.” His wife didn’t like formal titles; she was Cynthia to one and all.

“Hey,” said Sissie, looking miserable.

“Hey, yourself. I brought you the books I promised.” She handed Sissie copies of Violet Comes to Stay and Violet Goes to the Country.

Sissie studied the covers, silent.

“And here’s your Magic Markers.”

Sissie took the box, fretful. “I don’ know what is Magi Markers.”

“Where’s Donny?” asked Father Tim.

“We don’ know where ’e’s at. Donny’s drinkin’.”

Preachers had the right, as it were, to drop by unannounced, but pressing to be invited in was another matter.

He and Cynthia looked at each other.

“Why don’t you ask Sammy to wait for us,” she said. “Perhaps he’d like to look for Indian pipes in the woods. And give me a few minutes with Dovey and Granny before you come in.”
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“You got t’ eat, Mama.”

“I don’ want to, Sissie.”

“You got to! Granny says you’ll die if y’ don’t.”

“Nossir,” Granny argued. “I didn’ say nothin’ ‘bout dyin’. I said she cain’t live if she don’t eat.”

Sissie put her fists on her hips. “ ’At’s th’ same as dyin’! ”

Sissie stomped to the bed. “Looky here, Mama, I’m goin’ t’ dance f‘r you, OK? Turn y’r head an’ look over here, I’m dancin’ f‘r you in m’ yeller shoes. I’m dancin’ f’r you, Mama! Please eat!”

“Come, Sissie.” Father Tim held his arms out to her, and she came and sat on his lap, reluctant. “Dovey, there are some things we have to do whether we want to or not. You must take some nourishment.”

“Bring me m’ plate an’ all, then.”

“Hit’s green beans an’ mashed taters,” said Sissie. “An’ what else, Granny?”

“A little stew beef cooked plenty done, with some tasty broth.”

“What’s ’em red things?”

“Beets.”

“She don’ like beets.”

Granny looked firm. “Beets is got arn. She needs arn if she’s goin’ t’ git out of that bed.”

Sissie jumped off his lap and took the plate from Granny.

“Arn, Mama, you need arn,” she said, proffering the plate.

“Help me up, then.”

Cynthia helped Dovey sit up, and rearranged the pillows behind her. “After you eat, I’d like to brush your hair and help you change your pajamas. Would you like that?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“We’ll send Father Tim outside. Will you drink some water?”

“Yes, ma’am, thank you. An’ I need m’ medicine. You can put water in m’ pitcher if y’ don’t mind.”

Cynthia went to the sink with the transferware pitcher, Sissie following with instructions.

“You got t’ hold th’ bottom real good, th’ handle’s been broke off an’ pasted back two times. Mama’s had it since she was little, an’ all ’er pretty dishes, too. Her whole set’s got a castle on it, with cows in th’ yard an’ a river, but it’s near about all broke an’ pasted back. Mamaw Ruby give it to ’er, Mama said maybe I could have it when I’m big.”

“I wisht you’d take this young ‘un on y’r rounds sometime,” Granny told the vicar. “She never gits out t’ hardly do nothin’, stays pent up here like a bunny in a cage.”

“Sissie, how would you like to come with Agnes and me one day—on our rounds?”

“What’s y’r rounds?”

“We visit people. And talk.You like to talk.”

“Oh, Lord help,” said Granny. “She never hushes up!”

“Look!” said Sissie. “Mama took a bite! She’s chewin’!”
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He stepped outside with Granny where they found Rooter examining a worm crawling on his pant leg. They thumped down in plastic chairs that had seen more than a little weather.

“Where was you at?” Granny asked Rooter.

“You said don’t come in, so I went up th’ road an’ found ’is worm.”

“Well, don’t set on it an’ mess up y’r britches.” Granny looked around at the small company, pleased with another chance to socialize. “We can watch th’ cars go by!”

Though unable to find Indian pipes, Sammy staggered from the woods with a more valuable find. He thunked a large rock into the truck bed. “Hit’ll catch th’ garden gate when it swings back.”

“Well done! Come and sit with us, buddy; we’ll be going soon.”

Sammy pulled up a chair next to Rooter, nodding to Granny.

“Did you‘uns know Donny’s mama shot ’is daddy?” Rooter asked the vicar. The worm traveled up his forearm.

“We know.”

“Kilt ‘im dead. An’ I reckon y’ know Robert kilt ’is granpaw? He was in jail a long time; Granny says longer’n I been alive.”

“Don’ talk about that awful mess,” said Granny.

“Did you see him do it?” Father Tim asked Rooter.

Rooter picked the worm off his arm and studied it in his palm. “I wadn’t alive when he done it.”

“How do you know he did it?”

“Ol’ Fred what lives in th’ school bus said Robert done it, sure as fire. Ol’ Fred’s got voices in ’is head; he talks t’ people that ain’t even there.”

“Have you been down to that school bus?” Granny looked fierce. “You know good ‘n’ well you ain’t s‘posed t’ go down t’ that school bus.”

“You cain’t whip me f‘r doin’ it, ’cause you cain’t catch me.”

“I’ll have th’ preacher here whip y’ f’r me.”

“No ma’am, I’m not in the whipping business. Let me ask you, Rooter, did Fred say he saw it happen?”

“He said he never seen it happen, but he was walkin’ by on th’ road an’ heerd Robert an’ ‘is granpaw fightin’, said he heered ’is granpaw holler out Robert’s name.”

“Did Fred testify in court, Granny? Do you know?”

“I don’t keep up with trash, hit’s hard enough keepin’ up with decent people.” Granny reached  over and snatched Rooter by the hair of his head.

“Oww!” said Rooter.

“I’ll ow y’ worser’n this if y’ go down there ag‘in.” Granny continued to grip a handful of Rooter’s hair. “D’you hear me?”

Rooter looked at Sammy and Father Tim, abashed.

“Do you hear her, son?”

“I hear ye,” he said to Granny.

[image: 159]

If he’d spent the morning on the mountaintop, he now found himself in the valley, both literally and figuratively. He was spent.

He leaned back in the library wing chair across from his wife and closed his eyes.

They should have Sammy’s little brother and sister out one weekend. He could pick them up in town, they’d relish seeing the lambs and chickens. Sammy needed the solace of blood kin. Try as he and Cynthia might, they couldn’t give him that.

“How many eggs today?” asked his wife, yawning hugely.

He yawned back. “Same. Fourteen.”

“They’ll be stacking up in the fridge again, please take some on your rounds this week,”  she said. “Miss Martha must have used her full dozen in that German chocolate cake. And what a cake!”

“Don’t talk about it,” he said. He could have sworn Martha McKinney had baked a magnet into it, the way it had drawn him to the table time and again. By sheer grace alone, he’d managed to keep his distance, though he’d enjoyed a few crumbs of Lily’s, in case she asked for an opinion.

“I don’t think Dovey’s problem is depression,” she said.

“What do you think it is?” He’d walked through a deep vale of his own, and though he hadn’t stayed in bed, he had darn well wanted to.

“It’s a hunch, really. I feel her problem has its taproot in the physical or physiological. Perhaps the depression comes because her ailment isn’t healing.”

He pondered this, weary in every part. “How about a little nightcap?”

The dogs were snoring, Sammy was on the phone having his almost-nightly talk with Dooley ...

“That would be perfect,” she said. “Why don’t I read to us?”

He willingly forked over the book. “This is  from ‘Michael,’ a wonderful poem by Wordsworth. It reminds me of the view from Holy Trinity. Now that I’ve rediscovered the poem, I’ll always imagine sheep among the rocks. Take it from where my thumb was.”

Violet leapt into Cynthia’s lap and settled herself, as her mistress adjusted her glasses and read:“The pastoral mountains front you, face to face,

But, courage! For around that boisterous brook

The mountains have all opened out themselves,

And made a hidden valley of their own.

No habitation can be seen; but they

Who journey thither find themselves alone

With a few sheep, with rocks and stones, and kites

That overhead are sailing in the sky.

It is in truth an utter solitude ... ”





She looked at the fireplace where the plywood had been removed, and a ladder inserted into the chimney. She noted the soot and cinders that had fallen onto the hearth since Lily vacuumed, and considered what Lloyd and his helper said they’d be doing first thing Monday  morning.Then she looked at her husband, who had fallen asleep with his glasses pushed onto his head.

“Utter solitude, dearest!” She spoke as if he were wide awake. “Can you even imagine such a thing?”

[image: 160]

He didn’t know what to make of the decidedly attractive woman standing at their back door. She was wearing a blond wig or his nickname wasn’t Slick Kavanagh—not to mention cowboy boots with pointed toes and an outfit with fringe that was definitely in motion.

“Hi! I’m Vi’let,” she said, giving him a huge smile.

“Violet! I was expecting Lily.”

“Oh, shoot, Lily’s ever’body’s fav’rite.”

All well and good, he wanted to say, except she rarely shows up. How does she get to be everybody’s favorite?

“She said she’ll roll in at nine-thirty, on the dot. Her van had a flat tire; she had to call th’ gas station ’cause her husband’s in Hick‘ry gettin’ ‘is heads ground. Since I was comin’ this way, she asked me t’ stop an’ tell you; she don’t carry a cell phone, you know. Can you imagine not carryin’ a cell phone in t’day’s fast-paced world?”

He could imagine it, actually.

“I’m on m’ cell phone day an’ night, seems like. How ’bout you?”

“I don’t have a cell phone.”

Her blue eyes appeared suddenly larger. “I ain’t b’lievin’ that!”

“But,” he said, grumpy, “I’m going to get a cell phone.”

“When?”

“In july.”

“I’ll help you program it when I do a fill-in for Lily. Well, got to fly; I’m on th’ radio at twelve o’clock.”

“On the radio?”

“Singin’.” So saying, she began to sing. “ ‘Delta Dawn, what’s that flower you have on? ...”

He heard an odd noise, something like a small trumpet played by a small person.

“Oops, m’ cell phone, there it goes! What’d I tell you?” She clattered down the steps. “High Country Lite, ten-forty on your dial! Have a great day! Hey, this is Vi’let, who’s this ... ?”

He noted that Lloyd and his helper stood transfixed, their mouths open.
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“I always make up any time I miss!” Lily shouted as he came into the kitchen. Their  erstwhile housekeeper trundled the vacuum cleaner across the wooden floor as his wife sat at her easel and appeared ready to jump out the window.

“Right,” he shouted back. “Glad you made it safely!”

He noted that someone was in the fireplace, he saw work boots on the rung of the ladder that disappeared into the throat of the firebox.

“I’m out of here, Kavanagh. Off to see Lottie Greer and Homeless Hobbes. It’s a visit way overdue. Need to pick up a couple of things for our hard-working gardener, and while I’m at it, Lloyd said he could use a trowel; his trusty blade just separated from its handle after twenty-five years. Think of that!”

“Got his money’s worth!” said his wife, looking stoic.

“Three of the kneelers came in with loose seams in the Naugahyde, and have to be returned ; thought I’d drop those at UPS. And Blake can’t leave today, he’s found foot rot in several ewes, which is bad business; I told him I’d pick up the treatment he needs at the vet in Wesley. And if there’s time, I might pop over to Mitford and see Gene and Uncle Billy. Of course, I’d also like to get up to Lambert and look in on Robert Prichard ...”

“Dearest.”

“Yes?”

“You’re in a lather.”

He knew he was out of breath but he hadn’t figured out why.

“Come with me,” she said, taking him by the arm.

They trooped onto the porch and down the steps.

“Where are we going?” he asked.

“Away! Away from the charming tap, tap, tap  of the trowels now inside the chimney and beneath my very nose! Away from the tormenting thunder of the vacuum cleaner, and poor Lily’s thousand apologies for disappointing us yet again, and two laundry baskets piled to the ceiling with Sammy’s muddy gardening clothes ... ”

Conciliatory, he let himself be dragged along like a sack of potatoes.

“Away from mounds of dog hair,” she raved on, “and white cats who insist on running out of doors to be eaten by wild painters! Away  from the commerce of calendars, and lambs that look like dogs in woolly pajamas and must be painted again and again, and most especially  ...”

They were trekking toward the sheep pasture,  lickety-split, as if on the lam from some criminal act.

“... away from a new deadline just foisted upon yours truly, which makes me furious with my obdurate, slave-driving, pinheaded editor!  Away!”

“But away to where?”

“I have no idea. None. Furthermore, I don’t even want an idea.”

“Aha.”

“Then again,” she said, out of breath, “if I were to get an idea, it might be something like this. Away to peace. Away to solitude. Away to laughter!”

She stopped suddenly and sat in the grass.

He sat down beside her. “You’re beautiful when you’re angry” He’d read that line in a comic book when he was a boy. He’d always thought it a great line.

She burst into laughter and lay back in the grass.

“You’ve been going at a trot yourself, Timothy, just like you always did at Lord’s Chapel and Whitecap. Even when you don’t have a church, you go at a trot. It’s the way you’re wired, sweetheart. I’m not wired that way in the least, yet I find myself being swept along by the trot at which everyone else is going!”

He didn’t want to race away when his wife was venting a dash of exasperation; she never raced away when he vented his. However, Miss Lottie wouldn’t be around forever ...

“Ireland next year,” he said, patting her hand. “And Whitecap, for a long visit.”

She sat up. “But it all seems a century away. Besides, we need something sweet and simple right now. Something ... uncomplicated.”

“Like our clergy retreats of yore?”

“Exactly! I mean, look over there ... at that lovely little path leading into the woods. Wouldn’t it be fun to ‘journey thither,’ as Mr. Wordsworth said, and explore it to the end?”

“I remember seeing that path when Dooley was home.”

“I love the way the old fence is falling down on either side of the path, and vines are growing up the posts. There must have been a gate there—and think of the wonderful beds of moss we’d find along the creek. The creek does run into those woods, doesn’t it?”

“I don’t know.”

“Timothy, we’re living in the country like two bumps on a log. And I have no idea what to do about it!”

“I haven’t seen Miss Lottie in more than a year. She’s ninety, you know.”

“Of course you must go.” She stood up and brushed off her pants. “And I must call New York and thrash over this wrenching new production schedule, and get the drawing ready for FedEx by eleven o’clock, and decide what sort of pie Lily should bake today, and ... ”

“Cherry!” He creaked to a standing position. “Ask her to bake cherry and I’ll kiss your ring.”

“You big lug,” she said. “Consider it done.”

She kissed his cheek, then drew back and looked at him, sobered. “Forgive me. We have so much to be thankful for, yet I allow the vagaries of this good life to overwhelm me. You never seem to be overwhelmed.”

“I can’t believe that you’ve lived with me for nearly eight years, and can say that with a straight face.”

“All right, then. But you handle it better.”

“You handle it just fine, Kavanagh. Our Lord, Himself, had to get away from the vagaries of life. We’ll explore the path next week. Let’s set aside some time just for that.”

“I’ll bring the picnic basket,” she said.

He felt his grin spreading. “And I’ll bring the blanket.”
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After knocking on the door of her life-estate quarters at the back of the Greer general store, he inquired of the storekeeper.

“Miss Greer went out with a neighbor about an hour ago.”

“Then she’s still getting around! ”Thank God he hadn’t come too late.

“You bet.”

“Her cat?”

“Gone to glory, as she says. Eighteen years old, that cat was!”

“I’ll be darned. Well. Tim Kavanagh.”

“Judd Baker from California. Me an’ my wife, Cindy, bought this place a year ago, and decided to keep the Greer name. What do you think?”

He looked around. Definitely not the old store where he and Absalom had robbed the drink box and talked a blue streak; not the old store where he and Absalom had sat in the back rooms and eaten Miss Lottie’s mashed potatoes and lamb with homemade mint jelly; and certainly not the store where a young Absalom had seen the choir of angels ...

“Good! Oh, yes, very good. But ... ” He sighed without meaning to.

“But different,” said the storekeeper, nodding wisely.
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Homeless Hobbes wasn’t at home, either.

His old confidant and one-man soup kitchen had relocated himself from a hut at the Creek to a small, white house by the side of a gravel road. A note of greeting was tacked on the wood surround of the screen door.

Dear Friend,

This is God’s house. In my absence, you are welcome to sit on the porch and rest a while and drink from the tap to the right of the steps. In any case, I shall return at four o’clock on the afternoon of the 23rd. God bless you.

H. Hobbes



He penned a note of his own and stuck it in the mailbox attached to the porch railing.

Dear Homeless:

Once again, you have refused to live up to your name, and have got yourself a very fine dwelling!

I think of you often, and miss our conversations on what Jefferson called “antediluvian topics. ” I’m living down the road a piece and pastoring Holy Trinity on the crest of Wilson’s  Ridge. Ten o’clock each Sunday morning. How I would relish seeing your face!

In His great mercy,

T. Kavanagh ✝

Here’s one for yon, my book-loving friend—by François Mauriac:

“If you would tell me the heart of a man, tell me not what he reads but what he rereads. ”

Amen.
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During his years as a priest, he’d gazed into countless pairs of eyes—some reflecting Christ’s own love; many more guarded, or angry and distrustful. He read in Robert Prichard’s eyes something he couldn’t absolutely define. But there was hunger, certainly. Pleading, yes. And a terrible grief that was wrenching to look upon.

He gestured toward the faded lettering above the grease-pit door: Prichard Enterprises. “This is yours, then? Well done!”

Robert took a rag from his pocket and used it before he shook the vicar’s hand.

“Thought I’d drop by and say hello. Beautiful country out here.” Across the road from the auto shop, he saw the great swell of mountains rolling away to the west.

“I wanted to say we’re glad to have you at Holy Trinity. Each and every one of our little handful is a blessing.”

The vicar watched Robert continue to wipe his hands on the rag, uncertain. A visit from a parson often threw people off kilter.

“I’d like to see your shop, if you have time to show it.”

“They ain’t much t’ see. I got a rack, a pit, no big deal.”

“Looks like a vending machine over there. May I treat you to a cold drink? It’s warming up today.”

“I got t’ git this Chevy van out of here by two o’clock. But yeah, that’d be OK.We can set over yonder.” Robert jerked a thumb toward a bench under a stand of scrub pine.

“Sounds good. What’ll you have?”

“Cheerwine.”

The machine produced a Cheerwine, then he punched a button for a diet drink—he’d learned his lesson well.

They walked across the worn asphalt to the bench, and sat down.There was an awkward silence; Robert looked at him, defensive.

“I didn’ do it, if that’s what y’re here about.”

He would risk something by digging in, but he’d prayed about it, and here was his opening,  plain as day. “I want to tell you that I don’t believe you did it.”

A squirrel raced up the tree behind them. Robert didn’t respond to this declaration but toyed with his drink can.

“I ain’t never talked about it much; it scares people t’ think about it, ’pecially when they think I done it.”

“It took courage for you to come to Holy Trinity.”

“Yeah.”

“Can you tell me what happened?”

A muscle moved in Robert’s jaw.

“Hit’s hard. Hit’s hard t’ talk about.”

“Let’s just visit, then.”

“Naw” Robert released his breath, as if he’d held it a long time. “I’ll tell you.

“Me’n Paw had fought twicet. Both times about money. He’d borry off of me, then not pay it back. Said he didn’t have no mem‘ry of borryin’ off of me. Th’ last time was five hundred dollars I’d saved f’r a truck, you cain’t hardly git t’ work up here if you ain’t got wheels.

“I went over to he’p ’im dress out a deer, an’ had m’ good deer knife on me; I’d carved m’ initials on th’ handle, RP. After we skinned th’ deer—it was a young ’un an’ didn’t take too  long—I laid m’ knife up on th’ shelf in th’ shed. Th’ shed was right by th’ house. Then we went in th’ house t’ git th’ washtub. We was goin’ t’ load th’ meat in it an’ carry it out to th’ smokehouse.

“Hit’d got t’ rainin’ pretty hard, an’ Paw told me t’ poke up th’ fire, an’ we set around f‘r a little while. Paw he was drinkin’, which was usual.

“I remember lookin’ out th’ winder an’ seen somebody walk past. I couldn’t see who it was f’r the rain, but it was a man wearin’ some kind of a hat. I said looks like they’s somebody out there, so ’e took ’is gun an’ went out an’ come back soaked to th’ skin, said they ain’t nobody out there, you’ve been a-drinkin.’

“I’d been drinkin’, but he’d been drinkin’ a lot worser. I said when’re you goin’ t’ pay back m’ money, he said they won’t nothin’ t’ pay back. He said he was m’ granpaw, he was blood, an’ blood don’t have t’ pay back. We got t’ hollerin’, an’ he hit me pretty hard with a iron skillet. I knowed if I didn’t git out of there, I’d knock ’is head off.”

Robert looked at the vicar. “So I run.

“I took off for th’ house. Then I remembered m’ knife layin’ up on th’ shelf; I’d give thirty dollars f’r that knife.”

Robert was folding his grease rag into a small square.

“Th’ rain had slacked off when I headed back, an’ when I got to th’ shed, I heard somebody holler, ‘Hush up talkin’.’ Plus a word I ain’t goin’ t’ say in front of a preacher.

“Then I heard Paw holler out, it was a sound you don’t never want t’ hear ag’in.

“Hit scared me s’ bad, I didn’t go in th’ shed, I run back home. Th’ next day, th’ phone started ringin’ at m’ mama’s house, people sayin’ Paw had been killed. I reckon I must be stupid, I never thought they’d come after me. Th’ sheriff an’ two men come about dinnertime. Whoever it was had used my knife, but th’ only fingerprints on it was mine.

“Th’ sheriff seen th’ place Paw hit me with th’ skillet; hit was black an’ blue an’ swole up bad. I was a goner from th’ minute they took me out of th’ house.

“I don’t mind tellin’ y’ that a time or two, I’d prayed for Paw t’ die. Many a night I laid awake hatin’ ‘is guts f’r how he treated ever’body But somehow ...” The muscle clenched in Robert’s jaw.

Father Tim waited.

“Somehow, I guess I ... kind of loved ’im.”

Robert put his head in his hand, weeping.

“If I‘d’ve went back in there instead of runnin’, I might could’ve saved ’im.”

If he, Timothy Kavanagh, had hung in with his father at the end, instead of running ...

He sat with Robert Prichard for what seemed a long time, praying silently. Then they got up and walked back to the shop.

“What about Fred who lives in the school bus?”

Robert frowned. “What about ’im?”

“Did he testify in court?”

“Said he heard me fightin’ with Paw.”

“How well did you know him?”

“I didn’t hardly know ‘im a’tall. He moved ‘is bus down in there a couple of months b’fore it all happened. I heard Paw mention ’is name a time or two; maybe I met ’im on th’ road, but I never knowed him t’ speak of.”

“Thank you for your trust, Robert. It means a lot to me. You’re faithfully in my prayers.”

“Thank y’.”

“And I want to say again that I believe you.”

“One or two does, maybe. Most don’t. I guess it don’t matter.”

“It matters,” said Father Tim. “It matters.”
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Flying the Coop

“Father?”

He glanced at the clock: four a.m.

“Can you come?”

“I’m on my way.”

Though he’d been called out in the middle of the night only a dozen or so times in his priesthood, he resolutely adhered to a common practice of fire chiefs—he kept a shirt and pair of pants at the ready, and his shoes and socks by the bed.

He was entering the town limits when he realized he’d just blown past a Mitford police officer.

No need to be surprised, he thought, when he saw the blue light in his rearview mirror.

The officer stooped down to peer in the window. “You were haulin’.”

Clearly, Rodney Underwood had begun hiring people twelve years old and under.

“I was, officer. I’m sorry.” He adjusted his tab collar, to make sure the officer noticed he was clergy. “It’s Uncle Billy.” To his surprise, tears suddenly streamed down his cheeks.

“Uncle Billy?”

“One of the most important people in Mitford. He’s dying; Dr. Harper called me to come.”

“Don’t let it happen again.”

“Certainly not.”

The young turk shook his head, as if greatly mystified.

“I don’ know what it is about preachers. All y’all seem t’ have a lead foot.”

[image: 166]

In his room at Mitford Hospital, Uncle Billy tried to recollect whichaway th’ lawyer joke started off. Was th’ lawyer a-drivin’ down th’ road when he hit a groundhog, or was he a-walkin’ down th’ road? An’ was it a groundhog or was it a sow pig?

His joke tellin’ days was givin’ out, that’s all they was to it.

He looked at the ceiling, which appeared to be thick with lowering clouds, and with something like geese flying south.

Winter must be a-comin’. Seem like winter done come a week or two ago, and here it was a-comin’ ag‘in, hit was enough t’ rattle a man’s brains th’ way things kep’ a-changin’.

He shivered suddenly and pulled the covers to his chin.

Snow clouds, that’s what they was! Hit’s goin’ t’ come a big snow or worser yet, a gulley-washin’ rain.

Bill Watson! What are you hammering about?

He hadn’t opened his trap, as far as he knowed. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see her settin’ up in th’ bed next t’ his ’un, lookin’ like a witch on a broom.

Did you say it’s going to snow?

He lay as still as a buck in hunting season, and pressed his lips together so no words could escape.

Are you talking to yourself or to me, Bill Watson?

No, dadgummit, I ain’t a-talkin’ t’ you, I ain’t said a word t’ you! Lord knows, you’ve fretted me ’til I’m wore to a nubbin. Now, lay down!

He squeezed his eyes shut even tighter, in case they popped open and she saw that he was awake.

In a little bit, he’d try an’ git his mind back t’ th’ joke about th’ lawyer, maybe he’d stir up a laugh or two if anybody come a-knockin’ on th’ door, like maybe Preacher Kavanagh.

He breathed easier, then, and opened his eyes and gazed again at the ceiling. The geese had disappeared.

Gone south!

Hush my mouth? squawked his wife.

He felt a chill go up his spine; he reckoned ’is wife was a-readin’ ’is mind!

He’d never heered of such a low trick as that!

Lord have mercy, they was no end to it.

He didn’t know when he realized he was passing up through a cloud, like a feather floating upward on a mild breeze.

There was light ahead, and the cloud felt like his toaster oven set on low, just nice and warm, as it was a long time ago in his mama’s arms.

He kept his eyes squeezed shut so he wouldn’t see the ceiling coming at him, then reckoned he must have floated right through it, as easy as you please.

The light was getting stronger now. He found it odd that it didn’t hurt his eyes one bit; indeed, it felt good, like it was making his worn-out eyes brand-new ...

Uncle Billy felt a hand close over his own. It was a touch that seemed familiar somehow ...

The Almighty and merciful Lord ...

Now, he was in the topmost branches of an apple tree, throwing apples down to his little sister, Maisie, and over yonder was his mama, waiting for him ...

... grant thee pardon and remission of thy sins ...  It seemed the words came from a very great distance ...

He knew only that he was happy, very happy; his heart was about to burst. He tried to utter some word that would express the joy ...

“... and the grace and comfort of the Holy Spirit,” said Father Tim. “Amen.”

His voice sounded hollow in the empty room.
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The following morning, Mitford learned that two of their own had been taken in the night.

William Benfield Watson had died in his sleep with a smile on his face, and in so doing, had attained the chief aim of every soul who desired a peaceful passing.

Less than an hour later, Gene Bolick died of the causal effects of an inoperable brain tumor. His wife, Esther, worn beyond telling, had left  the hospital only a short time earlier at the insistence of the nursing staff.

It was Nurse Herman who stood at Gene’s bedside when he spoke his last words.

“Tell Esther ...”

Nurse Herman leaned down to hear his hoarse whisper.

“... to pay the power bill.”

Nurse Herman didn’t know whether to share with Esther these pragmatic sentiments; the bereft widow might have hoped for something more.

Yet her greater concern was that Esther’s power might, indeed, be shut off—not a good thing with so many family and friends dropping by.

Thus, with the blessing of Dr. Harper, she recited these last words to Esther, and was vastly relieved when the grieving and exhausted widow thanked her for the reminder.

“Are you sure that’s all he said?” Esther mopped her eyes with a wadded-up section of hospital toilet paper.

As ardently as Nurse Herman wanted to report something truly heartwarming, the truth was the truth. “Yes, ma’am, that’s all.”

Indeed, she had long kept a memorized selection of made-up last words to offer a  bereaved family—but only if absolutely, positively necessary.

In this case, Tell Esther I love her would have been very nice, though basic.

Tell Esther I appreciate all the years she devoted herself to my happiness would be more flowery, but not completely believable, as Mr. Bolick hadn’t been the flowery type.

Tell Esther I’ll see her in heaven would be tricky, as it was sometimes impossible to figure who was going to heaven and who was going to the other place.

And then there was her personal favorite:  Tell Esther she was the light of my life.

She had heard of people saying amazing things as they passed. She would never forget being told in seventh grade what Thomas Edison had said: “It is very beautiful over there.”

That sort of remark was comforting to those left behind; she wished dying patients would say things like that more often.

In any case, she had told Esther the plain truth and, happy to have these odd last words off her chest, reported further that Mr. Bolick had looked peaceful, very peaceful, and had not struggled at the end.
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Willie handed the carton over the threshold.

“Twelve.”

“Twelve? Pretty big drop.”

“Don’t know what’s got into ’em.”

Willie had a lot to say grace over these days. Maybe it hadn’t occurred to him to do it. So he’d do it himself.

Trekking across the yard with a plastic bag of cabbage leaves and apple peelings, he looked toward the vegetable patch. Sammy was trundling a wheelbarrow through the gate.

“Good job, Sammy!” he shouted, pumping his fist into the air. Sammy nodded, intent on his work. The vicar recalled that payday was right around the corner; that would bring a smile to their young gardener’s face.

He lifted the latch and let himself into the hen house. Two on the roosting poles. One on a nest. Another pecking in the mash trough.

Four.

He went out, hooked the latch, and peered into the fenced lot.

Six. Eight. Ten. Twelve, thirteen. Chickens weren’t much at holding still to be counted. Blast. Six. Eight. Ten. Eleven. Twelve.

Twelve.

Had he counted right?

He counted again.

Twelve.

Strange, he thought. Mystifying.

He opened the bag and tossed cabbage leaves into the lot; the hens scampered after them, gleeful. One by one, the remaining four exited by the opening in the side of the house and flew down the ramp as the shower of apple peelings fell through the wire at the top of the lot.

“Chick, chick, chick!” he called. That was how Peggy had taught him to gather the chickens when he was a boy. He remembered letting himself into the lot, unafraid of the rooster, and squatting down to look the whole caboodle in the eye.

What did chickens think? Were they stupid like some people said? They didn’t seem stupid, but they did seem nervous. Did they know about dumplings, about the things that were going to happen to them? How did God get eggs into chickens?

At the conclusion of this scientific investigation, Peggy discovered he was crawling with lice. They were in his hair, in his clothes ...

“Run to the washhouse!” said his horrified mother, “and wait for Peggy and me.”

It was, in his opinion, a bitter remedy; he could remember the smell to this day. Sulfur!

Stuffing the empty bag in his pocket, he  struck out for the barn, where Willie was giving a lamb its bottle.

“I just went to the henhouse and counted. Didn’t you say we had nineteen?”

Willie looked perplexed. “Yes, sir, I counted ’em m’self on New Years Day.”

“I counted twice. We’ve got twelve.”

Willie looked shocked, then perplexed. “But that don’t make no sense. I ain’t seen any dead when I feed up.”

Father Tim squatted next to Willie. “Any way they could be getting out? Flying the coop?”

“That little house is tight as a drum. No way out, no way in. An’ I been looking aroun’ th’ fence t’ see if anything’s been diggin’ under. Ain’t nothin’ diggin’ under.”

“So it couldn’t be a mink?”

“We’d find feathers. Worser’n ’at, we’d hear th’ uproar. When a fox or mink gits in a henhouse, chickens go t’ squawkin’. They ain’t no way anything could get in there without unlatchin’ th’ door like ... like me’n you.” This thought appeared to give Willie a bad turn.

“Should I leave the farm dogs out tonight?”

“y’r farm dogs won’t sleep out, they’re inside dogs now. Miz Owen’s done ruined ’em. Anyhow, all but one of ’em’s too dadgone old t’ do much barkin’.”

“What about your dogs?”

“I don’t let m’ dogs run at night. We got coyote, y’ know.”

“So I’ve heard. Could anybody get by your kennel without stirring your dogs?”

“I guess if they was smart enough an’ quiet enough, they could. At night, it ain’t too hard f’r somebody t‘slip in on chickens without ’em squawkin’. You can lift one off of th’ roost pretty easy if you know how t’ handle it.”

“Do you know the neighbors?”

“Not t’ speak of. Once in a while, I see a neighbor or two at Kirby’s Store. But don’ look like nobody’d steal chickens this day an’ time.”

“Right,” said Father Tim, “all a man has to do is run to Wesley; he can get one already dressed for less than a buck and a half a pound.” He shook his head, pondering. “So, how’s this little fella coming along?”

Willie came as close to beaming as Father Tim had seen. “He’ll be strappin’.”

“Good. Keep your eyes peeled,” said the vicar.

“Will do,” said the shepherd, still looking perplexed.
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“Have you ever noticed, Father, the peculiar surnames of certain clergy? When I first came  here, Father Church was our priest, and I read an article recently by Father Paradise.”

He chuckled. “In my time, I’ve known a Father Divine, a Bishop Steeple ... oh, and a Bishop Bell. Old Bishop Bell! A force to be reckoned with! And let’s see, there was Father Cross in Alabama. Wallace Cross, as I recall.”

“What do you make of it?” she asked.

He laughed heartily. “I’ve never known what to make of it!”

They bumped along on their way to pick up Sissie. A day of stinging cold, though with bright sun and clear skies. Agnes huddled on the passenger side in a heavy, albeit threadbare, coat.

“Well, then, we’d best move along to more important considerations. What am I saying, Father?” Agnes signed something familiar, then something puzzling and strange. Their lessons for the week had begun.
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“Law, look who’s here! Sister, come see who’s callin’ on us!”

Miss Mary shuffled into the parlor, her cheeks flushed from the stove.

“It’s Miss Sissie Gleason in her Sunday-go-to-meetin’ shoes!” announced Miss Martha.

Miss Mary clapped her hands. “Oh, my  mercy! It’s Miss Sissie Gleason in ’er Sunday-go-t’-meetin’ shoes!”

Proud, Sissie stuck up one foot and then the other.

“And us without a crumb in th’ house!” Miss Martha looked stricken. “Well, come in, come in, we’ll find something sweet in th’ painted cabinet; we always do.”

“No, ma’am,” he said, “we didn’t come to eat, we came to make a delivery and see your smiling faces. Then we’ll be on our way.”

“You don’t turn up at th’ McKinney sisters without puttin’ your feet under th’ table. Come in th’ kitchen where it’s warm! This part of th’ house has been closed off for five years, it’s a morgue in here!”

“Five!” said Sissie. “That’s how many I am!”

Miss Martha was herding them along like so many sheep, no matter how he and Agnes might protest. Truth be told, he was happy to be herded into the sisters’ kitchen where they received a salutatory blast of oak-fired heat.

“Ladies, Cynthia estimates you used up your dozen for that splendid cake. Here’s a replacement.”

“Look at that! An answer to prayer if I ever saw one. Less than ten minutes ago, I said, Lord, there’s nobody to carry us to the store for eggs and we’re plumb out!”

“Plumb out,” affirmed Miss Mary.

“We can carry you to the store,” he said. “Glad to.”

“Where on earth would we all ride?” Miss Martha asked. “One of us would have to be tied on top, and it wouldn’t be me!”

“It wouldn’ be me!” piped Miss Mary.

“It wouldn’ be me, neither!” announced Sissie, who was, nonetheless, intrigued by the idea.

“I’ll be staying behind to poke up the fire,” said Agnes, “so it wouldn’t be me.”

“And it absolutely, positively wouldn’t be me,” said the vicar. “I’m driving!”

They all had a good laugh.

“Thomas will carry us on Friday,” declared Miss Martha, “which leaves us free to enjoy the afternoon. Got your tillin’ done, Father?”

“Sammy just got the patch cleaned up and the rotted manure down; tilling is right around the corner. How about you?”

“I’m not putting in a garden this year. Too much bloomin’ work!”

Miss Mary nodded furiously. “Too much bloomin’ work!”

“Where’s y’r painted cab’net at?”

“Now, Sissie,” said Father Tim.

“It’s in this little room right here behind the stove.” Miss Martha opened the door, revealing a dark, unheated space with bead board walls and  canned goods on shelves lined with oilcloth. “It’s right back here; come on, don’t fall over that tub of potatoes. I’ll just switch on th’ lightbulb.”

He and Agnes had made their way to the door and saw the painted cabinet at the end of the small room.

Miss Martha pointed to it with pride. “Walnut off th’ home place. Our papa made it, bless his soul.”

“An’ our mama painted it,” said Miss Mary. “Bless hers, too!”

“Beautiful!” exclaimed Agnes.

“Papa was mighty grieved to see walnut painted over, I can tell you that! But he loved our dear mother, and the paint made it doubly precious in the end.

“See the cow on the right-hand door? That was mama’s cow when she was growing up. Its name was Flower, she did this from memory. And over here’s our house, the very one you’re standing in. And here on the other door is Papa’s bird dog, Ol’ Mack, and his favorite wagon team.”

“A treasure,” said Father Tim. “Wonderfully executed!”

“What’s in it?” demanded Sissie.

“Never mind that, young lady, pay attention while I tell you what’s on it.

“Right here on the top drawer is Wilson’s Creek; see it winding through the mountains? And over here’s our little dog, Tater.”

Sissie peered at the image of the spotted dog. “Does he live in th’ house? I want t’ see im.”

“Tater passed on,” said Miss Martha. “Fifty years ago this June.”

“Johnny had a dog; its name was President Roosevelt, we called ’im Teddy ...”

“Now! Bottom drawer, here’s Miss Agnes’s schoolhouse with the old bell—and over here by th’ knob is ... what’s this, Sissie Gleason?”

“Th’ church me’n’ Granny goes to!”

“Yes! Holy Trinity. With a shake roof, before they put on the green tin.”

“A gem!” said the vicar.

Sissie stomped her foot, impatient. “What’s in y’r cab’net?”

“You stomp that foot again, miss, and you’ll never lay eyes on what’s in this cabinet. You hear me?” Miss Martha was ten feet tall.

“Yeah.”

“Yes, ma’am,” instructed Miss Martha.

“Yes, ma’am, what’s in y’r cab’net, please!”

Miss Martha looked at the vicar and sighed. “It’s the squeakin’ wheel that gets the grease,” she said, opening the cabinet door.

“Oh, law! Enough apple butter to sink a ship! But no biscuit to put it on.”

She closed the door and opened a drawer.

“Why, look here, Sister, I forgot about the cookies I baked on Saturday! Nice and chewy; oatmeal with raisin! I’d forget my head if it wasn’t tied on. Sister, set out five glasses, we’ll want milk with these cookies.”

Oatmeal with raisin! His favorite!
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He lingered with Miss Martha as her sister walked with Agnes and Sissie to the truck.

“What do you know about Donny?”

“The finest boy you’d ever want to meet, but a drinking problem. They say he doesn’t drink right along, but, how do they say it? In binges. And no wonder, if you ask me.”

“Did you know Robert Prichard’s grandfather?”

“Everybody knew Cleve Prichard, and there’s not a soul on this ridge that misses th’ low-down sonofagun!”

“That’s plain talking.”

“He was nothin’ but trouble. Only two people showed up at his funeral. Agnes Merton was one, because he used to work on her truck, and I can’t recollect the other. You know  Robert says he didn’t do it, and to tell the truth, I believe him!”

“I believe him, also.”

“Some say a convicted murderer oughtn’t to be in church.”

“Who says that?”

“I’ve already spoken a wicked thing against the dead, and I’ll not go tattlin’ into the bargain!”

“What made Cleve Prichard low-down, as you say?”

“Gambling and drugs! Bringing lowlife into our little holler! Corrupting our young! Running that hateful homemade!”

“People still make whiskey?”

“They certainly do; it’s not ancient history in  these hills. But to be fair, I’ll say this about Cleve Prichard—he didn’t start out mean and no-account. He was a hard worker, and was making a good name for himself, but he was weak-minded and fell in with the wrong crowd.”

The truck horn blared. Sissie, no doubt.

“Full of herself!” Miss Martha declared. “Dangles her participles! Needs a firm hand!”
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Leanna Millwright was home, as were her seven sick and coughing children. She took a flyer and asked the vicar to drop by another day.

Rankin Cooper was looking for two cows that had gotten loose from the pasture; Mr. Cooper met the truck in the road as they slowed to turn into his driveway. He was a lapsed Baptist, he said, but a God-fearing Christian, and would consider visiting Holy Trinity if he could talk his wife into it, which he seriously doubted, as she stemmed from Methodists.

They left leaflets with everyone, and resupplied the store at the bridge. He was pleased that the owner, Hank Triplett, remembered him from a former visit.

“The little church on the ridge is up and running,” the vicar told the several customers. “We welcome one and all!”

“It’s th’ church me’n’ Granny goes to,” Sissie announced. “They always got cookies, an’ sometimes they got cake!” She lifted one foot in case anyone wanted a closer look at her yellow shoes.

As they walked to the truck, Sissie reached up and took his hand.

“I like helpin’ you’uns out,” she said.
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“Where is Donny today?” he asked Sissie as they drove along the road to the trailer.

“He’s loggin’.”

He didn’t want to ask if he was still drinking. If he was working, he assumed things had settled down. God knows, drinking and logging would be a lethal combination.

“I’d like to talk to your mother in private.”

“What’s in private?”

“Just the two of us. Agnes?”

“We’ll sit in the lawn chairs and work the puzzle,” said Agnes.

“I’ve been thinking,” he said. “I think forty-four across may be heliotrope.”

“Of course! Father, you’re a genius.”

“What’s a genius?” asked Sissie.
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Wordless, Dovey offered her hand to him. He took it and held it in both of his. “Feeling any stronger?”

“I keep thinkin’ I will be, but I ain’t.”

“I’d like to take you to see my friend, Doctor Harper, in Mitford.”

“No, sir, I ain’t goin’ to another doctor.”

“Do you want to get well?”

“More’n anything.” Tears escaped along her cheeks. “I jis’ need time for th’ medicine t’ work.”

“You’ve been taking it a few months, Donny says.”

“I don’t want to go back ag‘in. They was pokin’ holes all over me an’ drawin’ blood. I one time fainted and would’ve fell out of th’ chair but th’ nurse grabbed ahold of me.”

“Sissie needs you.”

She withdrew her hand and stared at the ceiling.

“It may be hard to believe, Dovey, but God can use this time in your life.”

“I don’t see how.”

“We don’t need to see how, but to trust that He can, and will. Perhaps God is pruning you, Dovey. In the gospel of John, Jesus tells us He prunes every branch that bears fruit, that it might bear more fruit. Whatever His plan, God works in our lives for great good—if we ask Him to. Do you pray, Dovey?”

“All th’ time.”

“May I ask how you’re praying?”

“For God t’ let Mama come home.”

“I’m praying that God will reveal the mystery of your illness. But I don’t see how lying here can help Him do it.”

She burst into tears and turned toward the wall, her shoulders heaving with sobs.

“I have a plan,” he said, at last. “Will you trust God to help me carry it out?”

“I reckon,” she whispered.

“Will you?” he insisted.

She turned in the bed and faced him. “Yes,” she said. “Yes!”
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There would be no viewing. Uncle Billy would be buried in the town cemetery next to the plot reserved long ago for Miss Rose Watson, nee Porter, by her long-deceased brother.

Betty Craig, God bless her, would care for Miss Rose until he figured out what else might be done, but Betty wouldn’t last long, he could tell by her voice.

He called Hope House again, pleading.

“We’re not miracle workers, Father.”

He was wasting his time, and theirs, too. He asked to be put through to the chaplain.

“Scott, Tim Kavanagh. I need a miracle.”

“Shoot.”

“Uncle Billy’s gone and Miss Rose can’t live alone. She has no relatives. Isn’t there a room ... ?”

“I hear we’re full up, Father.”

“But Miss Rose is the sister of Willard Porter, who built the town museum! Miss Sadie loved Willard Porter until her death, and I know she’d want Miss Rose to have a room at Hope House.” He was babbling like a brook.

“I hear you. I wish I could help. I’m really sorry, Father. I’ll commit to pray about this, and you can count on it.”

He was making people miserable, including himself.

He dialed Esther Cunningham, the tough, no-nonsense retired mayor who’d served the town for sixteen, maybe eighteen years. It was Esther who’d seen to it that Miss Rose and Uncle Billy had heating oil in their tank, and who’d negotiated a first-rate life-estate apartment in the Victorian-style mansion cum town museum across from the monument.

Esther Cunningham was an army tank, she was Tyrannosaurus rex, she was ...

Esther would help him out.

“This is Ray Cunnin‘ham, husband of Esther, father of four, gran’daddy of twenty-two, an’ great-gran’daddy of more’n I can count. We’re on th’ road again, prob’ly doin’ th’ Oregon Trail as we speak. Leave a message at th’ tone, an’ get out there an’ see America youself.” Beep.
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He thought Sammy’s eyes beautiful, and full of expression.

“Thanks for your hard work, buddy. We’re glad to have you as our chief gardener.”

Sammy studied his paycheck; a mockingbird sang from the top branches of a pear tree.

“We’re going to Mitford on Friday. I’m conducting a funeral and attending one.You could come along if there’s something you’d like to do in town.”

“I’d like t’ shoot some pool.”

“No pool in Mitford. You’ll have to wait ’til we go to Wesley.”

Sammy shrugged.

“That’s a fine wage you’ve earned, we’re proud of you.” He shook the boy’s calloused hand. “Well done!”

Sammy looked at the ground.

Father Tim realized again that he had no idea what to do with a boy who’d been held at gunpoint by his own father. He suddenly felt his heart as leaden as Sammy’s appeared to be. “I’ll be glad to hold your earnings for you, if you’d like. That’s how Dooley got his first bicycle, by saving up.You could buy a used car or truck ...”

“Maybe,” said Sammy. He folded the check and put it in his shirt pocket.

Father Tim indicated the tiller. “Remember to run it at half throttle, not wide open, and go over the beds twice. Call me if you need me, I’ll be in the library.”

He spoke to Lloyd, who was working today from the scaffolding.

“I’d appreciate it if you’d help keep an eye on our boy while you’re out here.”

“None too happy, looks like.”

Maybe, just maybe, things would be brighter for Sammy when he got his peas and potatoes in. And certainly things would change when Dooley came home.

Father Tim looked at the date on his watch. He was definitely counting the days.
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The loss of Uncle Billy signaled the end of an era. But an era of what? Something like innocence, he thought, poring over the burial service.

Uncle Billy’s rich deposit of memory had included a time when kith and kin went barefoot in summer and, if money was short, even in winter; when pies and cobblers were always made from scratch and berries were picked from the fields; when young boys set forth with a gun or a trap or a fishing pole and toted home a meal, proud as any man to provision the family table; when the late-night whistle of a train still stirred the imagination and haunted the soul ...

He sat at the desk in the Meadowgate library  and considered the jokes Uncle Billy had diligently rounded up over the years, and told to one and all. Of the legions, he remembered only the census taker and gas stove jokes, the latter worthy, in his personal opinion, of the Clean Joke Hall of Fame, if there was such a thing.

It would certainly be an unusual addition to the 1928 prayer book office for the burial of the dead, but he was following his heart on this one.

He called Miss Rose and asked permission, not an easy task right there. Then he leafed through the Mitford phone book, jotting down numbers.
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He felt the moist, quick breath on his face. Good grief! He sat up and looked at the clock.

Two in the morning.

“OK, OK, I’m coming,” he whispered to Barnabas. Mighty unusual behavior ...

He rolled out of bed and put on his shoes and threw on his robe and trooped down the stairs behind his obviously frantic dog.

When he opened the backdoor, Barnabas shot from the kitchen like a ball from a cannon, and vanished into the moonless night. He heard the occupants of the henhouse squawking to  high heaven, and Willie’s dogs baying from their kennel.

“Barnabas!” he shouted in his pulpit voice.

The farm dogs were awake and also wanting outside. So be it. He opened the door and let the pack loose.

More barking and baying as the whole caboodle vanished into the black ink of early morning.
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He’d acted hastily by not putting his dog on a leash, and also by letting the rest of the canines run wild in the night.

Del’s reportage had them pretty nervous these days; truth be told, he’d rather not know about the perils of country life. Ignorance is bliss! he thought, recalling one of his mother’s favorite proverbs.

He poured his first coffee of the morning and sat at the kitchen table—he and Cynthia had precisely an hour and a half of calm until Lloyd and Buster showed up.

“Could have been something he ate, God forbid, on our walk in the pasture.”

Cynthia looked contrite. “I have a confession to make.”

“Your priest will hear it, my child.”

“I gave him a dab of gravy last night with a bite of tenderloin.”

“Aha! The truth will out, Kavanagh!”

She covered her face with her hands in mock fear and peered at him through her fingers.

“Small bite?” he asked. “Big bite?”

“Big bite. He’s a big dog.”

“You know he’s supposed to have dry food only.”

She uncovered her face. “Right. And you’re supposed to have only sugar-free cherry pie.”

“Cynthia, Cynthia ...”

“Life is short, Timothy. For us, for dogs ...”

“True enough. But ...”

“We’ve denied him for weeks now, and he really wanted a bite. For old times’ sake, you might say. I guess it was a little too much for his system. So, sue me.”

“If it hadn’t been for that forbidden act, he wouldn’t have come home with this.” He displayed the evidence. “Of course, I have no idea what to make of it.”

“Then I’m forgiven?”

“Absolutely forgiven. But next time ...”

“Next time?”

He laughed. “You take him out at two in the morning!”

Small blue and white checks on a scrap of lightweight cotton. Shirt material.

As Barnabas snored under the table, Father Tim examined again the torn patch of cloth which his good dog had delivered on returning from his moonless run.
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What if he carried forth this foolish notion and no one laughed? Would that dishonor the man they’d come to honor?

“Psalm fifteen,” he told the graveside gathering, “says ‘the cheerful heart hath a continual feast.’ And Proverbs seventeen twenty-two asserts that ‘a merry heart doeth good like a medicine.’

“Indeed, one of the translations of that proverb reads ‘a cheerful disposition is good for your health; gloom and doom leave you bone-tired.’

“Bill Watson spent his life modeling a better way to live, a healthier way, really, by inviting us to share in a continual feast of laughter. Sadder even than the loss of this old friend is that most of us never really got it, never quite understood the sweet importance of this simple, yet profound ministry in which he faithfully persevered.

“Indeed, the quality I loved best about our good brother was his faithful perseverance.

“When the tide seemed to turn against loving, he loved anyway. When doing the wrong thing was far easier than doing the right thing, he did the right thing anyway. And when circumstances sought to prevail against laughter, he laughed anyway.

“I’m reminded of how an ardent cook loves us with her cooking or baking, just as Esther Bolick has loved so many with her orange marmalade cakes. In the same way, Uncle Billy loved us with his jokes. And oh, how he relished  making us laugh, prayed to make us laugh! And we did.

“I hope you’ll pitch in with me to remember Bill Watson with a few of his favorite jokes. We have wept and we will weep again over the loss of his warm and loyal friendship. But I know he’s safe in the arms of our Lord, Jesus Christ, precisely where God promises that each of His children will be after death.

“This wondrous truth is something to joyfully celebrate. And I invite us to celebrate with laughter. May its glad music waft heavenward, expressing our heartfelt gratitude for the unique and tender gift of William ... Benfield ... Watson.”

He nodded to Old Man Mueller, who, only a few years ago, had regularly sat on the Porter place lawn with Uncle Billy and watched cars circle the monument.

The elderly man stood in his ancient jacket and best trousers and cleared his throat and looked around at the forty other souls gathered under the tent on this unseasonably hot day.

“Feller went to a doctor and told ’im what all was wrong.”

He sneezed, and dug a beleaguered handkerchief from his pants pocket.

“So, th’ doctor give ’im a whole lot of advice about how t’ git well.” He proceeded to blow his nose with considerable diligence.

“In a little bit, th’ feller started t’ leave an’ the’ doctor says, ‘Hold on! You ain’t paid me f‘r my  advice.’ Feller says, ‘That’s right, b’cause I ain’t goin’ t’ take it!’ ”

Old Man Mueller sat down hard on the metal folding chair, under which his dog, Luther, was sleeping. A gentle breeze moved beneath the tent.

I’ve stepped in it now, thought Father Tim. Not a soul laughed—or for that matter, even smiled. He prayed silently as Percy Mosely rose and straightened the collar of his knit shirt.

Percy wished to the dickens he’d worn a  jacket and tie, it hadn’t even occurred to him until he stood up here to make a fool of himself. But if he was going to be a fool, he wanted to be the best fool he could possibly be—for Uncle Billy’s sake. “Put your heart in it!” Father Tim had said.

“A deputy sheriff caught a tourist drivin’ too fast, don’t you know. Well, sir, he pulled th’ tourist over an’ said, ‘Where’re you from?’ Th’ tourist said, ‘Chicago.’ ‘Don’t try pullin’ that stuff on me,’ said th’ deputy. ‘Your license plate says Illinoise! ’”

Percy swayed slightly on his feet as a wave of sheer terror passed over him. Had he done it? Had he told the joke? His mind was a blank. He sat down.

In the back row, the mayor’s secretary giggled, but glanced at the coffin and clapped her hand over her mouth. The Mitford postmaster, whose mother lived in Illinois, chuckled.

The vicar crossed himself.

Solemn as a judge, J. C. Hogan rose to his feet and wiped his perspiring forehead with a handkerchief. He wouldn’t do this for just anybody, no way, but he’d do it for Uncle Billy. In his opinion, Uncle Billy was an out-and-out hero to have lived with that old crone for a hundred years.

The editor buttoned the suit jacket he’d just unbuttoned; if he was a drinking man, he’d have had a little shooter before this thing got rolling. And what was he supposed to do, anyway? Talk like Uncle Billy, or talk like himself? He decided to do a combo deal.

“Did you hear the one about the guy who hit his first golf ball and made a hole in one? Well, sir, he th‘owed that club down an’ stomped off, said, ‘Shoot, they ain’t nothin’ to this game, I quit!’”

The postmaster laughed out loud. The mayor’s secretary cackled like a laying hen. Avis Packard, seated in the corner by the tent pole, let go with what sounded like a guffaw.

The golfers in the crowd had been identified.

Exhausted, J.C. thumped into the metal chair.

The vicar felt a rivulet of sweat running down his back. And where was his own laughter? He had blabbed on and on about the consolations of laughter, and not a peep out of yours truly who’d concocted this notion in the first place.

Mule Skinner stood, nodded to the crowd, took a deep breath, and cleared his throat. This was his favorite Uncle Billy joke, hands down, and he was honored to tell it—if he could remember  it. That was the trick. When he’d practiced it last night on Fancy, he’d left a gaping hole in the middle that made the punch line go south.

“A ol’ man and a ol’ woman was settin’ on th’ porch, don’t you know.”

Heads nodded. This was one of Uncle Billy’s classics.

“Th’ ol’ woman said, ‘You know what I’d like t’ have?’ Ol’ man said, ‘What’s ’at?’

“She says, ‘A big ol’ bowl of vaniller ice cream with choc’late sauce an’ nuts on top!’”

Uncle Billy, himself, couldn’t do it better! thought the vicar.

“He says,‘By jing, I’ll jis’ go down t’ th’ store an’ git us some.’ She says, ‘You better write that down or you’ll fergit it!‘ He says, ‘I ain’t goin’ t’ fergit it.’

“Went to th’ store, come back a good bit later with a paper sack. Hands it over, she looks in there, sees two ham san’wiches.”

Several people sat slightly forward on their folding chairs.

“She lifted th’ top off one of them san’wiches, says, ‘Dadgummit, I told you you’d fergit! I wanted mustard on mine!’”

The whole company roared with laughter, save Miss Rose, who sat stiff and frowning on the front row.

“That was my favorite Uncle Billy joke!” someone exclaimed.

Coot Hendrick stood for a moment then sat back down. He didn’t think he could go through with this. But he didn’t want to show disrespect to Uncle Billy’s memory.

He stood again, cleared his throat, scratched himself—and went for it.

“A farmer was haulin’ manure, don’t you know, an’ ‘is truck broke down in front of a mental institution. One of th’ patients, he leaned over th’ fence an’ said, ‘What’re you goin’ t’ do with that manure?’

“Farmer said, ‘I’m goin’ t’ put it on my strawberries.’

“Feller said, ‘We might be crazy, but we put whipped cream on ours!’”

Bingo! Laughter all around!

On the front row, Lew Boyd slapped his leg, a type of response the vicar knew Uncle Billy always valued.

Thank You, Lord!

Dr. Hoppy Harper unfolded himself from the metal chair like a carpenter’s ruler. He was the tallest one beneath the tent, which inspired a good deal of respect right off the bat.

The town doctor turned to those assembled.

“Uncle Billy told this joke quite a few years  ago, when he and Miss Rose came to dinner at Father Tim’s rectory. I’ve never forgotten that evening, for lots of reasons, and especially because another of my favorite patients was then living—Miss Sadie Baxter.”

More nodding of heads. A few murmurs. Miss Sadie Baxter!

“Uncle Billy, I hope I don’t let you down.”

Hoppy shoved his hands into the sport coat he was wearing over his green scrubs.

“A fella wanted to learn to sky dive ... don’t you know. He goes to this school and he takes a few weeks of training, and pretty soon, it comes time to make his jump.

“So he goes up in this little plane and bails out, and down he shoots like a ton of bricks. He gets down a ways ... don’t you know, and starts pulling on his cord, but nothing happens. He’s really traveling now, still pulling that cord. Nothing. Switches over to his emergency cord, same thing—nothing happens; he’s looking at the tree tops. All of a sudden, here comes this other guy shootin’ up from the ground like a rocket. And the guy going down says, ‘Hey buddy, d’you know anything about parachutes?’ And the one coming up says, ‘Afraid not; d’you know anything about gas stoves?’”

Laughter and applause. This would be a tough act to follow.

Father Tim waited for the laughter to subside and stepped forward.

“A census taker was makin’ ’is rounds, don’t you know.”

A burst of laughter.

“I love this one!” Hessie Mayhew whispered to the mayor’s secretary.

“Well, sir, he went up to a house an’ knocked an’ a woman come to th’ door. He said, ‘How many young‘uns you got, an’ what’re their names?’

“Woman starts countin’ on her fingers, don’t you know, says, ‘We got Jenny an’ Penny, they’re ten.We got Hester an’ Lester, they’re twelve. We got Billie an’ Willie, they’re fourteen ...’

“Census taker says ...”

A large knot rose suddenly in his throat. Uncle Billy felt so near, so present that the vicar was jarred profoundly. And what in heaven’s name did the census taker say? His wits had deserted him; he was sinking like a stone.

Miss Rose stood, clutching a handbag made in 1946 of cork rounds from the caps of soda pop bottles.

“Th’ census taker says,” she proclaimed at the top of her lungs, “‘D’you mean t’ tell me you got twins ever) time?’

“An’ th’ woman says, ‘Law, no, they was hundreds  of times we didn’t git nothin’!’”
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Cleansed somehow in spirit, and feeling an unexpected sense of renewal, those assembled watched the coffin being lowered into place. It was a graveside procedure scarcely seen nowadays, and one that signaled an indisputable finality.

“Unto Almighty God we commend the soul of our brother, William Benfield Watson, and commit his body to the ground; earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust; in sure and certain hope of the Resurrection unto eternal life, through our Lord Jesus Christ ...”
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He’d always felt daunted by Rose Watson’s countenance, for it bore so clearly the marks of her illness. Indeed, it appeared as if some deep and terrible rage had surfaced, and hardened there for all to witness.

She wore a black cocktail hat of uncertain antiquity, and a black suit he remembered from their days at Lord’s Chapel. It was made memorable by its padded shoulders from the forties, and a lapel that had been largely eaten away by moths.

Betty Craig gripped Miss Rose’s arm, looking spent but encouraged, as people delivered their condolences and departed the graveside.

“Miss Rose ...”

He took the old woman’s cold hands, feeling frozen as a mullet himself. Though he believed he was somehow responsible for her well-being, he hadn’t a clue how to proceed.

She threw back her head and mowed him down with her fierce gaze. “I saved your bloomin’ neck!” she squawked.

“Yes, you did! By heaven, you did!”

He was suddenly laughing at his own miserable ineptness, and at the same time, weeping for her loss. “And God bless you for it!”

He found himself doing the unthinkable—he was hugging Rose Watson and patting her on the back for a fare-thee-well.
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“Timothy, there’s a chicken at the back door!”

“Invite it in.”

“I’m serious.”

He walked to the screen door and looked out to the porch.

One of their Rhode Island Reds.

“The plot thickens,” he said.

He showed the swatch of cloth to Sammy.  “Look what Barnabas brought home this morning at two-thirty.”

He thought Sammy looked oddly pale. A muscle twitched in his jaw.

“W-what about it?”

“Here’s what I’m thinking. When Barnabas went out to do his business, the poacher happened to be at the hen house ...”

“What’s a poacher?”

“It’s a British term for someone who trespasses on a property to hunt or fish, or steal game. So, Barnabas starts barking, the poacher starts running, and bingo! Barnabas catches up and nabs a piece of his shirt.”

“If chickens are g-gettin’ out on their own like th’-th’-th’ one this mornin’, there p-prob’ly ain’t any poacher. Th’ chickens’re jis’ somehow ...”—Sammy shrugged—“... f-flyin’ th’ coop.”

“I believe the poacher dropped the chicken,” said the vicar.

“Whatever,” said Sammy.
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Chilly tonight.

He put a match to the paper; the flame devoured it, and licked at the kindling. As Cynthia worked at the kitchen table, and Sammy  watched TV in his room, he had a few calls to make.

The smell of popcorn wafted from the kitchen. An open fire and popcorn! Blessings galore, he thought ...

“I need a favor. I understand how pressured you are, and this one, frankly, is huge.”

“I know you, Father; you’d do it for me.”

“Yes,” he said.

“If you hadn’t done me the greatest of favors, I wouldn’t be the happiest of men. What do you need?”

Father Tim outlined the plan.

“I’ll come in my scrubs; I’m hardly out of them these days.”

“I’ll meet you at noon—at the crossroads of Farmer and Bentley, in the parking lot at Kirby’s Store. I’m in a red truck, considerably faded.”

“I’m considerably faded, myself, but I’ll see you then.”

Lord, he prayed again, reveal the mystery; let it be a mystery no more ...
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“Hey, son. I’m missing you; just wanted to hear your voice.”

Dooley had never warmed to such outpourings; nonetheless, Father Tim found it best to  speak these things. The loss of loved ones always made him reflect ...

“I’ll be done with finals May tenth, and home on the eleventh.”

“We’re praying about your finals; don’t worry, you can nail them. You’ll never guess what I’ve been thinking. Remember the time we walked to Mitford School together—it was your first day. You went ahead of me, then thought twice about it and asked me to walk up ahead. You didn’t want anybody to think a preacher was following you around.”

Dooley cackled. “Yeah, well, I got over it.”

At the sound of the laughter he loved, Father Tim’s spirit lifted up. He would tell him about the money this summer. Maybe they’d trek out to the sheep pasture and sit on the big rock by the pond, or maybe they’d sit in the library—Dooley could have the leather wing chair for this auspicious occasion. Shoot, they might even haul around a few dirt roads in the new truck.

In any case, nearly two million dollars would be an astounding reality to grapple with.

Lord, he prayed, pick the time and place for this important revelation, and thank You for so constructing his character that he might bear the responsibility with grace ...
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Hungry and Imperfect

By four-thirty in the afternoon, peas, potatoes, onions, lettuce, and chard had been planted in the fresh-turned loam. Several rows sprouted red twigs wrung from a dogwood tree by the henhouse to give new pea vines something to climb.

At ten twenty-five in the evening, the rain began. It was a soft, steady rain that pattered on the tin roof of the farmhouse, and chimed in the gutters.

Father Tim listened to the music, contented. Every gardener’s dream, he thought.

“Are you sleeping?” asked Cynthia.

“Listening to the rain.”

“I’ve been thinking.”

“That’s scary.”

“Very funny. I think we need Sunday School at Holy Trinity.”

“I agree. Just haven’t gotten there, yet.”

“I’m volunteering to teach Sissie and Rooter.”

“That’s wonderful!” He was always thrilled when his wife volunteered in a church he was serving. “You’ll be a great blessing to them, to all of us.”

“And surely others will come.”

“Surely. And even if they don’t...”

“But I wish there was something for Sammy,” she said. “He’d never stoop to attending Sunday School with a five- and a nine-year-old.”

“Unless ...” he said.

“Unless?”

“Unless he was your teaching assistant.”

“How do you mean?”

“If there was something he could do with gardening to illustrate your teaching... I don’t know ... a seed, growth, the story of new life ... new life in Jesus ...”

“I like it,” she said. “Give me a couple of weeks, let me think it all through.”

He took her warm hand and kissed it and held it to his cheek. “Lord, thank You for sending Your daughter into this white field.  Thank You for showing her Your perfect way to teach the love, mercy, and grace of Your Son. And help us become children, ourselves, eager to receive Your instruction. Through Christ our Lord ...”

“Amen.”

“Thank you,” he said to his deacon.

“Thank you back.”

“For what?”

“For being willing to serve at Holy Trinity. It’s my favorite of all your churches.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s so hungry and imperfect.”

Hungry and imperfect. “Yes,” he said, smiling in the dark. “Yes!”
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He’d been in a pool hall or two when he was a kid, and they didn’t look like places to cultivate desirable qualities of character. Then again, didn’t the venerable English country house always have a billiards table? It did. And wasn’t billiards a game for gentlemen? Generally speaking, it was.

Maybe if he just changed the terminology, and possibly his long-prejudiced attitude ...

“Would it be possible for me to, umm, hang with you at the pool hall?”

He saw Sammy glance at his offending  tab collar. Like Dooley, Sammy wasn’t thrilled with the idea of a priest following him around.

“I don’t have anything else to do in Wesley and I thought...”

“OK I guess.”

Father Tim noticed that the scar on Sammy’s face reddened, as it often did when he was uneasy.

“We’ll drop over to Mitford; I need to check on a couple of people. Then we’ll head to Wesley. Need anything for the garden?”

Sammy took a list from his jeans pocket; it was heavily penciled in capital letters.

“Thinking ahead! And I just remembered—we need to find you a haircut, buddyroe.”

“I can c-cut it, m‘self, if th’ s-s-scissors are sharp. S-Saturday.”

He was feeling proud, very proud, of Sammy Barlowe. But why was he afraid to trust that? Though he didn’t want to admit it, he was waiting for the other shoe to drop.

He let Sammy out at the grease pit and parked the truck at the rear of Lew’s building. J.C. wheeled in beside him in a Subaru van.

“How’s it going?” he asked J. C.

Didn’t look like it was going so well; J.C. appeared sleepless and red-eyed, and his pants were definitely on the baggy side.

“How’s what goin’?”J.C. snapped.

“You and Adele, of course. Did you go to the station and turn yourself in?” That had been a great idea, even if he said so himself.

“No way would I do that dumb stunt.”

“So, did you take her flowers?”

“No.”

“Out to dinner?”

“No.”

“Anything?”

“I tried.”

“What happened when you tried?”

“I can’t do that stuff. There’s no way.” Tears brimmed suddenly in J.C.’s eyes.

“Let’s get in the truck and talk,” said the vicar.

“What for?”

Because you can’t stand out here bawling in the parking lot, he wanted to say.

J.C. caught onto the strap and hauled himself into the seat.

Father Tim closed his door and took a deep breath. “I’ve laid off you all these years, buddy, but I need to ask you something. Do you pray?”

J.C. gazed out the open window of the passenger side. “One time, a long time ago, a guy called you up and asked you to recite that prayer.You remember?”

He did remember, and had often wondered  who the caller was. Andrew Gregory had dropped by the rectory that day; Puny had served them tea. “That was before caller ID, so I never knew...”

“It was me. Disguising my voice.”

Father Tim swallowed down the lump in his throat.

“I got to tell you...” J. C. drew out his battered handkerchief and blew his nose. “It made a difference, I felt ... different after I prayed that prayer.”

“Different better or ... ?”

“Yeah. Better. For a long time. But I lost it. Let it slip away. For a while there, I was prayin’ my head off, I was ... I was, you might say ... gettin’ to know God for the first time. Then I met Adele, and...” J. C. shrugged. “And things changed. I guess I thought that was all I needed.”

“Is it?”

“No offense to Adele, but... I guess not.”

They sat for a time in silence. “That’s all I’ve got to say.” J.C. stuffed the handkerchief in his pocket. “And don’t be preachin’ me a dadgum sermon about it.”

Father Tim grinned. “Good timing. This is my day off.”

J.C. put his hand on the door handle.

“I have an idea,” said Father Tim. “If you’re interested.”

“I might be.”

“Maybe you’ve been trying to hold on to Adele on your own terms. And you can’t do it; you said so yourself. You know what I think?”

“What?”

“Give it up. Let it go. Ask God to help you say the things you can’t say ... do the things you can’t do ... feel the emotions you can’t feel.”

J.C. gave him a cold look.

“That’s not a sermon, buddy. That’s not even a homily.”

“Why would He want to help me do stuff I ought to be doing on my own?”

“Because He loves you.”

“No way am I believin’ that.”

“I felt the same for years. Why would He want to do anything for me, a spiritual basket case? But here’s the deal.You can trust that He loves you, and trust that He wants to do good things for you ... because He promises that in His Word.”

J. C. stared out the window.

“What do you have to lose by trusting Him?”

The Muse editor toyed with the handle on his antiquated briefcase.

“Seriously. What?”

“Nothing.”

Twenty years of hanging with this sourpuss, twenty years of putting up with each other’s peculiarities, twenty years of digging down, at last, to bedrock ...

“Maybe it’s too late,” said J.C.

“It’s never too late,” said the vicar, meaning it.
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As he entered the lobby of Hope House, he decided he wouldn’t mention the money, unless asked. Though Louella could be forgetful, she’d been stubbornly mindful about the ninety one-hundred-dollar bills presumably hidden in the Plymouth Belvedere.

As he recalled, the bills had been stacked and bound with a rubber band. What kind of bulk would ninety bills create?

“I’ll have to get back to you,” the bank manager told him. “Nobody’s ever asked me to measure money.”

Louella was sleeping in her chair. A female cardinal helped herself at the bird feeder beyond the window.

Though he had no time to waste, he didn’t want to wake her. But then, he didn’t want to leave and miss this visit, either. He’d left Sammy  at Lew Boyd’s, where Harley had offered Sammy ten bucks to give him a hand with balancing the tires on a Dodge Dart.

He coughed. Louella dozed on. The TV, turned to mute, flashed images of a morning talk show.

He walked around the room with a heavy tread. Louella sighed in her sleep.

“Miss Louella,” he intoned in his pulpit voice, “that’s a mighty pretty dress you’re wearing. Have you had your neighbor down the hall ordering off the Internet again?”

Louella opened her eyes and furrowed her brow. She adjusted her glasses and leaned forward. “Who’s that?”

“It’s me, Father Tim!”

“Honey ...”

Having flatly refused to call him Father, Louella had long ago elected to call him honey.

“Yes, ma’am?”

“What you doin’ ’bout Miss Sadie’s money?”

He thumped onto the low stool that seemed his very own. “Everything I can, but we couldn’t find it.”

“Who’s we? Who you tellin’ ’bout this?”

“Andrew Gregory, who owns the car.”

“You can’t be talkin’ ’bout big money aroun’ folks!”

“We looked everywhere we could without tearing it apart. We looked in the glove department, umm, compartment; we lifted up the floor mats; we pulled out the seats ...”

“Pulled out th’ seats? Miss Sadie couldn’t’ve pulled out no seats; she was a little bitty thing!”

“True! But my point is, we looked everywhere it was possible to look.”

Louella appeared reflective. “Is money goin’ up or is it goin’ down?”

“Going down at the present moment,” he said, having just spoken with Dooley’s money man.

“Miss Sadie sure wouldn’t like it if it was goin’ up an’ her nine thousan’ was layin’ someplace hid.”

“Did Miss Sadie hide things ... normally?”

“Did Miss Sadie hide things? Honey, she couldn‘t’ve found her little gray head if it wadn’t screwed on tight! She hid her pocketbook ever’ single night in case a bu’glar broke in. We’d git up ever’day, eat a bite, an’ go huntin’ for that pocketbook.

“I’d say, ‘Miss Sadie, why don’t you hide it in th’ same place so we don’ have t’ go chasin’ after it ever’ mornin’?’ She say, ‘Then ever’ body’d know where t’ look for it!’

”An’ ’er car keys! Lord have mercy, if we  didn’t run aroun’ like chickens wit’ their heads cut off lookin’ for them keys, she never knowed where she’d hid ’em.”

“She hid her keys?” Keys that weren’t hidden at all were hard enough to locate ...

“If a bu‘glar broke in, she say he’d want that high-dollar car, he’d be lookin’ for them keys first thing. Then there was them high-dollar pills she was takin’, she hide them in ’er shoes. Miss Sadie never th’owed away a pair of shoes, honey! She had forty, fifty pair of shoes in that big closet, an’ ol’ Louella never knowed which pair t’ look in.”

“Why did she hide her medicine?”

“Said th’ bug’lar could sell ’er pills on th’ street.”

“Aha.”

“She got that notion off a TV show. See this ol’ gray head?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“My hair was black as coal ‘til I come back t’ live wit’ Miss Sadie!”

Louella laughed heartily, and he joined in.

“I loved Miss Sadie better’n jam an’ bread; she help raise me! But let me tell you, she was a han’ ful t’ keep up wit’.

“One time Miss Olivia sent a big box of choc‘lates. Oohee, it was a nice box. I wanted to eat it up quick so it wouldn’ go to th’ bad, but  Miss Sadie, she want to ration it out. A little dab here, a little dab there, and no secon’ helpin’s!

“I say, ‘Miss Sadie, what if Jesus come, an’ we ain’t eat up this candy—it would all go to waste!’

“She say, ‘Louella, if Jesus come, you won’t be studyin’ no candy, no way.’ ”

Louella closed her eyes and shook her head, chuckling.

“One night I was thinkin’ ’bout them choc‘lates, this was ’fore we moved to Miss Olivia’s house. We was still climbin’ them steps at Fernbank ever’ night; was it eighteen steps or twenty-two?”

“I believe it was twenty-two.”

“You know it took us half th’ night t’ get up there—that’s why we started sleepin’ in th’ kitchen!”

“I remember.” They’d all had sweet times in that kitchen.

“Honey, I got out of my bed in that little sewin’ room, an’ down I went, slow as m’lasses so’s not to make th’ steps creak. Got down there, went to huntin’ for that box an’ couldn’ find it. No, sir, that box was hid! That was th’ first time Miss Sadie hid somethin’ from me!

“Lord have mercy! Now I go t’ start back up, an’ I cain’t git up! That was b’fore my knee operation. I say to m’self, I say, Louella, you done for now, Lord, you got t’ help me!”

“Suspenseful!” he said.

“I was at th’ bottom of th’ steps, lookin’ up an’ prayin’ an’ these ol’ bad eyes seen a little angel way up on th’ landin’. A little angel, all in white!”

He scooted his stool closer.

“I say, ‘Thank You, Lord, for sendin’ a angel t’ he’p me!’ An’ Miss Sadie say, ‘You gon’ need a angel t’ he’p you if you been messin’ in them choc’lates!’ ”

Louella burst into laughter; the cardinal departed the feeder.

“She was comin’ down t’ git in ’em, ’erself!

“She went an’ got that box an’ we set on th’ steps an’ eat ever’ one. She say, ‘Louella, I been thinkin’. We ain’t goin’ t’ live forever, we best make tracks’; an’ I say, ‘Amen!’

“Whatever was in them choc‘lates, th’ good Lord used it t’ git us movin’. Up we went like two little chil’ren, an’ couldn’t sleep a wink th’ whole night! We lived upstairs two days, we was so wore out from bein’ bad!”

“Where had she hidden the box?”

“I don’ know, but she got out some little tool or other t’ do th’ job. Miss Sadie was handy with that ol’ green toolbox.”

“After she hid the money, did she come back to the house with the envelope?”

“Sure she did, Miss Sadie don’t throw nothin’ away! She use somethin’ ’til it fall apart!”

“We’ll keep looking, Louella. I promise we’ll do our best.”

“Th’ thing I don’ like is all this we b‘iness. Miss Sadie’s money is private b’iness!”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, respectful.

“You be prayin’ what t’ do wit’ all that money when you find it.”

He stood and kissed her cheek. “I’m praying,” he said.

She patted his hand, and looked at him fondly. “Now see what you done, honey, you gone an’ made me miss my mornin’ show.”
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Bud’s Billiards was empty except for someone who appeared to be the manager.

Sammy glanced at the sign on the wall, dug in his pocket for four ones, and laid the cash on the counter.

“Th’ table in th’ corner,” said the manager.

They watched Sammy as he walked to the table. Father Tim remembered his craving, during the early years with Dooley, to hear Dooley laugh. He craved now to see Sammy lose the defeated stoop in his shoulders.

“You want a beer or anything?”

“I’m fine, thanks.”

“I personally don’t drink. There’s some as drinks their b’iness down th’ toilet.”

“True enough.”

“You ’is daddy?”

“A family friend.” The vicar extended his hand. “His name is Sammy and I’m Father Kavanagh.”

They shook hands.

“You ain’t goin’ t’ b’lieve my name; nobody does.”

“Try me.”

“Bud Wyzer.”

“No way.”

“Some say I was named for that sign over th’ bar.”

“Truth is definitely stranger than fiction.”

“We don’t get many preachers in here.”

Father Tim watched Sammy take a cue stick from the rack and examine it.

“I always liked preachers.”

“You did?” Not everybody could say that, more’s the pity.

“My great uncle was a preacher. Every summer, me’n’ my brother went down to Uncle Amos’s little farm in th’ valley an’ stayed ‘til school started. Kep’ up with ‘is horses, fed ’is cows, done a little cookin’ for ’im when Aunt Bess passed.”

“What kind of cooking?”

“I took to cookin’ when I was ten or twelve.  Mostly barbecue, cole slaw, fried chicken. Like that.”

“Your basics,” said the vicar.

“Right. Where d’you preach at?”

Father Tim watched Sammy hunker over the table and sight the cue ball. “A little church in the wildwood, you might say. Holy Trinity on Wilson’s Ridge. Episcopal.”

“I don’ know about nothin’ but Baptists. I guess th’ rest is all pretty different.”

“The key is relationship with Jesus Christ. If we get that right, the differences usually matter less than we like to think.”

Sammy loosened his arm and wrist with a couple of practice strokes of the cue, then stroked the ball, hard. In the empty room, the loud and sudden cracking sound was startling.

“Good grief! What did he just do?”

“Broke th’ rack.”

“I’m sorry, we’ll certainly replace it.”

Bud hooted with laughter. “Don’t worry, nothin’s busted.”

Father Tim adjusted his glasses. He was needing new lenses, big time, but he could see the look on Sammy’s face.

Sammy Barlowe liked shooting pool better than planting peas.
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“He’s a slick little shooter,” said Bud. “Got a nice stroke.”

“I wouldn’t know, never shot pool.”

“You ought t’ try. Whoa, look at that.”

“What?”

“Put a little high left English on th’ cue ball an’ drove th’ three ball in th’ upper right corner. Th’ cue banked off three rails an’ dropped th’ seven in th’ lower right corner.”

“Aha.”

Sammy appeared completely focused, oblivious to anything except the table.

“Looks like he knows how to concentrate. Th’ problem with most shooters is, they cain’t keep their mind on th’ table.”

The cue ball cracked against the object ball and sent it into the upper right pocket.

“Pretty nice. How long’s ’e been shootin’?”

“A few years is my guess. At a place down in Holding.”

Bud leaned against the end of the bar, squinting toward Sammy’s table.

Sammy banked the four ball off the rail and put it in the side pocket. Then he hunkered his tall frame over the rail, and with his right hand made an open bridge for the cue stick.  He studied the table intently and fired his shot.

“Blam!” said Bud. “Sonofagun.”

[image: 191]

“That t-t-table ain’t no g-good,” Sammy told Bud.

“I don’t see it held you back any.”

“It m-must be settin’ on a slope.You ought t’ level it.”

“It don’t bother most people. But here’s your money back.”

Sammy looked annoyed. “Plus you got a couple of bad d-dimples in th’ s-slate.”

“You want t’ keep shootin’, that table on th’ left is as level as level can git.”

The door opened and four customers blew in, one carrying a leather case under his arm.

“There goes th’ neighborhood,” Bud told the vicar.

“Th’ kid in th’ blue jacket is Dunn Craw-ford, th’ vice chancellor’s boy. He’s a smart ass with a big mouth, an’ th’ only customer I’ve got that carries his own cue stick.”

Father Tim felt mildly uneasy. The new customers had somehow changed the way the room felt.

“Dunn’s buddies call ‘im Hook. He’s a hustier  that goes after th’ country boys. Reels ’em in like fish.”

Father Tim watched Dunn light a cigarette and eye Sammy. Sammy never looked up. His cue ball cracked against the two ball but missed the mark.

“Rattled in the pocket,” said Bud.

Greek, thought the vicar. Croatian!

He and Bud watched Dunn watching Sammy, while the other three in Dunn’s crowd hassled about who had paid for the beer last time.

“I’ll lay you money ol’ Hook’s goin’ to hustle your boy.”

“Should I let Sammy know?”

“In life, you’re goin’ t’ git hustled, they ain’t no way around it. Maybe he’ll learn a good lesson. Th’ way I look at it, this game’s about a whole lot more than pool, that’s what keeps it in’ erestin’ .”
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“All them boys is college-ruint.” Bud lit a cigarette, took a long drag, and exhaled through his nose.

Dunn had warmed up with a couple of games of partners’ eight ball, and walked over to Sammy’s table.

“Haven’t seen you in here before.You shoot pretty good.”

“Th-thanks,” said Sammy. “Not g-good enough t’ have m’own s-stick.”

“Birthday gift from my dad. I’m pretty lousy, really. Bet you could teach me some stuff.”

“Here it comes,” Bud said under his breath.

Dunn made a couple of random shots on Sammy’s table and missed both.

“Look, since I don’t have much time, let’s play best two out of three games of nine ball. For ...” Dunn lowered his voice.

Sammy shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Come on.”

Sammy shrugged again. “OK, I guess.”

Dunn removed the striped balls, except for the nine, which he racked with the others. “Go ahead and break ’em up if you want to.”

Sammy lined up his break and stroked hard.

The balls careened around the table; the seven rolled in.

“Got to catch th’ phone,” said Bud. “You’re on your own.”

Father Tim climbed onto the stool and drank bottled water. Sammy’s scar was blazing as they finished the game.

“Who won?” he asked when Bud came back to the end of the bar.

“Your boy. That means he’ll break again.”

Sammy broke the rack.

“Pretty nice. Two balls on th’ break shot, an’ a good leave on th’ one ball. He’s makin’ a very soft stroke here, yeah, great, sinks th’ one. Okay, he’s got an easy shot at th’ five ball to th’ upper corner ...”

Sammy bent over the table, his chin just above the cue stick, and made his shot.

“Stroked th’ ball too hard,” said Bud. “Rattled in th’ pocket.”

Dunn’s buddies quit their own game, and walked across to the table on the left. Father Tim saw the look on their faces as they watched Sammy. Not friendly.

Dunn aimed at the five and put it away.

“Where ’is cue ball’s at don’t give ’im much of a shot at the six ball.” Bud ground out his cigarette and watched Dunn bend over the table. Dunn stroked the cue ball with reverse English off the rail, just behind the six ball.

“Oh, yeah! Caromed off th’ six ball into th’ nine, right in front of th’ side pocket. Boom. Game’s s over.”

“Hey, Bud!” yelled one of the players. “Four beers and a deck of Marlboros!”

“Who won?”

“Hook.”

The vicar took out his billfold. “I’ll have another bottle of water when you get to it. Make it a double.”
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Dunn broke with a shot that drove the one, six, and seven balls into the pockets. He lined up the two ball, stroked, and put it in the side pocket.

“Pretty slick,” said Bud.

Dunn attempted to bank the three ball the length of the table, but missed.

Sammy had nothing between the cue ball and the three, but other balls blocked a direct shot to a pocket.

“Cheese gits bindin’ right here,” said Bud.

FatherTim figured he didn’t have to know the game to identify the feeling in the room. Tense.

Sammy aimed and stroked the cue ball using upper-right-hand English. The cue ball barely touched the three ball, then rolled off the cushion with an angle that drove it onto the nine ball. The nine rolled toward the corner pocket, glanced off the eight ball, and fell into the lower corner pocket.

“Done,” said Bud.

The vicar couldn’t tell much from the faces of the pool players, including Sammy’s.

“What happened?”

“Your boy whipped ol’ Hook.” Bud turned toward the bar so nobody could see the grin on his face.
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“You want a little summer job, I’d like t’ talk to you,” Bud told Sammy.

“He has a job,” said the vicar. “He’s a very fine gardener.”

On the way home, he could feel it coming.

“I’d like t’ work f’r Bud.”

“How do you think you’d get there?”

Long silence. Looking straight ahead, Sammy finally answered. “You could take me.”

Father Tim restrained himself from out-and-out hilarity, and merely chuckled.

“I skinned t-twenty bucks off ’is butt.”

What Lon Burtie had told him about Sammy’s gambling in the Wesley pool hall had, until now, gone from Father Tim’s memory.

“I didn’t know gambling would be going on today, I’m pretty dumb about these things. You’re a fine player, Sammy; Bud says you’re a natural. It’d be great to see you play for the thrill of the game. Let the game itself be the payoff.”

“I like hustlin’. I like it even b-better when s-s-some smart ass thinks he’s hustlin’ m-me.”

“You have a good job with good pay. You  don’t have to hustle to put food on the table or take care of your dad like you once did. Money always changes things. It looks to me like pool is a great game, and it deserves better than that.”

They drove in silence for a couple of miles. He’d better lay it out right now, not tomorrow, not next week when Sammy wanted to go to Wesley again.

“Here’s how it has to be. I’ll drive you to shoot a little pool now and again, but only on one condition: No gambling.”

They drove the rest of the way in silence.
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“You should see him shoot pool. Blew everybody away. The owner offered him a job!” He wasn’t ready to share the rest of the story.

“Say what we will about their upbringing,” said Cynthia, “the young Barlowes have some amazing capabilities. Where is he?”

“In the garden, seeing if anything’s sprouting. Who showed up today?”

“Lily.”

“Thank goodness!”

“Violet is on the docket for tomorrow.”

“You know they say Violet sings as she works.”

Cynthia wrinkled her brow. “Continually, do you think?”

“Not sure.”

“I’ve got to move my easel, Timothy The kitchen is tourist season at the Acropolis; it’s the Mall of America! I can’t keep doing this, and yet—that’s where the north light comes in.”

“Shall we go home to Mitford?”

She rubbed her forehead. “Ugh, I’ve had a splitting headache all day”

“We can work it out,” he said. “We could have you back in your studio, with everything pretty much in place, in two days.”

“No, I’d rather find a way to do my work and let everyone else do theirs.”

“Remember our retreat? We could have it tomorrow—and try to figure something out.”

She smiled, cheered. “I’ll bring the picnic basket.”

“And I’ll bring the blanket,” he said.
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When Violet arrived at eight o’clock, she wasn’t wearing her cowgirl outfit, but something that resembled, however vaguely, an Austrian dirndl.

“Why, look here! An Alpine milkmaid!”

“I got it at a yard sale for three dollars!” she said, twirling around to give the full effect. “I also yodel.”

“Yodel?”

She threw her head back and demonstrated. “Idaleetleodleladitee, yeodleladitee, yeodleladeeeee!”

“I’ll be darned!” he said, blushing. “Umm, please don’t do that in the house; my wife works in the kitchen.”

“No problem!” she said. “Did you hear me on th’ radio?”

“I didn’t. But give us a heads-up next time, and we’ll try to listen in. By the way, we have a cat named Violet. She’s around here somewhere.”

“I’m crazy about cats. Lily don’t like ’em; she sneezes her brains out. Shooee, what’s ’at smell?”

“Creosote. Wind blew down part of our chimney. We’re working on it. Do you have a family, Violet?”

“Oh, no, sir, I’m barren like in th’ Bible, an’ my sweet husband died when he was thirty-five.” She snapped her fingers. “Th’ Lord took ’im just like that. Heart attack. It run in ’is fam’ly.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I ain’t found nobody as sweet as Tommy O’ Grady ...”

“I’m sure.”

Violet’s face was bright with good humor. “But that’s not t’ say I ain’t tryin’!”
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“What do you think ... so far?”

“I love that she wants to dry sheets on the line instead of in the dryer. But she is terribly vocal. When she was hanging the wash, it sounded exactly like she was ... yodeling.”  Cynthia appeared puzzled. “But surely not.”

“Surely not.”
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He noted that their milkmaid had stopped on the path from the clothesline to the porch, and was watching the guineas careen through the yard.

Father Tim’s grin was stretching halfway around his head as he watched Lloyd watch Violet watch the guineas. “Lloyd,” he said beneath his breath, “your eyes are out on stems.”

Lloyd turned a fierce shade of pink. “Way out,” he said, grinning back.
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“It’s a whole other world in here!”

Cynthia peered at the canopy of interlacing tree branches above the farm track. Light and shadow dappled the track, which was still recognizable beneath the leaf mold.

He knew at once an infilling peace. “Wordsworthian!” he said, smitten. “A leafy glade! A vernal bower!”

At the foot of the bank to their left, the creek hurried on its journey to the New River.

Cynthia released a long breath. “I could sit down right here and be happy.”

He sneaked a glance at his watch. In an hour and a half, he would need to talk to his lawyer about the adoption papers.

“I saw that,” she said.

“Saw what?”

“You looked at your watch.”

“I did. Force of habit.”

“What a lovely little creek—why don’t we pitch our camp here? I’m too famished to explore before lunch. And look, darling, this gives us a wonderful view of the sheep paddock.”

Indeed, the view along the track opened out of the woods to the green meadow, with ewes and lambs grazing among the outcrop of rocks. Beyond the rocks, the fence line, and farther along, the rooftop of the farmhouse beneath a spreading oak.

Happy, he smoothed their intended place on the cushion of leaves and moss, and together they spread the quilt on a slope toward the creek.

She lay on the quilt and gazed up at the tracery of limbs against a blue sky. “Thank You, Lord!”

“Yes, thank You, Lord.”

As he sat beside her, she turned her head and looked at him, content. “Churchill said, ‘We’re always getting ready to live, but never living.’ We should have done this sooner.”

“True enough. And then there’s this one, by a good fellow named Henry Canby:

“ ‘Live deep instead of fast.’ ”

Birds called throughout the copse of trees. “When the brick dust gets too thick, let’s always remember to come here and do what Mr. Canby suggests.”

He unwrapped their sandwiches. “We can handle that.”

She picked something from the leaves. “A brown feather,” she said, examining it. “Someday I’d love to do a book about how things look under a microscope.What might we see if I made a slide of it?” She twirled the feather between her thumb and forefinger. “What bird dropped it, do you suppose?”

“It’s a chicken feather,” he said.

[image: 200]

Early afternoon sun filtered through the leaves above; they were light and shadow beneath.

He lay on his back beside her. “So what are we going to do about your work space?”

“Lloyd says we haven’t seen anything yet, it’s really going to get messy on Monday morning—they’ve been tiptoeing around the inevitable. Then there’s Lily, of course, who must have the kitchen if she’s going to cook, so we’re looking at ... chaos, to put it plainly.”

“Sammy’s room gets good light. Maybe, somehow...”

“I can’t do that.”

“Can we move you into the smokehouse? It has a window.”

“Ugh. Lots of creepy crawlies in there, and spiders with legs as long as mine.”

“Del would have them out of there in no time flat.”

“No, sweetheart. Even with a window, too dark and confining.”

“Here’s a crazy thought...” he said.

“I love your crazy thoughts.”

“The barn loft. The old hay doors open straight out to the north.”

“The barn?” She was quiet for a time, thoughtful. “I don’t know. But He knows. Could we pray about it?”

He took her hand.

“Father,” he said, observing St. Paul’s exhortation to be instant in prayer, “thank You for  caring where Cynthia cultivates and expresses the wondrous gift You’ve given her. We’re stumped, but You’re not. Would You make it clear to us? We thank You in advance for Your wise and gracious guidance, and for Your boundless blessings in this life... for the trees above us, and the good earth beneath. For the people whose lives You intermingle with ours. For Sammy, who was lost and now is found. For Dooley, who’s coming home ...”

“And I thank You, Lord,” prayed his wife, “for my patient and thoughtful husband, a treasure I never dreamed I’d be given.”

He crossed himself. “In the name of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ...”

“Amen!” they said together.

“That feels better.”

“Thanks for the kind words to the Boss.”

She patted his hand; they listened for a while to the bleating of the lambs.

“I hope poor J.C. can step up to the plate, as you say; I’m sure he has all sorts of lovely feelings that need to get into general circulation.”

“Feelings. There’s the rub! It was all those scary feelings that held me back for so long. And then, standing at the wall that evening, I had the agonizing sense that I was losing you forever.”

“I was thinking of leaving Mitford.”

“What if I hadn’t thrown myself at your feet? We would have missed everything. We would have missed this.” The creek sang boldly; a junco called.

“Worse yet, we would have missed the sugar-free cherry tarts hidden under the tablecloth that we haven’t unpacked.”

“Aha!” he said, digging at once to the bottom of the basket.
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Cynthia had trotted home to finish April and sketch May, and he’d stayed behind to check out what now appeared to be the track of long-ago hay wagons. He would take care of the papers before five.

He left the basket and blanket by the creek and trekked through the woods. Barnabas would love this ...

As he rounded a turn in the overgrown trace, he was startled to see a shingled, one-story house standing in a clearing.

Had he somehow walked off the Owens’ land and onto a neighbor’s property? He didn’t think so. The path had run here from the far side of the sheep paddock, well inside the property line marked by the state road ...

A gutter rattled as a squirrel raced across the roof and fled onto a tree limb.

Might have been charming once, he thought. He walked toward the house, taking his time, inventorying the ruin of weather and neglect.

... A large pine tree across the broken ridge of the roof.

... Roof tiles missing and decking showing through; broken window panes; a shutter propped against the porch; the chain of a porch swing dislodged from its hinge on one side ...

He didn’t remember this house. When he and Hal had walked the property with the dogs a few years ago, they’d kept to the fields, and the stand of old hardwoods to the north.

Probably a tenant house, disused since Willie’s little cottage was built in the fifties. His eyes roved the yard. A bale of rusted wire, discarded bottles, general rubbish.

With a good rehab and a coat of paint, exactly the sort of thing his wife would find intriguing. But she wouldn’t be intrigued by the eerie feeling he got as he stepped onto the porch.

Beyond the patched screen, the door stood open.

There was a distinct sense of emptiness about the place, but just in case...

“Hello!”

In the two front rooms, ivy was growing through fissures in a west wall; thanks to the derelict roof, a large portion of flooring was rotted through. The kitchen had been stripped of cabinets and appliances; only a rusted sink remained and a fireplace half filled with ashes. A few sticks of wood had been thrown down next to the hearth; a wooden chair sat on cracked and peeling linoleum.

Curious, he took the stick that leaned against the chimneypiece and poked the sour-smelling ashes. A couple of crushed beer cans. A plastic top from a fast-food drink. Chicken bones.

He looked around the room and saw a narrow door—possibly a space that contained an ironing board—and opened it.

The small pantry retained only one of its shelves; on it were a fast-food drink cup, a pair of sunglasses with one lens missing, an unopened can of pork and beans, several dead bees, an open box of saltines, a half-roll of toilet paper, small packages of mustard, ketchup, salt, and pepper, and a beer opener. He took the cup down and peered into it. Dentures. Lowers. Not a pretty sight.

He shut the pantry door, leaving everything as he’d found it, and walked out to the porch, closing the screen door behind him.

His plan was to circle the house, but he stopped when he came to the derelict woodshed, where he smelled a curious stench. He saw the fire pit first, then the large mound of feathers partially hidden beneath a slab of plywood.
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In the farm library, illumined only by the glow of a computer screen, several e-mails queued up.

<Dear Father Tim,

 

<A stack of 90 $100 bills would be roughly two and a half inches high. Forgive lateness in getting back. Come and see us.

 

<Yrs sincerely,

 

<Kaye Abbott, Wesley National
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<The good news is, I lost four pounds. The bad news is, Harold was right—it was all fluid.

 

<Love,

 

<Emma
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<Timothy,

 

<Pray for your bishop. We’re coming into the final sprint.

 

<Yours in Him Who loved us first,

 

<Stuart
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<It’s me again, Emma.

 

<I meant to tell you Esther is a wreck. Can you believe that all she wants to do is bake three-layer marmalades and give them away?

 

<She took one to Miss Rose, who I thought was her sworn enemy ever since she called Esther fat! And Old Man Mueller got one, it must have made his year. They say now she’s baking one for Madge Thomas who couldn’t bake one herself if somebody held a gun to her head, especially since she fell off a stool in her kitchen and broke her arm. Plus—plus they say she baked one for Nurse Herman before poor Gene was cold in his grave!!

 

<Esther is killing herself doing this fool thing. I mean have you ever baked a three-layer cake?

If I baked just one, they’d be checking me into Mitford Hospital on a gurney.

 

<Her friends want her to stop baking and start grieving. Since she will probably do what you say, e-mail me a note telling her to stop and I’ll pass the word.
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The vicar was hammering down on his Sunday morning toast when Sammy came in from the garden.

Sammy held forth an offering partially wrapped in newspaper.

“Asparagus!” crowed Cynthia.

“It’s g-gittin’ tall out there. I was j-jis’ lookin’ around in them ol’ beds th’ other side of th’ f-fence, an’ there it was.”

“Roasted with olive oil and garlic, and spritzed with lemon—heaven! Thank you, Sammy.”

“Lettuce might be in p-pretty soon, eight or ten days if we don’t g-git a frost.”

“I’ve been meaning to ask—what’s your favorite thing to eat in the whole wide world?”

“Fries.”

“Perfect! You’ve come to the right place. I’m doing a practice run Tuesday night.”

Father Tim spread his allotted dab of no-sugar-added marmalade. “There’s Irish in that boy somewhere.”

Cynthia squinted at Sammy’s home-style haircut, executed the night before.

“Short!” she said.

He shrugged; a light smile played at his mouth. “Won’t have t’ do it ag’in ’til th’t-taters come in.”
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Accompanied by his fourteen-year-old daughter, Sally, Hank Triplett thumped down on the epistle side, as did nine Millwrights. Though recovered from the worst, the Millwrights produced a veritable symphony of coughing for everyone’s listening pleasure.

Lloyd Goodnight arrived with Buster, who, much against his will, had cleaned up considerably.

Miss Mary and Miss Martha brought a neighbor, Edna Swanson, who devoutly hoped that word of her visit to the Episcopalians wouldn’t get around to the Methodists, where she’d been a member for thirty-odd years.

Though Miss Martha explained that the Methodists and Episcopalians had formerly been one Communion, anyway, this fact was much doubted by Edna, who knew a thing or  two about local church history and had written a pamphlet on the subject that sold for fifty cents and helped support field missions.

Unaccustomed as most of the congregation was to the Anglican hymns, Sparkle Foster, who’d learned to read music in ninth grade, today felt sufficiently comfortable to sing out, loud and clear.

Father Tim pitched in with Sparkle, Lloyd gave it what-for, and Cynthia brought up the rear, doing her level best. Together with Agnes’s confident but warbly soprano and Miss Martha’s roof-raising mezzo, the melody of the opening hymn launched out upon the air above the gorge, mingling with the balmy May thermals enjoyed by fourteen Cooper’s hawks.

“Thy beautiful care  
What tongue can recite?  
It breathes in the air,  
It shines in the night;  
It streams from the hills,  
It descends to the plain,  
And sweetly distills  
In the dew and the rain ...”



Some minutes after the service began, two  young children peered through the open front doors.

As the self-appointed greeter of latecomers, Miss Martha got up from the back row and went to see what was what.

“Well?” she demanded in a loud whisper.

The boy looked terrified, but courageous. “I’m Roy Dale; she’s Gladys, th’ baby. We heered you’uns got cake.”

“Come in, come in, we’ll see what we can do!”

As she herded them to her pew, Martha McKinney thanked God that Agnes had frozen the remains of last week’s German chocolate ...

Following the service and a brief tutorial on the rubrics, the vicar introduced Rooter Hicks. Rooter, he said, would demonstrate a way to communicate a simple greeting to Holy Trinity’s crucifer, Clarence Merton, or to anyone without full hearing.

Rooter was seized by terror as he stood to make his demonstration. He was, in fact, struck dumb, and signed the greeting repeatedly before he at last recovered his voice.

“‘Is here’s how t’ say How y’ doin’, man. Y’all are s‘posed t’ do it, too.”

Father Tim mimicked Rooter’s signing. “How are you doing, man,” he said as he signed.  “Now, if we’re going to get out of here at a reasonable hour...”—he glanced at his watch—“... let’s all pitch in and sign with Rooter.”

At this exhortation, the congregation pitched in and signed with Rooter.

“Now you’re talking!” said the vicar.
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Fond of counting heads, Cynthia was pleased to report that attendance at Holy Trinity had shot to twenty-eight. Including their vicar, of course.

He was at first elated, then glum. Twenty-eight was more than half the capacity of their nave. What would they do if ... ?

“Chairs in the aisle!” said his mind-reading deacon.

“Two services!” he said, astounded by the thought.

Cynthia threw up her hands. “Wait a minute; wait a minute. We’re starting to mess around in the Lord’s business.”

He laughed, instantly relieved. “Thanks, Kavanagh. I was just cranking up to a full building program.”

“If Roy Dale and Gladys come back, Sammy and I could have twelve in our Sunday School next week. Twelve! I’m sort of... nervous, really.”

“Don’t be. Have you talked to Sammy?”

“Not yet. Timing is everything. But I think he’ll do it.”

“Have you thought the lesson through?”

She gestured toward her heart. “It’s kind of ... soaking in there.”

“And all the better for it!” he said.
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He prayed for Esther Bolick, who was reeling with a hurt he could only dimly imagine.

Having known her for nearly twenty years, he came to a simple conclusion: Esther is grieving. And out of it was coming considerable good.

He hit “send.”

<Let Esther bake.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Shady Grove

A blue plastic tent, occupying a large area around the mouth of the fireplace, had been erected to keep mortar dust and creosote from sifting into the room.

As anyone could see, it wasn’t working.

The stuff continued to leak its way into the kitchen, living room, and dining room, and then turn the corner and drift along the hall to the library. The soot had a greasy base, which meant that wiping it off a surface had to be handled with some discretion.

Adding insult to injury, the pile of wet sand next to the back porch was slowly making its way into the house on the soles of Lloyd’s and Buster’s work boots. Then there was the issue  of the kitchen table, which had to be jammed cheek by jowl with the stove, making it a nuisance to get the oven door open.

“How long?” he asked Lloyd, feeling desperate.

“Well, see, we’re tearin’ out y’r fireplace surround so we can get at th’ old lintel and pull it out of there.”

“That’s so we can install y’r damper,” said Buster.

“Aha.”

“We’ll be layin’ y’r brick two wide up through th’ throat,” said Lloyd, “then pargin’ up th’ throat, which ain’t easy.”

“Rough,” said Buster, shaking his head.

Lloyd removed his ball cap, hoping to clarify things. “See, pargin’ th’ throat from outside down is fine, but pargin’ from inside up is harder, if you know what I mean...”

“How long?” His eyes were glazing over; he couldn’t help it.

“I’m sorry about y’r two bushes,” said Lloyd. “We’ll sure be more careful.”

“Yeah,” said Buster.

This would be the third time of asking. “How long?”

Lloyd looked at Buster; Buster looked at Lloyd.They both looked at the vicar, and spoke in unison. “Three weeks?”

He couldn’t help but notice the question mark at the end of what he’d hoped would be a declarative statement.
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“Have you caught him in the act?”

He’d called the district attorney, whom he’d gotten to know during Dooley’s encounter with the police a few years ago.

“Haven’t even seen him. But my dog ripped a piece from his shirt, and he left some things in another house on the property.”

“Is the property posted?”

“It is.”

“How many chickens are you missing?”

“Seven. And I found the feathers and a fire pit.”

“Did he cut down any trees for firewood?”

“Don’t think so; didn’t look for that. He probably picked up a few dead limbs around the place.”

“What else do you know?”

“He left his lower dentures behind.”

The DA laughed. “He’ll be back.”

“That’s what I’m thinking. What kind of offenses do we have here?”

“Larceny Second-degree trespassing. Cruelty to animals, which carries a class one misdemeanor. And if he cut down any trees or bushes  for firewood, add a class two misdemeanor. Bottom line, if he has five or more convictions on his record, the judge could give him up to two hundred and forty days.”

“Thanks,” said Father Tim. “I’ll keep in touch.”

“Your guy’s prob‘ly over at Value Mart checkin’ out the baby food aisle; you’re OK for a while.”

Very funny, thought the vicar.
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Before his dash up to Wilson’s Ridge, he found Willie mixing sweet feed for the cows. “Tell me about the house in the woods.”

“About t’ fall in, looks like.”

“Know anything about who lived there?”

“Don’ know Miz Owen said their boy, John, used to write music over there b’fore he passed.”

The Owens’ son had died in his late teens of severe encephalitis; Marge and Hal had never been able to resolve that loss, and seldom talked about it.

“Ever notice anybody hanging around, using the path?”

“Nossir. I never went over but once, I don’ hardly think about it bein’ there.”

Father Tim had long ago learned his lesson  about keeping the truth from his wife. In this case, however, he didn’t see how the truth could possibly help matters. Evidence gave pretty good indication that the poacher would return—news that would make the whole household edgy.

He’d keep his eyes and ears open, keep the phone number of the sheriff’s office handy and, of course, keep counting their chickens.
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“Granny will hold your hand and Father Tim will pray for you,” said Hoppy. “You can’t get a better deal than that.”

Dovey was stiff with fear. “OK,” she whispered.

“The needle will go in with a question, and I believe it will come out with the answer.”

Dovey flinched as the needle found its mark.

“I’m about t’ pass plumb out,” said Granny.

“Don’t even think about it,” said Hoppy.

When the vial filled with Dovey’s dark blood, he removed the needle and flipped up the safety cap. “You’re going to live,” he said, applying a gauze pad to the insertion point.

“Is it over?”

“Not yet. I’ll listen to your breathing and your heart with this.” He put the stethoscope around his neck. “And I’ll check your pulse,  check your blood pressure, and probe your liver.”

“How d’ you probe m’ liver?”

“Use my fingers to feel around ... right here. Nothing serious.”

“Do I need to hold ’er hand f’r that?” asked Granny.

“You’re off duty, Nurse Meaders.”

Dovey raised her head. “Can I have me a drink of water?”

“I’ll git it,” said Granny.

Hoppy helped his patient sit up on the side of the bed. “What are you going to do when you’re up and around and feeling like a young woman again?”

“I don’ know, I’ve near about f’rgot how it feels. Sing, I reckon.”

“Breathe in and hold it. Do you sing? Let it out.”

“Yessir.”

“Breathe. Hold it. Let it out. Good.”

He placed the diaphragm of the stethoscope over her heart, then moved it to her back.

“What’re you‘uns hearin’ in there?” asked Granny, delivering the water.

Hoppy grinned. “Ker-thump, ker-thump.”

After the examination, Hoppy sat in the chair by the bed, thoughtful, and watched  Dovey drink with obvious thirst from her transferware cup.

“OK, Dovey, how about this one?”

Mitford’s Harvard-educated doctor began singing in what Father Tim remembered from his Lord’s Chapel days as a darned good tenor.

“I went to see my Shady Grove  
Standing in the door  
Shoes and stockings in her hands,  
Little bare feet on the floor.”



As Hoppy headed into the chorus, Dovey joined him, harmonizing.

“Shady Grove, my little love,  
Shady Grove I say  
Shady Grove, my little love,  
I’m a-goin’ away...”



“Well done!” crowed Hoppy.

“Lord have mercy!” Granny was wide-eyed. “You best not tell Donny you done that!”

Hoppy stuck the stethoscope and blood sample in his bag. “What shouldn’t she tell Donny?”

“Donny’s been a-beggin’ ’er t’ sing, an’ she ain’t sang a note in I don’ know when.”

Hoppy packed the blood pressure cuff and zipped the bag. “It’s our secret, Dovey. Father Tim will be in touch; we’ll let you know what’s what. God bless you, stay strong. And God bless you, Granny.”

“Hit was good of y’ t’ come, Doc.” Granny grinned, revealing pink gums. “Hit was good medicine f’r Dovey.”

“Where in the world did you learn that song?” asked Father Tim, as they walked to their vehicles.

“I was a hippie for about fifteen minutes; everybody sang ‘Shady Grove.’ ”

“You should get out more often,” said the vicar.
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Dear Paster Kavanagah,

Thank you for the nice letter you wrote to me. It was a comfort to hear about Dovey and Donny and little Sissie and to know the dog-woods was blooming good this year.

I done a terribul thing to my loved ones the way they have sufferd. I will never get over the shame of it but God has let me know I am forgiven even for this terribul crime. Jesus feels near to me every day. There are times when he helps me with my Bible study lesson in knowing how  to catch the meaning. Yes sir thank you we could use more Bibles. Ten or eleven would be about right.

Thank you for caring about me and my family. I hope to see you one day. Pray for my children and little gran.

Ruby Luster

#10765L



He showed the letter to Cynthia. “Paul and Moses were murderers, Rahab was a prostitute, David was an adulterer. The list goes on.”

“Which only proves, darling, what you’re so fond of saying.”

“Every saint has a past ...” he said.

“And every sinner has a future.”
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He was taking a bag of greens to the chickens when he heard Sammy and his visiting brother and sister talking behind the smokehouse.

“You better not say ‘ain’t’ aroun’ Dooley,” Poo warned.

“Why not?” asked Sammy.

“’Cause ’e don’t like it, ’at’s why. He says it makes people sound country.”

“He says it makes people sound stupid,” corrected Jessie.

“Whatever,” said Poo. “I don’ never say it around ’im n’more.

“Yeah,” said Jessie, “but when he leaves, you jump up an’ down an’ holler, ain’t, ain’t, ain’t, ain’t!”

“I like t’ say ’ain’t,’” Poo confessed.

“If you don’ say ’ain’t,’ what d’you say?” asked Sammy.

“‘Is not,’ ’are not.’ Right, Jess?”

“Right,” said Jessie.

Father Tim tossed the greens through the top wire. By the grace of God, he’d kept his mouth shut on this particular subject. Out of the mouths of babes ...

“Dooley, he says ‘yes, sir,’ ‘thank y’,’ ‘please,’ an’ all ’at ol’ stuff.” Poo sounded affronted. “He learned it at school.”

“Mama an’ Buck makes me an’ Poo say ’yes, sir’ and ’yes, ma’am’; when you come t’ live with us, you’ll have t’ say it, too.”

“I ain’t comin’ t’ live with you.”

“Why ain’t you?” asked Poo.

“’Cause I ain’t.”

“Don’t then!” Jessie’s voice was shrill. “We don’t care if you do or not!”

Father Tim saw her round the corner of the smokehouse, head down. He tossed in the last of the greens and caught up as she stomped toward the porch.

“BLTs, lemonade, and apple pie with ice cream ... coming up!” he said. “What do you think?”

“I think Sammy’s a big, dumb creep.”
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<To: Vanita Bentley, Mitford Muse

 

<Holy Trinity Episcopal Church seeks the tax-deductible gift of an upright piano in good condition. Thank you in advance. 476-2394. Or write Fr Tim Kavanagh, PO Box 16, Farmer, NC 28611

 

<Vanita, let me know what I owe you. Run until further notice. Many thanks.
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<Dear Fr Tim:

 

<You would owe us eleven dollars per week for this insertion. I can save you money if you’ll let me have a go at it.

 

<Yrs sincerely,

 

<Vanita H. Bentley
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<Do it.

 

<Yrs in Christ
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<Dear Fr Tim:

 

<Holy Trinity Episcopal Church seeks upright piano good condition. Tax-deductible. 476-2394. 11 words

 

<Total: $4.00 per insertion.

 

<Yr copy had 31 words. Nobody writes letters anymore, so may as well use phone # only.

 

<I got rid of thanking in advance as to me personally it seems too over the top. Hardly anybody says thank you anymore, much less in advance. A big savings right there!

 

< And—because of the hyphen, tax-deductible is charged as one word, it’s your lucky day!!!

 

<Of course, you could delete the name of the church, and get copy down to 7 words. I love classifieds!!!

 

<Pls advise
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“But who’ll play it?” asked his wife.

“Cynthia, Cynthia! If we provide it, somebody will come along who plays it. Mark my word.”

“Consider it marked,” she said.
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“Sammy!” He knocked on the bedroom door. “What’s going on?”

“Watchin’ TV.”

“I can’t find anything to watch. What did you find?”

“Pool.”

“May I come in?”

“Yeah.”

“They have pool on TV?”

“Yeah.”

He stood and gazed at the screen. Pool on TV!

“She’s got to make a 1-long sh-shot,” said Sammy.

Women shooting pool! Amazing.

“May I watch with you?”

“Yeah.” Sammy got up and removed a pile of unfolded laundry from the other chair.

“Thanks,” said Father Tim, making himself comfortable.

Sammy’s eyes were glued to the screen. “No problem.”
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Cynthia was beaming as she undressed for bed. “Sammy and I talked today.”

“And?”

“And the Holy Spirit gave us a wonderful Sunday School lesson. I’m thrilled! We’ll go over it with you later.”

“No clues now?”

“We’re still polishing.”

“How did he feel about doing it?”

“I think he likes the idea.”

A certain hope kindled in him.

“The kitchen was dreadful today,” she said. “Maybe we should walk out to the barn after supper tomorrow. I can’t imagine working there, really; it sounds romantic, but surely it wouldn’t be. Aren’t there mice in barns?”

“You could take Violet with you; let that girl do an honest day’s work for a change!”

She turned back the spread and gave their down pillows a good wallop. “In any case, we’re having my new and revised fries tomorrow night. Dooley comes home in four days, and with this one further experiment, I’m sure they’ll be fabulous.”

“If it ain’t broke, Kavanagh ...”

She ignored his wisdom, and crawled into  bed. “Burgers with blue cheese ... and cole slaw, Puny’s recipe.”

“Count me in,” he said, sitting on the side of the bed to remove his socks. “I’ll be home in time to grate the cabbage.”
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The time had arrived to stop “drumming up business,” as Lloyd called it, and get down to the fine particulars of ministering to their flock. Thus, today’s round of Wilson’s Ridge and environs would be the last for a while.

“Want to come?” he asked Barnabas.

Was the pope Catholic?
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He and Barnabas were trotting to the truck when Lloyd hailed him.

“You asked me t’ keep a’ eye out for y’r boy.”

“I did.”

“He’s been smokin’ in th’ barn. Thought you ought t’ know that, bein’ that’s one way to lose a barn.”

“You’re sure about this?”

“I seen ‘im light up a couple of times when he was walkin’ over there. Then, too, I got a nose for it. Since I give it up twenty years ago, I can smell t‘bacco smoke far as th’ wind’ll carry it.”

“Thanks, Lloyd.”

“I know smokin’s off-limits around here; Buster sets in th’ truck to smoke. It’s awful hard to get good help, so I don’t say nothin’. I hope that’s all right.”

What to do? Find Sammy and deal with it now? Or get up to Wilson’s Ridge and talk to Sammy this evening? George Macdonald had put a fine point on it:

“You have a disagreeable duty to do at twelve o’clock. Do not blacken nine and ten and eleven, and all between, with the color of twelve ...”

“Have you seen him this morning?”

“He’s grubbin’ manure out of th’ henhouse. For y’r okra patch.”

He was struck by this comment. How could he do what he had to do with a boy who was mucking chicken manure to satisfy a culinary whim of Timothy Kavanagh’s?

“He’s lucky to have you to kick ’is butt,” said Lloyd. “I wish my daddy’d kicked mine; might of saved me a whole lot of grief.”

Tough love is what they called it these days. But tough for who?

For both parties, it seemed to him.
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He stopped on the path to the chicken house.

If he nailed Sammy for smoking, Sammy would know he’d been spied on. Who was doing the spying—Willie? Cynthia? Lloyd? Buster? He wouldn’t be able to trust anyone at Meadowgate.

He’d give to Sammy Barlowe what God had given time and time again to Tim Kavanagh: grace.

He’d also ask God to keep the barn from burning down in the process.
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He screeched into Jubal’s yard and turned off the ignition.

“Stay,” he said to Barnabas.

Jubal had seen him coming; as he walked toward the porch, the door opened.

“Jubal? It’s Father Tim.”

Suddenly, he heard his dog lumbering up behind him.

“No, Barnabas! Go back!” A scripture, a scripture! His mind was a blank.

“Lord God A’mighty!” Jubal Adderholt was brandishing a pistol and yelling at the top of his lungs.

“Don’t shoot, Jubal! Don’t shoot!”

Barnabas hit the porch with such force as to  rattle the windows. Standing on his hind legs and wagging his tail, he slammed his front paws onto Jubal’s shoulders.

“Lord he’p me an’ save me!” shouted the old man, staggering back.

“I am crucified with Christ!” pronounced the vicar. “Nevertheless I live! Yet not I, but Christ liveth in me ...”

His dog sank slowly to all fours.

“And the life which I now live in the flesh, I live by the grace of the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me!” Father Tim’s heart was pounding as he polished off the verse from Galatians 2:22.

Barnabas lay sprawled on the porch floor.

“I’m sorry, Jubal, please forgive us. My goodness, he hasn’t done such a thing in years. It must be the squirrel tails. Are you all right? I think he likes you.”

“Likes me? Hit’s a good thing he didn’ git ’is head blowed off.”

“He’s harmless, I promise. Just overly friendly.”

“I was jis’ startin’ t’ clean m’ snake pistol when I seen ye drive up. What in th’ nation do ye want with me, now? I cain’t hardly git a minute’s peace since you‘uns opened up y’r church.”

“Just stopping by to say hello, see how things are going.”

“Set down.” Jubal wagged his gun at the sofa, newly delivered from its winter tarpaulin.

He sat.

“Where’s Miss Agnes at?”

“She’s got a stiff knee.”

Jubal looked petulant. “I reckon she’s done f’rgot about me.”

“Oh, no, she wouldn’t forget about you, not by a long shot. How’s th’ squirrel business?”

“May’s m’ cut-off date, but hit’s been s’ cold, I’ll be a-shootin’ squirrel f’r another week or two.”

“Your gun ...”

“What about it?”

“It’s, ah, pointing at me.”

“They ain’t nothin’ in it, far as I know.” Jubal aimed the pistol above his head and pulled the trigger. Click. “That’s one empty chamber f’r ye.”

The vicar bolted to his feet. “We’ve caused enough trouble for one day, we’ll just be pushing on.”

“Ye ain’t got ary eggs, are ye?”

“No eggs today. Next time. I promise.” That gun was waving around in his face for a fare-thee-well; he was out of here.

“Ye wouldn’ be goin’ by Miss Martha, would ye?”

“I would, I would. Directly by.”

“I shot two squirrel this mornin’ b’fore th’ dew was off; they’re done skinned out, nice an’ meaty. I could send ’em with ye ...”

“I’m sure Miss Martha wouldn’t want to take food off your table.”

“They’s more where them come from.”

“Well, then, I’ll be glad to make a delivery!” Father Tim had suspected all along that a big heart beat beneath Jubal Adderholt’s beard.

“Course ye know I’ll be expectin’ somethin’ from Miss Martha.”

“Aha.”

“An’ I’d be obliged if ye’d drop it off on y’r way back.”

How he got himself in this mess, he couldn’t figure. He had to haul out of there securing a poke of squirrels between his feet, with his dog going nuts in the passenger seat.

And, of course, Miss Martha wasn’t at home.

He couldn’t leave this particular offering stuck in the screen door like a morning newspaper. Indeed, today’s high was predicted to be in the seventies, and what if the sisters didn’t come home ’til the afternoon?

“Lord have mercy!” he said aloud, quoting Granny.
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“I hate that y’ found out about m’ drinkin’. Sissie says she tol’ you.

“Tells ever’thing, that young’un. I’d ‘preciate it if you wouldn’t preach me a sermon, I’ve done preached m’self half t’ hell an’ back.

“Ever’thing’ll go along good for a while, then somethin’ happens, I cain’t even tell y’ what it is. It’s like goin’ down th’ road and all at once th’ road jis’ drops off a cliff. I see th’ drop comin’ but like a fool I keep walkin’.

“I want t’ quit, I’ve prayed t’ quit, I’ve tried t’ quit, but I keep fallin’ off th’ cliff. An’ besides th’ worser thing of lettin’ th’ Lord down, I don’ have time t’ mess with alcohol, I got a b’iness t’ run. Th’ way things is goin’ with havin’ t’ take care of Dovey an’ Sissie, it’s root hog or die.”

Donny leaned his elbows on his knees and put his head in his hands.

“My daddy was th’ worst sot you ever seen, an’ you know what th’ Ol’Testament says about th’ sins of th’ fathers. But I believe God t’ be a merciful God, otherwise he wouldn’ve sent Jesus. I b’lieve th’ sins of th’ fathers runs in us like poison, but we’re not bound. He was willin’ t’ die f’r us on th’ cross so we wouldn’t be bound, but set free.”

Indeed, Donny had preached him a sermon;  one that Madelaine Kavanagh, his mother, would have called the gospel truth.
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“Can I go on y’r rounds? Can I?” She stood on her tiptoes and held her arms out to him.

“Not today, Sissie.” He bent down and picked her up. “Whoa, you’re growing!”

“I ain’t a baby n’more, that’s why.”

“I’m glad your mother’s sleeping. How’s she feeling?”

“She don’t hardly sleep at night, she sleeps mostly in th’ day.”

His heart felt heavy against the child in his arms, against the things of the world in general.

“We’ll look for at you at church on Sunday. We’re having our first Sunday School, you know.”

Sissie furrowed her brow. “Are they cake at Sunday School?”

“I’ll see what I can do.” He set her down, and squatted beside her. “May I pray for you, Sissie?”

She bowed her head; he placed his hand upon it.

“Father, I thank You for the marvel of Sissie Gleason. For her bright spirit, her inquisitive mind, her tender heart. Thank You for blessing  her life above anything I could ask or think. Prepare a way for her, Lord, that she might become all You made her to be. In Jesus’ name ...”

Sissie squeezed her eyes shut. “An’ Lord, please make Mama better, make Donny quit drinkin’, bring Mamaw Ruby home, an’ give us cheese dogs f’r supper t’night.”

“Amen!” they said in unison.

He was feeling suddenly brighter.
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While at the trailer, he’d parked in the shade, set the bag of squirrels under the truck, and made sure the windows were rolled high enough to contain his dog.

He looked at his watch as he pulled out of Donny’s yard. He had no idea how long his cargo had sat in Jubal’s kitchen before he picked it up forty-five minutes ago.

He applied his lead foot to the accelerator and hauled to Hank Triplett’s store at the crossroads.

“Do you have a freezer I could put this bag in, and maybe pick it up later in the day?”

“What’s in y’r bag?”

“Two squirrels. Dressed.”

Hank pondered this. “Don’t think that’d be too good. I mean they’s ice cream san‘wiches an’ all in there.”

“Right. Well.” He smoked over the shelves and bought pretzels, chips, Snickers, assorted crackers, and a lump of what country stores call rat cheese. He also exchanged the paper bag for a plastic bag and dumped ice in on the contents, managing not to look.

“See you and Sally on Sunday, I hope.”

“We’ll be there,” said Hank, looking pleased about it.
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He knocked on five doors, only one of which was slammed in his face, but lacked courage to approach the sixth, which sat in the midst of a private junkyard. He also stuffed seven mailboxes, and posted flyers on nine telephone poles. On the way to the schoolhouse, he stopped to offer a ride to an elderly man who was walking along the right-hand side of the road in a pair of overalls and a battered hat.

He rolled the window down a few inches. “Need a lift?”

The old man looked up with alarm into the face of a black dog that seemed only slightly smaller than the truck, and turned and fled into the woods.

Clearly, Barnabas was not a good marketing tool.
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“Agnes,” he said, hurrying into the schoolhouse, “would you mind if I put this bag in your freezer?”

“Of course not, Father. What’s in it, may I ask?”

“There’s the rub. Two squirrels, dressed out and ready to go in Miss Martha’s pot, but she wasn’t home.”

Agnes burst into laughter. “You’ve been to see Jubal.”

“Yes, and he asked about you. Said he reckoned you’d forgotten him.”

“The old so-and-so. Who could ever forget Jubal Adderholt?”

“Not me!” he said, meaning it.

“How was your round?”

He stuffed the bag into the freezer and gave her a synopsis.

“I’ll just put the kettle on for tea; I’m eager to hear your plan, Father.”

He drew the papers from the large envelope and sat down at her table. “This will be a surprise even to Cynthia. So, please—keep it absolutely to yourself.”

“Consider it done,” she said, quoting her vicar.
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On his way to Meadowgate, he gave it another go.

He tried the front door and went around to the back. As tight as Fort Knox.

He hoped nothing was wrong; the sisters were usually here except for grocery shopping days.

He schlepped the bag around to the front yard and got in the truck, noting that Barnabas had at last lost interest. What a blasted pickle.
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“Stay!” he said in his pulpit voice.

The moment his foot hit the porch, Jubal’s door opened.

“I been a-lookin’ f’r ye.”

“I expect so.”

“What’re ye totin’?”

He thought Jubal had a very expectant look on his face.

“Well, you see, Miss Martha wasn’t home. I stopped by twice, and don’t have a clue where she might be. Your squirrels have been on ice and in Miss Agnes’s freezer, so I’m sure they’re just fine.” He handed off the bag, thankful to his very depths to be rid of the blasted thing.

Jubal opened the bag and eyed the contents suspiciously. “This ain’t squirrel.”

“It ain’t? I mean ...”

“Hit’s ... Lord he’p a monkey; what is it?”

The vicar peered into the bag. “You’ve got me.”

“I send ye out with two fine squirrel an’ back ye come with a pig in a poke!”

“Wait right there, Jubal.”

He dashed to the truck and pulled the other bag from behind the driver’s seat. The idea was, if Miss Martha had been home and wasn’t prepared to send her own offering today, Jubal would still get a return on his investment.

Back he trotted to Jubal’s porch. Lord help a monkey, indeed, seeing as how Timothy Kavanagh was the monkey. Sometimes, he’d like to just lie down and go morte, as Lew Boyd would say.
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Lloyd and Buster were pulling out as he pulled in at four o’clock. Thanks be to God, their kitchen was free; he was weary in every bone.

“You’re not going to believe this!” said his wife. She was beaming; she was glowing; she was electric.

“Come with me.”

She grabbed him by the arm and away they  went along the hall and up the stairs and past Sammy’s bedroom and around the corner to the green door. He was panting like a farm dog after a rabbit.

“Do you know where this door leads?” she asked.

“The attic, I seem to recall, though I’ve never been up there.”

She opened the door and they ascended the narrow stairs until they came to a spacious, light-filled room with three north-facing windows and a smaller window to the west.

Silent, she took his hand as they wound themselves through the jumble of old furniture and dust-covered boxes, and stood at the large center window.

They looked down upon the mossy roof of the smokehouse and Sammy’s emerging garden, then out to the barn with its red tin roof and away to green pastures dotted with cows, and up to blue mountains beyond.

Wordless, she drew him to the west window, to the view of ewes and lambs and Meadowgate’s recalcitrant ram, and the great outcrop of rocks pushing forth from emerald grass.

“Beautiful beyond telling!” he said, moved.

“It needs only one thing more.”

“Del!”

“Yes! Otherwise”—her eyes were bright with feeling—“it’s heaven.”

“Speaking of heaven,” he said, “why am I too often surprised when God answers prayer?”
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“How’s May coming?” he asked, grating cabbage.

“My favorite. Want to see?”

She dried her hands and fetched the watercolor sketch. A lamb lay by the side of a ewe, smiling—as lambs are wont to do. Violet perched on a nearby rock, her green eyes wide with curiosity.

“Aha! My favorite, as well. Blast, but I’m proud of you! And Violet, also. A charmer, that girl.”

“Thanks, sweetheart. Only seven more to go, and three months to finish.”

“Sammy and I can take your things up to heaven after supper.”

“Supper?” she said, grinning.

In some way he couldn’t understand, dinner was becoming supper since they’d moved to the sticks.
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After grating enough cabbage for a small regiment, he sat in the war zone, aka the kitchen, and stared unseeing at the blue tent.  His diligent wife was going about the business of getting their meal up and running.

She came to his chair and touched his shoulder. “What is it, sweetheart?”

“I’m feeling my age.”

“Well, then, go and do something about it!”

“Like what?”

“Walk in the pasture with the dogs, zip down to the mailbox ... get your heart racing.”

“I’ve spent nearly seven decades getting my heart racing.”

“How’s your sugar?”

“Fine. I really want to just sit here and feel my age. Instead of, you know, denying the feeling.”

His wife gave him an odd, but undeniably tolerant, look, and went back to the business at hand.
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He guessed his own nose, like Lloyd’s, was pretty sensitive. As he walked toward the garden to call Sammy in for supper, he smelled tobacco smoke on the spring air.

Sammy was sitting with his back against the picket fence, and was startled when Father Tim opened the gate. Sammy flicked the cigarette into the fence corner, where it landed among the rakes and shovels.

“Supper time,” he said.

They were silent as they walked to the house. Did he talk with Sammy now and spoil Cynthia’s dinner? No. But if he didn’t talk with Sammy, the dinner was spoiled anyway—he felt his stomach in a veritable knot. Perhaps what was needed was time.

“We’ll talk after we eat,” said Father Tim. If nothing else, they’d have time to think about what they wanted to say to each other.

As he bowed his head to ask the blessing, he noted that Sammy’s scar was aflame.

If he had such a scar, his would be aflame, also.
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He decided to talk on what could loosely be called his own turf the library. The leather chairs lent a certain authority that he might find lacking in himself when push came to shove.

“The day after you arrived, we talked about the rules.”

“Yeah, but you said th’ g-garden was all m-mine.”

“I also said no smoking, and thought that should cover it.”

“Yeah, but if it’s all m-mine, then I ought t’ be able t’ do what I want t’ d-do in there, I’m th’ one w-workin’ it.”

“You’re being paid to work, the rules come from the household that’s taken you in.”

“You t-tell me somethin’, then it ain’t t-true n’more.”

The clock ticked on the mantle. A lamb bleated in the paddock. “You lived as an orphan for many years, Sammy. No mother, and a father who couldn’t be a true father to you. In truth, you were father to him.

“Now you’re living in a family. There’s a oneness to family life—what one person does affects all the others. I know it’s frustrating for you, you’ve been making your own rules for a long time.”

“No smokin’, no hustlin’, no c-cussin’, k-keep m’ room clean. I can’t d-do all that b-b-bull.”

“Here’s the deal about rules. They aren’t meant to put you in a box; they’re meant to give you freedom. Doesn’t pool have rules? Can you ignore the rules and win the game?”

Sammy didn’t respond. He jiggled his leg, anxious to be away from the inquisition.

“You have a secure roof over your head, three meals a day, a job you say you like, a paycheck, your own room, people who care about you. Does that mean anything to you?”

Sammy’s jaw flexed; Father Tim sensed he was ready to bolt. He didn’t want to push  Sammy too far—he had money in his pocket, and shoe leather for the road.

“Think on these things, son. And let’s go up and get some rest.We can talk again tomorrow; we can always talk. One thing you can count on is that we can talk.”

Sammy shot to his feet and headed for the library door. He stood for a moment with his hand on the knob, his eyes defiant. “I hate this p-place.”

He opened the door and vanished down the hall and up the stairs.

Father Tim listened to the sound of Sammy’s feet on the treads, as he’d often listened to Dooley’s all those years ago.

It was painful to do what was right. There were times when he’d like to let things slide, go with the flow, call it a day, whatever.

His heart was a stone as he poked his own way upstairs.
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He had no idea how he’d lived so many years without someone to talk with in bed. In his somewhat unsophisticated opinion, it was the apex of the common life.

Thankfully, the fries weren’t mentioned. They’d tasted like cardboard, he thought, through no fault of the cook.

“He says he hates this place.”

Cynthia sighed, rolled toward him, and laid her hand on his shoulder. “Poor Sammy. I guess you could say we’re in over our heads.”

“Way over,” he said, disconsolate.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Cake

“Father Tim? Lew Boyd.

“I been meanin’ to tell you that some rough-neck come by th’ station lookin’ for you. I told ‘im you were livin’ in th’ boonies. Don’t know who it was, ’e looked mighty low on th’ food chain t’ me. I give ‘im directions t’ where you’re at.

“Let’s see. I guess it was two, three weeks ago when he come by, maybe more, I don’t know—time flies when you’re balancin’ front ends.” Beep.

The call must have arrived in the library answering machine yesterday; he’d been too distracted to notice the blinking light when he talked with Sammy.

For years he’d had an odd fantasy that his childhood best friend, Tommy Noles, would come searching for him. He devoutly hoped, however, that Tommy, who’d vanished after college as into ether, wouldn’t turn up looking “low on the food chain.”

The character who showed up at Lew’s was probably one of the several who’d passed through Mitford over the years, seeking a handout from the priest at Lord’s Chapel. He’d kept a special cash fund labeled D&O, which only he and Emma knew to be Down and Out.

He hit the “message” button again.

“Father Tim? This is Betty Craig. I hate t’ bother you, but pretty soon, there’ll be nothin’ left of me t’ bother you with. Miss Rose throwed a pot lid at me, an’ that’s not th’ half of it. Let me know if you’ve come up with anything, an’ I hope t’ hear back real quick.” Beep.

He had no earthly idea what to do. If Esther Cunningham weren’t out riding the range, she’d have this thing in the can. After sixteen years in office, Esther had thrown in the towel, otherwise he’d have voted for her ’til the cows came home. The only thing to do was stall for time; he’d call Betty and give her a pep talk, and next week, he’d bear down on this ...

He glanced at the clock on the library mantel and noted that he was pacing the floor. This was no way to get his heart rate up. He felt oddly lost, anxious.

It was way too early for Sammy to be stirring. Cynthia was sleeping in ’til seven, having had a restless night. He’d already taken the dogs out and downed his toast and coffee. And, of course, he’d read the Morning Office and talked with the Lord, albeit in a dispirited sort of way, for his mind had dashed about like a terrier.

He continued pacing, pulling at his chin.

Sammy couldn’t have been more than six or seven years old when Pauline deserted her children, taking Poo with her. Clyde Barlowe had made off with Sammy; Kenny had been traded by his mother for a gallon of whiskey to a stranger named Ed Sikes; Jessie, the baby, had been abducted by a dysfunctional cousin of Pauline’s.

It was during this terrible upheaval that the eleven-year-old Dooley had come to live at the rectory. How he and Dooley had gotten through those early years was more than a mystery, it was a miracle. And now, Sammy ...

He realized that Sammy probably had little or no memory of ever sitting down at a table  for a family meal. Almost everything he was doing at Meadowgate would be, in one way or another, new to him.

With one possible exception. Truth be told, Sammy had been reasonably deft at keeping his room in a semblance of order, which had amazed both Cynthia and the Flower Girls. Very likely, this sense of order came naturally to him; plus, he’d been father to his father for years, and therefore seriously acquainted with responsibility. Lon Burtie once said Sammy’s gambling in the pool hall helped put food on the table when Clyde drank up his disability check.

First thing this morning, he’d praise Sammy for the good job of keeping his room straight. He’d been meaning to mention that ...
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The wind was picking up, he could smell the noxious odor of creosote throughout the house. Cynthia sneezed; he sneezed ... same old, same old. The chimney fiasco was a lesson in patience if ever there was one ...

At precisely seven-thirty, Lloyd and Buster trooped in with buckets of wet mortar, looking apologetic.

“We’ll try not to spill nothin’ on y’r floors.” 

Buster nodded. “We’ll try not to.”

Willie trotted in their wake.

“Dozen,” said Willie, who had bypassed the frills of a carton and used his hat.

Father Tim plucked the brown eggs from the hat and deposited them in the blue bowl. “So we’re holding our own?”

“Yessir. Holdin’ steady.”

Maybe he’d been wrong, maybe the lowlife who’d robbed their henhouse had moved on, after all. A set of beat-up lowers and a can of beans were hardly an indication of serious housekeeping.
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“It’s Del!”

He positively shouted as he saw the blue van with the American flag decal wheel into the backyard. A Confederate flag waved from the antenna.

His wife’s face lit up big-time. “I never dreamed I’d be thrilled to see Del—especially when I was expecting Lily.”

“Full of surprises, those girls.”

“Only one problem. Del doesn’t cook or bake, and we need a cake for Sunday. Sissie’s expecting it, and Roy Dale and Gladys ...”

“Won’t Lily be coming tomorrow?”

“I’ve been meaning to tell you, we’re on our own tomorrow; Lily’s doing a birthday party at the mayor’s office in Wesley.”

He considered this. “I don’t suppose baking a cake would get my heart rate up?”

“Probably not. But it would be lovely of you to try it and see.”

There he went again, opening his big mouth.
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By eight-fifteen, they were en route to the attic, schlepping a vacuum cleaner, a broom, a dustpan, two easels, four boxes of art supplies, a box of art books, a stool, a basket of cleaning rags, an upholstered chair, a cat bed, two cat bowls, a ten-pound bag of cat food, a jug of drinking water, and a cat.

They bumped and thumped along the hall like so many Conestogas across Kansas.

He’d pitch in and haul one more load, then knock on Sammy’s door. Maybe he’d run to Mitford today and take Sammy and his siblings to Sweet Stuff, and pick up cake ingredients while he was at it.

Chances were, Sammy was already awake. Even a teenager would have trouble sleeping through the move from hell to heaven.
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The bed was loosely spread, there was an empty package of Camels in the trash basket, unfolded laundry sat in the chair...

From a cursory look in the closet, Sammy was wearing the black jeans, blue sweatshirt, and threadbare tennis shoes he’d arrived in.

Maybe Sammy had gotten up early, and walked out to the garden, or even to the barn, and all that was needed was to go and find him. He stood looking out the window, unseeing, then turned and went downstairs.

He and Willie searched the place, but to no avail.

Sammy was gone. His heart told him so.
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“I saw his potatoes yesterday. They were so healthy and beautiful. And the lettuce ...” His wife sat at her easel by the attic window, looking bereft.

“He’ll be back,” he said, trying to convince them both. “Gardeners always want to see their potatoes come in.”

He sat in the upholstered chair they’d dragged up from the lower hall. He didn’t want to ask this; he knew he wouldn’t like the  sound of it in the room. “Should we call the police?”

“I think we should give him a chance to come home,” she said. “What if he just went to the woods to think things over? Or maybe he walked to Kirby’s Store. The police seem a very serious piece of business at this point.”

“I guess we shouldn’t call Dooley ...”

“Heavens, no!”

“Pray that we don’t have to.”

“I’m praying,” she said.

“Want another cup of coffee?”

“It’s a long trip to the kitchen.”

“It’ll get my heart rate up,” he said, glad for something to do.
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“Coming again soon?” he asked Del.

“If m’ back don’t go out.” She was shifting the kitchen table away from the stove so she could open the door and clean the oven. She gave Lloyd and Buster a look they’d be grateful to have missed.

“Know anyone who sits with the elderly, does a little cooking, that sort of thing?”

“Th’ trouble with elderly is, you don’t sit  with ’em, they keep you bobbin’ up an’ down like a jack in th’ box.”

“But do you know anyone?”

“Our mama’s done that ...”

“Terrific!”

“But now she’s elderly. So, no, sir, I don’ know n’body.”

“I’m baking a cake today,” he said, trying to sound upbeat.

Del had dropped to her knees and was getting on with it.

“Know anything about cake baking?” Baking a ham was one thing, but cake was another.

“Not a bloomin’ thing, an’ don’t want t’ learn. I knowed a woman who choked t’ death on coconut cake. That done it f‘r me right there. I only bake pie, now, an’ as little of that as I can git by with.”

He’d get no help around here.
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He hadn’t threatened or cajoled or demanded, he’d said what had to be said, and there was no turning back. He had spoken the truth in love, and that would have to be OK.

He prayed again for Sammy’s safekeeping, and for God to lift the heaviness from both their hearts and give them wisdom.

Cynthia said she’d be waiting when Sammy came home, and in the meantime, Holy Trinity’s  vicar was to go and do something for himself that wasn’t work related, something light and amusing and entirely brainless.

But he didn’t know how to do that, he’d protested.

I’m sure you can come up with something, she’d said, gazing at him as if he were a four-year-old.

For one thing, he thought as he started the truck, he might drop in on Blake Eddistoe on his way to Mitford to get the cake ingredients. After all, they hadn’t seen Blake in weeks, except to wave whenever they glimpsed him down at the kennels.

And then he would ...

As he was trying to figure a further agenda, he forgot his mission and blew past the clinic and out the gate and onto the state road. The new wayside pulpit flashed by.

IF GOD IS YOUR CO-PILOT,
 CHANGE SEATS.



And then he would ...

Would what? He was brainless, all right, not to mention sick at heart.

It occurred to him that Sammy may have hitchhiked to Wesley. So maybe he should turn  around and go home and call Bud Wyzer. But no, it was too early; the pool hall didn’t open ’til one o’clock.

Out of the blue, the proverbial lightbulb switched on. He was amazed that he could come up with a sensible idea at a time like this.
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“She’s back there somewhere,” said Judd Baker. “I’ve seen her with my own eyes this morning, she bought baking soda.”

“Don’t let me get out of here without ingredients for a cake,” said the vicar. “And before I go, I’d be grateful to use your phone, into the bargain. Local call.”

“No problem.What kind of cake? I’ll be glad to pull your stuff together.”

“Hadn’t thought of what kind ...” Blast. Now he had to figure what kind. “Don’t have a clue. What do you think?”

“Can’t go wrong with chocolate.”

“Do it, and I’ll appreciate it.”

“Nuts in your frosting?”

“Whatever you say. Surprise me!” He’d be surprised, all right, if he could bake a cake that anybody would eat.

“Miss Lottie?”

He merely tapped on the door, not wishing  to startle her. When he got no answer, he knocked louder—Absaloms widowed sister may have trouble hearing.

The door opened and a stooped, whitehaired woman peered out. “Miss Lottie! Father Tim Kavanagh, Absalom’s old friend.”

She looked at him curiously, then smiled in recognition.

“Is this a good time?”

“You’ll have to speak up!” called Judd.

“Is this a good time, Miss Lottie?”

“Oh, yes, anytime is a good time for a friend of Absalom’s.” She stepped aside for him to pass into the sitting room.

He felt a stab of nostalgia. The room was more beautiful than he remembered, with a clematis vine grown over the small window like crochet work. The minuscule fireplace with its rock surround sat beneath a shelf of smoke-blackened cherry that displayed faded photographs of Greer’s Store in its heyday, and a hand-colored portrait of Absalom as a young evangelist.

“I’m sorry to hear about your cat, Miss Lottie.”

“Thomas gave me eighteen years of mousing and companionship.That should be enough for anybody, but I miss him, nonetheless.”

Her hand trembled as she indicated Absalom’s chair. Then she took the chair across from him, where she’d stationed herself for so many years as her brother’s companion, confidante, nursemaid, and housekeeper.

“I’ve been hoping you would come,” she said, lowering her eyes to her lap. “Absalom thought the world of you. You were always so kind to us, and thoughtful.”

“Thank you, ma’am, but it was you and your brother who were kind to me. I did stop by recently; but I’m ashamed I haven’t been here more often.”

“Everyone’s so busy,” she said, as if bewildered by this truth.

“I hear you get out and about.”

She nodded, smiling. “When I can.”

“I miss Absalom. He was the best of the lot.”

“Yes. He was.” Always shy, she seemed shyer still. “I wanted to tell you how it grieves me to know I failed him.”

“Good heavens! In what way, may I ask?”

“You know I was against his love for Sadie Baxter. All those years, I conspired against Sadie, and spoke meanly of her, for I didn’t wish to lose my brother.”

She raised her head and looked at him with frank, brown eyes. “As children, Absalom and I  were as thick as thieves, as Mother used to say, and he was always tender to his little sister. Each summer, he climbed the cherry tree and brought me down a hatful of cherries.”

“I always wanted a brother or sister,” he said, as if thinking aloud.

“When my husband died after such a brief marriage, Absalom took me in. I didn’t have to worry about anything at all. He depended on the Lord and I depended on Absalom.” She pressed her hand to her forehead. “He was everything to me, and now it’s too late.”

“Too late for what, Miss Lottie?”

“To late to ask forgiveness of them both. I so regret not asking their forgiveness.”

“I’m sure you’ve asked God’s forgiveness.”

“No,” she said. “I never have. God was Absalom’s territory. I let him handle such things for us both.”

“Ah.”

“I never understood God in the way Absalom did.”

“What do you mean?”

“God seemed so near to Absalom, and so distant to me. I would go to my brother and say, ‘Brother, will you pray for a good crop of potatoes this year?’ And he would pray and the Lord would faithfully provide. When I prayed,  it didn’t seem to ... work. So I quit. Long years ago.”

She sounded wistful.

“It’s never too late, Miss Lottie.”

“For what, Father?”

“For the peace of His forgiveness.”

A breeze stirred the clematis vine at the window, rearranging the pattern of light on the hearth rug.

“When we ask God to forgive us—and we must ask—the peace floods in. By emptying ourselves of the guilt and regret, we make room for His grace.”

She sat looking at her hands, which were clasped tightly in her lap.

“Absalom was a man after God’s own heart, and I have no doubt that He loved your brother mightily. But He loves you, too. Do you know that?”

“I don’t know that ... like I should. I never thought it important for me to know all those things about the Lord, if Absalom knew them. I believed my only task was to serve my brother, so he could serve the Almighty.”

“Serving your brother was a great service to God. Look how fit you helped keep Absalom as he preached all those years to his little handfuls. Think of the souls that were saved in his  long years of ministry, and the lives that were changed forever.You had something to do with that, Miss Lottie, something important.”

Tears shone in her eyes.

“I miss him most after supper,” she said, “when he’d tell me about his day out in the world.”

“He sat right here, didn’t he?”

“Yes, right there, for all those years. That was his spot to study the Word, and think on his sermons, and read. He wasn’t school educated, you know.”

“I know.”

“He educated himself.”

“That may be best, in the end.” He leaned forward with his elbows on his knees. “If you ask, you still have a companion you can talk with every evening after supper.”

She leaned her head to one side, pondering his meaning.

“The Spirit of God Himself, made known through Jesus Christ, will sit here with you. If that’s something you might want.”

She covered her face with her hands. “Oh, my gracious.”

“What is it?”

“I can’t even think such a thing.Why would He want to ... to sit with me?” She looked at him, aghast.

“Miss Lottie, if you had a child, wouldn’t you like to spend time with her in the evenings and go over the affairs of the day? Enjoy being together?”

“Oh, yes!” she said.

“You’re God’s child.You can tell Him everything, and ask Him anything. And think how grateful He’d be for your company.”

She shook her head, dumbstruck.

“In the book of Revelation, we learn why He created us—it was for His pleasure. Indeed, He made us for Himself.”

“Absalom used to say that—that He made us for Himself.” A certain wonder softened her features.

“It isn’t too late, Miss Lottie.”

“Yes,” she whispered. “Yes. It’s time.”

[image: 249]

He left the sitting room with a feeling of elation.

“Chocolate cake mix, frosting in a can, walnuts,” said Judd. “You got eggs?”

“I’ll say!”

“You got sugar?”

“The whole nine yards, except for the basics here.”

“There you go, then. Done deal.”

“Many thanks.” He dug in his pocket for his billfold. “May as well give me two of everything; we have a new Sunday School under way and the children are fond of cake.” And wasn’t Dooley coming home in no time flat? “Then again, make that three of everything. Are Miss Lottie’s needs taken care of?”

“They are. Her brother left her in good shape.”

“I’ll be back now and then,” he said. “May I use your phone?”

“On th’ wall over there.”

No, Cynthia told him, Sammy hadn’t come home. He heard the anxiety in her voice.

He left Greer’s Store with a sense of dread.
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Cynthia was beaming as she handed him the manila envelope he’d waited for.

“Congratulations, darling.”

They hugged, wordless.

They were the proud new parents of a hundred-and-sixty-pound boy.
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Dear Father Tim,

The Mitford Muse kindly shared your address.

You won’t remember me, but Frank and I  attended the nine o’clock at Lord’s Chapel when we came up from Fort Lauderdale each summer.

Frank has passed on, and I am emptying our honse, Overlook, just two doors from poor Edith Mallory’s Clear Day. You would be so welcome to our piano! Frank played it at every single one of our parties for thirty years! Gershwin was his favorite, esp. “I’ve Got Rhythm!”

And while we’re at it, could you use a nice card table and four chairs, a hall runner, an umbrella stand (very nice, only one dent), and a lamp made from the horns of a rinoscerous (sp?)?

I am downsizing.

Yours sincerely,

Marsha Ford

P.S. I hope all this would be tax deductible. One must think of these things. Anytime Tuesday would be convenient for you to pick everything up.



Dear Mrs. Ford,

Of course I remember you. You enjoyed wearing hats, a fashion which clergy are known to appreciate! And Frank was fond of giving out round tuits; I believe I still have mine.

We would be delighted to take the whole kit and caboodle and yes, indeed, all should be tax  deductible. I will supply something on paper four your records.

I know precisely where you are and shall be there on Tuesday at eleven.

My sincerest condolences; Frank was a very cheerful and upbeat fellow who made a difference in our midst.

Yours in Him Who loved us first,

Fr Timothy Kavanagh †



The letter written, and his wife painting like  a maniac, he preheated their fastidiously clean oven to 375, according to instructions.

There was a sense of waiting in the air, something palpable; he was listening for a step on the porch, a knock on the door, the ringing of the phone; his shoulders were hitched up around his ears.

He would try to forget what he was beginning to think, and surrender his all to this cake ...

He plucked three brown eggs from the blue bowl and went about the exceedingly mysterious ritual that would result in laughter and happiness on Wilson’s Ridge.
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“It’s beautiful!” she said, meaning it.

He’d gone up to heaven and beseeched his  wife to come and see the common miracle he’d performed.

It sat on a cream-ware cake stand in the center of the pine table, and he was smitten with it.

“It worked,” he said. “I can’t believe it.”

Even Buster and Lloyd had been impressed.

“But it took two hours,” he lamented. “And that’s out of a box. Think what it would take from scratch.” He was mortified.

“Two hours’ work,” she pronounced, “will last a mere fifteen minutes at Holy Trinity.”

He could hardly wait ’til Sunday.
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“I can’t be brave any longer,” she said. The sun had just disappeared behind the mountain, and they sat, worn from waiting, in the old wicker chairs on the porch.

“I don’t feel brave at all,” he confessed. “Worried sick is more like it.”

“Me, too.”

“The police, then.”

“Yes.”

He rose from the chair; the enormous weight of his body astonished him.

Unconsciously, he shook his head all along the hall to the library. The prospect of a revolving  blue light provoked in him a mixture of nausea and dread.

He prayed as he dialed.

Our Lord Emmanuel, thank You for living up to Your name and being with us ...
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He had walked out to the porch to wait for the county police when he heard the crunch of footsteps on the gravel. He knew at once ...

Sammy ambled toward the porch, his tall, thin frame a silhouette in the dusky half-light.

“Hey.”

“Hey, yourself. Where have you been?”

“Around.”

“Around where?”

Sammy shrugged.

“Answer me, please.”

Sammy sat down on the bottom step, his back to the vicar. “I spent th’ n-night in th’ b-barn.”

“Come up to the porch. We’ll talk face-to-face.” He was giving it all he had to keep his voice calm.

Sammy took his time rising from the step and walking up to the porch.

“Sit down,” said the vicar. “Tell me everything.”

“They’s snakes in y’r barn.”

“Not that.”

“I hitched t’ Wesley this mornin’.”

“Keep going.”

“I waited ’til th’ p-pool hall opened. B-Bud wadn’t there.”

Sammy jiggled his leg and looked at the floor.

“I’m waiting.”

“I lost all m’ m-money.”

“All.”

“Yeah.”

“Yes, sir.

“Yes, sir. Dunn whipped my ass.”

“You asked for it.”

“Yeah.”

“All your life there’s been no one to care where you are or what you’re doing. The minute you stepped foot on this place a few weeks ago, that changed. Now you have someone who cares very much where you are and what you’re doing. You also have someone to report to—and that someone is me.”

Silence.

“Listen carefully, and mark my words: This won’t happen again.”

Sammy shrugged.

“Did you hear what I said?”

“Yeah.”

“Yes, sir. What did I say?”

“It w-won’t happen ag’in.”

He heard the wheels of the county car crunching on the gravel.

“It’s the police. Walk out with me.”

“W-what’s happenin’?”

“Walk out with me.”

Father Tim went down the steps and out to the parking area. He turned around and waited for Sammy, and they walked to the car as it wheeled in. He was thankful there was no flashing blue light.

An officer opened the driver’s door and stepped out. His partner stepped out the other side.

“I’m Officer Justice; that’s Officer Daley. This th’ right place?”

“Father Tim Kavanagh.” He shook hands with Justice. “It is the right place, and I owe you an apology. There’s been a mistake.”

“We were told somethin’ about a missin’ boy.”

“Yes, well, he isn’t missing at all. Standing right here in the flesh.”

“Hey,” Sammy croaked.
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“You big, fat bonehead!” Cynthia punched Sammy on the arm. “Do that again and I’ll clean your clock.”

Sammy burst into laughter.

Cynthia laughed through her tears.

Father Tim felt the eighteen-wheeler roll off his shoulders.

“Anybody want a piece of cake?” he asked.
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“Lily’s doin’ th’ mayor’s party; she does it ever’ year an’ they all love it! Course, if it was at night, like it used t’ be, I’d sing, but they quit havin’ it at night; said a little hanky panky got t’ goin’ on.”

“Uh-oh.” Violet was dressed in jeans and a T-shirt; he hardly recognized her. “Well! We didn’t know anybody at all was coming today.”

“Oh, yes, if one don’t come, another’n does. When Lily said she was doin’ th’ mayor’s party, I reckon she thought you knowed you’d git a replacement. We always give a replacement.”

“Wonderful. Well! Do you bake,Violet?”

“Bake.” She pondered this. “In what way?”

“Cakes.”

“Lily bakes. I clean.”

“Couldn’t you bake and clean?”

“I wouldn’t want to, t’ tell th’ truth. But what did you have in mind?”

“I baked a cake yesterday ...”

“Git outta here! No way did y’ do that!”

He saw Lloyd stick his head through the  opening in the blue tent, and smoke over their house help.

“... and then, last night,” said the vicar, “we had a sort of... celebration and Cynthia and Sammy ate most of it. So I need another one for Sunday.” She seemed unmoved. “For the  children!” he said, trying to close the deal.

She gave forth a moan. “OK, I’ll do it f’r you an’ Miss Cynthia. But jis’ this once.”

“Preheat the oven to three seventy-five,” he said. “You can’t just pop it in there, you have to wait ’til the oven heats.”

“I ain’t as dumb as a rock. I have baked a cake or two in my life; I jis’ ain’t made a callin’ of it.”

He remembered his life as a bachelor and how simple it had been.

Taking the red leash from the coatrack, he had a thought. When Sissie, Rooter, Sammy, Roy Dale, Gladys, and seven Millwrights got hold of that cake, it would be history. Sunday was a very special Sabbath, indeed, and wouldn’t the adults be thrilled to find their own chocolate cake on the table at the end of the service?

He cleared his throat. “Violet?” he said.
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He zoomed along the state road with Barnabas sitting stoically in the passenger seat, looking  straight ahead. He had to get the papers notarized, pick up provisions at The Local, zip over to see Harley and Lew, then head back to the sticks, ASAP. His sermon was sitting in the library on the back burner and needed to be moved to the front.

He wanted to get it under wraps before Dooley arrived on Saturday night, probably a little worse for wear after driving an antediluvian Jeep all the way from Georgia.

He took a left on Lilac Road so he could run up to Church Hill and get a glimpse of the new paint color on Fernbank, now home to Andrew and Anna Gregory’s three-star restaurant, Lucera.

He could barely glimpse the late Victorian Fernbank through the trees, but saw that it sparkled. The new paint appeared to be a pale yellow, which he hoped the former owner might view with approval from her post on high.

He swooped right onto Old Church Lane and, realizing that his good dog might need a pit stop, pulled alongside the curb at Baxter Park. “Just a quick one,” he said, putting on the leash.

It was good being back in the park; it seemed years since he’d entered the leafy glade where he courted his wife and she courted him back.

He noted the patrol car parked beneath the  walnut tree. On occasion, an officer pulled into the park to check it out, though the worst, and possibly only, crime that ever occurred here was an attempted assault years ago on a Wesley college student.

Aha! The car was Adele Hogan’s. Yes, indeed, brand spanking new and looking good. As he walked Barnabas to the bushes, he noticed that the heads of the two people in the front seat were very close together. In truth, they appeared to be ...

... kissing.

He felt his blood turn to ice. He looked away and then looked again.

Yes! Kissing! Clear as day.

He gave the leash a yank and bolted from the park, his heart sick within him.
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“Is it something you could do ... gently?”

“I could take it down, but who’d put it back ag‘in?” asked Harley. “An’ come t’ think of it, how could Miss Sadie have took down part of th’ head liner and got it back t’ look right? I don’t b’lieve that’s th’ place t’ go messin’ around.”

He hadn’t yet checked with Andrew for permission to give the Plymouth a more thorough going-over. He wanted to see what Harley had to say first.

“Maybe she used a tool of some kind to hide this ... thing.”

“Wonder if she could of hid it under th’ hood? Y’ know that ol’ car’s got a Golden Commando V8 engine in it. Man, that thing was a stroker; it’d run like a scalded dog! Had y’r dual four-barrel carbs, had y’r special dual exhaust system ...”

Father Tim checked his watch. “My hunch is, it’s not under the hood. Miss Sadie wasn’t an under-the-hood type.”

“What’re you lookin’ f’r ... exactly?”

“Something about this high, this wide, and this long.” He made a series of gestures.

Harley appeared perplexed.

“Think about it, if you would. I’ll check back. And Harley ...”

“Yessir?”

“Don’t mention this to anybody, please. Not a soul.”

Harley nodded, sober. “You can bank on it, Rev’ren’.”

He stepped inside where Lew was counting bills from the register.

“Hey, buddyroe,” said the vicar.

“Hey, how’s it goin’?”

“Good. Who do you think the character was who came looking for me?”

“Don’t have a clue. Asked ’im ’is name; he didn’t say nothin’. Just said he’d find you.”

“Old? Young? Tall? Short?”

“Prob’ly late forties. Hard livin’ on ’is face, so couldn’t say for sure. Medium.”

“Walking? Riding?”

“Walkin’.”

“There but for the grace of God go us,” he said.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

A Full House

The truckload from Meadowgate arrived early, trailed by the Jeep.

Last Sunday, Dooley had wrangled permission to sleep in, having pulled into Meadowgate at one a.m., “fried,” as he said, from a week of exams and the long haul home.

This Sunday, Dooley wanted to see what his brother was up to at Holy Trinity. Though Sammy felt humiliated when Dooley learned of his involvement in Sunday School, Dooley’s approval and interest had changed everything.

Toting his vestments in a dry-cleaning bag, Father Tim hurried into the church with Sammy, while Cynthia and Dooley lingered at the wall, admiring the swoop and glide of hawks above the gorge.

He was happy, instead, to admire their spinet piano, and the burgundy runner along the center aisle, and the four chairs folded and leaning against the rear wall in case of an overflow, and the card table in the narthex where the pew bulletins would greet one and all each Sunday. Sammy thumped several full egg cartons onto the table, along with a homemade tent card:  first come, first served, and headed for the sacristy with the cake box.

Who needed a full choir and stained glass with riches such as these?

“You look divine,” said his wife, who was helping him vest. “In a manner of speaking, of course!”

He noted that his scarlet chasuble and gold-embroidered stole made him feel splendid—yes, that was the word!—and full of hope. Indeed, their resident male cardinal was also vested for this glorious Whitsunday.

“Oh, and Timothy ...”

“Yes?”

“John the Baptist.”

“Already? I just had it cut.”

“That was Lent. This is Pentecost.”

If it wasn’t one thing, it was two, as his grandmother had been fond of saying.
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He was checking the altar that Agnes had prepared when someone trotted down the aisle. “Hey-y, Father!”

“Violet! My goodness, this is a pleasant surprise. Hey, yourself!” Violet was decked, to say the least.

“Lloyd said he’d give a dollar if I’d go t’ church with ’im, so here I am! An’ here’s th’ dollar.” She waved it around for his inspection.

The vicar grinned. “I guess a dollar goes a long way, after all.”

She gazed at the altar, the carved pulpit, the kneelers. “I ain’t never been in a church like this, so y’all’ll have t’ s’cuse me if I step in it.”

He laughed. “Not to worry. When the heart’s right, it’s impossible to do anything wrong.”

“My gosh,” she said, looking pleased, “that’s a sermon right there.”
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Come, Holy Spirit, heav’nly Dove  
With all thy qnick’ning powers  
Kindle a flame of sacred love  
In these cold hearts of ours.

 

See how we trifle here below  
Fond of these earthly toys  
Our sonls, how heavily they go  
To reach eternal joys.

 

In vain we tune our formal songs  
In vain we strive to rise  
Hosannas languish on our tongues  
And our devotion dies.

 

Come, Holy Spirit, heav’nly Dove  
With all thy quick’ning powers  
Come, shed abroad a Savior’s love  
And that shall kindle ours.
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At the time of announcements, he looked out to his congregation with a certain gladness.

Given Sparkle’s increasing confidence with their hymnbook, Miss Martha’s flat-out volume, and Violet’s impressive vocal skills, the a cappella singing at Holy Trinity had picked up.

Way up.

“Our Lord has given us yet another day of perfection, and we’re going to do our part to savor every moment. After the offering, we’ll process into the churchyard and have Holy Communion at the wall. Then, at the close of our service, we’ll come back inside, finish up with chocolate cake ...”—he liked the approving murmur that rippled through the nave—“and learn Rooter’s new hand sign.

“Now. What’s different today about Holy Trinity?”

Rooter’s hand shot into the air.

“Rooter?”

“’At pianna.”

“Yes, the piano! As you’ll read in the bulletin, it’s a gift from God—via a thoughtful and generous lady in Mitford. And now we need but one other gift from the One Who is, Himself, the Perfect Gift: we need someone to play it.”

He looked at his parishioners; they looked at one another.

Much shaking of heads, followed by silence.

After a moment of sober introspection, Sparkle raised her hand.

Their vicar’s grin spread ear-to-ear.
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This morning, he’d seen three parishioners sign last week’s greeting, Peace be with you, to Clarence.

“And also with you,” Clarence had signed back. Good medicine for their amiable and gifted crucifer, he reckoned, and very good medicine for them all.

Father Tim figured his own hand-signing vocabulary consisted roughly of most of the alphabet, Rooter’s installment of last Sunday, How’s your work coming along?, A thousand thanks, I love you, and, of course, How are you doing, man?

Enough right there to found a civilization!

He walked to the church door, looking for Rooter to come in and give his weekly demonstration. He saw four young Millwrights seated on the wall; Rooter stood facing them, and appeared to be holding forth with some zeal.

“’Bout half of ever’body in ’is church has kilt somebody,” he heard Rooter declaim.

The Millwrights were wide-eyed.

“Robert with th‘tattoos on ’is arm? He kilt ’is own granpaw.”

Mamie Millwright clapped both hands to her mouth.

“An’ Sissie’s granmaw? She shot Sissie’s granpaw dead. Blam! Square in th’ head. ‘Is brains gushed out all over ever’thing.”

Father Tim walked down the steps and crossed to the shady north corner of the church. “Rooter!” he said.

Rooter wheeled around, startled.

“Would you step over here, please?”
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He sometimes felt as if he could soar over the gorge like the hawks. Standing with Cynthia and Dooley and Sammy as his parishioners filed through the church door and back to their lives above the clouds, he realized he was  as eager as a child for all the Sundays to follow; Holy Trinity was his cake.

“Rooter, this is my son, Dooley Kavanagh.” His heart seemed to swell, quite literally, as he spoke these words.

Rooter furrowed his brow and looked at Dooley “How come if you ’n’ Sammy are brothers, he ain’t but one of y’all’s daddy?”

“I don’ see how he could be y’r daddy,” said Roy Dale.

Dooley grinned. Why not?”

“’E’s too old.”

The vicar winked at Dooley No rest for the wicked, he thought, and the righteous don’t need none.

Granny peered closely at Dooley, then at Father Tim. “He don’t look much like y’r ownself.”

“More hair,” he said.

“See ‘at bunion?” Granny pointed to her right foot, generously exposed by a bedroom slipper. “Hit’ll be took off t’morrow. Lord have mercy, I’m skeered of th’ knife! I’ll be jumpin’ out th’ winder an’ runnin’ clear t’ Ashe County”

Cynthia gave Granny a hug. “We’ll be praying for you, Granny And don’t worry, you’re going to be just fine.”

“Agnes,” he said, “what was in the bag I took from your freezer?”

“Wasn’t it squirrels?”

“No, ma’am, I’m afraid the squirrels are still where I left them.”

She laughed. “Which is where they’ll stay ’til someone other than myself removes them!”

“Jubal couldn’t identify what I took from the schoolhouse. I certainly apologize—and I’ll be glad to replace it!”

“I have no earthly idea what it might be.The turtle Jeff Stokes brought us made the most delicious soup. And the frog legs... I believe Clarence fried them last week while I planted asters. Come to think of it, there was something his sales representative gave him, but I never saw what it was.”

He didn’t know if his culinary inclinations would ever catch up to those of his parish.

Each and every Millwright filed past with a wordless nod or hesitant smile. He found the entire family to be as shy as deer—a characteristic generously compensated for by Sparkle Foster.

“I used t’ play th’ piano at church,” she confessed as she came through the line, “an’ got s’ wore out, I was kind of glad y’all didn’t have one. Then when you called for somebody this  mornin’, I got this warm feelin’, kind of like choc‘late meltin’ if you leave it in th’ car when it’s hot, an’ I knew th’ Lord wanted me to do it.”

“And God bless you for it, Sparkle! It will make all the difference.”

“Somebody’ll have t’ get me some sheet music. Y’all sing really diff’rent stuff.”

“Consider it done!”

“An’ tunin’,” she said, “it’ll need tunin’.”

Miss Martha grasped his hand with both of hers and shook it mightily.

“Fine service, Father.Very fine.”

“Very fine!” said Miss Mary.

“And thank you, Cynthia, for the new Sunday School. I’ve always said, if you don’t go to Sunday School, you go home with half a load of bricks!”

Miss Mary nodded. “Half a load!”

“I really liked bein’ with y’all, said Violet. “It’s a good thing I can read music! Oh, an’ I put th’ dollar in th’ plate.”

“One of your better investments, I assure you. Bring her again and again, Lloyd.”

Lloyd shook the vicar’s hand, blushing furiously.

Father Tim liked to think that something in Robert Prichard might be lighter, freer. And yet, each time he looked into Robert’s  eyes, the darkness held fast, he couldn’t find the light.
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“Lead poisoning,” he told Donny when they stopped by the trailer after church.

“She’ll need to be at Mitford Hospital for at least three days, according to Dr. Harper. He wants her there first thing tomorrow morning, she’s dangerously anemic and undernourished. They’ll test her liver function; give her chelation therapy; start iron supplements; that sort of thing.”

“It ain’t depression?”

“Almost certainly some depression caused by her inability to be up and about. But no, depression isn’t the main issue.”

Donny kicked at a tree stump in the yard of the trailer. “How come they didn’t find it th’ other two times I took ’er?”

“Lead levels aren’t always part of a fatigue workup.”

A car sped along the gravel road, sending a flume of dust into the air.

“Any insurance?”

Donny gave him a hard look. “Lusters pay as they go.”

“What about Sissie? Who ... ?”

“Don’know who she’ll stay with. I’ll be cut-tin’ pines of a mornin‘and runnin’ ’em th’ough th’ mill of a e’nin’. Granny’s goin’ down th’ mountain to have a bunion took off t’morrow. I’ll figure out somethin’.”

“Doctor Harper says Dovey can’t come back to the trailer for a while.”

Donny glowered. “Why not?”

“The state environmental people need to come in and check the pipes, and any other potential lead sites. You and Sissie will need to get out, too.”

“F’r how long?”

“I don’t know”

Donny uttered an oath. “Now I got t’ git out of m’ own house?”

“I’ll meet you at Mitford Hospital at seven in the morning, help you get her checked in.”

“I don‘know whose goin’t’pay f’r all ’is mess.”

“Tell you what,” said the rector. “Let’s pray about it.”

“Pray about it? I’ve prayed about th’ whole deal ’til I’m blue in th’ face. He don’t hear me n’more.”

Donny turned away and took a cigarette from the pack in his shirt pocket and lit it with a book match. He inhaled, and angrily flipped the dead match into the bushes.

“You pray,” he told the vicar.
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They were headed toward Meadowgate with Sissie, a grocery bag stuffed with pajamas, a derelict toy bear, and a change of clothes. Dooley and Sammy drove ahead in the Jeep.

Father Tim glanced down at Sissie, who was looking glum. “Can you tell me what you learned today in Sunday School?”

Sissie kicked at the dashboard with the toe of a yellow shoe. “Sammy, he give us a seed apiece an’ a little pot with dirt in it. I went off an’ f’rgot mine.”

“We’ll give you another one. Did he say anything about the seed?”

“Cynthy, she said a seed’s got t’ git light... an’ what else?”

“Water,” said Cynthia. “And food.”

“She said Jesus is all them things, an’ when He lives in us, He makes us grow.”

“Well done, Sissie. Have you ever watched a seed grow?”

“No.”

“You will when you get to our house,” said Cynthia. “Can you believe that the little seed we gave everyone this morning is really a very tall sunflower, as high as this truck?”

Sissie shook her head. “No.”

“Me, neither,” said the vicar.

[image: 267]

“Sho-o-o!” Sissie looked around their desecrated kitchen and wrinkled her nose. “Hit stinks in you’uns’ house.”

“M-might be y’r upper 1—lip,” said Sammy.
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Father Tim crawled into bed and punched up his pillow. As all beds were taken, Sissie sprawled on the loveseat in their bedroom, snoring beneath a quilt.

“A full house,” he said, feeling both the weight and the providence of such a circumstance.

His wife heaved a sigh. “I always wanted children. But I never dreamed they’d all belong to other people.”
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As he was leaving the house at a little after six on Monday, he saw Willie trotting to the porch in the dusky first light. He was toting his hat and looking defeated.

“Took ’em out of th’ nest yesterday evenin’. Eleven.”

“You counted the chickens?”

“Eleven.”

“Blast. We lost one, then.”

“Yessir. But didn’t hear nothin’ in th’ night.”

Willie shook his head. He was totally mystified, and plenty disgusted into the bargain. The whole thing was a dadgum aggravation.
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He did all he could to assure Dovey, and promised to visit again on Tuesday. Afterward, he scooted to Dora Pugh’s Hardware, jingling the bell above the door.

“I been lookin’ for you in th’ obituaries!” said Dora.

“Don’t look there yet!”

“Have you heard about Coot Hendrick’s new job?”

“Coot’s working?” As far as he knew, Coot hadn’t struck a lick at a snake in at least two decades.

“Has a hundred and seventy people under him.”

“What?”

“Weed—eats th’town graveyard.”

He laughed. “Ah, Dora, you’re a sly one.”

“I hear Bill Sprouse up at First Baptist cut his chin pretty bad while shavin’, said he had his mind on his sermon.”

“I’ll be darned. Sorry to hear it.”

“They say he should’ve kep‘his mind on his chin and cut ’is sermon.”

“You got me twice in a row!”

Dora cackled.

“What’s your best deal on a garden spade?”

“You want a good garden spade or a sorry garden spade?”

“Better give me a good garden spade.”

“Thirty-four ninety—five.”

“Done,” he said, reaching into his hip pocket.

He noted that Dora was smoking him over. “You’ve sure let your hair get long.”

“Only around the collar,” he said. “Nothing much happening on top.”

It was definitely that time again.
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He raced up Main Street and crossed to The Local, carrying the shovel.

“Avis, how’s business?”

“Can’t complain. How’s yours?”

“Growing,” he said, pulling out the grocery list. “We’ve got a crowd at the house—two strapping boys and a five-year-old. If you could put this together for me, I’ll pick it up in a cou—ple of hours.”

“You need a U-Haul,” said Avis, looking at the list. “I see Ol’ Dooley’s home—steak and p’tatoes.” He scanned the list. “Nothin‘on here for a little kid; better get you some peanut butter an’jelly.”

“Brilliant! And while I’m thinking of it, add a couple of cake mixes. Chocolate.”

“You heard th‘one about th’guy who broke into th’dress store three nights in a row?”

“Haven’t heard it.”

“Told th‘judge he picked out a dress for his wife an’ had to exchange it two times.”

Father Tim burst out laughing. He’d never known the poker-faced Avis Packard to tell a joke in the twenty years he’d known him. Miracles, he was glad to be reminded, happen all the time.
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He had a few minutes to fill the tank and shoot the breeze, but no time for lunch.

Wheeling into Lew’s, he realized he dreaded seeing J. C.

It wasn’t his place to report what he’d stumbled upon, and yet, shouldn’t J.C. know that his worst fear had come to pass? On the other hand, J. C. would find out soon enough—someone would surely spill the beans; carrying on in a patrol car wouldn’t go unnoticed in Mitford, not by a long shot.

He thought the Muse editor looked... what? Tan? Slimmer?

And Percy, he observed, was definitely looking younger. “It’s layin’ up in bed ’til six  o’clock,” said Percy, who’d risen before five for more than forty years.

Mule, on the other hand, looked like he’d always looked which, in a world of change, was sort of comforting, thought Father Tim.

“You know how th’ Presbyterians don’t pay their preacher anything to speak of,” said Mule.

That news had been on the street for years.

“Th’ other night, somebody broke in through his bedroom window, and held a gun on ’im.”

“Good grief!” said Father Tim.

“Told ol’ Henry not to move; said he was huntin’ for his money. Henry said, ‘Let me get up an’ turn on th’ light, an’ I’ll hunt with you.’”

Father Tim hooted with laughter, as did the rest of the Turkey Club.

Percy unzipped his lunch bag. “I guess you heard about th’ carrier pigeon that rolled in twelve hours late.”

Nobody had heard it.

“Said it was such a nice day, it decided to walk.”

J.C. rolled his eyes.

“What’s going on?” asked Father Tim. “All of a sudden, Mitford is Joke City. I get jokes from Dora Pugh, a joke from Avis, of all people ...”

“It’s an Uncle Billy kind of thing,” said Mule. “Holdin’ on to th’ tradition.”

“Yeah,” said Percy.

J.C. hauled a foil-wrapped lump from his briefcase. “Eat more fiber, tell more jokes. It’s sort of a health deal that’s goin’ around.”

“Speaking of health, looks like you’re dropping a little weight.”

“I blew off six pounds.” J.C. peeled away the foil.

“And what’s with the tan?”

“Yard work, buddyroe, yard work.”

The fumes from J.C.’s lunch were killer. The vicar glanced at his watch.

“You heard about th’ guy who was so short you could see his feet on his driver’s license?” asked J.C.

Mule groaned.

“Th’ same guy had his appendix out, it left a scar on his neck.”

What an amazing outbreak, thought Father Tim, something like measles...

“You heard th’ one about two guys who rented a boat to go fishin’ on th’ lake?” asked J.C.

“Haven’t heard it,” said Father Tim.

“Th’ first day, they caught thirty fish.”

“That’s a joke right there,” said Mule, who never caught anything to speak of.

“When they started back to shore, one  said ...”—J.C. took an enormous bite of his sandwich—“ ‘Bettermarkisspotsowecancomebackt’ morrow.’”

“What’d he say?” asked Percy.

“Don’t talk with your mouth full, for Pete’s sake.” This was definitely one of Mule’s personal peeves.

J.C. gulped. “So, next day when they were goin’ to rent a boat, the guy said, ‘Did you mark our spot?’ Other one says, ‘Yeah, I put a big X on the bottom of th’ boat.’ His buddy says, ‘That was pretty stupid; what if we don’t get the same boat this time?ʼ”

J.C. burst into laughter, a sound something like ham sizzling in lard.

“Oh, man.” Another of Mule’s personal peeves was people who laughed at their own jokes.

Watching J.C. hoot his head off, Father Tim felt a stab of pity. Innocence was always bliss. “Any news of Edith?”

“I hear she keeps sayinʼ th’ same thing over anʼ over. God is, God is, like that.”

He’d been right, thought the vicar. Edith was making a complete and full confession of His Being. There were miracles everywhere.

J.C. peered at Mule’s lunch. “Mineʼs tuna fish on whole wheat. Whatʼs yours?”

“Ravioli.” Mule stabbed his lunch with a plastic fork, which snapped in two. “Shoot a monkey, wait a minute. Maybe itʼs...” The realtor looked bewildered. “I don’t know what it is.”

“I’m out of here,” said Father Tim.
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“I don’t know what to do,” he told Betty Craig on the porch of the town museum.

“If you don’t do somethinʼ, you’ll be seein’ me in Broughton next time.”

“That bad?”

“If you only knew.”

“Then tell me, so I’ll know.”

“But you don’t want tʼ know.”

Nor did he want to be the one to remove Rose Watson from the house her brother built, the home she’d loved and lived in nearly all her life. Further, he certainly didn’t think much of the nursing home in Holding. And, as the only way to get into Hope House was for someone to die, he darn sure wasn’t praying along that line.

Time. That’s what he needed. Time, and the prayer that never fails.

“Father, I’ll give you another week and after that, I’m done. I’m sorry, ’cause you’ve been  awful good to me, but I’m only human. I am not a saint with a halo.”

“Oh, yes you are, Betty!”

“An’ don’t go flatterin’ me, now, ’cause it wonʼt work.”

A week. To do the impossible.
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On Tuesday morning, he figured he should slip over to the house in the woods, check it out, and get this thing behind them once and for all.

There was no need to say anything to anybody here. Heaven knows, there was enough going on at Meadowgate, including an improvised kindergarten in the attic, where Sissie was painting and coloring, and asking questions a mile a minute.

While the boys were still sleeping, he’d go over alone, see what was what, and if he needed to involve the county police, Justice and his partner looked like fellows who could take care of business.

Then again, maybe he shouldn’t go alone...

“Barnabas!” he said, taking down the red leash. “How about a walk in the woods?”

[image: 275]

As they neared the house, Barnabas growled.

Probably, he thought, because something was hanging from the light fixture on the porch.

He approached cautiously and saw that a couple of wire hangers contained a pair of beat-up khakis, stained briefs that washing hadn’t improved, a pair of white socks, and a shirt.

A blue and white checked shirt.

He walked onto the porch and examined the sleeves. Someone had tried to close the gap in the left sleeve with an awkward go at stitchery. The clothes were still damp to the touch. Wash day at the house in the woods; the thought made his hair stand on end.

He would leave as quietly as he’d come, and return to the farmhouse at a clip; the phone number of the county police was on a notepad hard by the phone.

Suddenly, Barnabas dove off the porch, barking wildly, and raced around the side of the house. Father Tim ran after him.

A naked man cowered beside the woodshed as Barnabas stood a couple of yards away, barking in a booming baritone that echoed from the surrounding woods.

“Git this dog offa me!”

“You’re on our property illegally, my dogʼs just doing his job.” His heart was thundering.  He knew this face well, though he’d seen it only once. “And—heʼs got all day to do it.”

Barnabas’s incessant barking was punctuated by his low growl, not a pretty sound.

“I ain’t doin’ nothin’ wrong, I’m jis’ passin’ through f’r a little warsh-up in y’r creek.” The man hunkered over, trying to cover himself. “You cain’t blame a God-fearin’ man f‘r usin’ yʼr creek.”

“I could blame him for using my chickens.”

“What chickens?”

“The ones you stole from our henhouse and cooked in your fire pit over there. Those chickens.”

Barnabas stopped barking and settled into a low growl. The growl, thought the vicar, was even more alarming than the bark.

“I ain’t stole no chickens ...”

“Letʼs don’t pretend. I know who you are; you know who I am, and I believe I know why you’re here. Let’s get down to it, or I’ll let my dog run you out to the state road and all the way to Kirby’s Store. After that, you’re on your own.

“I been dog bit a time or two; I ain’t skeered.”

“Yes, but you ain’t been bit by this dog.”

“Let me git m’ clothes on; I’ll go away from  here.You’ll not see me ag’in.” He held up both hands. Father Tim noticed that his hands were trembling.

“Stick around awhile; we’ve got a lot to say to each other.”

“I’m naked as a jaybird, f’r God’s sake ...”

“Living up to your name, then. I’m told you’re known to the federal government as Jaybird Johnson, a name you stole from a man who died on one of your job sites.”

“I don’t know what y’r talkin’ about.” The one-eyed Clyde Barlowe, alias Jaybird Johnson, moved suddenly toward the rear of the woodshed. Barnabas launched himself in that direction and nailed Clyde at the corner of the building. Standing only inches away, Barnabas snarled at their prey so fiercely that even the hair on Father Tim’s neck stood up.

“Lord God have mercy!” shouted Clyde.

“Tell me about the mercy you showed your son, Sammy, when you held him at gunpoint.”

“I donʼ know what y’r talkin’ about.”

“I see you call on God.”

Clyde spit vehemently. “That’s a manner of speakin’, they ain’t no such of a thing as God.”

“Why don’t I leave my dog with you while I go make a phone call to the county police? It takes roughly eight minutes to walk to the  house, and ten or fifteen for the police to arrive. That would give you plenty of time to get better acquainted with my friend here. Let me formally introduce you—his name is Barnabas. Barnabas, this is Clyde Barlowe, the father of Dooley and Sammy, who never gave any of his children a moment’s love or protection.”

Clyde uttered an oath, and dropped to his haunches, his back to the woodshed. “I’ll git y’ f’r this, I’ll git y’ f’r stealin’ m’ boys. I never signed nothin’ sayin’ you could take m’ boys.”

Father Tim sat on a stump. Barnabas hadn’t once taken his eyes off the target. “Good fellow, Barnabas, keep doing what you’re doing. So, Clyde, tell me why you’re here. And please—donʼt waste my time or yours, or I’ll have to ask Barnabas to get to the heart of the matter.”

“When Sammy run out on me, I knowed where he’d go, he’d go to them as stole m’ other boy from me. So I hitched up tʼ Mitford an’ they tol’ me where you was at. I come on thʼ place off of thʼ state road anʼ seen this house. I was goin’ t’ git Sammy t’ come back to ’is rightful home.”

“Looks like you weren’t in any hurry to contact Sammy.”

“When I seen y’r henhouse, I figured they  wonʼt no use t’ let a pen of chickens go t’ waste.”

“So you planned to eat up the chickens and then come and get Sammy.”

“Looked like a good plan tʼ me.”

“Clyde, you need somebody to help you think things through.”

“I know how t’ take a hen off thʼ roost slick as grease. I can git by dogs, by donkeys, you name it.”

Father Tim didn’t know how he got by the guineas, but that was a story for another day.

“You’ve got a lot of offenses going here, including larceny. A judge could throw the book at you—something like two hundred and forty days.”

Father Tim knew the anguish both boys had suffered over their father. If he called in the police, Timothy Kavanagh would have to testify in court; the court date could drag on; and Dooley and Sammy would be seriously affected, to say the least. Bottom line, the summer they’d all looked forward to would be ruined.

“Let a man git ‘is britches on, f’r God’s sake. That’d be th’ Christian thing to do.”

“Look at it this way, Clyde:

“I know where your trailer is.

“I know something you don’t want the government to know.

“I have a patch of your shirt that I will use as evidence.

“My witness can easily get you two hundred and forty days behind bars.

“And—if push ever comes to shove—I will take the stand against you on Sammy’s behalf. You don’t have a chance.”

The sun had moved from behind the oak tree. Clyde shaded his eyes with his hands.

“Here’s what I’m telling you:You don’t ever want to come back here.”

Barnabas sat down, still eyeing Clyde.

“In case a judge ever needs to see it, I’m keeping the shirt. Get your britches on, and may God have mercy on your soul.”

After escorting Clyde Barlowe to the state road, he walked back to the farmhouse, now trembling, himself.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Wisely Measures

He told her everything.

Should he also tell the boys? She didn’t think so. Any discussion of his father always upset Dooley, just as it did Sammy.

Clyde Barlowe had come and Clyde Barlowe had gone. They decided to leave it at that.

At breakfast on Wednesday, his wife looked like the wreck of the Hesperus.

“I’ll take over tomorrow,” he promised, “if you can handle Sissie one more day.”

“But only one,” she said. “Then I’ll take her again on Friday. Howʼs that?”

He’d long considered division of labor a highlight of the marital state.
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“Lily! Is that you?”

“Already got mʼ apron on, anʼ ready tʼ roll.”

“We have a couple of new faces since you were here. Sissie Gleason and our son, Dooley Kavanagh.”

She thumped her jar of sweet tea on the table. “Didn’t know you had kids.”

“Just one. Got him last week.”

“How old is ʼe?” She pulled on her plastic mask.

“Twenty-one.”

“That’s th’ way t’ git ʼ em, all right. Fully growed.”

“You don’t have to wear the mask; Violetʼs in the attic these days, working with her mistress.”

“Y’ never know what a cat’ll do; if she gits out of th’ attic, she’ll head straight f‘r me, sure as you’re born. Whatʼs on thʼ menu f’r t’day?”

“Lasagna. Mac and cheese. Lamb stew ...”

“Lamb stew? Yʼall ain’t eatin’ them innocent little things I seen in th’ pasture?”

“Heavens, no.” The very thought gave him a turn. “This is, umm, store-bought.”

“Good! What else?”

“Raisin-oatmeal cookies. And two chocolate pies, one for the freezer. If that’s not too much to ask.”

“Lord help! I hope you don’t have y’r cholesterol checked anytime soon.”

“That menu’s mostly for the young people. The old people of the house will have fruit salad and cottage cheese.”

“You want me tʼ cut up th’ fruit?”

“I’d be much obliged,” he said.

“By th’ way, I don’t have a soul to send t’morrow; you’ll have tʼ put up with me ag’in.”

“Great!” He liked having a plan; he’d never been much on surprises. “And Lily ...”

“Yes, sir?” Yes, sir?

“Thank you for coming whenever you can, and for sending your charming sisters when you canʼt.”

“You’re welcome. Arbutus says she’s ready to go back to work, so you might git her once in a while.”

“Arbutus! Lives in a brick house with two screen porches?”

“An’ married t’ Junior Bentley,” she said proudly.
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He would fly up to Wilsonʼs Ridge where, he’d just learned, not a Wilson remained. Then he’d trot to the hospital and see Dovey, run by to visit Puny, and dash home to help with Sissie.

At Hankʼs store, he bought two cantaloupes for Agnes and Clarence.

“They’re from Georgia,” said Hank. “Sweet as sugar. By thʼ way, Morris Millwright come in yesterday, tol’ me they won’t be back to church.”

His heart sank. “I’m sorry to hear it. Why?”

“He heard a couple of people who go to church there killed somebody. Didn’t think ’is kids should be around that kind of thing.”

“I’ll talk with Morris.”

“I told him they wadn’t but one of thʼ congregation who’d killed somebody, an’ he’d served ’is time.”

“Robert did serve time, but we may not know the whole truth. Youʼre a good fellow, Hank. Thanks.”

What to do, Lord? Robert Prichard would be dogged by this for the rest of his life, and now Holy Trinity had taken a blow for it, as well.

To get to Holy Trinity and the Mertons required a left turn out of the parking lot.

He prayed briefly, checked his watch—ten after nine—and turned right.

Someone had said that the school bus was situated at the foot of an embankment, beyond an outcrop of rock. Roughly two miles from  Hankʼs store, he saw the sign—FOGGY MOUN- TAIN ROAD—and turned onto a narrow gravel track overtaken by weeds. He drove until he spied the faded orange roof of the bus, then parked and looked for a way down the bank.

The narrow footpath was well concealed, and worn circuitously along the steep decline to the bus.

Truth be told, he wouldn’t have minded having Barnabas along on this deal.
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“By y’r looks, I reckon y’re a preacher.”

“Father Kavanagh,” he said, extending his hand.

His hand was ignored.

“Yʼ donʼ want t’come in; I done cooked collards. They stink s’ bad I’ll have t’ burn th’ place down. Let’s set on m’ deck; I poured that little cement slab m’self.

“Ain’t it a nice e‘enin’? Look at th’ hawks a-wheelin’ up yonder; I could watch hawks a-wheelin’ all day if I didn’ have a job of work t’ do at th’ cannin’ fact’ry”

Fred slapped his right leg three times and hopped twice.

“Set down right here, I don’t need no chair, I’ll set on m’ fist an’ lean back on m’ thumb.”

Father Tim declined the offer.

“Git on away, Virgil, I ain’t got time t’ mess with dope heads, I got m’ mama in’ th’ house, us young ’uns cain’t fool with nobody as does dope.

“I mought as well tell y’, Preacher, Fred Lynch never kilt Cleve Prichard; hit was ’is granboy that done it.” Fred made a slashing ges- ture across his throat, and glared at his visitor.

“I never kilt nothin’ more’n a ‘coon, an’ one time a serpent, but a man’s got a right t’ kill a serpent, like it says in th’ Bible. When I was Holiness, I was bit handlin’ a serpent, see that arm, th’ whole thing turned black as tar an’ th’ swell never left it. I’ve charged cash money f’r people t’ look on it; hit’s good luck t’ look on it ...”

His host spun around three times, spit twice on the ground, and performed an odd jig.

“Onesall, twosall  
Ziggesall zan  
Bob tail winnepeg  
Tinklum tan  
Harum Scrum  
Virgin Mary  
Cinklum Sanklum  
Wash an’ a buck!”



“Speakin’ of rabbits, see that’n settin’ in th’ weeds yonder? Hush up! Don’t say nothin’! We don’ want t’ scare ’im off. Hold it right there; don’ move ...”

Fred sidled to the open door of the bus and reached in.

“Hush up talkin’, now, I cain’t half think if people runs their mouth when I’m tryin’ t’ kill somethin’ ...”
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The visit to the school bus sat on his stomach like bile.

He parked behind Holy Trinity, and made his way along the path to the schoolhouse. Beneath an overcast sky, the blue mountains had turned purple.

“Cantaloupes!” said Agnes. “We can’t grow them in our rich soil. What a fine treat.”

“From Georgia. I let Hank pick them out. And I brought the new knob and escutcheon for the sacristy door. Clarence said he’d install it for us.”

She peered at him, concerned. “You seem ill.”

“I’m all right.” Those few minutes on the broken cement had left him enfeebled, somehow. “How’s Clarence coming with his big order?”

“Very well. I do wish he had help, but of course, no one can carve for him; it would be like forging a signature.”

“Would it be all right if I stopped in for a moment?”

“He’d like that. He’s carving a family of black bear just now; it’s his first bear family.” Agnes poured boiling water from the kettle into the teapot. “I’m glad you made it ahead of the rain.”

“Yes, and I’ll be glad to see it. Sammy’s certainly looking for it.”

“We all are, but it will do my spinach no good; the rabbits have eaten every leaf.”

There had been no rabbit at the school bus. In his rifle scope, Fred Lynch had sighted a patch of shriveled weeds, and blasted it to kingdom come. He’d then done a frantic, arm-waving, hollering dance that sent his caller beating a retreat up the bank.

He walked to one of the many bookcases in the large, paneled room with its enormous stone fireplace, and browsed her shelves. He felt the peace of this home flow into him.

“Come,” she said, “let’s sit on the porch.”

As the rainstorm rolled east over the gorge, he drank his tea and they talked about where he’d been and what he’d seen. His visit to the  school bus seemed to affect even Agnes. She sat still and pale in the porch chair, her puzzle close by on a small table.

“Enough of that!” he said, at last. The sas- safras was having its way with him; he felt stronger as he trekked to the kitchen and grabbed a towel from the drawer and toted the stool to the porch.

“The same as last time?” she asked.

“Yes, ma’am, and I appreciate it.”

“You know I don’t feel equipped, Father, as I said before.”

“Indeed, you are equipped! My wife thinks very highly of your work.”

“Well, then!” she said.

Beyond the screened porch, every vernal leaf dripped with rain from the short, sudden cloudburst.

“Look!” He pointed with eagerness to the rainbow arching over the mountains. “That’s what I want for our entire flock at HolyTrinity”

“May He fulfill that desire, Father.”

“You know I feel guilty that I have but a year in this parish. Trekking off to Ireland seems selfish, if not entirely vainglorious.”

“None of that, now. It’s something you’ve promised yourself and Cynthia for a long time, and a promise is a promise. Think how often  promises are made and never kept! Besides, I have a feeling you need the trip.”

She snipped the hair overgrowing his collar, her hands steady.

“I do. But you know what they’ll send you.”

“What, for goodness’ sake?”

“A callow youth, still wet behind the ears.”

She laughed. “You can’t scare me, Father.”

“When will you tell the rest of your story?”

The snipping stopped for a moment. “Next time,” she said. “Next time.”

He looked down to the porch floor. A veri- table bale of the stuff had been removed.
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He found Dovey sleeping, and left a vase of three pink roses that he had picked up at Mitford Blossoms. He hurried on to The Local where he collected Cynthia’s phone order, then zoomed by Lew’s for a fill-up.

“You hear th’ one about th’ police pullin’ th’ woman f’r speedin’?” asked Lew.

“Haven’t heard it.” It was an epidemic!

“She come flyin’ by ‘im with ’er husband in th’ car, police caught up to ’er, said, ‘I’m writin’ you a ticket, did you know you’re doin’ ninety- two?’ She said, ‘Sure I know it, it says so on that sign yonder.’

“He says, ‘That’s a highway sign, for gosh sake.’ Husband’s settin’ there white as a sheet; police says, ‘What’s th’ matter with him?’

“She says, ‘We just come off of highway one-sixteen. ’”

“Pretty funny.”

“You ain’t exactly bustin’ a gut laughin’. I guess you heard about Miss Pattie ...”

Miss Pattie was a legend in her own time. She’d been known to take a bath with her hat on, plant violets in her shoes, and once crawled out a window to the roof of her front porch, “stark,” as Hessie Mayhew reported to one and all.

“What’s Miss Pattie done now?”

“She died.”

He grabbed his change and nearly knocked over the display of Red Man chewing tobacco as he blew out the door. He jumped in the truck, scratched off without meaning to, turned right on Main Street, hung a left on Lilac, and shot up the hill to Hope House.
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Puny jiggled Timmy on one hip, and Tommy on the other. “Me an’ Joe Joe thinks Timmy looks like ’is granpaw.”

“Certainly not!”

“He does! Look at ’im. Little bald head, no  offense. An’ look at ’is little nose. Ain’t it jis’ like yours?”

He felt his own nose while he peered at Timmy’s. “Some resemblance.”

“An’ Tommy, he looks like ’is Granmaw Esther.”

That was a fact. Put a pair of glasses and a wig on Tommy, and he’d be elected in a heartbeat. Mitford still hadn’t gotten over losing Esther Cunningham as mayor.

“I’ve brought everyone a little something!” He began unpacking the shopping bag. “For you, Puny, a dozen eggs, fresh from the nest!”

“Great! Joe Joe eats two ever’ mornin’.”

“For these fine boys, a couple of books ...”

“What kind of books’re those?”

“This one’s for Tommy, it’s the writings of Mr. George Herbert, and this is for Timmy—Mr. William Wordsworth!”

“Are they any pictures in ’em?”

“No pictures.”

“Jis’ words?”

“Well, of course, they aren’t to be enjoyed for several years yet. Sherlock Holmes said it’s a great thing to start life with a small number of really good books that are your very own; I’ve inscribed each one on the flyleaf. And here’s a couple of softballs ...”

Puny looked mighty disappointed that her children’s granpaw was so out of it where presents were concerned.

“Listen,” he said, shaking one of the softballs. Something chimed inside; Timmy reached for it at once but couldn’t grasp it; he batted it to the floor where it rolled under the sofa. The vicar dropped to his hands and knees, and searched it out.

“Oh, law, don’t go pokin’ around under there, I ain’t dust-mopped in a month of Sundays.”

“Not a problem!” he said, pulling himself up by a chair arm. “And of course, there’s something for Sissy and Sassy ...”

“You ought t’ set down an’ catch y’r breath.”

Indeed, he felt as if he’d been spinning in a whirlwind since early morning. “Can’t sit down; have to scurry. I know how the girls love books, here are the first four in the Boxcar Children series, I hope they don’t have them already.”

She studied the covers. “They don’t! They’ll be so glad t’ git books from their granpaw; they read all you gave ’em f’r Christmas three or four times.”

“Why don’t you and Joe Joe pack up the whole brood and come out for supper one Friday?”

“When we go off from here, you never seen th’ like of what we have t’ haul—bottles, formula, diapers, sacks of this an’ that, a change of clothes, books for th’ girls, they read all th’ time, Sissy’s stuffed alligator ...”

“Maybe in the fall, then—when they’re older. We miss you.”

“We miss you back. I hope Cynthy has some help out there on th’ farm.”

“My dear girl,” he said, “it’s taken three people to replace you.”

“Maybe I’ll come back t’ work when th’ kids have left home.”

“Yes, but by then, there won’t be anything left of us.”

“Oh, phoo, you’re goin’ t’ live t’ be a hundred!”

“Not at the rate I’m going,” he said.
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He dumped the grocery bags on the pine table and went straight to the library phone.

“Betty? Father Tim. I have good news ...”

“Thank th’ Lord!”

“... and some bad news.”

“Oh, no. Give me th’ bad first.”

“Miss Pattie died.”

“But I loved Miss Pattie!” wailed Betty. “I  nursed her at home for a whole month one time, and she’s th’ only patient I ever had who was actually fun!”

“Cynthia found her fun, as well. I hear she enjoyed taking a bath with her hat on.”

“No, sir, that story is all wrong. She never wore a hat; but she did take a bath holdin’ an  umbrella.”

“Aha.”

“Because the shower head dripped! I thought that made perfect good sense.”

“Absolutely Now, the good news. Miss Rose has a room at Hope House.”

“Hallelu ... oops, sorry. Since I know how she got it, I’d better watch my tongue.”

“Good thinking,” he said.
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“Hey, Father, this is Connie at Hope House. Miss Louella sent for me this mornin’ an’ asked me to call you. She was in a strut; said you won’t listen to her, but you’d listen to me. Why she picked me, I have no clue! I suppose it’s because I work in the office, which always seems more, I don’t know, official.

“Anyway, she wouldn’t tell me what it was about, but she wanted me to ask you ... where is that note, oh, here it is, you should see my  desk, it’s like a bomb went off.... ‘What are  you doin’ about you-know-who’s money?’

“I said in case he don’t know who you-know-who is, maybe she should be more specific. But she wadn’t. Well, ’bye.”

Beep.

“Teds and Cynthia! You must be out milking the sheep! It’s your Yankee cousin, Katherine. Walter and I have done our darnedest to figure out when we might visit Meadowgate, but we’re stumped!

“I’ve gone double duty at the nursing home; I love my dearlings, and then I’ve let the mayor’s henchwoman talk me into chairing the big event in August for children with AIDS. Will you forgive us? You know we’d love to see you—but imagine the weeks we’ll spend together in Ireland next year; you’ll be sick of us all too soon!

“Which reminds me—Teds, what would you think of boarding with the lovely lady who made that luscious rhubarb tart? Or shall we go as the wind carries us? Loads to talk about!

“For now—hugs and kisses! And God bless!”

Beep.

“Father? Andrew Gregory.

“I’ve found someone to take on the job of restoring the Plymouth—for a very reasonable sum, it turns out! Thought I’d have the work  done, and give the car to the town. We can use it in parades, and to add a touch of pomp to official mayoral activities. Long story short, I’m sending it down to Charleston in four or five days, the fellow has time to start the work now.

“Any interest in taking a final look?

“I’ll wait to hear back. All best to you and Cynthia; oh, yes, and to Dooley. I have word he’s become a Kavanagh. Congratulations to all.”

Beep.
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In faraway New Jersey, Walter took a sip of his after-dinner espresso. “Forget it, Cousin.”

“Forget it?”

“Absolutely. Once a conviction has been obtained, the laws are very strict about overthrowing it. Further, there was never any evi- dence that pointed to Fred, and even if you pursued your hunch and something came of it, he’d be mentally incompetent to stand trial. No DA in his right mind would touch it.”

He sighed. “I’ve always believed it’s never too late.”

“You’re a priest, it’s your job to believe that.”

“You’re a lawyer. I thought that was your job, as well.”

Walter laughed. “Not this lawyer.”

“You’re right, of course. Well, sorry to hear you won’t make it down this summer, but we understand; we have a house full, in any case. Dooley, his brother Sammy, and, temporarily, a five-year-old with the stamina of a freight train.”

“Timothy, you are ever and a day taking in stray children. What a good fellow!”

“Can’t help myself.”

“To wrap up, Cousin, leave the poor, demented soul to his own devices. Unless there’s something I don’t know, you don’t have the energy or years to chase a wild goose.”

In truth, he was already chasing a wild goose, though of a far less serious nature—it was that blasted stack of hundred-dollar bills ostensibly buried in the deeps of a ’58 Plymouth Belvedere.
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“I c-could’ve c-c-cut y’r hair,” Sammy said as he wolfed his lasagna.

“You could?”

“Yeah.You n-need a little more t-took off of th’ sides.”

Father Tim felt around up there; it seemed perfectly fine to him. “I do?”

“Yes, sir,” said Dooley. “You do.”

His wife was enjoying this way too much.

He’d like to shave his head as slick as a cue ball, and be done with the whole miserable business.
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“That was a tough rack.”

“Pretty hot shooter.”

“She’s th’ champion sh-shooter in th’ whole United S-states. Look how many b-b-balls she made on that break.”

“Man,” said Dooley. “Could you do that?”

He stood at the upstairs linen cupboard, lis- tening to the voices down the hall.

“I don’ know. P-prob’ly not.”

Sure you could, he thought. Sure you could!
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Dooley had begun his summer internship at Hal’s clinic, and Sammy was working, shirtless, in the garden. On the hottest, most humid day they’d had so far, he took Sissie for a lengthy and circuitous trek—out to the chicken house, down to the pond, up to the hay loft, and around by the cow pasture.

He’d been instructed to exhaust as much of her energy as possible, to prevent a repeat of last night’s session. Unable to sleep, Sissie had  climbed into their bed and talked a mile a minute until ten o’clock.

“It’s sugar,” Cynthia had announced at breakfast. “We can’t give her anything sweet today. Fruit only.”

“Raisins!” he said, being helpful. “Apples!”

“Silly me to show her where the cookie jar was. I’ve put it on top of the cabinet.”

“Better hide the step stool,” he cautioned.

After Lily’s lunch, which utilized a considerable amount of Sammy’s lettuce and peas, he announced nap time. Surely after a late bedtime and early rising, their young charge would sleep like a log ...

As Sissie curled beneath an afghan on the library sofa, he scribbled in his quote journal.

If the trials of many years were gathered into one,  he penned from an old book found on Marge’s shelf, they would overwhelm us; therefore, in pity to our little strength, He sends first one, and then an- other, then removes both, and lays on a third, heavier, perhaps, than either; but all is so wisely measured to our strength that the bruised reed is never broken. We do not enough look at our trials in this continuous and successive view. Each one is sent to teach us something, and altogether they have a lesson which is beyond the power of any to teach alone. H. E. Manning.

He reread what he’d written. Wisely mea- sured to our strength ... amen and amen, Brother Manning, whoever you were ...

His eyelids were drooping. He propped his head in his hands for a moment, then moved to the wing chair and thumped into it. A light breeze stirred through the open window. Bliss.

Sissie popped up from the pillow, looking urgent.

“How does Jesus git in us?”

“We ask Him in. When we do that, He comes and lives in our hearts.”

She put her hand over her heart, furrowed her brow, and listened intently.

“What does ’e do in there all day?”

He heard the front screen door slap, and Dooley’s footsteps along the hall to the library.

“Hey,” said Dooley, going to the bookcase.

“Hey, yourself.”

Dooley shook his head, disbelieving. “Unbelievable!”

“Blake?”

“You got it.”

“Now what?”

“Bo’s been having trouble with her neck; I noticed she can’t bend it. Plus she hasn’t been eating much, or moving around a lot.”

“I thought it was probably the heat.”

“No. She’s in pain; I can feel the muscle spasms in her neck. And she’s starting to drag her right hind foot. I’m sure she has a ruptured disk.” Dooley located a book, took it down, and paged through it.

“What needs to be done?”

“Blake wants to call in a vet who does back and neck surgeries. Nobody around here does that anymore, we’d have to take her to Johnson City.”

“Do you agree with Blake’s idea?”

“No way. There’s only a sixty-percent chance that surgery will work, and if it doesn’t, she could need repeated surgeries.”

“What are the options?”

“I think we should try acupuncture.”

“Acupuncture? Isn’t that kind of... out there?”

“Lots of vets are using acupuncture to manage pain. Along with that, we need to give her time; sometimes these things take care of themselves. Then, if that doesn’t work, opiate drugs and steroids. Surgery would be a last resort.”

In Hal’s absence, Blake was definitely the boss. “Has Blake made up his mind?”

“He’s going to call Hal and see what Hal says. But Hal will side with Blake.”

“You’re sure?”

“They think alike.”

Dooley turned to Father Tim, looking fierce. “Blake is an arrogant, self-serving pain in the butt.”

And you have to work with him all summer, thought Father Tim. Lord, thanks in advance for wisely measuring this to his strength.
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With Sissie in tow, he made a run to visit Dovey, wheeling first into Lew Boyd’s.

“Miss Sadie’s car is going down to Charleston to be restored,” he told Harley. “Could we comb over it again tomorrow?”

“What time would that be?”

“You tell me.”

“Aroun’ four I could do it. I got a awful job of work on Miz Mallory’s Lincoln. Ed Coffey’s bringin’ it in at ten o’clock. They ain’t kep’ ’at car up like they should.”

“I’ll be here at four.” Ed Coffey. Maybe he could learn Edith’s latest prognosis.

“By the way, Harley ...”

“Yes, sir?”

“If Cynthia and I had to raise another boy, could I count on you to help us out?”

Harley’s toothless grin was wrapping around  to the back of his head. “You c’n count on me f’r anything, Rev’ren’.”

Frankly, he wasn’t sure he wanted to raise another boy; he didn’t know if he could summon the strength. Even his indefatigable wife, though willing, had seemed daunted by the prospect. But what else was there to do?
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At the sight of her mother, Sissie burst into tears and climbed onto the hospital bed, bawling. “When are we goin’ home, Mama?”

“Soon, honey. Soon. Please don’ cry.” She smoothed the hair from Sissie’s forehead. “Looky yonder, Donny brought m’ plate an’ cup an’ all. Ain‘t’ that nice? They won’t let me use it, but I c’n look at it when I pray f’r Mamaw Ruby.”

Father Tim took Dovey’s hand. “Feeling stronger?”

“Maybe a little bit. I got up an’ walked around th’ room this mornin’.”

Nurse Herman squished into One Fourteen on her lug-sole shoes.

“Mrs. Gleason, may I borrow your pitcher a minute?”

“Yes, ma’am, but please pick it up easy; th’ handle’s been broke off.”

“Two times,” said Sissie, “but hit was pasted back.”

Nurse Herman drew Father Tim into the hall, closed the door behind her, and held forth the pitcher.

“Here’s your culprit,” she said.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

Bingo

He stopped by Dora Pugh’s for a mask, picking up an extra for Harley. The last time he rooted around in the Plymouth, the dust caused his sinuses to drain like spigots.

“Operatin’ on somebody?” asked Dora.

“Operating on a car, actually.”

“Takin’ out th’ drive shaft, I reckon.”

Their hardware store owner was never at a loss for words.

“If we have to,” he said, counting the correct change.

“Have you heard th’ one about ...”

“Next time!” He struck out for the door with his brown bag.

“... th’ fella who fell in a lens-grindin’ machine an’ made a spectacle of hisself?”

No rest for the wicked, he thought, charging up Main Street to the truck.

He saw a small gathering in front of Sweet Stuff. A good reminder! Cynthia had been craving Winnie’s fig bars, which were, all things considered, relatively low cal. His wife would demolish a couple in no time flat.

He crossed Wisteria Lane, noting that the crowd appeared to be gathered around ...

His heart hammered.

... around Edith Mallory ...

... in her wheelchair.

As he approached, the Collar Button man was bending toward Edith, as if to hear what she was saying.

“Right, right.” Appearing uncomfortable, he fled next door to his own shop.

Mitford’s fire chief, Hamp Floyd, exited Sweet Stuff with a cake box, the bell jingling above the door.

“Miz Mallory! I declare!” Last September, Hamp Floyd had pulled out all the stops to save Edith’s mansion on the ridge, but it had burned to the ground in spite of his effort.

Hamp leaned closer to Edith. “He is, ma’am, He certainly is!”

Winnie Ivey peered through the glass door of her shop to see what was going on, then came out to greet the woman who had tried  without success to buy Sweet Stuff for a third of its value.

“Miz Mall’ry! Glad to see you on th’ street  again!”

Winnie extended her hand, and Edith took it. Father Tim was standing behind Edith and couldn’t hear what she was saying, but it made Winnie smile. “Yes, ma’am,” said Winnie. “Oh, yes, ma’am.”

Ed Coffey stood patiently at the handlebars of the chair, gazing around the small gathering. He caught Father Tim’s eye.

Father Tim had known Ed Coffey through some tough times; things had never been easy between them. He was surprised, and even moved, by the look in Ed’s eyes—there was no anger or defiance as before, but a warmth he’d never seen. Ed nodded and gestured for him to step closer.

“Look here, Miz Mallory. It’s Father Tim.”

Ed eased the chair around.

Father Tim was struck by the frailty of his old and bitter nemesis; always a petite woman, she now appeared shriveled, even childlike. Yet her face was radiant.

“Tim ... o ... thy ...” She scarcely spoke above a whisper.

“Edith.”

“For ... give ... me.”

“I did that long ago.”

“God ... is ... good.”

“Yes. Very good.” He squatted beside the chair and took her hand and held it. Tears streamed, uncontrolled, down his cheeks.

“Thank ... you.”

“Thank you, Edith, for your witness. And thank God for His faithfulness.”

She managed a smile from the left corner of her lips. “God ... is ... good,” she said again. The large eyes, which had always alarmed him, shone with new light.

He watched Ed and Edith pass up the street, stopping to talk with everyone they met. It was some minutes before he realized his knees were weak and shaking, as if a terrible storm had passed and the sun had come forth at last.

He walked into the garden between Sweet Stuff and the Collar Button and sat on the bench, the brown paper bag in hand.

Bill Sprouse sat beside him with his dog, Buddy, on a leash. “A miracle, brother.”

“It is.”

“Lord bless ’er, she’s puttin’ the gospel truth into three little words. Tellin’ everybody she sees”.

Father Tim mopped his eyes with his handkerchief. The tears wouldn’t stop; a dark weight, long carried, had been lifted.

“I know y’all went at it a time or two.”

“More than a time or two.”

“Old Scratch in a dress is what some called her. I love it when God reaches out and yanks up one of His bad young ’uns and holds ’em in His arms!”

“Like He did me,” said the vicar, blowing his nose.

 

 

“Like He did me,” said the preacher from First Baptist.
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He and Harley pulled on their masks.

Andrew stood by, dressed to the nines in a cashmere jacket. Buttoned, noted the vicar. Still carrying a wooden spoon, Tony had taken a break from the Lucera kitchen, and thumped down on an ancient garden bench by the garage.

“What do you think, Harley?”

“Right off, let’s git th’ doors open an’ let some air circ’late in there.”

Andrew opened the rear left door; Tony opened the rear right door; he and Harley worked the front doors.

“Teamwork!” said Father Tim.

Harley stuck his head inside. “Been a mouse in here, looks like. An’ I heerd snakes’ll sometimes crawl up in a ol’ car.”

“Whoa, buddy; don’t go there.”

Tony brandished his spoon. “I’ll take care of snake.”

Father Tim laughed. “Good! Tony takes care of the snake; Harley takes care of the mouse.”

“If a mouse jumps out, I’ll be haulin’ over th’ county line. I never liked nothin’ in th’ rodent fam’ly.” Harley got in, cautious, and sat in the passenger seat.

“Louella said Miss Sadie was handy with her toolbox. I can’t imagine Miss Sadie han- dling a wrench or a drill. But maybe a screwdriver ...” He sat on the backseat, eyeing the surroundings, trying to see things with a fresh eye.

“Top t’ bottom is what you tol’ me,” said Harley. “So here we go ag’in.” Harley poked the felt roof liner; dust baptized the interior.

When all was said and done, he still didn’t know whether to take Louella’s story seriously. Louella certainly believed it; but was it, perhaps, some fragment of an old dream? He felt like a sweaty, overweight fool pulling such a caper in front of Andrew Gregory, who, as ever, looked trim, cool, and dashing.

“I been readin’ up on this deal,” said Harley. “She’s got it all—overdrive, power brakes, full-time power steerin’, you name it.” Harley  continued to poke. “Prob’ly y’r worst problem’s goin’ t’ be y’r power steerin’, hit’ll need rebuildin’ ...”

Poke, poke; dust, dust.

“... an’ y’r fuel tank’ll mos’ likely need replacin’.”

“She’ll look good on the street again,” said Andrew. “Those tail fins will be a crowd pleaser.”

“Bello!” said Tony.

“Hit’ll be a jaw dropper, all right. Meantime, they ain’t nothin’ up here but roof an’ linin’. Same as b’fore.”

“What do you think about taking the door panels off?” asked Father Tim. “Looks like that could be done with a screwdriver.”

“Wouldn’ hurt.” Harley got in the backseat and began unscrewing the right rear door panel.

Nothing but door-panel entrails and more dust.

“What do you think? Should we take off all the door panels? And what about the dash?”

“Do dash,” said Tony, apparently having a delightful time. “Radio, clock, like that.” He waved his spoon for emphasis.

“If ’at little woman took out ’er radio, I’ll give y’ a brand-new five-dollar bill. We start messin’ around in th’ dash, we’ll be here ’til Christmas.”

Needing a breath of fresh air, Father Tim suddenly stood, cracking his head on the dome light. “Dadgummit!” He staggered out the door, his hand to his scalp. Just as he thought—blood.

“Man!” he squawked, quoting Dooley.

“I’ll bring alcohol and a Band-Aid!” said Andrew, looking concerned.

“I’ll get!”Tony struck out for the house.

“Or would you rather come up to the kitchen, Father?”

“Oh, no, no. I’ll be fine.” He mopped his smarting cranium with a handkerchief. “Not a problem.”

“Tell you what...,” said Harley.

“What?”

“I’m goin’ t’ take a look in that dome light y’ jis’ nailed. Hit’s a whopper.”

Harley unscrewed the dome light and trained his flashlight into the cavity. “I’ll be a monkey’s uncle!”

The men stooped down to peer in at Harley.

“You got bingo, Rev‘ren’.”
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When he drove Harley back to Lew’s, J.C. was pumping gas into his beat-up SUV

J.C. threw up his hand, looking positively  sunny. Father Tim eased the farm truck to the other side of the gas island.

“So. What’s going on?”

“Not too much.”

“What’s with the happy face? You look like the ice cream truck just stopped on your street.”

“You’re a meddlin’ fool,” said J.C.

“That’s what they say.”

“Have you heard th’one about ... ?”

“No, and don’t want to. I want to know what you know that I don’t know.”

J.C. cackled. “Maybe it’s for me to know and you to find out.”

“You’re playing hardball with me, buddyroe.”

“You get in my vehicle this time,” said J.C.

Father Tim parked in the rear of the station, and stroked around front to the SUV, which J.C. had rolled to the side of the grease pit. He hopped into the passenger seat and slammed the door.

“You’re not goin’ to believe it, anyway,” said the Muse editor.

“Try me.”

“Things are fixed with Adele. Have been for a couple of weeks, but didn’t see any reason to run tattlin’ to you; you ain’t my daddy.”

“What happened?”

“She arrested me.”

Father Tim whooped. “No kidding!”

“For ... let’s see, I got th’ papers right here.” J.C. ransacked his bulging briefcase.

“For being a cold-hearted, unemotional, self-indulgent, ah, hard-headed ... jerk,” he read. “Oh, an’ for jaywalkin’.”

“Man. Threw the book at you.”

“She busted me on Main Street; told me to get in the patrol car.”

“What a woman.”

“Drove me around. Read me the riot act.”

“Whoa.”

“You know what I said?”

“Not a clue.”

“I said, you’re right. And then I said ...”

“What?” He was pretty much on the edge of his seat.

“I said I was sorry.” J.C.’s face colored.

“Great! Good for you!” He suddenly remembered what he’d seen in Baxter Park; his unbounded delight turned sour.

J.C. grinned. “So ... that’s pretty much it.”

“No, it isn’t; there’s more. Spit it out.”

“Well, I mean, we like ... drove somewhere. And you know, parked.”

He’d take his chances. If the answer was no, he could cover things up.

“Under the tree in Baxter Park, by any chance?”

“How’d you know that?”

“I get around,” he said. Hallelujah! “So, what kind of time do you have to do?”

“Six months of take-out.”

“Take-out?”

“Take out th’ garbage, take ’er out to dinner, pick up take-out at th’ Ming Tree in Wesley ...”

“She could have given you a lifetime sentence. You got off easy.”

J.C. nodded, sober. “Real easy.”

“Think you’ll go straight after this?”

J.C. looked him in the eye. “With God’s help. That’s prob‘ly th’ only way.”

“Amen,” said the vicar, meaning it.
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His adrenaline was pumping like an oil derrick as he came through the revolving door and along the carpeted hallway to Room Number One.

Louella was watering a gloxinia on her windowsill.

“Louella, Louella, Louella!” He threw up his arms as if delivering a speech from a balcony. “I have good news!”

She set the watering can down with a thump. “You foun’ Miss Sadie’s money!”

“Bingo!”

“Thank You, Jesus! Thank You, Jesus! An’ thank Miss Sadie, I bet she put th’ hidin’ place in yo’ head.”

“In a manner of speaking,” he said.
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Hoppy ran his hand through his unruly hair.

“So there it was all the time. She was eating and drinking her own demise. As you know, Nurse Herman is the one who caught it.”

Father Tim shook the hand of Mitford Hospital’s director of nursing. “Very well done!”

“Like I said yesterday, I wouldn’t know old dishes from pea turkey if my cousin hadn’t been so sick with lead poisonin’. It was the same thing—she always ate and drank out of old transfer ware her grandma gave her in high school. She was treated for chronic fatigue syndrome for ten years before they figured it out!”

“I never thought about china containing lead,” said the vicar.

“The worst amounts are mostly in stuff made before the seventies. Plus, my cousin and Miss Gleason really did a number on themselves-they used the dishes to microwave food!”

“Microwaving leaches out dangerous lead levels,” said Hoppy. “And chips and cracks can be really lethal.”

“Do they still have to get out of the trailer?”

“That’s up to the state health crowd,” said Hoppy. “They’ll probably check the plumbing first thing—if there’s a problem, it could be as simple as the hot-water cylinder. It contains a very high level of lead solder, which can deteriorate and turn to sludge. Pure poison. »

“And,” said Nurse Herman, “Miss Gleason says she makes all her hot drinks with water from the hot tap!”

“When do you think she’ll go home?”

“Monday,” said Hoppy. “I’d let her go today, but don’t want to take any chances. If she’s here, I know she’s eating. She’ll improve on the chelation therapy, but it will definitely take time, and she’ll have to check in again for liver function testing.”

“What about the bill?” asked Father Tim. “There’s no insurance, and she hasn’t worked in some time. What’s the usual procedure for ...”

“I have a number you can call,” said Hoppy. “Not sure what the result will be, but this is a nonprofit that’s helped a lot of patients in her circumstances. Might work out. As for my bill, consider it paid.”

Hoppy raised his hand against his old friend’s protests.

“I’ve owed you a big one for a long time. Call it the chickens coming home to roost.”
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He told her everything, feeling a trifle like St. Nick flying in on his sleigh. Each time he dipped into the day’s story bag, he brought forth yet another surprise for the wide-eyed kid in his spouse.

The money in the dome light (which he illustrated by displaying the cut on his head) ...

The further unraveling of Dovey’s curious mystery ...

Edith’s message to Mitford ...

And then, the upbeat turn of events with Adele and J.C.

“Your go,” he said, slurping down a glass of water.

“I could never top any of that,” said his marveling wife.

“Say on.”

“Hal didn’t approve the surgery.”

“Aha!”

“He didn’t approve the acupuncture, either. He wants to wait a few days and see what happens. If the stiffness persists, they’ll go to opiates and steroids.”

“How does Dooley feel about this?”

“He thinks it’s a fair compromise, though he believes acupuncture could alleviate the pain.”

“Have things settled down between our resident vets?”

“According to Dooley, Hal made it clear that he wasn’t siding with either viewpoint; it’s simply what Hal would do if he were here. So, maybe that helped take the sting out.”

“What if Hal’s plan doesn’t work?”

“Sounds like Blake will continue to stump for surgery, and Dooley for acupuncture.”

“How did it go with Sissie?”

“Great news! I found the videos you bought for Jonathan in Whitecap; they came out from Mitford in a box of books! She watched Babe  twice, and is seeing it again even as we speak.”

“My kind of girl!”

“I saved The Little Mermaid for the two of you to watch tomorrow.”

“A thousand thanks.”

“So she ate an enormous lunch, and fell onto the library sofa where I thought she’d sleep as if drugged. But did she? Indeed not! She lay down for sixty seconds, then bobbed up again, full of questions.

“So, off we hied to the sheep paddock, where I got a moment’s respite as she chased the lambs,  which, as you know, can never be caught. Afterward, we paid a call on the henhouse and did Willie’s job for him. I confess she was adorable; every egg was an amazement to her. I thought, aha, Sissie and Violet gathering eggs!”

“September?”

“October.”

“Brilliant.”

“By the way,” he said, “whatever happened to your needlepoint plan?”

“The calendar.”

“Of course.”

She sighed. “A mere one out of three.”

“Pretty good numbers,” he said.
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By eight o’clock, they had collapsed into bed, with Sissie snoring on the love seat and Barnabas snoring on the landing.

As for the rest of the household, Dooley and Sammy were eating pizza in Wesley and washing the Jeep. Lace was coming home tomorrow, and his boy couldn’t hide his anticipation. He had tried, of course, but it wasn’t working.

“ ‘No disguise can long conceal love where it exists,’ ” Father Tim quoted aloud from La Rochefoucauld, “ ‘or long feign it where it is  lacking.’ I committed that to memory when I was courting you.”

“I thought I courted you.” She kissed the bump on top of his head.

“Yes, well, the line did blur for a while.”

“I love you more than ever,” she said, patting his arm.

“I love you more than ever back.” He patted hers.

“Please don’t tell anybody we went to bed while it was still daylight.”

He was fried. “They’ll never hear it from me.”

“Will you pray for us, dearest?”

He prayed the prayer attributed to St. Francis.

“Watch, O Lord, with those who wake, or watch, or weep tonight, and give Your angels and saints charge over those who sleep. Tend Your sick ones, O Lord Christ. Rest Your weary ones. Bless Your dying ones. Soothe Your suffering ones. Pity Your afflicted ones. Shield Your joyous ones. And all for Your love’s sake.”

“Amen,” they said.

He took her hand and they lay quiet, the clock ticking on the mantel.

“I’m always moved by his petition to ‘shield Your joyous ones,’” she said at last, “by his recognition that joy is a terribly fragile thing, and the Enemy is bent on stealing it from us. Such a wise thing to ask for.”

She turned her head and gazed at her husband as if expecting a word from him, but he was sleeping.
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After breakfast, he fished The Little Mermaid  from the box, and settled Sissie in the parlor. He would do a lot of things in this world, but watching The Little Mermaid would never be one of them.

He set up his own camp in the library.

“Violet?”

“Who’s this?”

“Father Tim. I have a great idea. Is this a good time?”

“Yessir. I love great ideas!”

“You’re a fine singer.”

“Thank you.”

“And Sparkle doesn’t do badly, herself.”

“Oh, Sparkle’s good, really good. I love ’er alto.”

“I’m thinking we need a choir at Holy Trinity.”

“A choir!”

“Yes.To help encourage the others to sing; so many are afraid to sing in church.”

“They cain’t read music, that’s why; an’ they never heard those ol’ songs b‘fore. I mean, you got a whole lot of Baptists in y’r bunch.”

“True, true. In any case, a choir ...”

“Beggin’ your pardon, but I don’t have time t’ be in a choir. That’s a big commitment I ain’t ready to make.”

“I hear you. What I was wondering is, could you just sit over by the piano during the service, and stand and sing with Sparkle every time we have a hymn? That way, our two best voices would be united.”

“A choir of two?”

“Something like that, yes.”

“You sing pretty good, yourself.”

“I never thought so, but thank you.”

“You could come an’ stand with us. So, then we’d have three up front an’ Miss Martha in back—she totally loses ’er key now an’ ag‘in but she’s strong. An’ I guess with us in th’ front an’ her in th’ back, that’d ... hold up  th’ middle!”

Violet giggled; his heart lifted. “Well said!”

A choir had to start somewhere.
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<Dear Father Tim,

 

<The time is so close, I can’t stand it!!!!!!

 

<Snickers is moping around like it’s the end of the world, I could kick myself for taking my  suitcase out ahead of time, you know how dogs are about suitcases, I should have waited til the last minute, but who can wait til the last minute to pack for a trip over an entire ocean?????

 

<Plus Harold is about to bust out crying. Can you believe that a grown woman can’t go off on a little trip without sending the whole household into mourning????

 

<I wish I hadn’t said I’d do this and now it’s too late, my tickets can’t be refunded because they were so cheap. Like $400! Roundtrip!!! But no meal, can you believe it??? Sandwiches and pretzels! To cross an entire ocean!!!!

 

<I have finally made my peace with being as big as a Buick. Harold has said a million times, just go with the flow. Well, so I’m going with it. I’m not even going to try to hold my stomach in, who cares. I saw a magazine with English women in it, and except for the royals who can afford liposuction, they all look pretty much like me. So, no use to worry. I know you would approve of this.

 

<Sometimes I miss the old days when you and I were squeezed into that little church office like two hot dogs in a bun. It seems like things were better then, more settled. Why do things  have to change all the time? Why can’t they stay the same???? Don’t even bother to quote me a carload of scripture verses on change, I just want to stay mad about it for a while, OK?

<Well, lots of love. Please pray for me. I am a basket case. The doctor has prescribed a pill to take before I get on the plane. If it crashes, I hope you will preach my funeral, haha. Seriously, it will probably go down over the ocean if it goes down, so there would only be a memorial. But if it goes down on land and they find the body, I would like to be buried in my black-and-white polka dot with the white collar.

<Emma



He stepped down to the mailbox, then returned to the library, shutting the door against the chink, chink, chink of the masons’ trowels in the kitchen chimney and the video in the parlor.

Invitation to the annual barbecue of the electrical co-op. Bill from The Local. Credit card jive. Notice of a fish fry at Farmer’s fire hall.

Dear Father Kavanagah,

Thank you for the Bibles. Everybody was so happy to have one of their own. We are reading in the gospel of John and studying where Jesus  says in chapter 14--if a man love me, He will keep my words and my Father will love him and We will come unto Him and make our abode with him.

It is a comfort to know that God hisself will come through these prison walls and set down with us in our cell which is our abode and be with each one of His incarcerated children. That is a thrilling thing and sometimes hard to believe but I have felt his presence and know it is true.

I don’t hardly know if I should write this, but I have been working real hard to earn time off of my sentence. It looks like I might be coming home soon but I don’t know yet so don’t please say nothing to Donny or Dovey or nobody else. My crime was a Class B2 feleny, and I have kep a clean record during my time of incarceration and my sentence might could be cut from ten years to seven years.

I will appreciate it if you will pray for them to be able to do this. I will let you know. Please pray for Lucy in our Bible study she has a really bad heart and for Sue and Lonnie. Thank you and God bless you.

Sincerely,

Ruby Luster

#10765L
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“So, what does ‘e do in there all day? You f’rgot.”

He leaned forward and put his elbows on his knees, so he could look into her inquisitive eyes. “He guides and directs us, and helps us make decisions, if we ask Him. He gives us a sense of belonging.”

“What is belongin’?”

“Being important to someone, feeling at home somewhere. Because when He lives in our hearts, we belong to Him, and He is our home.”

This was hard, he thought.

She placed her hand over her heart. “He ain’t doin’ nothin’ but goin’ ka-bump, ka-bump.”

“That’s your heart pumping blood through your body so you can live and breathe and walk and talk and watch videos and eat peanut butter. God lives in our hearts as a spirit. We can tell Him everything, and ask Him anything. He wants to help us because He loves us.”

“How come ’e loves us?”

“One reason is because He made us.”

“I come out of m’ mama’s belly. She said her’n’ m’ daddy made me.”

He took her hand. “Let’s go up and see Cynthia,” he said.
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“Hey, Dad.”

“Hey, son.” He laid his book aside. “Sit down awhile.”

Dooley sat in the window seat next to the library fireplace.

“Looks like your Jeep cleaned up pretty good.”

Dooley shrugged.

“But you can’t be hauling the beautiful Miss Lace Harper around in a Wrangler with a busted door. Tell you what. We hardly use the Mustang since we came out here. Why don’t you drive it ’til your new truck comes in?”

“That’d be great. Really great.” Dooley was beaming. “Thanks.”

“It has a few idiosyncrasies; I’ll have to show you.”

“Sammy and I figured my truck comes in about the same time as his. He said he’ll get potatoes, cherry tomatoes, squash, all kinds of stuff around mid-July. Very cool.”

“I’m looking out for my first tomato sandwich. By the way, be careful coming home tonight; the roads are winding, as you know.”

“Right.”

“There’s that hairpin curve just after the FARMER sign.”

Dooley patted his foot.

“And that stretch by the old dairy farm—three people have ...”

“Got it, Dad.”

“So when will we see Lace?”

“I’m taking her for Mexican tonight in Wesley. Thought we’d eat with you all tomorrow night, if that’s OK. She really likes it out here.”

“Steak. Fries. Salad.”

“No avocado.”

“And chocolate pie, if memory serves me correctly.”

“Right.” Dooley grinned. “I took Sammy down to Holding yesterday, to his old pool hall. He’s great. Really great. He said you saw him shoot a couple of games in Wesley.”

“I did. And I’ve been looking around on the Internet at pro pool associations. Maybe there’s a future for him in doing what he loves.”

“When I’m working and have some money, I’m going to buy him a pool table. And, you know, get his teeth fixed.”

“I mentioned that once; you’ll have to hog-tie him to get him to the dentist. It’ll take two or three strong men.”

Dooley laughed.

“Of course, I’d like to see him get some education. But that will take more than two or three strong men. Remember what we went through to get you into prep school?”

“I was ballistic.”

“To put it mildly.”

“Do you think you and Cynthia could ... you know, keep him?”

“We’ve talked about that. We’re going to Ireland next year, but I’m sure we could work something out. The deal is, he must respect the rules of the house, and the people in it. Without that, there is no deal.”

“Right.” Dooley was reflective. “That’s hard. He’s really mad about a lot of stuff in his life.”

“The option of living on his own, at his age, is not good. Does he know that?”

“He does. He didn’t actually say it, but I think he’s scared to do it. He left a couple of times before and got mixed up with some really rough guys. That’s how he got the scar.”

“I thought maybe that happened ... at home.”

Dooley’s face grew hard. “Worse things happened at th’ trailer.”

“How’s Bo?”

“Doing OK. I hate to see us waste time like this; she’s ...”

Better not go there, he thought. “How are you fixed for cash?”

“I have a few bucks. I don’t get a check from the clinic ’til next Friday.”

Father Tim stood and pulled out his wallet. He had to tell Dooley. And soon. He could hardly bear the burden of it any longer. But the time would have to be right; he was waiting for the go-ahead ...

“Remember the first twenty I ever gave you?”

“It was my birthday.”

“You said you weren’t going to spend it, you were going to just walk around with it in your pocket.” Where had the time gone? It seemed only yesterday ... He gave Dooley five twenties. “Make it stretch, son.”

“Yes, sir.” Dooley folded the money and put it in the pocket of his khakis. “Thanks a lot.”

Dooley headed for the door.

“Doctor Kavanagh.”

Dooley hesitated a moment, then looked around, the light from the window gleaming on his red hair.

“We’re proud of you.”

He saw his boy try to speak, but it didn’t work; he turned and fled along the hall.
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On Saturday morning, he and Barnabas piled into the truck with the rhinoceros horn lamp, a stack of computer-generated pew bulletins, three dozen eggs, and a UPS package, and drove to Wilson’s Ridge.

He tore open the package, unbaled the sheet music, and thumped it onto the piano bench. Sparkle would come early tomorrow and get things organized.

He sang the communion hymn as he went about the nave, straightening this, adjusting that.

“Just as I am, without one plea ...”

He dipped his finger in the altar vases.Water. Agnes had been here.

“But that thy blood was shed for me ...”

The Baptists among them would have no trouble with this one!

“And that thou bidd’st me come to thee ...”

Someone sang the last line with him.

“O Lamb of God, I come, I come.”

“Agnes! Good morning to you!”

Barnabas crawled from beneath the front pew, and lumbered up the aisle.

“Good morning, Father! Good morning, Barnabas! Clarence and I are just coming in with something for the altar vases.”

She carried a basket of greenery and blooms  in her left hand, and managed her cane with the other. Clarence followed with a fistful of dried grapevines, hailing his vicar with a hand sign.

His love for his parish above the clouds flooded his heart with a sudden and startling force. He was in his place, as Wordsworth had enjoined him to be.

And he was content.
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Grapevine spiraled up from the altar bouquets of cow parsnip, sweet Cicely, and mountain laurel; when Clarence left, they sat in the front pew, approving their labors.

“The tall white flower?” he asked.

“Osmorbiza claytonii. Sweet Cicely. The roots smell and taste like licorice, or anise. The species name, claytonii, honors John Clayton, who was an eighteenth-century botanist from Virginia.”

“You know about all the flowers in these mountains?”

“Many, but never all! See the tall beauty that looks a bit like Queen Anne’s lace? Cow parsnip, or Heracleum lanatum. You can cook and dry the roots and use it as a salt substitute. But one must never confuse it with water hemlock, which can be deadly.”

“It’s a jungle out there,” he said. He gazed at the altar vases a moment longer, then turned to her. “Grace Monroe had taught Clarence to handle rare Staffordshire ...”

She smiled. “You’re certainly not troubled by forgetfulness, Father.

“We lived with Grace for eleven years; I’d gone to work at the Chicago Public Library. When he was six, I entered Clarence in a school for the deaf. Except for his woodworking lessons, he was miserable, so unhappy. He felt confined, somehow, and never free as a child should be. I was saving every penny I possibly could, and when Grace died, we came home to Wilson’s Ridge and our schoolhouse.

“It was the most extraordinary transformation you can imagine. Clarence loved these mountains; it seemed the city had been but a dream. He flourished in every way—his color improved, his imagination took wing, he was happy. He learned the names of trees, and the grain of their wood, and carved his first bird when he was twelve years old.”

“And you? How did you fare in coming home?”

“I told those who asked that Clarence’s father had died before Clarence was born and that I’d resumed my maiden name. That’s what  I told Clarence, also. I struggled with telling my son such a terrible lie. But it was best. It was best. I may be wrong, but I don’t think anyone on the ridge knew the truth.”

He heard their Pavarotti singing by the door.

“For many months, I sat each day in this very pew and prayed, never thinking much about the rain coming in, and the mice and the squirrels and the birds. Holy Trinity had been abandoned by the church, though oddly, never deconsecrated, and I felt I was simply borrowing, if you will, what was left of it.

“It was some time before God spoke to my heart, using the very words He’d spoken to St. Francis.

“ ‘Rebuild my church,’ He said, ‘which, as you see, is in ruins.’

“I was still young then, and vigorous, and I began at once. In the beginning, my labor was a penance. For a time, it was a duty. Then—it became a joy.

“Soon, Clarence joined me and we did it together, as unto the Lord. It never occurred to us that we should ask money of anyone, or help of any kind. He had given us an assignment, a ministry; we did what we did in obedience to Him, it was a wonderful way to thank Him for all He’d done for us.

“Clarence’s faith is deep, Father, perhaps far  deeper than mine. He absolutely blossomed as he repaired the roof and replaced the water-logged floorboards, and restored the altar railing. And indeed, God blessed his woodworking income in such a way that we no longer had to scrape and sacrifice for every nail—a blessing which we sometimes oddly regretted, I must say, for the scraping had been a blessing all its own.

“Thus we worked on, year after year. My father died and left his estate to me, though I can’t say I deserved a penny of it. And then one day, Clarence and I began to pray that He would send someone to lead us, to draw us together again on the ridge-as a family.

“Many believe that seclusion of our sort is an offense, that we are to go out boldly, and serve Him in the great fray of the world. But these coves and hollows are a world, too, Father. And we’re honored that He chose us to keep His church from falling to ruin-for such a time as this.

“That is my story.” Agnes drew a long breath, and sighed with relief. “I know you must be grateful to have it end, but not so grateful as I to you, for having listened. You’re the only one who has ever heard it through.”

“He blessed with you a good-hearted and wonderful son. Out of what you experienced as wrong, He made right—as He always does.”

“I suppose I should tell you who ...”

“No,” he said. “I know only that you attended the funeral of Cleveland Prichard.”

She looked at him directly, with courage; her eyes were very blue.

“And that,” he assured her, “is all we need ever say.”
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Jubal had stripped the winter tarpaulin from his derelict sofa and was sitting on the porch as Father Tim wheeled into the yard.

He parked the truck under a shade tree and gave Barnabas a leather chew for entertainment, then hopped down and collected a jar of tea and carton of eggs from behind the driver’s seat.

Jubal threw up his hand. “Leave y’r animal in y’r vehicle!”

Father Tim heaved the lamp from the truck bed and set off for the porch. Even from a distance, he perceived an odd movement beneath Jubal’s beard.

He thumped his plunder onto a bench. “Top of the day, Jubal!”

“What in th’ nation ... ?”

Jubal eyed the lamp with suspicion, if not downright disgust.

“It’s a lamp! From the horn of a rhinoceros! I know how you like things from nature.”

“Th’ horn of a what?”

“A rhinoceros.”

“I never seed nothin’ like it; hit’s ugly as homemade sin.”

“Most sin is homemade, I’ll grant you that, but this will give a cheering light in your place. Shall we step inside and plug it in?” He was personally pretty excited about his gift, albeit pass-along.

“Plug it in? I hain’t got but two or three places f’r pluggin’ in. M’ hot plate’s in one, m’ shaver’s in another’n ...”

“Your shaver? But you don’t shave.”

“Hit’s ready t’ go if ever I git th’ notion. Where’s Miss Agnes at?”

“She sends her best wishes, and a jar of tea.”

“She’s done f‘rgot me.” Jubal looked bereft. “I hain’t seed ’er in a coon’s age.”

“If you were in church on Sunday, you’d see her every week.”

Jubal glared from beneath his bushy eyebrows. “Looky there! I knowed ye’d be a-tryin’ t’ hornswoggle me; I knowed it th’ minute I laid eyes on ye!”

“I’m not trying any such thing, just stating fact. And here’s the Brown Betties I promised.”

Jubal opened the carton, looking suddenly pleased. “Well, set down, why don’t ye? Don’t keep a-standin’ up, I declare, ye’d wear a man out.”

The vicar sat on the other end of a Naugahyde sofa that had been generously patched with duct tape. “Jubal, what on earth is under your shirt?” Something was definitely moving around in there.

“Hit’s m’ whistlepig.”

Whoa. He forced himself to remain seated.

Jubal pulled up his beard, put his hand inside his shirt, and withdrew a plump, brown groundhog with beady eyes and fossorial feet.

“I done took it in f’r a house pet; hit’s a orphan.”

“Does it bite?”

“Dern right; hit’s wild, hain’t it? A fox or coyote must’ve broke up its den. I been out a-lookin’ f’r clover an’ dandelion all mornin’. Livin’ by y’rself hain’t all roses ... but it don’t have t’ be all thorns, neither.” Jubal scratched the creature’s head.

“He’s a mighty lucky little fellow.”

“Hit’s a female.”

“Aha. What’s her name?”

“I been thinkin’ I might call ’er Miss Agnes.”

The vicar had a good laugh. “I’m sure she’d be honored.”

“Who? M’ pig or Miss Agnes?”

“Both, I’d say. So, Jubal, what was in the bag I brought over here?”

“Trotters. They was pretty good, if ye like ‘at type of rations. I hain’t eat trotters since I worked at th’ sawmill.”

He scratched his head. “I brought you ...  trotters?”

“You give ’em t’ me out’n y’r own hand!”

“But what, exactly, are trotters?”

“Pigs’ feet!” Jubal was plainly aggravated by such ignorance. “Lord he’p a monkey!”

Lord help a monkey, indeed. “Well, need to get moving pretty soon. Just wanted to say we’re growing pretty fast up at Holy Trinity, and planning a homecoming at the end of October. Everybody’s welcome. And maybe we can round up descendants of the people who went to church there in the early days. You’ll have plenty of time to think about it, but we sure hope you’ll join us.”

“I cain’t be settin’ aroun’ in a church house not believin’ in Almighty God! Lightnin’d strike me dead as a doornail.”

“You don’t believe in God?”

“Nossir, I don’t, an’ if ’e ever comes messin’ aroun’ here, ‘e’ll be lookin’ down th’ barrel of m’ pump gun.

“Well, then, I doubt you’ll have any trouble from Him.”

“An’ don’t ye f’rgit it,” the old man warned.

He creaked up from the sofa. “Hope you’ll enjoy the eggs, Jubal. I know how you like to stir up something on that fine stove of yours.”

“I didn’ cook a bite last e’enin’. Hank Triplett sent a plate from ’is mama; hit was loin of deer meat, with sweet taters an’ a chunk of cornbread big as a man’s hand.”

“When you finished that good supper, did you believe there was a cook?”

Jubal studied the question for a moment, and put his groundhog back in his shirt. “You ain’t tryin’ t’ trick me, are ye?”

“I’m not.”

“Don’t ye be tryin’ t’ trick me, or I’ll set Miss Agnes on ye.”

Father Tim laughed. “Which one?”

The groundhog poked its head through Jubal’s white beard.

“This ’un!” said Jubal.
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Sissie was helping Cynthia in the kitchen, and he had stolen into the library for a breather. Dooley should be leaving anytime to fetch Lace from Mitford.

He was standing at the bookcase when he heard his boy coming along the hall at a clip, probably to pick up the car keys.

Dooley stood before him as if frozen.

“What happened?You’re white as a sheet.”

“I called him a bad name. A really bad name.

“Who?”

“Blake.”

“Why?”

“He argues about everything; I couldn’t stand it any longer. I let him have it.”

“Unbelievable.” This was not good news.

“He’s an arrogant, self-righteous ...”

“That may be. But that’s no excuse.” He was disappointed in Dooley. Miss Sadie, dadgummit, don’t look at me; he knows better.

“But I shouldn’t have called him what I did. Actually, I wanted to punch ’im; I had to really hold back. But no matter how blind he is to the truth, I shouldn’t have said what I said. Look, I’m sorry. I’ll apologize to him, and I apologize to you, too. I know you hate this kind of stuff.”

There. The boy had made a mistake and was apologizing to all concerned. Dooley was human, for heaven’s sake, what was he waiting for? For his son to be canonized? It was time.

He let his breath out, like the long, slow release of air from a tire gone wrong.

“Let’s sit down, son. Take the wing chair.”

“That’s yours.

“Not really. Right now, it’s yours.”

“You want me to sit down now or go and do what I have to do with Blake?”

“Do what you have to do with Blake, and get back here fast, I have something important to tell you.” He could hardly wait another minute; the waiting was over. But where to start? He’d had this conversation a hundred times in his imagination ...

He sat and prayed and stared out the window and scratched his dog behind the ears.

Dooley came back, looking relieved. “He took it pretty well; he knows he’s hard to get along with. If he’d just listen ...”

“How would you like to have your own practice when you finish school?”

Dooley sat down and glanced at his watch. “Unless somebody leaves me a million bucks ...”

Dooley eyed him, grinning.

“Don’t look at me, buddyroe. I am definitely not your man on that deal. How would you like to have the Meadowgate practice? Hal’s retiring in five years, just one year short of when you get your degree.”

“Meadowgate would be, like, a dream. It’s perfect, it’s everything I could ever want, but it’ll take years to make enough money to ...”

“What if you had the money to buy it?” Why was he asking these questions? Why couldn’t he get on with it? He’d held on to his secret for so long, he was having trouble letting it go.

“Well, yes,” said Dooley, “but I don’t even know what Hal would sell it for. Probably, what do you think, half a million? I’ve done a little reading on that kind of thing, but ...” Dooley looked suspicious, even anxious. “Why are we talking about this?”

“Since he’s not planning to include the house and land, I’d guess less than half a million. Maybe three or four hundred thousand for the business and five acres. And if you wanted, Hal could be a consultant. But only if you wanted.”

“Yeah, and I could fire Blake. Anyway, nice dream.” Dooley checked his watch.

“Let me tell you about a dream Miss Sadie had. It was her dream to see one Dooley Barlowe be all he can be, to be all God made him to be. She believed in you.”

Dooley’s scalp prickled; the vicar’s heart pounded.

“She left you what will soon be two million  dollars.” He had wondered for years how the words would feel in his mouth.

There was a long silence. Dooley appeared to have lost his breath; Father Tim thought the boy might faint.

“Excuse me.” Dooley stood and bolted from the library.

“You don’t look so good,” Father Tim said when Dooley returned. “What happened?”

“I puked.”

“Understandable.”

Dooley thumped into the wing chair, stupefied.

“What do you think?” asked Father Tim.

“I can’t think. There’s no way I can think. You aren’t kidding me, are you?”

“I wouldn’t kid about these numbers.”

“It makes me sad that I can’t thank her. I mean, why did she do it? I was just a scrawny little kid who cleaned out her attic and hauled her ashes. Why would she do it?”

“I can’t make it any simpler. She believed in you. »

“But why?”

“Maybe because the man she loved had been a boy like you—from the country, trying to make it on his own; smart, very smart, but without any resources whatsoever. It so happens that Willard Porter made it anyway, as you would, also. But she wanted you to have resources.”

Tears brimmed in Dooley’s eyes. “Man.”

“You want to go out in the yard and holler—or anything?”

“I feel ...” Dooley turned his gaze away.

“You feel?”

“Like I want to bust out cryin’.”

“You can do that,” he said. “I’ll cry with you.”
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Cynthia knocked lightly and opened the door. “I can feel it.You know.”

Dooley stood. “Yeah.Yes, ma’am.”

“And the two of you are bawling about it?”

Father Tim nodded, wiping his eyes.

“You big dopes.” She went to Dooley and hugged him and drew his head down and kissed his cheek. “Remember me in my old age.”

Dooley cackled.

The air in the room released.

Father Tim put his handkerchief in his pocket.

A new era had begun.
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CHAPTER TWENTY

A Living Fire

The preacher at Green Valley Baptist Church walked out to the road sign carrying a black box filled with metal letters. His dog, Malachi, trotted behind.

The preacher shaded his eyes and looked at the noon sky. After a dry June and July, the valley had experienced heavy September rains. Gulley washers! But since early October, they’d been steadily drying out again, and no indication of a drop to come.

To his mind, people were misguided to wait ’til a water shortage became a drought and showed up in the newspaper headlines. This Sunday, two days hence, he planned to insert a prayer for rain, even if some would count the petition premature.

He removed all the black sans serif letters from the sign and dropped them into their compartments in the metal box.

Though he’d planned to put up one thing, here he was fixing to put up another. Exercise daily, walk with the Lord was the message he’d had in mind. Then he’d gone and changed his mind, which he had every right to do, seeing as he’d prayed about it. This one would be more thoughtful, you might say, without a lick of humor in it. He’d get a fuss or two from somebody, but he always got a fuss or two from somebody.

He chuckled as he bent over the box, and selected an L.

“Malachi, are you still pretty good at spellin’?”

His dog did not reply.

“Writin’ that last book of the Ol’ Testament must have wore you out; you said all you had to say, looks like.”

He dipped into the box and brought forth an O.

“I been meanin’ to tell you that I especially noted what you set down in th’ third chapter. ‘Then they that feared th’ Lord spoke often to one another: and the Lord hearkened and heard it, and a book of remembrances was written before him for them that feared the Lord, and that thought upon his name.’ ”

He selected a V.

“I’d like to think my name might make it into His book of remembrances; how about you?”

In a while, he wiped his perspiring face and stood back to see what he’d accomplished.

LOVE IS A

Malachi rolled on his side and slept; crickets sang in the dry grass.

A half mile up the road from Green Valley Baptist, collard, mustard, and turnip greens thrived among pumpkins, onions, and winter squash in Sammy Barlowe’s garden. Working off water from the pond, a yellow sprinkler baptized its autumnal domain as an odor of rotted sheep manure rose in the vapor from mulched beds.

On Wilson’s Ridge, Lloyd Goodnight and Clarence Merton were drilling holes for screws under the eaves of the church roof, to hang a painted banner for Sunday morning. The growl of the drill echoed off the surrounding woods; Agnes heard it from the schoolhouse, where she was polishing the brass altar vases.

In the nave, Cynthia Kavanagh, Dooley Kavanagh, Sammy Barlowe, Sparkle Foster, Rooter Hicks, the McKinney sisters, Clarence Merton, Lloyd Goodnight, and their vicar were in the final hours of Holy Trinity’s first annual  wax-off. The pulpit, the altar table, the altar railing, the four wooden folding chairs, and every pew were enduring a vigorous polish with beeswax.

“I hope nobody ever gets a notion to wax these floors,” said Miss Martha. “There ought to be a law against waxin’ a church floor.”

“There ought t’ be a law,” said Miss Mary.

“Bess Sawyer always sat in the back row at the Methodists, but one mornin’ after the floors were waxed, she shot right by me and ended up at the pulpit. We thought Mr. Greer had given an altar call.”

Clarence volunteered to unscrew the ceiling fixture, dump the bugs out, and hang it again; Rooter volunteered to hold the ladder while he did it. Everyone reckoned the bugs to be historic.

“I cain’t do nothin’ but set an’ talk,” said Granny, who had come for the social aspect of this affair. She had propped her foot, which still troubled her, on a kneeler.

Roy Dale and Gladys sat by her side, chewing bubblegum and watching the hive of activity. Granny gave them the once-over.

“You young ‘uns’re awful dirty.Y’ better git a bath ’fore you come in here on Sunday.”

“We warsh in th’ waterfall.”

“That’s a good place t’ do it. I’ve warshed in th’ waterfall, m‘self, a time or two. Are y’ usin’ soap, that’s th’ question?”

“We ain’t got none.”

“You ride with us when Mr. Goodnight takes me‘n’ Rooter home. I’ll give y’ a bar.”

No comment.

“Say thank ye.”

“Thank ye.”

“Y’r mighty welcome.”

“Hey, R-Rooter, what’s y’r h-hand s-sign f’r Sunday?”

“I cain’t show y’, hit’s a secret.” Rooter appeared proud to be asked, and prouder still that he wasn’t at liberty to reveal this information.

Father Tim set his wax container and rag on a pew and fiddled with the stove door. He opened it, then shut it; opened it, and shut it again. Cranky! he thought, as something so august was entitled to be. “They don’t make ’em like this anymore,” he said to whoever was in earshot.

A fellow from the valley had worked with Clarence for two days to reinstall the great iron behemoth, and Holy Trinity’s vicar had stepped up to the plate and personally oiled it down, black as pitch from stem to stern. Then he and the installer and Clarence and Agnes had a cup of tea and enjoyed the test fire they’d  built in its bulging fire box.They’d even walked outside to watch the hickory smoke roll from the chimney like exhaust from a locomotive. Snatched by a fall wind, it vanished above the gorge.

“Drawin’ good,” said the installer.

Father Tim had inhaled deeply, intoxicated by a fragrance that resonated back to his early childhood. Indeed, the old stove would be their thurible.
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Cynthia rode home in the red pickup with Dooley and Sammy, each scented with beeswax; the vicar hung a left on the road by the creek, in the direction of Lambert.
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“Hey, Dad.”

“Hey, son. What’s up?”

“We won’t be coming out for dinner. Lace and I are taking Sammy and the kids for pizza and a movie.”

“Too bad.You’ll miss our okra stew.”

“I’m really grievin’ over that. Glad you’re using your cell phone.”

“Feels good to catch up with the rest of the world.” He didn’t mention that he used it primarily  to talk with Dooley, and maybe four times in as many months to phone Cynthia when he was batting around Mitford.

“You and Sammy be careful coming home, you know that stretch by ...”

“Right.”

“Have we found out whether Lace will be with us for Christmas?”

“Yes, sir.The Harpers definitely have to go to Dallas for three days; she’d like to stay with us, if that’s still OK.”

“That’s great. Better watch yourself in that red truck, I’ve seen a few police cars parked in the bushes on ...”

“Got it, Dad.”

“We love you, buddy.”

“Love you back.”

He stretched his legs, liking the warmth of the kitchen fire on what his father had called his sock feet.

Oh, the peace of a job well done—Holy Trinity was ready for the big event; they were polished to the nines. And, since he’d written his sermon on Wednesday, he’d gained the un-frayed liberty of Saturday.

“Now that your calendar’s done, Kavanagh, why don’t we find some trouble to get into tomorrow?”

“I haven’t been in trouble for ages; I’d love that!”

“What sort of trouble would you prefer?”

“Maybe ... something to do with antiques; I’d love a little table with a drawer to go by your chair at home. We could dash into Mitford, and see what Andrew has these days. Or, walking in the woods and listening to leaves crunch underfoot, and finding the waterfall Granny told us about.”

“I’ll arrange everything. Truck or car?”

“Truck.”

“Morning, afternoon, or full day?”

“Full day.”

“Lunch in a basket or in a restaurant?”

“In a basket.”

“Consider it done. The okra smells good.”

“It’s all yours, darling.”

His wife wouldn’t touch stewed okra. He felt it his sworn duty to eat all that Sammy had planted and Lily had frozen—which was enough to last through March, if he was persistent.

Cynthia opened the oven door and checked the roasting chicken; the scent of rosemary and lemon infused the air. “You left Hope’s letter for me to read, but if you’d read it aloud, that would be even better.”

He went to the table where he’d left the letter.

“By the way, Timothy, you’ve been the cat that ate the canary for days on end; there are feathers in your mouth.”

“Is that right?” He sat down and took the folded sheets from the blue envelope.

“I don’t suppose there’s any way I could finagle it out of you, this thing you have up your sleeve?”

He laughed. “You’re quite right not to suppose it. ‘Dear Father Tim and Cynthia...

“ ’When I asked the innkeeper for stationery, she told me that hardly anyone writes letters on their honeymoon.Yes, I said, but the people to whom I’m writing gave my husband and me the moon and the stars. That explains it, then, she said, and smiled.

“ ‘Scott and I will never be able to fully express our gratitude, but we vow we shall try until kingdom come.

“ ‘Our wedding was everything we wanted, and so very much more. The sweetness of Holy Trinity will remain always in our hearts, and the glory of the mountains, robed in their richest and most extraordinary colors, will never fade from memory.

“ ‘I’m told that brides sometimes have no recall  of what happened during the ceremony! Yet I remember so vividly the way the church smelled, like moss and beeswax, apples and cedar. I can feel the carpet beneath my feet as I came down the aisle, and Scott’s hand on mine as we knelt together. And we remember your voice, Father, praying the simple prayer that seems to cover all of life’s goodness and grace:

“ ‘Bless, O Lord, this ring, that he who gives it and she who wears it may abide in Thy peace, and continue in Thy favor, unto their life’s end, through Jesus Christ our Lord.

“ ‘Afterward, we ate the cake you asked Esther to bake for us—it was the grandest cake imaginable! And I love that we bundled into our coats and went out to the wall with all those who are dear to us, to marvel at the first blush of sunset and drink champagne and laugh and weep and laugh again. Then away we dashed, perfectly astounded and happy that someone had actually tied tin cans on our bumper!

“ ‘Laura Ingalls Wilder said it is the sweet, simple things of life that are the real ones, after all.

“ ‘Our hearts are filled with gratitude for the sweet and simple treasure of your generosity and friendship. May you continue to abide in His peace and favor.

“ ‘Scott and Hope

“ ‘P.S. We belatedly wish you a happy anniversary. I just realized it was eight years ago last month when I watched you do the same, very extraordinary thing!

“ ‘P.P.S. Vermont is enthralling.’ ”

“A very happy letter!” said his wife.

“I’ve been meaning to ask—did you notice that Hope’s sister, Louise, shy as she is, seemed to get on with George Gaynor? And vice versa, I might add.”

“I did notice, actually.”

He grinned. “My goodness,” he said.
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<Dear Stuart,

 

<As you know, I’ve withdrawn small amounts from your special fund for Holy Trinity (for kneelers and whatnot), and recall that you said there’s more to be had, if needed.

 

<It seems wise to confirm this with you (rather than trouble the new bishop), as I have an announcement to make on Sunday. I’ve envisioned a project that would dip quite seriously into the amount remaining. Could you let me hear, ASAP,  if this would have the blessing of the treasurer.

 

<Once again, the Great Hosanna of June was unforgettable. I failed to tell you what Cynthia said, that standing next to our new bishop, you appeared a veritable Tom Sawyer. I’m certain your time in the islands trimmed off another decade. In any case, you and all those associated with TGH gave us the most auspicious occasion in the recorded history of our diocese.

 

<May our Lord give you and Martha many years of health, happiness, and well-being.

 

<Will keep you posted, of course. You are ever in my prayers.

 

<Timothy
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Nearly an hour before the service, he and Cynthia found people in the churchyard, bundled into their coats and jackets. Some were sitting on the wall; others strolled about, admiring the view.

He had smelled wood smoke when they got  out of the truck; he glanced up to make certain the banner was in place.

Holy Trinity Episcopal Church, est. 1899  
Homecoming Day, October 28  
Welcome one and all



It was nothing fancy, but if the curate wanted the trouble of an annual fete, this banner looked fit to outlast the Sphinx.

“Paul Taggart,” said a jovial fellow, stepping forward to shake hands.

“Timothy Kavanagh. You must be kin to Al Taggart who bush hogs for the McKinney sisters.”

“Same dog, diff’rent fleas. I’m from over at Lambert.”

“We’re glad to have you, Paul. My wife, Cynthia.”

“Glad to meet you. My granmaw an’ granpaw went to church here; I’d about forgot this old place. That’s some of my cousins over yonder, an’ my wife and kids.”

“We’ll just go in and get the preacher dolled up, and be right back,” said the vicar.

“I pray we’ll have enough food,” Cynthia whispered, “much less enough places to sit.”

The altar vases shone, the windows gleamed, the stove took the edge off the October chill.

Sprinting to the sacristy, they hailed Lloyd and Violet, who were about to set their food offerings on the table.

“‘Nana puddin’!” announced Violet, looking as if she’d hung the moon.“ ’Nough f’r a army!”

“I brought m’ baked beans,” said Lloyd. “You want me t’ start th’ coffee after communion?”

He gave Lloyd a thumbs up.

Cynthia helped him draw the white alb over his head. “I’ve been meaning to tell you,” he said. “You look wonderful in that dress.”

“Thank you, Father. We aim to please.” She buttoned his collar, and put the stole around his neck.

“I’m wild about you, Kavanagh.”

She helped him pull on the green chasuble. “I’m wild about you back.”

Smiling, she tied his cincture, smoothed his tousled hair with her hands, and gave him an approving blast of her sapphire eyes.

His heart rate was up. Way up.
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How lovely is thy dwelling place  
O Lord of hosts, to me!  
My thirsty soul desires and longs  
Within thy courts to be;  
My very heart and flesh cry out,  
O living God,for thee ...
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Leading the procession and wearing his new black robe with white cotta, Clarence Merton carried aloft the cross he’d carved from the wood of a fallen oak. Following him along the aisle were the choir—Violet O’Grady, Lloyd Goodnight, and Dooley Kavanagh—also wearing new robes.

Beside thine altars, gracious Lord,  
The swallows find a nest;  
How happy they who dwell with thee  
And praise thee without rest...



Robed, sick as a cat with apprehension, and with his hair slicked down tight as a stocking cap, acolyte Rooter Hicks processed behind the choir.

They who go through the desert vale  
Will find it filled with springs,  
And they shall climb from height to height  
Till Zion’s temple rings...



Vicar Kavanagh bowed to the cross above the altar and joined the choir by the piano, singing as if his life depended on it.
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He had welcomed the newcomers for a fare-thee-well, put forth a bit of church history, invited one and all to stay for their dinner on the grounds, and moved briskly onward.

In all his years as a priest, he had experienced few Sundays so richly promising, and so dauntingly filled, as today would be.

“Your pew bulletins were printed on Friday, well before I received some thrilling news, news that affects our entire parish—news that, indeed, causes the angels in heaven to rejoice.

“Add to that yet another evidence of God’s favor to Holy Trinity, and I daresay your bulletin will be somewhat hard to follow.”

He removed his glasses and looked out to his congregation; he felt a smile having its way with his face. “In short, be prepared for the best!”

Several of the congregation peered at their pew mates, wondering.

“In the fifth chapter of the book of James, we’re exhorted to confess our sins, one to another. In the third chapter of the book of Matthew, we read, ‘Then went out to him,’ meaning John the Baptist, ‘Jerusalem and all Judea, and all the region round about Jordan,  and were baptized of him... confessing their sins.’

“I’ve always esteemed the idea of confession, and in my calling, one sees a good bit of it. But this notion of confessing our sins one to another  is quite a different matter. Indeed, it involves something more than priest and supplicant; it means confessing to the community, within the fellowship of saints.

“When I left Holy Trinity on Friday, I was going home. But God pointed my truck in the opposite direction.

“I drove to see someone I’ve learned to love, as I’ve learned to love so many of you since coming to Wilson’s Ridge.

“We had talked and visited several times, and I could see that his distance from God had made things uphill both ways. But I always hesitated to ask him one simple question.

“I didn’t hesitate this time. I asked him if he would pray a simple prayer with me that would change everything.”

His eyes roved the packed pews, and those seated in folding chairs that lined the aisle. There was Jubal. And all the Millwrights. And Robert and Dovey and Donny, and Ruby Luster holding Sissie on her lap ...

“Now, the thought of having everything  changed in our lives is frightening. Even when the things that need changing are hard or brutal, some of us cling to them, anyway, because they’re familiar. Indeed, our brother had clung ... and it wasn’t working.

“In our hymn this morning, we sang,‘They who go through the desert vale, or any parched and arid valley, will find it filled with springs.’ When we choose to walk through the valley with Him, He will be our living water. He will not only sustain us, but give us the grace to move, as that beautiful hymn says, from height to height.

“In a moment, we will have a joyous baptizing, our first since Holy Trinity opened its doors again after forty years. As part of the service for Holy Baptism, our brother has asked if he might make his confession to all of us here today.

“Before I call him forward, I’d like to recite the simple prayer he prayed, similar to one I prayed myself... long after I left seminary.

“It’s a prayer you, also, may choose to pray in the silence of your heart. And when you walk again through the parched valley, as you’ve so often done alone, He will be there to walk through it with you. And that’s just the beginning of all that lies in store for those who believe on Him.”

He bowed his head, as did most of the congregation.

“Thank You, God, for loving me. And for sending Your son to die for my sins. I sincerely repent of my sins, and receive Jesus Christ as my personal savior. Now, as Your child, I turn my entire life over to You.

“Amen.

“Robert Cleveland Prichard, will you come forward?”

Robert moved along the crowded aisle, trembling; his knees were water and his veins ice.

He stood by the pulpit and opened his mouth, but instead of words, tears came. For two days, that had been his worst fear. He turned away for a moment, then faced the people again.

“I’d like t’ confess t’ you ... ,” he said.

The very air in the nave was stilled. Robert raised his right hand.

“... b’fore God... that I didn’t do it.”

Father Tim looked out to Miss Martha and Miss Mary, both of whom had forgotten to close their mouths. He saw Lace, riveted by what was taking place; and there was Agnes, pale as a moonflower ...

“I cain’t go into th’ details of all th’ stuff about m’ granpaw, ’cause they’s little young  ‘uns in here. But Friday e’enin’ I done a thing with Father Tim that I guess I’ve wanted t’ do, but didn’t know how t’ do. I give it all over t’ Jesus Christ, like I should’ve done when m’ buddy talked t’ me about ’im in prison.

“All I can say is, it’s good. It’s good.” Robert nodded, as if to himself. “I thank y’.”

He gazed peaceably into the eyes of those seated in the nave.

Agnes Merton stood, and together with Dooley Kavanagh, presented the century-old basin to Father Tim, who poured creek water into it from a tin pitcher.

There was the sound of a log shifting in the firebox; something like a deep, collective sigh stirred among the pews.
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My faith looks up to thee,  
Thou Lamb of Calvary,  
Savior divine!  
Now hear me while I pray,  
Take all my guilt away;  
O let me from this day  
Be wholly thine.

May thy rich grace impart  
Strength to my fainting heart,  
My zeal inspire;  
As thou has died for me,  
O may my love to thee  
Pure, warm and changeless be  
A living fire ...



At the time of announcements, and with no suggestion of what was to come, Father Tim introduced Lloyd Goodnight and Clarence Merton.

The two men took their places by the pulpit.

Lloyd cleared his throat, blushed, and adjusted his shirt collar. He’d completely forgotten to check his fly, but it was too late, now.

“What it’ll be is two stalls, one f‘r ladies, one f’r men, four b’ six each, with wash basins an all .”

He pulled a note from his pocket, studied it a moment, and once again addressed the congregation.

“Me an’ Clarence will be y’r builders. We’ll run a pipeline to th’ spring, like th’ ol’ schoolhouse done. We’ll have a tin roof an’ a concrete slab, an’ real good ventilation.

“We thank you.”

The congregation stood as one, and applauded.
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Rooter had pretty much felt his hair drying out by the end of the first hymn. He didn’t know which way it might be shooting up since Granny chopped it off with a razor. But he couldn’t think about that, he’d just gotten the signal from Father Tim and he had a job to do.

He stood as close to the vicar as he could, for protection—though he wasn’t sure from what—and made the sign he’d learned this week from Clarence.

“Watch Rooter,” said the vicar. Rooter made the sign, which involved three separate movements, three times. He was careful to do it slowly.

“Now it’s our turn.” Some got it right off the bat, others struggled.

“What are we saying here, Rooter?”

“God ... loves ... us!” shouted Rooter.

He hadn’t meant to shout. His face felt hot as a poker.

“Amen!” said someone in the back row.

“I’m asking you to give that sign to someone today,” said Father Tim. “And do it like you mean it, because He means it. Indeed, I would ask you to allow yourself... to really believe, from a deep place in your soul, that ...”

His eyes searched the faces as he and Rooter signed.

“... God ... loves ... us.

“A men. ”

“Amen!”

He nodded to Sparkle and the choir. Clarence took up the cross.

Blest be the tie that binds  
Our hearts in Christian love;  
The fellowship of kindred minds  
Is like to that above.

 

Before our Father’s throne  
We pour our ardent prayers;  
Our fears, our hopes, our aims are one,  
Our comforts and our cares.

 

We share each other’s woes,  
Our mutual burdens bear;  
And often for each other flows  
The sympathizing tear ...
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The rain began at dusk.

It quickly gathered force, and soon came down in sheets, filling dry creek beds and scattering cattle to the shelter of trees and run-in sheds.

In the downpour, anyone driving past Green Valley Baptist probably wouldn’t have noticed the bold black letters of the sign by the road.

LOVE IS AN ACT OF ENDLESS FORGIVENESS
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Let the Stable Still Astonish

They were piled in bed on the evening of the first Sunday in Advent, listening to Mozart and eating popcorn.

Violet was curled on the seat of the rocking chair; Barnabas was snoring on the rug by the bureau; a frigid wind howled around the farmhouse.

He noted that she’d been staring into space for some time, which could mean one, or even both, of two things. She was avidly relishing the Jupiter Symphony, or she was drumming up another book. He earnestly hoped the latter wasn’t even a remote possibility, but he’d learned that once she began staring into space ...

“A live Nativity scene,” she said.

“For Holy Trinity?”

“For all of us. Right here at Meadowgate. In the kitchen. After the five o’clock mass on Christmas Eve.”

“Tell me more.

“I’m starting to plan ahead, you see.”

“Always a good thing.”

“Dooley and Lace could be Mary and Joseph.”

“Terrific.”

“You could be a shepherd.”

“I was a shepherd for your book Mouse in the Manger. I posed with that ridiculous tablecloth on my head, or whatever it was. Do I have to be a shepherd again?”

“But, Timothy, that’s what you are—a shepherd!”

“Typecasting,” he said.
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He needed to do a little planning, himself.

He thumbed to the back of his quote book and started making notes.

First, he needed to drive to Mitford and pick up the Nativity scene he’d labored over for several months and presented to Cynthia last Christmas. He relished the thought of seeing it  again, and the angel she’d made whole from smithereens.

Better get his order in at The Local, while he was at it. Chocolate truffles for the nurses at Hope House, as ever, and the crowd at the Children’s Hospital in Wesley. And remind Avis to special order fresh oysters for his wife’s dynamite oyster pie.

Something chocolate with nuts for Louella, and a rerun of last year’s lipstick from the drugstore ...

Gifts for the twins, already purchased and wrapped. Checkmark.

Sammy. Checkmark. He was personally enchanted by their gift for Sammy. It was a brilliant notion, if he did say so, himself.

Dooley. Waiting for the raincoat to arrive, and the silver key chain. Sweater back-ordered. He despised back orders.

He had no idea whether his flock would be able to gather for the Christmas Eve Mass at Holy Trinity. If it snowed, as some predicted it would, passage to the church could be limited and risky. Give us Your grace to gather, Lord ...

The Grace to Gather, he scribbled. Sermon title.

And what would he give his helpmeet of eight years, his soul mate, his much better half?

Not a clue.

Last year, he had poured his very heart and soul, not to mention spleen, into restoring the twenty-odd derelict Nativity figures.

How could he top that?
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It wasn’t all roses with Sammy.

But then, he hadn’t expected it to be.

Certainly, the almost-nightly phone talks with Dooley helped. No question.

The garden had helped.

His part-time job with Willie was helping.

And the trips to Bud Wyzer’s pool hall were definitely beneficial, though Sammy resented the fact that he hung around, especially in his collar.

Agreeing that his presence at Bud’s bar compromised Sammy’s sense of independence, the vicar decided to bite the bullet and do something more than hang around.

Come January, he’d take up the game, himself.

Cynthia was dumbfounded. “Glory be!” she said.

Where his Yankee wife had learned such talk was beyond him.
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“I thought you was p-prayin’ f’r Kenny t’ be f-found.”

“I am. We are.”

“He ain’t showed up.”

“Perhaps God has something else for Kenny’s life. Something more important.”

“Wh-what could be more important than b-bein’ with ...”

“Family?” Sammy had never used that word in the vicar’s hearing. “I don’t know. But God knows.”

“M-maybe you need t’ ch-change y’rprayer.”

“I’m expecting God to send him, I believe God will send him, but in the end ...”

“In th’ end, what?”

“I continue to pray the prayer that never fails.”

“Wh-what’s it say, I f’rgit.”

“Thy will be done. It’s what our Lord prayed when He knew He was going to be crucified, it’s ...”

“An’ s-see what happened?” Sammy looked deeply troubled. “It d-didn’ work.”
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“So! We’re hoping Dooley and Lace will be Mary and Joseph and of course, Father Tim will be a shepherd.You’ll make a perfect wise man, and the costume will be lots of fun; I’ll  make it myself. We hope you’ll do it; we really need you to do it!”

His wife was aware that this wouldn’t be an easy casting job. “We’ll give him everything he likes for dinner, and I’ll use the word need.  What can he say?”

“No,” said Sammy.
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“I’ve got a great idea.”

They were sitting in the kitchen before a blazing fire. Lloyd had claimed the new chimney would draw better than it had in its heyday, and from the looks of things, he was right.

“We’ll get our tree from the woods on the Thursday before Christmas.You, Dooley,Lace, Sammy, Willie, we’ll all go out looking. How does that sound?”

He remembered how he and Peggy, his mother’s housekeeper, had gone to the woods with a wagon and ax and chopped down what they had imagined to be a forty-foot cedar. It had been an immense accomplishment, even if the tree, as it turned out, reached only halfway to the ceiling.

“Straight from a Victorian postcard,” said his wife. “And a perfect opportunity for hot chocolate in a thermos! I love it!”

“Cynthia, Cynthia, what don’t you love?”

“Shopping malls at any time of year, especially now; flea shampoo that does nothing more than attract a new colony of fleas; and roasts that cost a fortune and cook out dry”

“When I ask you this question, you always have the answer on the tip of your tongue. How do you do that?”

“I don’t know, I suppose it’s just in there, waiting to get out.”

“Where shall we put the tree?”

“On the window seat, don’t you think? There’s plenty of room. Of course, no one can see it from the road, which is a shame. I love to see Christmas trees shining in windows. But the kitchen is where we live.”

“Done!” He went to the drawer by the stove and searched for the tape measure.

“Our boy will be rolling in tomorrow afternoon. What if I take us all to dinner at Lucera?”

“Umm,” she said.

“Umm? You wouldn’t like a fancy, overpriced dinner?”

“No, darling. And Dooley wouldn’t, either, nor would Sammy, nor would you. But thanks.”

“You’re welcome.”

He measured the depth of the window seat, and the height and width of the cubicle.

“Short and fat!”

His wife looked up from her book.

“Not you, Kavanagh.”
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He occasionally wandered through the house, gazing at the plaster Nativity scene.

While Mary and Joseph waited patiently on the window seat where the tree would be placed, the humble old shepherd and his flock resided in the library on the coffee table, and the wise men and their amusing camel had been appropriately placed “afar,” in the parlor bookcase.

Unbeknownst to anyone but the vicar, the Child lay in a bureau drawer, swaddled in one of his undershirts.

It was no surprise that he’d been sent to Mitford on more than one occasion to haul back items for the holy days:

Old sheets for costumes, rope from Harley’s vast supply of odds and ends, candles, wreath frames, ribbon, wrapping paper, gift boxes ...

“Plunder!” he said, off-loading it all onto the kitchen table.

“Did you tell Willie we’ll need straw?”

“Straw is easily come by, not to worry”

“I wish we could bring a lamb or two inside,” she said, actually meaning it.

“Where are we going with this thing? You’ll have me building the walls of Bethlehem as a backdrop.”

“Wouldn’t that be wonderful?” she said, looking interested.

When his wife wasn’t doing a book or a wall calendar, she was a force to be reckoned with.
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Two bowls of popcorn were making the rounds of their small soiree by the fire.

“I thought it would be lovely if we added something,” announced their director. “Lace, will you read a poem for us on Christmas Eve?”

“I will!”

“Since our entire cast is assembled, save for a wise man, which is very hard to find these days, I was thinking it would be good if you read the poem to us tonight. Then, when we hear it again on Christmas Eve, it should have fresh depth and meaning for us all. What do you think?”

Lace took the book Cynthia proffered; her amber eyes scanned the poem.

She cleared her throat and took a deep breath, and began to read.

“Let the stable still astonish;  
Straw—dirt floor, dull eyes,  
Dusty flanks of donkeys, oxen;  
Crumbling, crooked walls;  
No bed to carry that pain,  
And then, the child,  
Rag-wrapped, laid to cry  
In a trough.  
Who would have chosen this?”



Father Tim watched the firelight cast shadows on the faces of his loved ones. The recovered Bo snored at his feet.

“Who would have said: ‘Yes.  
Let the God of all the heavens  
And earth  
Be born here, in this place’?  
Who but the same God  
Who stands in the darker, fouler rooms  
of our hearts  
and says, ‘Yes.  
let the God of Heaven and Earth  
be born here—
in this place.’”



There was a thoughtful silence among them. The fire crackled.

“It d-don’t rhyme,” said Sammy.

“Not all poetry rhymes,” said Father Tim. That was absolutely everything he knew about  the subject. “Beautiful, Lace.You have the voice of an angel.”

“Perhaps you could let everyone assemble around the manger, then you come into the room, read the poem, and take your place in the scene. What do you think?” Cynthia queried the cast.

“Brilliant!” said Father Tim.

“Sure,” said Dooley.

“I like it,” said Lace. “Should I just tuck the poem in my robe, afterward, and sit on the hay bale beside the manger?”

“Perfect!” said their director. “And Father Tim will kneel to Joseph’s right—with Barnabas, of course. Timothy, do you have the shepherd’s crook?”

“On top of the old cupboard, ready to roll.”

“And then, we’ll all sing ‘Silent Night,’ and Sammy will plug in the tree.”

“What are you going to be?” Dooley asked Cynthia.

“I’ll be the innkeeper.”

“That’s sort of a mean role—to have to say there’s no room in the inn, sorry, go sleep in the stable.”

“Business is business. If you’re an inn and you’re full up, well, then, there’s no room. Just think of all those people swarming into town  to pay their taxes, poor souls. And how many inns could there have been? Certainly not enough!”

“And who knew they would be turning away the King of Kings?” asked Lace.

“There’s the rub!” said the vicar, getting into the spirit of things.

“Of course, there won’t be any speaking,” Cynthia advised the cast.

Dooley looked aghast. “Just ... silence?”

“Yes. We’ll use that time to look inside ourselves, to try and feel what they were feeling.”

“How could we know what they were feeling?”

“How did Lee J. Cobb know what Willy Loman was feeling? He wasn’t a salesman, he was an actor. Better still, how did John Gielgud know what Hamlet was feeling when he killed Claudius—Mr. Gielgud wasn’t a murderer, he was an actor.”

“She has a point,” said Father Tim.

“Man!” said Dooley. “Do we have to do this? They say cows talk on Christmas Eve; I’d rather go to the barn and hear cows talk.”

“I’ll g-go with you,” said Sammy.
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“I have a question.”

“I love questions.”

They sat before a low fire in the kitchen. As the Harpers hadn’t yet left for Dallas, where Hoppy’s school chum would be having brain surgery, Dooley had taken Lace home. Sammy was watching a pool tournament on TV

“Who’ll be here to observe our living Nativity scene?”

“No one, I suppose.” His wife was attempting to repair a hole in her favorite sweater. “Since you’re celebrating Mass, I thought we’d have a quiet Christmas at home, just the five of us.”

“It seems a lot of trouble to do it all for ourselves.”

“It could be a very moving experience.”

“Yes,” he agreed, “it could be.” But he didn’t think that each and every member of this particular cast would get the hang of being moved. “Maybe we should have a few people in. A buffet or something. Willie? Harley?”

“You’d feel up to all that?”

“Definitely. Let’s see, there’s Blake Eddistoe without a relative to his name, though I believe there’s a girlfriend in the picture. And if Harley comes, he could bring Hélène.”

“Yes, and what about Lon Burtie? Sammy would like that.”

“Good thinking!”

“I suppose Louella wouldn’t want to come out at night. But we could ask.”

“Absolutely!” he said. “Since she’s who she is, I’m sure Hope House would bring her in their wheelchair van. And Miss Lottie, what would you think of inviting Miss Lottie?”

“Of course!” She studied the kitchen intently. “We could move the table to the corner by the window seat, which would open up the room, and rent folding chairs ...”

He peered into the drawer of the small table at his elbow, and took out a notepad and pen.

He would make a list.
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My dear Aunt,

I know you haven’t heard from me in an eon but remember I told you once that neither time nor distance would ever diminish my affection for you? Though you may doubt it this sentiment remains decidedly true.

Africa is not for sissies not where I’ve been. After years of roaming the world I am as ready as anything to come “home” and rest my weary bones if only for a time. I am perilously on the verge of becoming an old reprobate. Perhaps I will settle down and have a great number  of children—I hear they can be a solace in old age!

Could I possibly put up at your place until I get my bearings? Only for a few days I promise.

I know you’re married again—I received your letter in the previous century am a blackguard for not responding sooner—and am thrilled to hear it’s to a very decent sort of fellow (at last!).

Will be arriving in the states on 23 December and will draw up to your door on the following evening if that will not trouble you overmuch. Good heavens it just occurred to me that the 24th is Christmas Eve!

I shall bear gifts.

Following is my international cell phone number you may reach me at anytime. And if this awkwardly last-minute self-invite doesn’t work for you, I shall fly on to another roost you mustn’t worry not even for a moment.

Your loving and devoted albeit adopted nephew

David



She handed him the letter, beaming. “David never did enjoy using the comma.”

When he finished reading David’s letter, she handed him another before he could comment on the one he’d just read.

“When it rains, it pours,” she said.

Dear Father and Mrs. Kavanagh:

Mother says she told you I will be making a new life in the mountains of North Carolina.

If it would not be inconvenient, I would greatly appreciate being able to spend a few nights with you at Meadowgate, beginning December 23, when I arrive in Charlotte. I would drive up and be there around four in the afternoon. I truly do not wish to trouble you in any way. I will happily take care of my own needs, as my years in foreign service have so well prepared me to do.

I will ring you on Monday next, and look forward to speaking with you. I know how very much Mother and Father treasure your friendship, and appreciate that you’re watching over things in their absence. I have a pleasant memory, Father, of meeting you some years ago, and look forward to seeing you again.

Sincerely,

Annie Owen



“Where will we put them all?” he asked.

“My brain is in a spin. What do you think?”

He had no idea. Nor did he have any idea about what he was giving his wife for Christmas. He was in a pickle, big-time.
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He picked up the list and smoked it over.

 

Cynthia

Dooley

Lace

Sammy

T. K.

Lon

Harley Hélène

Willie

Blake

Laura

Louella

Miss Lottie

 

David, he wrote.

Annie ...

Cards galore. Many forwarded from Mitford; one envelope bearing a note scribbled by the postmaster: We owe you 32 cents. Merry Christmas, Jim.

A postcard. That was refreshing. A Jersey cow in a meadow, with a banner reading WISCONSIN.

All is well with my soul, and pray same with yrs. Hope to see you in Mitford on Dec 24, my new territory brings me to western NC. I thank  God you lead me in that prayer on Thksgiving Day in Lord’s Chapel. Your brother in Christ, Pete.



He picked up the notepad. Pete, he wrote.
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It was two in the morning. He heard some sort of shuffling about in the room.

“Are you up?” he asked.

“Yes!” she whispered.

“What for?”

“The usual.”

“Aha.”

“I’ve been thinking.”

“Scary”

“We need help.”

“What sort of help?”

“Lily. And Del!”

“For Christmas Eve?”

“Yes, for heaven’s sake, there’ll be sixteen of us, and heaven only knows who we might bring home from church.”

“Where are you?”

“Sitting in the rocker.”

“Come back to bed. Go to sleep. It’ll all work out. I promise.”

“We’ll need gallons of oysters.”

“Willie said he would be a wise man.”

That should be some consolation, right there.
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<Dear Father Tim,

 

<After all this time, it just occurred to me who the Queen looks like. My Aunt Clara! Except the Queen dresses in hats and suits that match, and Aunt Clara never had the touch for matching anything.

 

<Seeing the Queen as she stepped into that car—just like we do, ordinary as you please—is just the best thing that ever happened to me. I’m so glad you taught me how to curtsy. Like I told you before, I curtsied anyway as they drove off, even though she didn’t see it. I’m glad I did, she deserves all the respect she can get. Did you read yesterday’s papers? I wonder if she takes an antidepressant to deal with all her family puts her through? They say she has something with gin in it at night.

 

<Esther is spending Christmas with her sisters. They refused to let her bake the cake for their family gathering. I think she was relieved, though she is taking a mince-meat pie.

 

<I’m in a jam.

 

<I have no idea what to give Harold. He doesn’t like sweaters because they scratch.  Don’t suggest a shirt; I don’t iron. Don’t suggest a tie; he never wears one, not even to church. The preacher doesn’t wear one, either.

 

<I did have a few thoughts, but am undecided. If you were Harold, would you like:

 

<A nice mackintosh

 

<A nice book on World War II

 

<A nice belt for his sander

 

<Happy Advent to you and Cynthia. Glad you still like your new church.

 

<Love, Emma



If he were Harold ...

If he were Harold, he’d be married to Emma. There was a thought to make what was left of his hair stand on end.

Good grief, now he was a consultant on gift giving—he who couldn’t come up with a gift for the single most important person on his list.

 

<Mackintosh and sander belt, he typed. Life is short.

 

<Yours, Fr Tim

 

There were no nice books on war.
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He couldn’t wait any longer for it to drop down at his feet, already gift-wrapped. What he needed was a consultant.

“Katherine? It’s Tim.”

“Teds! How good to hear your voice! A blessed Advent.”

“And to you and Walter. I’m fairly desperate...”

“A gift for Cynthia?”

“Yes. I’m vicar, now, as you know, of a mission church, and time slipped up on me. I keep drawing a blank.”

“Pearls? She seems a pearl kind of girl to me.”

“I don’t know. Maybe a cross?” Quite suddenly, his mind was working. “I’ve never given her a really nice cross.”

“This is so simple. Do you have a pen?”

“I have.”

“Write down sapphires, they’ll complement her gorgeous eyes. Platinum setting. Eighteen-inch chain. The jewelry department at Tiffany. Here’s the number.”

He scratched down the number. “Is this going to cost the moon?”

“Shameful that you’d ask! Merely the North Star, or possibly Orion, but not the moon.”

Since their birthdays in June and July, he was seventy; Cynthia was sixty-four. They didn’t have forever and a day.

“Done!” he said, feeling brighter. “I’m in your debt.”

His teetotaling “cousin” laughed. “Buy me a ginger ale in an Irish pub.”
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Miss Martha had supervised the greening of the church this afternoon. The sharp, pungent odor of pine and cedar filled the nave; sticks of hardwood burned bright in the firebox.

“In the name of the Father ...”

He crossed himself. “... and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

“I wrote a sermon this week, but discovered something as I reflected upon it.

“It told us more than we need to know.”

Someone chuckled. He could have some fun with that, but time was of the essence; a big snow was predicted for tonight.

“Well, Lord, I said, please give me what we do need to know. And He did.

“As many of you are aware, this pulpit was built and beautifully hand carved by one of our own—Clarence Merton. The church was not open when he did it; in fact, there was no  earthly assurance that it would ever be open again.

“Yet Clarence chose to make this pulpit, anyway.

“Why would he do that? He did it to the glory of God.

“And then, a vandal broke in, and he took out a knife and began to do his own carving, right on this magnificent pulpit.”

Someone gasped.

“For those of you who haven’t seen that particular carving, it’s right here.” He leaned to his left and made a gesture toward the oak side-panel.

“I consider it to constitute the most profound sermon that could be preached from this or any other pulpit.

“‘JC,’ it reads, ‘loves CM.’

“When Agnes and Clarence saw what had been done, they might have wept. But what did they do? They gave thanks.

“They might have felt it a sacrilege. But what did they do? They considered it a word from God.

“JC, Jesus Christ ... loves CM, Clarence Merton.”

A relieved murmur sounded among the congregants.

“The thrilling thing about this inscription is that it’s filled with truth, not just for Clarence Merton, but for every one of us on this hallowed eve of His birth.

“In everything God has told us in His Word, He makes one thing very clear:

“He loves us.

“Not merely as a faceless world population, but one by one.

“J.C., Jesus Christ, loves you, Miss Martha. He loves you, Miss Mary. He loves you, Jubal.

“And you and you and you—individually, and by name. ‘My sheep hear my voice,’ He says, ‘and I call them by name.’

“On this eve of His birth, some of you may still be asking the age-old question, Why was I born?

“In the book of Revelation, we’re told that He made all things—that would include us!—for Himself. Why would He do that? For His pleasure, Scripture says.

“There’s your answer. You were made by Him ... and for Him, for His good pleasure.

“Selah! Think upon that.

“And why was He born?

“He came that we might have life. New life, in Him. What does this gift of new life in Him mean? In the weeks to come, we’ll talk about  what it means, and how it has the power to refine and strengthen and transform us, and deliver us out of darkness into light.

“Right now, Clarence has a gift for every one in this room. And a wonderful gift it is.” He nodded to his crucifer. “Would you come forward, Clarence?”

Clarence came forward, carrying a large, flat, polished board.

He held it aloft for all to see.

“Oak,” said the vicar. “White oak, the queen of the forest.

“This is a place for us to carve our own inscription, like the one on the pulpit. The board will be here every Sunday until Easter, and whoever wishes to do it will get help from Clarence, if needed. You don’t even have to bring your own knife, we have one. When that’s done, we’ll hang the board on the wall over there, where years later, others can see it, and be reminded that He loves them, too.”

He gazed a moment at the faces before him, at those whom God had given into his hand.  Shine, Preacher! In thy place ...

“For God so loved the world,” he said, “that He gave His only begotten Son, that whosoever ...”

Many of the congregants joined their voices  with his as they spoke the verse from the Gospel of John.

“... believeth on Him should not perish, but have everlasting life.

“For this hour,” he said, “that’s all we need to know”
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Silent night, holy night,  
All is calm, all is bright  
Round yon virgin mother and child,  
Holy infant so tender and mild,  
Sleep in heavenly peace,  
Sleep in heavenly peace ...

 

Silent night, holy night,  
Son of God, love’s pure light ...



As the congregation and choir sang a hushed a cappella, he processed along the aisle behind Violet, Dooley, Lloyd, Rooter, and Clarence to the narthex.

He saw the wrapped box on the card table. Clarence was beaming. For yon, Clarence signed, handing the gift to his vicar.

Sleep in heavenly peace,  
Sleep in heavenly peace. 
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“Merry Christmas!” Lloyd shook his hand with a forceful grip.

“Merry Christmas, Lloyd,Violet.”

“Lily’ll have ever’thing in place when you git home,” said Violet. “Y’all don’t have t’ lift a finger. Hope you like it, an’ Merry Christmas!”

Agnes took his hand. “Joyeux Noel, Father!”

Rooter planted himself by the vicar’s side, signing the message they’d learned at Homecoming. Not everyone had remembered. “F‘r ever’ three people I sign it to, hain’t but one signs it back,” he reported.

“Pretty good numbers,” said Father Tim.

“Lord he‘p a monkey,” said Jubal, “they’re callin’ f‘r eight t’ ten inches.” He pulled a faded wool cap over his head.

“Who’s taking you home?”

“Donny, he’s takin’ me. I’m burnin’ ’at horn lamp ye give me.”

“I saw it in your window coming by. How’s little Miss Agnes?”

The old man grinned. “A awful handful.”

The vicar laughed. “She gets it honest,” he said, putting his arm around Jubal.

“Was that a snowflake?” asked Lace. “It was! It was a snowflake!”

“We’re out of here,” said Father Tim.

[image: 335]

The snow was falling thick and fast by the time they turned into the driveway at Meadowgate. The wreaths on the gateposts had a fine topping of snow, and the wipers had already pushed a good bit of it to either side of the windshield.

Everyone but Miss Lottie would be here tonight—she had chosen the cheer of her own fireside.

He saw Lon Burtie’s and Harley’s venerable pickup trucks, and the van from Hope House, its tires outfitted with chains. And there was Dooley’s truck, which had gone ahead of them from Holy Trinity, and Lace’s BMW, and an SUV, which would be Pete Jamison’s ...

Every window of the old farmhouse gleamed with light.

As he parked the farm truck, he saw headlights coming up the drive behind him. That would be Blake’s van.

“Grand Central Station,” he said, kissing his wife.

He left the motor running, eyeing the gift she held in her lap. “I confess I can’t wait to see what Clarence gave me.”

“What’s wrong with right now?”

“Cynthia, Cynthia!” When it came to the business of when and when not to open a Christmas gift, his wife didn’t share his more conservative conventions. “OK, Kavanagh. Go for it.”

She untied the red ribbon and tore open the gift wrap, and chucked the whole caboodle to the floor.

“You lift the lid,” she said.

He peered into the box by the light of the outdoor lamp; the wipers were still flinging snow off the windshield.

Bears. Black. Three, four, five of them. Two large, like the one he’d seen in Clarence’s studio, and three small.

“Oh,” she said.

He picked up one of the large carved bears and turned it in his hand, moved.

She read the card. “ ‘Thank you for making us a family again. Merry Christmas, the Mertons.’”

He didn’t think he should try to speak just then.

“You know, Timothy you have a gift for doing that—for making people into a family again.”

She took the bear, and placed it in the box and replaced the lid.

Then she smiled. “Let’s go in where it’s warm.”
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He removed the gift-wrapped cue stick from the top shelf of their closet and laid it atop the bureau with the other presents they would exchange. He then spread an afghan over the entire trove, a kind of tarp, as it were.

“Hey, Dad.”

“Hey, son.”

Dooley came into the room, pulling on Joseph’s long coat.

“I’m only doin’ this for you and Cynthia.”

“I understand. And we appreciate it.”

“There are tons of people down there. Are you ... nervous?”

“Not a bit.”

“Right. I forgot you stand up in front of people all the time and make a fool of yourself.”

Dooley realized how he’d phrased that, and they both burst out laughing.

“Kenny ...”

“What about him?”

“You know. I wish he could be here.”

Kenny was the sibling to whom Dooley had been closest. “I believe he will be one day. I’m expecting it. Are you expecting it, like we talked about last Christmas?”

“Yes, sir. Sometimes. It comes and goes.”

“I understand.”

“They finally figured out what to do about the baby. It’s a loaf of bread wrapped in Lace’s blouse. The way the manger’s sitting, you can’t tell if it’s real.”

“Good show.” He didn’t know why this particular shepherd had to wear head gear; shepherds were poor; they let it all hang out.

“David’s a nut case.”

Father Tim laughed. “A very loveable nut case, I think.”

“Right, I like him. And Annie—whoa. Really smart.”

“Thanks for bunking in with your brother. And Lace is a champion to bunk in with Annie. David will end up on the library sofa, it appears.”

“I hope he likes dogs,” said Dooley.The farm dogs were especially fond of the library sofa. “Your, umm, head thing is slipping out of that noose thing.”

“I can feel it going south; can you give me a hand?”

“Hey, man.” Sammy came into the room in his wise man’s getup. “This is th’ dumbest thing I ever d-done.”

Father Tim grinned. “You don’t look like you’ve been on a camel for two years.”

“Lace talked him into it,” said Dooley.

Father Tim tied and knotted his rope sash. “Lace can talk people into most anything, would be my guess.” He opened the bureau drawer and took out the plaster figure of the swaddled child.

“Sammy, just before you turn on the tree, would you place the Christ child in the manger?”

Sammy drew back. “Sh-shouldn’t D-Dooley d-do that?”

“We’d like you to do it. Just handle it carefully and unwrap it before you set it on the window seat.”

Sammy took the bundle. “I c-can hide it behind th’ t-tree ’til time t’ d-do it.”

“Good thinking.”

Dooley checked himself out in the mirror on the door. “The kitchen looks cool, Cynthia put straw all over the floor. Candles are burnin’ everywhere, an’ barn lanterns, there are like these huge shadows on the walls; they’ll think they’re really in a stable.”

“Remember—what our director wants is for us to feel what we’re doing, for it to be authentic. Let’s try to make her happy, boys.”

“I hope they’s some c-cake left when we git through d-doin’ ’is mess.”

“Chill, Sammy” Dooley tightened the rope at his waist. “This ain’t mess, this is th’ real thing.”

“You owe me f-fifty c-cents,” said Sammy. “You said ’ain’t.”
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The boys had gone ahead of him and were waiting in the hall with Lace and Willie and the innkeeper, as he came down the stairs.

He heard laughter in the kitchen, and music in the parlor, and felt his adrenaline getting up.

He was eager to tell Louella that, as they’d agreed, some of Miss Sadie’s money had gone to help Dovey through a tough time, and five thousand had gone into a special fund for Holy Trinity scholarships. One day, maybe Rooter or Sissie ...

Had he heard someone knocking?

It came again, twice.

Always room for one more, he thought.

He opened the front door, and saw a young man in snow-encrusted boots and a hooded jacket. The hood had slipped backward, revealing the snow in his hair, and the mole on his left cheek.

“Father Tim?”

He drew in his breath, and felt the stinging cold of it in his throat. “Come in,” he said,  hoarse with feeling. “Come in ... where it’s warm.”

His hand trembled as he reached out to grasp the hand that reached for his. There was a kind of spark, something electric, as their palms met, flesh to flesh.

“We’ve been expecting you,” he said.




Afterword

Father Tim lay on his back in a far corner of the sheep paddock, looking into the shining cumulus cloud that swelled above him in the bowl of heaven.

A bee thrummed in the clover; he drowsed, but did not sleep. Beyond the rocks, three ewes lay chewing their cud.

In all his years, he had never felt such peace, nor so much a part of everything that was and is and ever shall be, as if there were no distinction between his sun-warmed flesh and the sun-warmed earth beneath.

Since childhood, he had avoided lying in the grass, knowing only too well that spiders and beetles and worms lived there. Instead, he had  discomfited himself in hardback chairs—and look what he had missed!

He closed his eyes, and laid a hand on his dog, who drowsed beside him. “Dogs are our link to paradise,” Milan Kundera had said; he’d jotted it in his quote book. “To sit with a dog on a hillside on a glorious afternoon is to be back in Eden, where doing nothing was not boring, it was peace.”

They had come to Meadowgate to collect a large box of books, left behind in the move on January 10. Indeed, it was nearly the last of the items on their to-do list before jaunting to Ireland in late June.

Though he needed to dash to the farmhouse and help Willie perform the heavy lifting, he felt no haste, no hurry, and none of the fret and care that had accompanied him all his days.

Go...

He seemed to hear in his imagination a distant voice from a distant past.

Go in new life ...

The voice was oddly familiar, and he listened deep in his soul for what else it may say to him.

Go, the voice repeated ...

... and be as the butterfly.

It was another voice, however, that caused him to sit up and take notice.

“Timothy-y-y!”

His wife was calling her truant laborer, but he was loath to end the mystery.

A red-tailed hawk cried; another answered. He shaded his eyes and looked up where they circled and dipped in utter freedom.

He stood, then, and brushed himself off and gazed at the impression made by his mortal flesh upon this patch of earth. It had been wondrous lying there where the grass had flattened beneath him, though he confessed that his heart had lifted up to hear Cynthia’s voice, to know that somewhere, someone needed him.

“No rest for th’ wicked,” he said, quoting Uncle Billy, “an’ th’ righteous don’t need none.”

He trotted toward the farmhouse, Barnabas following in the path he made through the high, green grass of summer.
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DEDICATION

When I began writing the Mitford series more than a decade ago, I needed to know where my main character, Father Timothy Andrew Kavanagh, had been born and raised. He was decidedly southern in his speech, behavior, and personal affinities, but what part of the south had shaped and influenced him?
I spread a map of America on the floor of my writing room, and proceeded to eliminate every southern state but Mississippi (which I had never visited). Then my gaze roved its towns and cities for a place name with music in it. When I found Holly Springs, the decision was immediate: Tim Kavanagh was from Holly Springs, Mississippi, population 8,000, and the burying place of so many illustrious war dead that the town cemetery is also known as Little Arlington.
I never dreamed I’d actually visit this gem of the Deep South. Then, nine novels and more than a decade later, I knew I must set a book in my character’s birthplace—and find the missing pieces of his early life.
In Holly Springs, I not only found the missing pieces, but something rare and wondrous. I found people who value their deep connections and shared history, and are willing to forgive each other their trespasses. Without exception, they’re proud of their town and its more than sixty antebellum homes; proud of Rust College, their century-old institution of learning; and proud of the beauty that surrounds them on every side. Beauty is important in this fragile life, and Holly Springs has no lack of it. Nor was there any lack of warmth and generosity in the welcome I received.
Indeed, I am able to say, as Paige Benton Brown has said, “Mississippi isn’t a state, it’s a family.”
If that sounds overly sentimental, so be it. I found it true.
Though this novel is set in a real town, no actual Holly Springs personalities make their appearance in these pages. However, some of the places mentioned herein are quite real. I chose to cast Tyson Drug, Booker Hardware, and Phillips Grocery because all are familiar landmarks in Holly Springs today, as well as an important part of the culture in Father Tim’s youth. Other actual landmarks referenced in Home to Holly Springs include Airliewood, Fant Place, Christ Church, First Baptist, First Presbyterian, the Utley Building, the train station, Hill Crest Cemetery, Stafford’s, the birthplace of Ida Wells, and the impressive brick and limestone Greek Revival courthouse which anchors the town square. The Peabody Hotel in Memphis is yet another actual landmark appearing in this work. However, even when a real place appears, the events portrayed are fictitious.
I hope my friends in Holly Springs will forgive any blunders, historical or otherwise, contained in this work, and know that it is dedicated with profound regard to all who call Holly Springs home.
Jan Karon 
October 2007
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ONE

A preacher with a lead foot, driving a red Mustang convertible with the top down, could make a state patrolman pretty testy.
He checked the rearview mirror. Though he was the only car on the highway, he slowed to fifty-five.
It was nearly fourteen years since he’d been nailed for speeding, though he had, in the meantime, been given a warning. Of course, the warning had been delivered while he was still driving his primeval Buick. Not only had the decrepitude of his car inclined the officer’s compassion toward clergy in general, but he’d looked pretty astounded that the vehicle could even do seventy in a fifty-five mile zone.
He glanced toward the passenger seat. His travel companion, now occasionally known as the Old Gentleman, was obviously enjoying the wind in his face.
Perhaps he should feel guilty about making this trip with his best friend instead of his wife. But hadn’t she practically booted him out the door?
‘Go!’ she said, hobbling about in her ankle cast. ‘Go, and be as the butterfly!’
He had tested her a couple of times, to make certain he could bust out of there for five or six days and remain within the loose confines of her good will.
‘What about food supplies, since you can’t drive?’
‘Darling, this is Mitford. They will swarm to bring covered dishes to the wife of their all-time favorite priest.’
‘Swarm, will they? Just to be safe, I’ll lay in victuals.’
‘Don’t, please. Just go. Go and be as—’
‘You already said that.’
‘Well, and I mean it. Butterflies have a very short life span. If they’re ever going back to Mississippi to settle certain issues of the heart, they have to hop to it. And enjoy the trip while they’re at it, of course.’
His wife was a children’s book author and illustrator and had her own way of looking at things.
‘What about the trash?’
‘Sammy or Kenny will carry it out, they’re right next door. Or even Harley will do it. I can’t even make enough trash for all those fellows to carry out.’
‘What if you get, you know, scared or something?’
‘Scared or something? Have you ever known me to be scared or something?’
He had, actually, but they’d been lost in a wild cave at the time.
She’d given him that grin of hers, and blasted him with the cornflower blue of her eyes. And here he was.
Kudzu.
Everywhere.
He didn’t remember such vast stretches of his old terrain being carpeted with the stuff.
It was seldom seen in the mountains of North Carolina. Too cold, he supposed, for the flowering perennial vine from the Orient; it was the boiling summers and mild winters of Mississippi that worked the charm. What the government had planted in the thirties to prevent erosion had done its job, and then some.
He turned the radio on and roamed the dial, looking for a country station. This wasn’t a Mozart kind of trip.
“…I’m goin’ to Jackson, and that’s a fact, yeah, we’re goin’ to Jackson, ain’t ever comin’ back…”
Johnny Cash and June Carter were going to Jackson, he was going to Holly Springs.
He hung a right at the first exit to his hometown, relieved that he hadn’t felt it yet—the surge of sorrow or dread or even cold disinterest that he’d feared since the note arrived and he’d decided to make this journey. As they drove out of Mitford yesterday morning, he’d steeled himself for the appearance of some long-suppressed emotion that would overtake him straight out of the box. But it hadn’t happened.
It might have assailed him last night in the motel room, more than five hundred miles from his wife, as he crawled, unwilling, beneath a blanket reeking of stale tobacco smoke.
There had also been a window of opportunity this morning when, downing an egg biscuit on the south side of Memphis, he’d felt suddenly panicked—ready to get behind the wheel and head back the way he’d come. But he’d caught such feelings red-handed and refused to give in to them. What he was doing had to be done, even if it produced despair, which was probable, or grief, which was likely, or anger, which was almost certain.
A few stores. Acres of kudzu.
“Brigadier General Samuel Benton,” he said, speaking to his dog. It would be a miracle if he could remember the names of all the generals buried in Hill Crest Cemetery in Holly Springs.
“Brigadier General Winfield S. Featherston, Brigadier General Christopher…”
Brigadier General Christopher…
Zero. He’d have to recall this particular surname before the long, solemn train of names could move forward as they’d done in his fifth-grade recitation of Hill Crest’s illustrious dead. The recitation had won five gold stars and, to his amazement, the momentary deference of his father.
He didn’t recognize this road, which was a modern translation of the old 78. But then, after an absence of thirty-eight years and four months, he hadn’t expected to recognize this or any other road leading into his hometown.
He touched his shirt pocket, making certain he’d remembered to bring his cell phone, and heard the sharp crackle of the envelope stuffed behind the phone. Finding the envelope in the mailbox a couple of weeks ago had literally knocked the wind out of him, like a punch in the solar plexus.
He showed it to Cynthia, along with the lined sheet of paper it contained.
She Who Loves a Mystery studied them both. She did that odd thing with her mouth that she often did when thinking, then leaned her head to one side as if listening to some inner informant.
‘The handwriting appears to come from another era,’ she said, giving her final verdict on the two-word epistle. ‘It seems somehow…genteel.’
Genteel. He had always credited his wife with knowing stuff that others, himself included, couldn’t know. For a couple of days, they attempted reasonable conclusions, finally deciding there were no reasonable conclusions. Ultimately, the whole thing veered down a bank into the bushes.
‘It’s from Peggy Cramer,’ said Cynthia, ‘your old girlfriend with the turquoise convertible. Perhaps her poor husband has croaked, and she’d like to see you again.
‘Or it’s from Jessica Raney, the one who adored you when you raised rabbits. She never married, and because signing up with eHarmony requires a computer, which she doesn’t have and never will, she sent this note.’
‘You’re nuts.’
‘You told me you kept her card in your sock drawer until you went away to college.’
He regretted his nauseating habit of telling his wife everything.
‘And here’s another distinct possibility.’
‘More fodder from the deep wells of unconscious cerebration!’
‘It could have come from your first movie date. You said you felt terrible that her parents had to sit across the street drinking coffee for two hours. The movie was…wait, don’t tell me. Flying Tigers.’
He was amazed, and oddly pleased, that she remembered such hogwash.
‘If we had nothing else to do,’ she said, ‘we could make a whole book out of what lies behind these two little words.’
Again and again, he examined the envelope and the careful inscription of his name and address. The postmark partially covering the stamp was blurred but readable. It was definitely Holly Springs, though it might have come from Jupiter or Mars, for all its cryptic content.
He compared the handwriting of the note with that on the envelope. The same.
In the address, the sender had used the title Reverend, so this fact of his life was known by at least someone in Holly Springs. But why had he or she chosen not to sign the note? At times, he found the absence of a signature menacing, a type of dark threat. At other times, the bare simplicity of the two words, without salutation or signature, seemed to implore him with a profound and even moving passion, as if anything more would have been too much.
The lined white sheet had been torn from a notebook pad and was the sort he used at his own desk. Nothing unusual there.
He smelled the paper, a veritable bloodhound searching for clues. Nothing unusual there, either.
He had walked around for several days, shaking his head as if to clear it.
Was there anyone left in Holly Springs whom he’d remember?
Except for his cousin Walter in New Jersey, his kin were dead and gone—to St. Peter’s in Oxford, to Elmwood in Memphis, to Hill Crest in Holly Springs. As for Tommy Noles, whom he’d once called his best friend, he had no idea where he might be, or if he was still living. One weekend he’d come home from his parish in Arkansas, and heard around the square that Tommy had left Holly Springs. For good reason, he hadn’t popped up the road to ask Tommy’s mother and father about their son’s so-called disappearance.
After years of refusing to think of his hometown, he now focused on it with increasing intensity. His wife had grown weary of his excessive noodling and passed on to more fulfilling pursuits, like making a trellis out of twigs for her clematis plants.
He went to the living room and lifted the sterling picture frame from the library table by the window, and studied the sepia photograph of his mother and himself at the age of four. He looked first into her eyes, and then into his own. What were they telling him, if anything? He caressed the worn frame with his thumbs, noting that his mother appeared sad, but beautiful. He appeared happy, if perplexed.
His gaze searched her strong gardener’s hand, and the wedding band which Cynthia now wore. More vividly than he remembered the studio session, he remembered the day the large photograph arrived in the mail. He’d been enthralled with the image of the two of them, it was the first magic he’d ever witnessed.
He opened the drawer of the table which he’d taken from Whitefield after his mother’s death, and looked at another sterling frame, lying face down in the drawer with an odd scramble of family pictures. Over the years, he’d played a confessedly neurotic game—for long periods, this picture of his father would be displayed next to the one he was holding, then put away again when some random despair struck and he couldn’t bear to see his father’s cold, though handsome countenance. It had been lying face down for several years.
He closed the drawer and stood looking out the window.
Did people still park around the square and spend Saturday in the stores?
Did the cavernous train station still cast its shadow over a network of rusting tracks, or had it been demolished, or rehabbed for some other use? And what about the old compress where he’d gone with Louis on the final run of his father’s cotton trucks? He’d been tempted more than once to Google the town name and find answers, but he’d never followed through.
In the end, what he really wondered about was the house and the land at Whitefield, where he’d grown up. His mother had died there, just five years after his father’s death, both of them too young, everyone said, for dying. He’d driven from Arkansas, from the small country parish he was serving as curate, to be with her in her last days.
Later, after her estate was settled, and her good rugs sold along with the tall case clock and the walnut wardrobe in which she’d hidden her secret Christmas gifts—after all that was gone, and even the smell of her driven out by Clorox and Bon Ami, he determined never to come back. What could possibly be left to come back to?
He geared down to second, gawking.
Strung along the crest of the hill to his right were the immense Gothic buildings of Mississippi Industrial, apparently abandoned years before and left standing in ruin. He was shaken by the sight of their brooding silhouette, and the legions of windows with broken panes that stared blankly at Rust College across the street.
He looked left to the replica of Independence Hall, the centerpiece of the college, and its impressive clock tower. The memory of the ravaging fire that destroyed the original hall was vivid still; Peggy, who had been like a second mother, had held him as they watched it burn.
He remembered feeling trapped by the heavy clothes he wore against the frigid cold, and Peggy’s arms, which were squeezing the liver out of him.
‘Let me down!’
‘You cain’t git down, baby, I ain’t losin’ you in this crowd.’ Peggy’s nose was running, the tears wet on her face.
‘I ain’t a baby, I’m five!’ He’d been furious at being held in her arms like an infant. But his heart was moved by her tears; he loved their Peggy. He had stopped kicking and patted her face.
‘Why you cryin’?’
‘My mama wanted to go to that school, she say it were th’ hope of th’ coloreds.’
When he was older, he was told how the multitudes collected almost instantly to watch the inferno, arriving by wagons, pickups, dilapidated cars. Black children and white were dismissed from school, presumably to see what they would never see again, and to watch history unfold in flames that blew mullions from windows and collapsed five stories into rubble. He remembered his father saying that the smoke had been seen forty miles away. Others spoke of how the fire had smoldered for weeks; the scarlet glow along the rim of the hilltop appeared to be the setting of a January sun.
Brigadier General Christopher Mott! That was it. Christopher H. Mott, to be precise. Yours truly may have turned seventy day before yesterday, but his brain wasn’t fried yet, hallelujah.
He saw it then, looming above the horizon like an enormous onion. It was definitely more impressive than the great icon of his childhood, though lacking the nuance and character of the original.
He and Tommy had plotted the fiendish thing for two years.
Living in the country, as they both did, they couldn’t just pop to town whenever the notion hit. Two things had to happen. They had to have a better than good reason to be in town for a whole night. And since any connection with Tommy was forbidden, they’d be forced to get there by separate means.
It had all come together pretty quickly.
He found Tommy’s note in the rabbit hutch on Thursday. On Friday, Tommy would be taken to town by his father, to spend the night with his aunt and uncle and mow their grass on Saturday. Scarcely ten minutes after he found Tommy’s note, his mother asked if he’d like to spend Friday and Saturday nights with his grandmother, and they’d all go to church at First Baptist on Sunday.
Trembling with excitement, raw with fear, he met Tommy at the hutch at feed-up time on Friday morning. “We can’t tell nobody,” he said.
“Deal.”
They did their secret handshake: right thumbs meeting twice, pinkies hooked together two beats, palms flat and slapped together two times, right fists touching twice.
In unison, they said the secret word.
There was no turning back…

Unlike some donkey brains, he hadn’t wanted to write anything up there, like CLASS OF whatever or GO TIGERS, and for darn sure not the word that somebody had painted on all four sides of the tank one Saturday night, to greet the frozen stares of churchgoers on Sunday morning.
He just wanted to be up there. With the stars above, and the lights of the town below.
He hadn’t counted on being terrified.
The fear set into his gut the minute he climbed out Nanny Howard’s window on Salem Street; as his feet hit the ground, he broke into a cold sweat. He stood behind the holly bushes a moment, queasy and stupefied.
Then he slipped across the yard and down the bank, and raced along the silent, moonlit street like a field hare. Something small and glowing, perhaps the tip of a lighted cigarette, arced through the air as he blew by the darkened houses. His heart hammered, but he saw no one and didn’t hang back.
Two dogs barked. The flashlight he carried in the pocket of his shorts banged against his leg; he took it from his pocket and held it tight. If a dog came after him, he would knock it in the head; if he was bitten, he would cross that bridge when he came to it.
He arrived at the tank, drenched with sweat and scared out of his mind that Tommy would suddenly appear from the bushes, causing him to lose it right there.
In the light of the three-quarter moon, he saw Tommy; his face was as white as death.
‘I’m scared,’ said Tommy.
‘Don’ worry, ain’t nobody gon’ see us.’ He was shaking so badly he dropped the flashlight, and had to fumble in the parched grass to find it.
‘Look up yonder, we cain’t even see th’ top.’
‘We got t’ take it one rung at a time. Stop an’ rest if we have to.’
‘We stop t’ rest, we’ll be climbin’ ’til daylight. Then th’ police’ll be on us.’
‘If we get up a ways an’ don’ like it, we can come back down. Shut up bawlin’.’
‘I ain’t bawlin’.’
He placed his flashlight at the foot of the ladder; the moon was light enough.
‘Come on, then.’
‘You first,’ said Tommy. ‘An’ don’ be fallin’ on m’ head, neither.’
‘Don’ turn yeller on me.’
‘I ain’t turnin’ yeller on nobody.’
Something like an electrical current shot through him when he touched the metal rung of the ladder. He drew back, then touched it again.
The jolt hadn’t come from special wiring to keep people from climbing to the top and writing that word; it had come from an excitement like he’d never known.
He grabbed on to an upper rung with both hands. He could do this thing.
They climbed like maniacs for what seemed a long time, then stopped and leaned into the ladder, desperately exhausted, their hearts pounding.
‘I’m about t’ puke up m’ gizzard,’ said Tommy. ‘Ever’ time I look down, it hits me.’
‘Don’ look down, keep y’r eyes straight ahead.’
‘Ain’t nothin’ t’ see straight ahead.’
‘It’s puke or look straight ahead, take y’r pick.’
Tommy puked.
‘Good,’ he said. ‘Let’s go.’
They went.
They were feeling the wind now—the higher they climbed, the stronger it blew; his shirttail billowed like a sail. What if they got sucked off this thing and somebody found them splattered like toads on Van Dorn Avenue? He hadn’t counted on wind. He hadn’t counted on the locked gate between the ladder and the platform, either.
‘We’ll have t’ climb over it,’ he hollered above the bluster of wind.
Tommy yelled the word that had been painted on the tank.
His hands were sweating; he wiped one hand, then the other, on his pants and grabbed hold again.
‘Let’s go back down!’ Tommy shouted.
He was glad Tommy had said it, and not him. He thought of his mother sleeping four miles away, unknowing; of his rabbits feeding on beet tops in their hutch beneath the moon. For a moment, he couldn’t believe what he was doing; he was dumbfounded to find himself up here, flapping around in a smoking-hot wind as heavy as the velvet curtains in Miz Lula’s parlor.
Lord, he said to himself, trying to work up a prayer. There was only one problem with praying—since he wasn’t supposed to be doing this, there was no way God was going to hear anything he had to say.
The locked gate gleamed in the moonlight.
‘I’m goin’ over!’ he yelled. ‘If I die, you can have m’ marbles an’ slingshot. There’s five quarters in a snuff can on th’ shelf under th’ hutch. An’ m’ funny books…’ No, not that. Even if he was dead as a doornail, he didn’t want to lose his funny books; they’d just have to rot under his bed.
He hesitated for a moment, then clenched his jaw.
‘Tell Miz Phillips I did m’ whole readin’ list for summer!’
He hooked the toe of his left high-top into the wide mesh of the gate and pulled himself up and dropped down on the other side, his weight resounding on the metal platform. Tommy dropped down after him.
They leaned against the tank, panting with exertion.
The platinum moon was sailing so close he might jump up and touch it. It changed the look of everything; his shirt was silver, his hands and arms were silver, Tommy was silver.
‘I can smell th’ beach!’ he hollered. ‘All th’ way from Pass Christian!’ He nosed the air like a terrier, and discovered a deep vein of fragrance, something like honeysuckle and salt.
‘Where’s our houses at?’ yelled Tommy.
He didn’t want to think about their houses; he wanted to think about being free, lifted from the earth above everything he’d ever known. Already he was longing to tell somebody that they’d made it to the top, that out here beneath the moonlight was the whole state of Mississippi and maybe even Alabama and Tennessee—but of course, they couldn’t tell anybody. If their fathers found out, they’d both be dead. But he, Timmy Kavanagh, would be deader.
In his gut, he knew he wouldn’t keep his word to Tommy. He would have to tell Peggy. But that was okay. Since Peggy would never, ever rat on him, telling Peggy was the same as not telling anybody…

A car horn blared.
Startled, he waved an apology and moved ahead in traffic.
His heart felt strangely moved by the memory of that night, and of Tommy pulling his knife from his pocket before they made the long trek down the ladder.
‘We done it,’ Tommy had said. ‘We done what we said we was goin’ t’ do. Let’s mix blood an’ be blood brothers.’
All his life, every minute, he had wanted a brother. He’d been pretty queasy when Tommy drew out the blade he kept so carefully sharpened.
Maybe the feeling in his chest—some trace of sorrow or longing, he wasn’t sure which—was a precursor to what he’d been waiting for. But the feeling passed quickly.
He gave a thumbs-up to the water tank.
The landscape was recognizable at last; they were headed toward the town square. In the strip mall on his right, two black men in shirts and ties washed a funeral home hearse; suds sparkled on the baking asphalt.
During the trip from Mitford, he’d pondered the order of his visitations, then rearranged the order again and again.
In the end, the square was the logical place to begin, it was where everything began in Holly Springs. Nearly the whole of his early life could be read in a drive around the courthouse square. He’d be surprised if Tyson’s Drugstore had made it into the twenty-first century, and surely Booker Hardware with its oscillating nail bins would be long gone.
Maybe a bite of lunch on the square. And next, he’d drive to the cemetery. That made sense.
“Flowers,” he said to his dog. He’d want to take flowers.
He also wanted to see Tate Place, and a few of the more than sixty antebellum houses of which Holly Springs had always been proud. He’d visited many of those homes; put his feet under many of those tables.
He loosened his tab collar and wiped his face with his handkerchief. Too blasted hot; he was a mountain man now.
He’d leave the church ’til last, and as they headed back to the motel, they’d drive four miles east to the homeplace.
He reflected on this plan.
“Not a good idea.” He looked at his travel companion, who was currently sleeping. “Entirely too much to do in one day.”
He was as tender as a greenhouse plant; he needed time to harden up before he was set out in the red dirt of his native ground. Besides, he had allowed four days to puzzle out the note—if it could be puzzled out—before heading back to Mitford.
As they reached the post office, he pulled into a parking space and cranked up the rag top. Bottom line, it didn’t seem right to return to his birthplace after so many years, to circle the square in a red convertible with the top down. Definitely a tad on the cocky side.
He locked the top in place and poured water into the metal bowl and watched Barnabas drink, then took a few swigs from the jug himself. He pulled down the sun visor and squinted into the mirror and licked his salty fingertips and smoothed his wind-tossed hair. Then he took the envelope from his pocket and blew into the open end and removed the note and read the words once more.
Come home.
A truck roared past, and a few cars. He scratched his dog behind the ear and gazed, without seeing, at the post office. The clock ticked on the dashboard.
“Here goes, Lord.”
He put the note in the envelope, stuck it in the glove compartment, and turned the key in the ignition as his cell phone rang in his shirt pocket.
Who could read the ID on these blasted things? New glasses soon. He’d roll the dice that it was his wife.
“Hey, sweetheart.”
“Hey, yourself. Where are you?”
“Just coming to the square. Parked a minute to put the top up.”
“Are you okay?”
“I am. How’s your ankle?”
“Better by the hour. The swelling is going down.”
“Still painful?”
“Definitely, but I’m staying off it, as prescribed, so we can reschedule our Ireland trip for August. I’ll do anything to get this hideous moon boot removed.”
“Are you needing anything?”
“I’m happy as a clam. No little book to slave over, instead I’m bingeing on other people’s books. And I don’t have to turn a hand to take nourishment. Puny’s dropping by at noon with her fabulous chicken soup, and Dooley and Sammy and Kenny are coming over with pizza at six. Oh, and Timothy, you won’t believe this—the boys are all saying ‘yes, ma’am’ to me.”
“You never know what perks you might score with a fractured ankle.”
“Kenny’s so much like Dooley. And so good for Sammy. Seeing these boys together is a blessing to everyone in town. And none of it could have happened without you.”
“I miss you, Kavanagh.”
“I miss you back.”
“Thanks for letting me go.”
“I didn’t let you go, I made you go. You’ll be glad you did this, I promise. Are you really okay?”
“So far, so good. I’ll be fine.”
He was edgy, his mouth as dry as cotton.
He eased the Mustang out of the parking space and moved forward with the traffic.
“How’s Barnabas?”
There it was, straight ahead.
“Great,” he said. “We’ve both got a little sunburn, but nothing serious.”
His father’s office over the bank. The prewar metal stairs ascending the side of the building. Martin Houck had tumbled down those stairs, head over heels, as legend had it. He’d never been able to completely reconcile whether he’d actually seen Houck fall, or only heard about it so often he thought he’d been there.
“I’ll call you tonight,” he said.
Memories were pouring in now, the dam had broken.
His father’s voice had been sharp outside his bedroom door.
‘Do you realize that what he’s done carries a five-hundred-dollar fine and a six-month jail sentence?’
‘He’s a minor, Matthew. Surely not…’
‘Disobeying me yet again by carousing with that Noles ruffian, willfully defying the law and everything it stands for, everything I stand for. Move away from the door, Madelaine.’
‘You’ve already said enough to cause any suffering he may deserve.’
‘Stand aside.’
‘Don’t hurt him, Matthew.’
‘Don’t hurt him? What’s the good of discipline if there’s no hurt in it? Read your Baptist Bible, Madelaine.’
His father’s brutal punishment on the Sunday after he climbed the tank had taught him a fact he would remember the whole of his life: No matter where his father might be, and without regard for the time of day or night, Matthew Kavanagh had eyes and ears everywhere.
He’d later asked his grandmother how his father had known.
Nanny Howard patted his arm. ‘There’s no tellin’ about your daddy. You’ll learn the answer when you get to heaven. And then it won’t matter’…

“There’s Father’s office,” he said to Barnabas. “It looks…”—he couldn’t speak for a moment—“the same. Amazing. And the bank…”
He pulled to the curb and saw behind the iron fence the small brick storage building where he’d hidden the things he couldn’t take home. He marveled at the sight. Still there.
No, he thought, still here.
He had done what the note commanded. He was here now. He had come home to Holly Springs.


TWO

Stafford’s was closed, of course.
He had hoped it wouldn’t be, but that was the way of things. Stafford’s was where everyone had gone for lunch; walking into the clamor of Stafford’s had nearly always given him a kind of thrill. Here were the lawyers and bankers and cotton brokers and merchants, the people who built and shaped and drove their town.
He’d been proud to look around the crowded room and see among these important men his father’s finely chiseled face and mane of prematurely silver hair, and to test, always to test, whether his father would look up and see him and acknowledge his presence in the room, though he wouldn’t have been welcome at his father’s table in the corner.
Stafford’s was where he’d tasted his first grilled cheese sandwich, mashed flat and crisp beneath the heavy lid of the grill; and where he’d slurped down his first fountain Coke, surely among the most exhilarating experiences of his early life. The fizz had entered his nasal passages and gone straight to his cerebrum, where it shivered and danced and burst like a Roman candle in his brain.
The brick and limestone courthouse, with its double portico and central cupola, looked much the same. Certainly a dash more decked out, possibly by new paint on the trim and the maturity of the trees on the square. He’d always heard that the buildings of one’s childhood looked smaller and less important when viewed through the lens of years. But the rather finely wrought courthouse still looked important to him—it had been the epicenter of his, and everyone else’s, life. He remembered the rhythm of his father’s footsteps, the way his heel taps sounded as they walked along the hall to the courtroom. The taps on the shoe of his good leg rang sharply on the pine boards, the taps on the shoe of his bad leg gave off a hollow, dragging sound.
He checked his watch. The courthouse clock was right on the money, which gave him an unexpected sense of security.
First Presbyterian…the Utley Building…
He was cruising the square, gawking like a tourist. A car horn sounded behind him; he made a left off Memphis onto Van Dorn.
He looked farther up Van Dorn, where the spire of Christ Episcopal soared above the solid, earthbound brick of First Baptist. The Battle of the Churches, Nanny Howard had called it—his father hauling him to the rail of the Episcopalians, his mother’s family warming him at the hearth of the Baptists.
‘So, which side won?’ he’d been asked as a young curate.
‘Both,’ he felt obliged to say. Years later, he realized he’d answered well.
Tyson Drug was still Tyson Drug. An amazement if ever there was one.
By the time the Main Street Grill had closed in Mitford, Percy Mosely had chalked up forty-odd years of doing business in the same spot, which was no mean accomplishment. But Tyson’s had been here when he was a little kid, for Pete’s sake, and who knew how long before that? He felt a swell of something like civic pride as he rolled into a parking space.
“Okay, buddyroe.” He snapped the red leash on his dog’s collar. “Time to meet and greet.”
He didn’t know about the squirrel population in Holly Springs; he would hate to be dragged across the square in front of God and everybody. Of course, at the ripe age of twelve years, his mixed-breed Bouvier didn’t do a lot of squirrel-chasing these days.
He’d been uncertain about bringing a dog on such a trip, especially a dog the size of an early Buick town car. But he was glad he’d done it; he’d talked to Barnabas from Mitford to Memphis, and, as always, his good dog actually listened.
Tyson’s was the same. Albeit totally different, of course—the soda fountain had gone the way of straw boaters.
“How do you do?” he asked the young woman behind the counter.
She eyed Barnabas. “Is that…a dog?”
He laughed. “Barks, wags his tail, likes a good pig’s ear now and then.”
“I never,” she said in disbelief. She leaned over the counter and let Barnabas sniff the back of her hand. “How can I help y’all?”
“We’re mostly just visiting around. I used to live here.”
“Right here in Holly Springs?”
“Yes. I haven’t been back in a long time.”
“Well,” she said, looking him over and smiling. “I’m Amy McPherson. We’re glad to have you back.”
He thought it wonderful that she appeared to mean it. “Tim Kavanagh, Amy. I’m looking for some old friends.” The only problem was, he had socks older than Amy McPherson. Young people wouldn’t know anything about the folks he hoped to find. He peered around.
“Anybody here who’s, you know, older?”
“The boss is really old, but he stepped down to the bank. He’s forty-somethin’.”
“So how’s business?”
“Real good. Court’s in session today. It’s always good when court’s in session.”
“Nice to know that some things never change. Any postcards of the courthouse?”
“We’ve got th’ 1900 photo—it’s with th’ cotton wagons, people like th’ cotton wagons—or th’ 2004, it’s got th’ gazebos.”
“Two of each,” he said, digging out his wallet.
He’d spent good times in this place. “Any newspapers around?”
“We carry th’ South Reporter, that’s th’ Holly Springs paper, an’ th’ Commercial Appeal, that’s th’ Memphis paper, plus USA Today. Th’ rack’s at th’ door.”
“Good. Great. I’ll take a South Reporter, and see you again tomorrow.”
“Bring your dog,” she said.
He stopped at the painted stone column outside Tyson’s double doors, where he and Tommy had once hoped to immortalize their existence on the planet…

The day was blazing hot, their sweat-drenched shirts stuck to them like another skin. Only a few people moved about the square; it would be a perfect time to do what others had done before them. They pulled out their pocketknives and wiped the blades on the seats of their jeans, and claimed their spot on the column.
W I L, he scratched into the paint.
‘Who’s Wil?’ asked Tommy.
‘You’ll see.’ He liked the way the green paint gave way to white plaster beneath, making the letters stand out. LIAM.
‘That ain’t yo’ name, cootie head.’
‘Is now, pig brain.’
‘Who’s William?’
‘You wouldn’t know.’
‘Not if you don’ tell me.’
‘A poet,’ he said.
‘A poet?’
‘“Come forth, and bring with you a heart that watches and receives.”’
‘Huh?’
‘Miz Babcock made us learn poetry,’ he said, etching the surname.
‘I’m glad I didn’t git Miz Babcock, I don’ want t’ be no sissy.’
If men wrote poetry, why was it sissy for boys to read it? He could not understand this.
Learning scripture had given him a particular fondness for memorization, and maybe for his newfound interest in poetry—the two seemed linked as one. In a drawing in his English book, Mr. Wordsworth sported a white beard as big as a cloud, which made him look a lot like God. His eyes seemed knowing and kind, as if you could actually talk to him, if he wasn’t dead.
‘I’m puttin’ m’ own name on,’ said Tommy. ‘Someday, I’ll come back t’ Holly Springs and it’ll still be right here.’ Tommy’s tongue poked out the corner of his mouth as he engraved his last name.
‘Are you leavin’?’ He felt suddenly anxious; people never talked about leaving Holly Springs.
‘Ain’t that what you do after you git out of school?’
‘I guess.’
‘Are you ever leavin’?’ asked Tommy.
‘I don’ know,” he said. “Maybe.’
‘Where would you go?’
He knew Treasure Island wasn’t real. Maybe Mount Everest; he knew that was real. Or Spain. Or India. He shrugged. ‘Most anywhere would prob’ly be okay. ’Cept Africa.’ He had never liked the notion of being mauled and eaten alive by lions.
‘Africa’s where Louis an’ Sally an’ all their young ’uns come from,’ said Tommy. ‘Yo’ Peggy come from there, our Sam come from there, lots of niggers come from there.’
He’d never thought about it before, that Peggy had come from anywhere other than the little house down the lane from his big house.
‘You can go anywhere you want to,’ said Tommy, ‘but I sho cain’t.’
‘How come you cain’t?’
‘’Cause I’m poor—but you’re rich.’
He didn’t like the accusation of being rich. Of course, he knew he wasn’t poor—his father was counsel to the bank, they had a car with tires on the fenders, they had a two-story house, and over six hundred acres with fifty-six in cotton—but he didn’t think they were rich. Boss Tate was rich.
‘You always sayin’ you’re poor. You ain’t poor.’ He said ain’t as often as possible when he wasn’t at home or in school or in church. “You got a house an’ a barn an’ a car. An’ a cow. You got a cow, we don’t have a cow.’
Tommy shrugged.
‘An’ yo’ daddy’s a history teacher. Teachers make lots of money.” Sometimes people told his father that he’d been seen with Tommy Noles; he’d taken more than a few lickings for it, each time worse than the last, and all because his father said Jack Noles was not only an unequipped teacher of history, but a jackleg drunk whose farm machinery was allowed to rust in the fields.
If Tommy’s daddy would just mow his yard and paint his house and put his farm machinery under a shed, they could probably play together, but he couldn’t say that. He shut up the blade and put his knife in his pocket.
‘Yo’ daddy won’ be likin’ this, Timothy.’
Wearing a straw hat and yellow bow tie, the Colonel came up behind them, blowing from his trek along Van Dorn.
‘Won’ be likin’ what, sir?’ If the Colonel ratted on him for hanging out with Tommy, he was sunk.
‘Writin’ yo’ name on private property! That ain’t legal.’ The Colonel drew out a handkerchief and mopped his red face.
‘I didn’t write my name,’ he said.
The Colonel leaned down and squinted at the painted column, adjusting his glasses to peer at the repository of local signatures.
‘From down th’ street, look like I seen yo’ knife out.’
‘My knife’s in m’ pocket, sir.’ He patted his pocket to give witness to the fact.
‘Y’all boys don’ need t’ be gittin’ in any trouble.’
‘Nossir, we don’t.’
The Colonel stuck his face closer to the column. ‘William Wordsworth,’ he read aloud. ‘Who in th’ nation’s that?’
The Colonel straightened up and gave them the once-over. ‘Y’all boys behave y’rself,’ he said, opening the door to Tyson’s and slamming it behind him.
He asked her the next day.
‘Peggy, where were you born at?’
Peggy was sweeping the porch, wearing the red head rag. She always wore the red rag. One day he would ask if something was wrong with her head, maybe warts.
Peggy swept harder. ‘Say where you born. Period. You can’t end nothin’ you say wit’ at.’
He sat with his back against a porch column. ‘Where were you born, then?’
‘Th’ piney woods.’ Peggy was definitely aggravated; she swept the pollen off the side of the porch with unusual vigor and moved down to sweep the steps.
‘Tommy says you come from Africa.’
‘Africa, my foot! I never laid eyes on no Africa.’
‘Where, then?’
‘You th’ aggravatin’est little weasel I ever seen.’
This was going nowhere. ‘If you ever left, where would you live at?’
Peggy glared at him from the porch step. ‘What I jus’ tell you ’bout at? Say it ag’in.’
He was fed up with this. ‘If you was ever to leave,’ he hollered, ‘where would you go-o-o-o?’
‘Not back to where I started from, thass fo’ sho.’
This was his chance and he was taking it. ‘So where did you start from?’
Peggy shook the broom at him, looking fierce. ‘This broom be tellin’ you where I started from if you aks me ag’in.’
He decided he wouldn’t ask her again. Not soon, anyway…

Hog heaven. According to the sign up ahead, Booker Hardware was still Booker Hardware.
He’d never grown tired of hanging around Booker’s; and for several summers, they’d let him work there—helping customers, ringing a sale, sitting on the stool behind the counter. Even sitting down, he’d felt ten feet tall on that stool.
Booker’s was where he smoked his first Lucky Strike, heard his first official dirty joke—he’d been so dumbfounded, he could still remember the darned thing—and where he’d learned a few words he’d never heard before, even in the cotton field. Booker’s was one of the best memories he’d carried away from Holly Springs.
They crossed Van Dorn at a trot and entered the cavernous, wood-floored hardware store. The bell on the door jingled.
“Whoa,” said the man behind the counter. “That a dog, or a coal car jumped offa th’ track?”
“A mere dog. Won’t bite or beg for food, and enjoys the romantic poets. Tim Kavanagh.” They shook hands.
“Red Lowery.” Red eyed his tab collar. “You th’ new man down at th’ Frozen Chosen?”
“Nope, just an old dog myself, come back to Holly Springs after nearly forty years.”
“Born here?”
“I was. I have to tell you, Booker’s was one of my favorite boyhood haunts, I worked here for three summers. It’s a miracle it’s still in business.”
“Dern right it’s a miracle. What with th’ gov’ment gougin’ th’ small b’inessman every time he turns around, it don’t hardly pay t’ open your door of a mornin’.”
“I hear you, Red, I do.” He looked to his right and there they were. He hurried along the aisle and smoked over the metal nail bins, soldered to a center pole that swung around like a lazy Susan. He felt like hugging the blasted things. If he had any place to put it, he’d offer to buy this setup. Hey, Kavanagh, he’d say, I’m bringing home a nice set of nail bins, back your car out of the garage and park it on the street.
He slowly turned the bins and inspected the impressive variety of their contents, mesmerized. How often had he done this as a boy, listening to the squawk as the bins circled on their pole? He chose a nail and hiked up the aisle.
“I’ll take it,” he told Red.
“Jus’ one?”
“Just one. For a souvenir.” He drew out his wallet.
“On th’ house.”
“Come on. A nickel? A dime? What do nails go for these days?”
“That one’s free. You ever go t’ build a house, I’ll be lookin’ for your nail b’iness.”
“Deal. Thanks.”
The bell jingled; three men in camouflage scattered through the store.
“That’s m’ groundhog hunters,” said Red.
“Folks wear camouflage to hunt groundhogs?”
“These boys do. You got family here?”
“Only at Hill Crest.”
“You plannin’ t’ move back?”
“Can’t move back. I’m dug in like a turnip in North Carolina.”
“Lot of red dirt up there, I been there.”
“Do you know the name Tommy Noles, by any chance?”
“Tommy Noles, Tommy Noles.” Red looked blank.
“How about a black man a few years older than myself, named Willie? Or maybe he’d be called Will or William now.”
“Right yonder’s y’r black man named Will.” Red jerked his thumb toward the front window. “Will! Here’s th’ IRS lookin’ for you.”
His heart rate kicked up; this could be the moment he’d prayed for, however randomly, since he was a kid.
“Will don’t like dogs.”
“Can I leave him here? He’s harmless.”
“Hitch ’im t’ this stool right here.”
As he walked toward the front window, Will came to meet him, grinning. He was a big man, wearing overalls.
“Will—Tim Kavanagh.” He felt a knot rise in his throat.
They shook hands.
“Will Pruitt. I sho hope Mr. Red ’s jokin’ wit’ me.”
He noted that Will’s right hand was as big as a smoked ham; his left hand was stuck down the throat of a man’s street shoe.
“He was definitely joking; I’m a preacher who never got the knack of wringing money out of folks. I’m looking for someone they called Willie when he was a boy, someone I knew many years ago.” He stood there, as barefaced as he knew how, hoping Will would recognize him.
“They used t’ call me Willie—now Will’s m’ name, an’ half-solin’s m’ game.”
“Half-soling?”
“Boots, shoes. I keep th’ soles goin’ ’til th’ tops give out.”
“A high calling, if you ask me. Would you be the Willie who worked at Tate Place when you were a boy?” Please.
“Don’ b’lieve I ever worked at Tate Place.”
Will removed the shoe from his left hand.
It wasn’t Willie.
“You new in Holly Springs?”
“Old and new. Born here, lived here ’til I went away to school. Back for a visit. How about you?”
“Born an’ raised right here. Retired las’ year from maintenance at th’ college, an’ hang aroun’ wit’ Mr. Red doin’ m’ half-sole b’iness. Keeps me out of trouble.”
“I’m retired, myself.”
“I guess yo’ collar do pretty good t’ keep you out of trouble.”
“Trouble don’t dodge a collar,” he said, lapsing into the vernacular. He was loving the soft, slow speech of his youth; it was like poured chocolate. He removed one of his loafers and turned it over. “Just as I thought, Will. Look here.”
“Goin’ down, all right. Specially ’long th’ side there, you mus’ walk a little slew-footed.”
“The heels look all right to you?”
“Look like they can git by a good while yet.”
“Can you do a couple of half-soles while I wait?”
“‘While you wait’ is my slogan. You want taps?”
He hadn’t had taps in decades. “Taps all the way.”
Nearby, one of the hunters mowed through a display of shoelaces.
“I hear y’all are goin’ groundhog huntin’,” he said, standing on the hardwood floor in his sock feet.
“If we ever git out of town. These boys want t’ shop more’n hunt. I’m Merle.”
“Tim Kavanagh.”
“That’s a dog an’ a half you got up front.”
“He is that. You hunt groundhog for sport?”
“Me, I mostly hunt for my neighbor, he has eight kids, but I been known to eat it if it’s cooked right. Clyde, he don’t touch groundhog; he leaves ’em f’r th’ buzzards—it’s got t’ where they know Clyde s’ good, they follow ’is truck. But you take Smokey—he’ll eat what he hunts. His idea of a seven-course meal is a groundhog an’ a six-pack.”
“How in the world would you cook groundhog?”
“Skin it. Quarter it. Flour it. Fry it.”
One of Merle’s buddies appeared with an armload of packaged snacks. “You forgot parboil. Have t’ parboil th’ sucker fo’ ’bout a hour.” He shook his hand. “Smokey Davis.”
“Tim Kavanagh. Pleased to meet you.”
“Okay, here you go,” said Merle. “Quarter it. Parboil it. Flour it. Fry it.”
“Hot oil,” said Smokey.
“Hot,” said Merle.
“’Til brown.”
“What does it taste like?”
“Chicken.”
He’d like to have a nickel for every arcane flesh, including coyote and armadillo, said to taste like chicken.
“Tough?” he asked.
“Not too bad,” said Merle. “Shoot, I lef’ out somethin’.”
“Right,” said Smokey. “You forgot t’ marinate it.”
“What about th’ sweat glan’s?” Clyde walked up with a package of work socks and a pouch of Red Man. “You tell ’im ’bout th’ sweat glan’s?”
Merle heaved a sigh. “Oay, here you go. Th’ whole nine yards. Skin it. Take out th’ sweat glan’s, they’re right about here…” He raised an arm and pointed to the spot. “Quarter it. Marinate it. Parboil it. Flour it. Fry it. Eat it.”
“Got it.” He was sorry he’d asked.
“It’s a job of work.”
“I was just thinking that.”
“Where you from?” asked Smokey.
“Right here.”
Smokey eyed him. “I don’t b’lieve I’ve seen you around.”
“Been gone thirty-eight years plus change.”
“Movin’ back?”
“Can’t do that.”
Smokey shook his hand. “Whatever. Glad to have you. Y’ought t’ try you a bite of groundhog sometime, be good for you.”
He stopped by the register and collected Barnabas.
“We gon’ see you ’fore you leave us again?” asked Red.
“I’ll most likely pop in every day, just to chew the fat. Feels good to be in Booker’s.”
“Bring your dog,” said Red. “He’s a real conversation piece.”
He liked the sound of taps on his heels. Nothing too attention-getting, merely a small reminder that he was alive, he had feet, he was walking down the street on a beautiful day. Definitely worth four bucks.
In the car, he slathered on sunscreen and gave Barnabas fresh water. Then, since he hadn’t met anybody who seemed like they’d hold it against him, he put the top down again.
The heat had abated a little; cruising around the streets beneath the canopy of old trees was by no means disagreeable.
His mother had loved Holly Springs, and hated her forced move to the country as a young bride. Accustomed to the endless round of socializing which was a Holly Springs hallmark, she had struggled to forgive her husband for betraying his promise to buy them a house in town. She had struggled still more to forgive him for spending her own money, without asking, on the purchase of Whitefield.
How had he forgotten how beautiful his hometown was?
He drove along Salem Avenue, wide as a boulevard and lined with houses built by wealthy cotton planters. He remembered the French wallpaper in the enormous hallway of Fant Place, and the parties his mother and father had attended in its double parlor—he’d been invited for tea spiked with rum before he pushed off to college. And Montrose—as a child, he had played in its derelict yard, wondering if the upstairs shutters might fall on his head; now it appeared to be an image from a postcard.
He passed Airliewood, which every Holly Springs schoolchild knew as General Grant’s headquarters in ’62. Grant’s men had stolen the silver doorknobs, shot the pickets off the iron fence, and turned the lead bathtub into bullets—but the old wounds had healed; the house looked better than ever.
His mother had taught him that nearly every house in his hometown was a living history book, including the birthplace of a slave named Ida, he couldn’t recall her last name, who’d become the first civil rights worker.
Wells! There it was. Ida Wells. Facts and names he’d long ago tossed overboard were floating to the surface like so much jetsam.
He pulled to the curb and stared, swallowing hard. His grandmother’s house had undergone an updo to beat the band.
He reached for his dog and buried his fingers in the thick, wiry coat. His mother had been raised here, he’d been born here. There was the very porch railing he’d tried to walk like a tightrope, resulting in a broken arm that was, to this day, not right.
“That’s where I came into the world,” he told Barnabas. “Dr. Jordan was going on ninety, they said, and his hand was steady as a rock.”
Nanny Howard moving through the house in her blue wrapper, which she wore ’til she dressed at four in the afternoon; windows shuttered and curtains drawn against the heat of the day; her Bible lying in the seat of her favorite rocker on the sleeping porch; her daily prayer—
“Sometimes she said it at breakfast, sometimes when we walked out to the garden—‘Lord, make me a blessing to someone today.’”
Barnabas looked square into his eyes.
“She was certainly”—he cleared his throat—“a blessing to me. An island of calm in a stormy sea.”
As a boy, he’d likened her smell to the fragrance of peaches in churned ice cream, and had been mildly disappointed to learn it was Coty face powder from Tyson’s.
His grandfather, Yancey Howard, had been a profound influence, as well. Kindhearted, sanguine, a peacemaker—and a well-loved Baptist preacher who once risked his life to save a boy from drowning in a flooded river. He also enjoyed a type of bucolic fame for bringing twin boys into the world while making house calls to his rural congregation.
Though Grandpa Yancey had the nod of the community along with a sizable parcel of land, Nanny Howard had the money in their family, just as his own mother, Madelaine, had had a substantial amount in his. He learned that his father wouldn’t accept a dime from Grandpa Kavanagh, though having made a fortune with box factories in Oxford, Jackson, and Memphis, the old man was rich by any standard. That was fine, every tub had to stand on its own bottom, but the fact that his father had used his mother’s money to buy Whitefield was another matter entirely. Long before he was old enough to hear about this duplicity, he felt as if he’d been marked in the womb by something he couldn’t name or understand.
From the time of his eighth birthday until he was twelve, and when no one had money to spare, Nanny Howard had given him three dollars every three months. Both his mother and father had questioned this stream of funds in war and postwar time. ‘If a boy has no money to handle,’ Nanny had said, ‘how will he learn to handle money?’
In return for the quarterly bonanza, she expected to hear of many sacrifices made and much good done, and he’d been able to deliver—most of the time. He occasionally concealed a nickel or a dime spent shamefully, but came to relish using this treasury toward ends other than his own. Giving, he learned early on, produced as much, and sometimes more, pleasure than a Sugar Daddy, with which he’d unintentionally yanked a bad tooth clean out of his head…

‘Twenty-five cents for funny books.’
‘Yes, ma’am.’
Nanny Howard pored over his record-keeping, written with a No. 2 pencil on lined notebook paper.
‘Fifty cents for socks and chewing gum for Sergeant Silverman.’
‘Yes, ma’am. I put ’em in th’ Care package Mama sent.’
She nodded. ‘Very good. Fifty cents for shoelaces and a comb. For Sergeant Silverman, I take it.’
“No, ma’am. For Peggy. It was her birthday.’
‘Very thoughtful. Thirty cents for the collection plate, for the work of the Lord in foreign lands. “The Lord loveth a cheerful…”’ She turned and looked at him.
‘“Giver!”’ he said. ‘Second Corinthians, chapter nine, verse seven.’
‘Well done. Eighteen cents for postcards.’
‘For Lieutenant Krepp to write home on. We sent him a USO package, an’ he sent me a picture of him an’ his buddies in Italy. He has two kids.’
‘I hope you sent him one of the courthouse.’
‘Yes, ma’am. With th’ cotton wagons.’
‘I don’t see one red cent saved back.’
‘You don’t give me enough t’ save somethin’ back.’
‘Well, now, listen to that. If I hadn’t saved back, there would be nothing to give you at all. If you have only a nickel, you can save back a penny.’
He didn’t like to disappoint Nanny Howard. He would do it, then. Somehow.
With a dollar and twenty-seven cents yet to be accounted, he sat through the rest of the rigmarole stiff as a board. Though worried about his decisions, he was sure of his arithmetic. At the end, she was pleased.
‘You are a special boy,’ she said. ‘Your grandfather will be proud.’ Then she talked about character, as if he weren’t there and could listen only if he wanted to. ‘“Character,” Mr. Dwight Moody once said, “is what you are in the dark.”’
There was the rub, he thought—trying to be good in the dark…

“Back then, there were lots of squirrels,” he told his dog.
Perhaps he’d stop again and ask if he could see the house.
He drove aimlessly for a while, looking, remembering, and turned onto Gholson Avenue.
He would never forget the night at Tate Place; the memory would plague him ’til the end of his days, unless…

His father’s laughter rose loudly above the distant murmur of voices along the gallery. He was always uneasy when his father laughed; he felt jealous that the laughter was never for him, and embarrassed that it stood out so sharply in a crowd.
He sat in the corner on a stool, watching the commotion in the steaming summer kitchen. Two cooks worked at the stove, frying chicken in huge skillets; a tall colored man named Mose handed off platters of food to a lineup of barefoot helpers outside the kitchen door. Grease popped; someone swore; yeast rolls were bundled into starched white napkins and chucked into baskets. The screen door slapped shut and was kicked open again as loaded trays and platters moved out the door and across the green lawn to the gallery.
‘Y’all git across t’ th’ dinin’ room, now, an’ mind you don’ spill nothin’, you hear? Step along, I’s comin’ right behin’ wit’ yo’ supper.’
He and a barefooted colored boy were pushed from the kitchen by a mammy in an apron.
‘Willie!’ somebody shouted after them. ‘Make that chile eat, then y’all set on th’ front porch ’til I come git you. Thass yo’ job, an’ I ’spec’ you t’ do it nice.’
They were herded across the lawn and up the steps of the house and along the hall to the small table with four chairs in the corner of Miz Lula’s dining room. He’d had Sunday supper here at Easter, but there had been other children then. He had found seven dyed eggs in a grove of azalea bushes.
The mammy set the plate on the table and thumped down a knife, a fork, and a bowl of cobbler. ‘You th’ onliest chile at this party. Willie gon’ see you eats a good supper, an’ mind you ’til yo’ folks gits done. You drinkin’ milk?’
It couldn’t hurt to ask. ‘Can I please have a Co-Cola?’
‘Willie, go wit’ me an’ bring this baby a Co-Cola. He th’ onliest chile at th’ party an’ need a treat.’
He was furious at what she had just called him, but looked steadily into his plate, unseeing.
‘Use yo’ napkin!’ she said, loud enough to wake the dead. He thought she looked ten feet tall.
He tucked a corner of his napkin into his starched shirt collar. He hated his stiff collar and he hated this place.
‘Thass a nice baby,’ she said, leaving the room with Willie.
He burned with humiliation. He didn’t want a colored boy to hear him called baby. Never, ever again would he come to Miz Lula’s, no matter how much people got down on their knees and begged him.
Willie returned with the Co-Cola and set the opened bottle on the table. ‘What yo’ name?’
Timothy sounded like a baby’s name. ‘Tim!’ he said.
‘How ol’ you is?’
‘Five goin’ on six.’
‘I’s ten.’
There was a long silence. He looked at his plate, finally seeing what was on it. Fried chicken. Yes. Squash. No. Tomatoes. No. Green beans. No. In its own small dish was blueberry cobbler with thick cream. Yes. He stared at the way the berry juice had purpled the rim of the white dish.
‘Y’all gon’ eat all ’at?’
‘I ain’t much hungry.’
‘I could sho eat it fo’ you.’
‘Guess I’ll eat th’ chicken. An’ maybe th’ cobbler.’
‘Eat all you want, an’ I’ll clean up th’ res’. But you cain’t tell nobody.’Willie eyed his Co-Cola.
He picked up the drumstick and bit into the hot, savory meat. It was good, it was almost as good as Peggy’s. He guessed he was hungry, after all.
‘Looky here.’Willie held up his left hand; he didn’t have a thumb. ‘I’s holdin’ th’ ol’ hen on th’ stump wit’ this here han’, an’ th’ axe comin’ down in m’ other han’. I done it t’ m’self.’
His stomach felt funny. ‘Did you cry?’
‘Sho nuff I cried. Hit bled all on m’self an’ th’ stump, too. Cat got m’ thumb an’ run off t’ th’ barn wit’ it.’
He put the drumstick down.
‘I wanted that thumb, I coulda showed it aroun’ an’ maybe got a nickel fo’ it. But th’ ol’ cat crawl up under th’ barn an’ I couldn’ git it back nohow.’
‘You can have m’ whole supper,’ he said, pushing his plate away.
Willie grinned.
‘’Cept for m’ Co-Cola.’
‘You has to stan’ lookout while I eats, else I git a whippin’.’
It was exciting to stand at the dining room door and be a lookout for somebody ten years old, even if that person was colored. He was supposed to whistle if he heard footsteps headed this way. His heart pounded, hoping the mammy would come and catch Willie eating his supper, then praying she would not.
They went out to the porch in the gathering dusk and sat on the top step. Boss Tate’s immense touring car was the only vehicle parked in the driveway; guests’ cars were parked up and down Gholson.
The crickets were loud, but not as loud as at his house in the country. He wished Willie could hear his crickets, he would be impressed.
‘Where d’you live at?’
‘Wit’ m’ mama in th’ winter kitchen, she th’ boss cook. I he’ps Miz Lula in th’ garden, she say I’s natural born t’ work a garden. See all ’em flower beds yonder? I weeded ever’ one of ’em m’ ownself.’
It was an unusually warm spell near the end of March; a small breeze carried the scent of viburnum.
‘When Mose cut Miz Lula’s grass, I rakes it. She save up th’ scraps, I carries ’em to th’ chickens. She aks me t’ bring her ol’ shoes, I brings ’em.’
‘You a slave?’
‘What you mean, a slave?’ Willie threw out his chest. ‘I’s a freed man!’
‘You ain’t a man.’
‘I’s a freed boy!’
‘Oh,’ he said.
‘Miz Lula, she nice, I likes doin’ fo’ Miz Lula. Mose say she ain’t hale, she goin’ down. I don’ know what we do wit’out Miz Lula, nossir, I don’…’Willie’s voice trailed off.
‘Miz Lula’s old an’ bent over,’ he said, in case Willie hadn’t noticed.
‘Thass her birthday party goin’ on back yonder. She be ninety-eight.’
The sound of laughter and applause carried from the gallery to the front porch. Then they heard the singing.
‘They be bringin’ in th’ cake now,’ said Willie. ‘You ought t’ seen th’ cake, hit’s big as a washtub. Mr. Boss, he gon’ give what he call a toas’ to ’is mama.’
‘Do we get a piece of cake?’
Willie shook his head. ‘Colored an’ you gits cobbler.’
‘What kind of cake?’
‘Yeller cake wit’ lemon icin’, thass her fav’rite an’ Mr. Boss’s fav’rite, too. Near ’bout ever’ Sunday, Miz Lula give me a piece of yeller cake. M’ mama, she won’ give me yeller cake, but Miz Lula, she do.’
Peggy would give him things his mama wouldn’t. Like Co-Cola. ‘That ol’ Co-Cola gon’ rot th’ teeth out yo’ head,’ Peggy would say. ‘But I ain’t lookin’ at you suckin’ it down, nossir, I’m lookin’ how this mornin’ glory vine gon’ take th’ place if I don’ cut it back.’
When they passed from the porch to the front hall, he peered into Miz Lula’s parlor and saw the piano. He had always wanted a piano, but his father didn’t like noise in the house.
‘I could prob’ly play that,’ he told Willie.
‘Does y’all know how?’
‘We have a piano at our house.’ The lie had slipped out so easy, it was as if someone else had said it.
‘I reckon you could play a minute if you don’ tell nobody. Does you play ragtime?’
‘I can play most anything.’ Another lie had just rolled out; he hadn’t even known it was coming. People weren’t supposed to lie, even to colored.
‘Okay,’ said Willie. ‘Come on. But don’ touch nothin’ else, you hear?’
‘I won’t,’ he said. And then he did.
The blue vase sat on the piano on a fringed silk shawl that draped onto the floor. As he walked to the keyboard, numb with humiliation at being caught in his sin, he stepped on the shawl. The shawl slid toward him, dislodging the vase; it toppled to the floor and smashed.
‘Lord Jesus,’ Willie whispered. ‘Mr. Boss give ’er that. That was give to him for bein’ th’ mayor of Memphis.’
Stunned, and frozen with fear, he stared at the blue fragments scattered along the polished hardwood floor.
‘Timothy.’
It seemed that the simple act of raising his head took an eternity. He saw his father in the doorway and realized that his mouth was open and he could not shut it.
His father remained in the doorway. ‘I was just coming in to see about you. Who did this unholy thing?’
The silence hung in the parlor for what seemed a long time.
‘I done it,’ said Willie.
As the Buick navigated the rough road toward home, he lay like a stone on the backseat, sick with fear and self-loathing, pretending to sleep. When Willie took the blame, his father had grabbed Willie by the shirt and marched him out of the room—and what had he done to stop it? He’d stood there, mute, helpless, worse than a baby.
Willie had looked back at him and grinned. Yes, grinned. As if he was thrilled to death about the unmentionable act that would happen sure as fire. He couldn’t get that grin out of his mind, the thought of it chilled him. If his mother knew he’d allowed Willie to be dragged away for a crime which her son had committed…But he could never tell her, he could never tell anybody, not even Peggy, he was in this alone. Sometimes it was hard to believe there were so many things you could never tell anybody.
He prayed with all his might that they would give Willie a nice funeral, with a black car in the lead and curtains at the windows. If they invited him, he wouldn’t be able to go, of course, because he’d be too sick to get out of bed.
‘…since Greece surrendered to Hitler.’
‘…Germans…London…’
‘…shouldn’t have humiliated that boy in front of the servants, Matthew.’
‘…weary of your tiresome sentimentalities, Madelaine.’
He couldn’t hear all they were saying over the roar of the motor. But he knew they were talking about the terrible thing that had happened because of his carelessness, and the worse thing that had probably already happened because of his cowardice.
The wrapped slice of yellow cake, sent to him by Miz Lula, lay on the seat beside him; he would never put a bite of it in his mouth.
His mother came into his room the following morning and stood by his bed. He squeezed his eyes shut even tighter, praying she would go away and let him suffer. Lord, he prayed, silent as a tomb, let me die and be happy again.
‘Timothy?’
He twitched his nose as he’d seen Louis do while sleeping.
‘You aren’t sleeping. Tell me what’s troubling you.’
The thought occurred to him out of the blue. ‘I have th’ yeller fever.’
‘Really?’
He did not open his eyes, he did not want to see her face or make eye contact with someone who was not desperately fallen like himself.
‘What are your symptoms?’
He didn’t know the symptoms of the deadly fever that had raged through town and left hundreds dead. Even the Catholic priest. Even seven nuns. He’d been told that bodies had been stacked up like firewood, waiting to be buried. Now they were all in the ground at Hill Crest as proof of the worst thing that ever happened in Holly Springs.
‘What are your symptoms, Timothy?’
His mother had nailed him, but he couldn’t quit now.
‘Itchin’ all over. Had t’ go to th’ pot a hun’erd times. Skin burnin’ like fire. Feet stinkin’ real bad.’
‘I’ll see you in the kitchen in short order. Peggy has cinnamon rolls in the oven.’
She closed the door behind her, obviously not sorry for a minute that he had yellow fever and could die and be stacked up at Hill Crest like a hickory log.
He heard his father’s footsteps coming along the hall—the sharp tap, the dragging sound. His voice was muffled outside the door. ‘What is it?’
‘Timothy has yellow fever.’
This announcement was followed by something that shocked him to the marrow. It was his father’s laughter; his father’s scary, out-of-control laughter.
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He drove along a narrow lane bordered by pear trees, reading the names chiseled into the headstones.

SORRELL
CLAYTON
AIRLIE
MACKIE

Here and there, the iron fences enclosing family plots nearly disappeared beneath masses of climbing roses. Cedars, magnolias, and blackjack oaks grown to what seemed enormous size cast islands of shade on mown grass. The hill seemed smaller than he remembered, but greener and more beautiful.
He had followed the hearse to Hill Crest for his Aunt Lily, Uncle Clarence, Uncle Chester, Grandpa Yancey, and then, only months later, Nanny. Far too soon after that, they’d driven up with the urn for his father’s memorial service, and finally, he’d ridden in the black, chauffeured town car, known as the family car, behind his mother’s hearse. He’d realized that he had no family to ride with him, as his first cousin, Walter, was in Europe at the time. He’d spoken with the funeral director about what he intended to do. There had been some raised eyebrows among funeral home staff when he and Louis, recently widowed and now doubly bereaved, climbed in the backseat together and off they went.
He parked in the lane now and retrieved the roses from the trunk. Then he let his dog out the passenger side and they walked west toward the oldest blackjack oak on the grounds. The age of the oak had been a matter of pride to his grandfather and even to his parents. Back then, owning plots near this oak, which was older than the 1851 cemetery in which it grew, had been loosely akin to owning a house on Salem Avenue.
His eyes roamed his old playground. There ought to be a law against plastic flowers, poinsettias in particular. No, a stiff tax would be better; that would get the job done. In the years he’d visited Hill Crest with his mother, there had been no such abomination…

He liked going to town with his mother on Saturday, which was the only day she could have the car. His Aunt Lily never went to town on Saturday, she said Saturday was for the negroes, but his mother enjoyed Saturdays in town as much as he did.
She always dressed up, and put on perfume and a hat and sometimes gloves, and always a little rouge, which she rubbed on her cheeks with her fingers. In spring and summer, they cut flowers from the garden and went to the cemetery every month to decorate the Howard family graves. He liked riding into town with the smell of lilacs or peonies or tulips or roses, and going to the cemetery, which was cool in summer because of the big trees. He was allowed to run up and down the lane, but not at all in the cemetery, because whatever he did, he must never step on a grave. That was fine with him, he didn’t want to step on a grave and be hainted for the rest of his life.
Before he could read, his mother read the headstones to him.
‘Lieutenant George Anderson said, and this is worth remembering, Timothy: “He longest lives who most to others gives, himself forgetting.”’
She told him that Lieutenant Anderson, whose plane went down at the South Pole, lived up to those words every day, according to a letter that Admiral Byrd wrote to the Anderson family.
Fifteen-year-old Robert Walter McGuirk, Jr., was buried at Hill Crest with a letter to his dad dated December 20, 1906. Everybody seemed to know what the letter said, including his Sunday School teacher at Walnut Grove, who learned to recite it by heart as a lesson on the spirit of giving.
Dear Pap,
…You know I want to give Mother a comb, brush and mirror and I want you to send me $10 or $20 maybe. When you send me the money please address the letter to me for I want it to be a surprise to Mother and I have to get a lot of other presents so I will be obliged to you if you come across with about 15 bucks. All are well. Your loving son, Walter. P.S. Don’t be afraid that the money will be spent foolishly for I am an old head.

There were also ancestors of his mother buried here, who had died with the yellow fever.
In some ways, he thought the cemetery almost as good as a movie because you could imagine the people and their lives, and see the plane going down over the frozen South Pole, and wonder if the boy named Robert ever got his mother the comb and brush and mirror; he really wanted Mrs. McGuirk to have gotten at least the comb. In one way, Hill Crest was maybe even better than the movies, because you could go back to the cemetery again and again, and movies always left town.
Sometimes Peggy came with them and they ate lunch under a shade tree, then went shopping, and sometimes they visited his mother’s friends who had kids his age, or they would go see his grandmother and have chicken salad on a pineapple ring with a hot roll, or maybe when they shopped on the square they would get a grilled cheese at Stafford’s. Plus his mother always gave him a dime, which he spent at Tyson’s.
‘Thank you for your business,’ they said at Tyson’s, which made him feel as if a dime to them was as important as a dime to him.
When he rode to town with his father, it was different. His father hardly ever spoke, and also kept his eyes glued to the road because of his bad leg, which had nerve damage and made driving a hard thing to do.
He asked a lot of questions so his father would talk to him.
‘What makes big holes in the road?’
‘Rain.’
‘How long do butterflies live?’
‘Not long.’
‘Why do we have to die?’ He really wanted to know the answer to this.
A muscle twitched in his father’s jaw, and he didn’t reply.
He often asked questions he’d asked before, just in case the answers would be different this time.
‘Can I ever have a dog?’
‘No.’
‘Why?’
‘For God’s sake, the place is swarming with dogs. Rufe, Louis, everybody has a mongrel dog. Play with their dogs.’
Tommy had a dog, too, his name was Jeff; he helped teach Jeff to catch sticks in midair, and even heel and sit. But he didn’t want to play with other people’s dogs, he wanted his own. Why his father couldn’t understand something so simple made him crave to roll down the window and holler ’til his eyes bugged out.
‘Why can’t I go swimmin’ in th’ pond, just once?’
‘Water moccasins.’
‘Everybody goes swimmin’ in th’ pond.’
No answer.
‘Can I go fishin’ in th’ river?’
‘Absolutely not.’
He would be quiet for a time, to give his father a break from so many questions.
Before he asked the next question, he always prayed. God, let him say yes. Amen.
‘Can I ever, ever play with Tommy?’
‘No.’
‘Not even once?’
‘Don’t ask again.’
He was playing with Tommy, anyway; he and Tommy were making a dam at the creek. But it would help a lot if he had permission, it just would.
He didn’t see why Tommy’s daddy being a ‘secret drunk’ had anything to do with why he couldn’t play with Tommy. Besides, if his daddy’s drinking was such a big secret, how did people know about it? Plus, Tommy’s daddy was a schoolteacher, and schoolteachers couldn’t get drunk or else they couldn’t teach, and since Mr. Noles was teaching every day, then the talk about him staying liquored up must not be true.
There was something even more important that he wanted to ask, but he never did. He wanted to ask, Why do you hate me?…

The family plot was contained by an ornate iron fence, bought nearly a century ago in Memphis and heavily tangled with climbing roses whose canes were as large as his forefinger. The plot had been mowed, but weeds grew thick around the head-and footstones. He had pruning shears in the trunk, and a spade and fertilizer; he’d take care of what needed to be done before he headed back to Mitford.
Mildly detached and fully prepared, he might have been walking into a vestry meeting as he lifted the latch on the creaking iron gate and stepped inside.
REVEREND YANCEY PINCKNEY HOWARD
Safe in 
the Arms 
of Jesus
Grandpa Yancey had died at age seventy—the same birthday he’d celebrated only two days ago with Cynthia, Dooley, and Dooley’s siblings. As for himself—with the exception of his blasted diabetes—he thought he was in pretty decent shape for seventy. But then, Grandpa Yancey had thought the same thing—he’d been chopping wood when he keeled over with a heart attack.
No pain, no lingering illness, just taken.
Two funeral celebrations had marked Yancey Howard’s passing—one at Walnut Grove, the small country church he had pastored in his early years, and another at First Baptist in town, where he had preached for nearly two decades. First Baptist had been packed; the overflow crowded the churchyard and lined the sidewalk, as if a head of state lay in the open casket beyond the double front doors. His mother and grandmother had been deeply moved, as had he, by the legions of men who, unable to find a seat in the pews, stood outside on a frigid January morning, holding their hats over their hearts in a stinging west wind.
A knot rose in his throat and he felt at once the shame he had so long denied, the shame of being inexcusably late to stand here and pay respects that could never be fully paid.
ELIZABETH JANE MELROSE HOWARD
Her Soul Is 
Christ’s Abode
“Nanny,” he said. The sound of her name, so long unspoken, produced a rush of feeling like he hadn’t known in years.
Barnabas sat by his feet, gazing up at him as he mopped his eyes and blew his nose.
“My grandmother,” he explained. Following Grandpa Yancey’s passing, Nanny had been seized with a racking cough, and died of pneumonia four months later. His mother had been devastated; he’d come home from Sewanee for ten days, wrenched with grief, but stricken even more by his mother’s suffering.
He’d bought the roses this morning from a florist on the square. Did he want vases? No, he didn’t need vases. Did he want green florist’s paper? Not needed, thank you, and no ribbon. Just newspaper would do, something to collect the two dozen stems for the ride up to Hill Crest.
He squatted between his grandparents’ graves and placed a red rose on Nanny Howard’s, then turned and placed a yellow rose on his grandpa’s mound.
“In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit,” he said, making the sign of the cross. “Thank you for loving me. Thank you for the model you set for me, though I was often too blind to see it.”
His heart was leaden as he stood and tore the petals from several roses and scattered them over the mounds of earth, giving thanks. Then he wiped his eyes and gazed at the green space to the far right of his grandparents’ graves.
That green space was reserved for him.
Turning seventy had given him something to think about, all right. In terms of landmarks, it was right up there with turning forty, when he’d recognized that life would probably always be difficult, and also that it wouldn’t go on forever.
At forty, he’d been pathetically overweight. To paraphrase an old saying, what he lacked in being tall, he made up in being wide. Worse still, it lent him an increasing resemblance to his Grandpa Kavanagh. The family likeness was the torment of his existence; he found it brutally ironic that he should be trapped inside a body so similar in appearance to a man he despised.
Then, to top it all, no pun intended, he was clearly on the cusp of losing his hair. As there was no pattern baldness in his bloodline that he knew of, this reality had come fully loaded with complete shock and bewilderment, feelings he couldn’t talk about with anyone, including his barber. He learned the best way to handle it was to make self-deprecating jokes, and he frequently kicked himself for an overblown vanity that had nothing to do with the mind of Christ.
Those seemingly insurmountable issues had been definitely exacerbated by the feeling of isolation in a remote parish given to gray winters. Soon after his forty-third birthday—he remembered the moment vividly—he realized he was sitting with his head in hands, exactly as his father had so often done. He bolted from the chair and ran out to the small, fenced yard, panicked. What if the depression that had consumed his father was consuming him? He leaned against the fence and implored God to deliver him from the darkness that so often clouded his mind in this parish—or had it been there all along, metastasizing like a tumor?
He realized as he cowered by the fence that he had struggled for years to get it right—struggled to experience the joy, the peace, the sense of oneness with the One who was born for him, gave himself for him, and in so doing, offered Timothy Kavanagh the supernatural gift of eternal life.
He genuinely believed in this One, had even been ordained as a priest in his service, and yet, in all the long years of his faith since childhood, he had never deeply, viscerally known the warmth and protection of the divinely unconditional, even tender love about which he had heard and read so much. He had trembled to think he was a fraud.
He stood now gazing at the plot he would not occupy. In a world gone berserk with asphalt, it would be good to leave a span of green earth untrammeled.
What epitaph would he want when the time came for his farewell in Mitford? He remembered the gravestone of a woman parishioner in the churchyard at St. John’s in the Grove. DEMURE AT LAST, it read. He thought that the single most definitive and amusing epitaph he’d ever come across.
He saw that his father’s urn had taken on a dark patina; moss grew freely on the north side. Then he looked at his mother’s headstone, and the inscription he’d chosen with such care and suffering.
No. He couldn’t do this now.
Turning away, he opened the gate and walked to the oak, then sat and leaned against it, still holding the roses in their shuck of newspaper. The rough bark felt good to his back; he would pray until he received the grace to pay respects at his mother’s grave and his father’s urn. He should also get over to Aunt Lily and the uncles, and then to his great-great-grandparents at the north corner of the hill.
A few yards away, a young woman helped an elderly lady of considerable girth transplant a geranium from a plastic pot to the head of a grave. He watched for a time, feeling invisible in the shade of the tree. The young woman watered the fresh planting from a green can, and tamped the earth around it with her foot; the old woman leaned on her cane, giving orders.
They looked up, suddenly, and stared at him; perhaps they thought he was loitering or up to no good.
He raised his hand. “Good afternoon.”
“Good afternoon!” the old woman bellowed. “Who’re you visitin’?”
“My family.” He felt hollow as a gourd.
He realized the young woman had sold him the postcards at Tyson’s; he scrambled to his feet as they made their way toward the shade.
“Amy McPherson! Long time, no see.”
“Hey,” said Amy. “I thought I recognized your dog.”
The old woman grasped the handle of her walking stick with both hands and leaned toward him. Given the heavy-duty bifocals that had ridden down her hooked nose, and a good deal of lipstick that had overshot the mark, he thought she looked pretty ferocious.
“I’m Luola Dabney Randolph Lewis, descendant of the Dabneys and Randolphs who came horseback from Virginia in 1834. They bought this land from th’ Chickasaw Cession.”
“Aha.”
“My people settled Holly Springs,” she thundered.
“Well done.”
“An’ this is th’ girl who brings me here every week to visit my husband, General Horace Parkinson Lewis. Who’re you?”
“Timothy Kavanagh, ma’am.” He bowed slightly.
“What kind of dog d’you call that?”
“Bouvier with more than a touch of Irish wolfhound.”
“I assume he doesn’t bite.”
“So far, so good.”
“I see by your collar you’re a priest.”
“Retired.”
“You live in Holly Springs?”
“No, ma’am. I’m from North Carolina, but…”
“I knew I’d never laid eyes on you.”
“…I was born in Holly Springs.”
“What’s that name again?”
“Kavanagh. Timothy Kavanagh.”
“Speak up, my hearin’s gone in one ear!”
“Timothy Kavanagh!” he bellowed back.
“Kavanagh. Would you be Madelaine Kavanagh’s boy?”
“Yes, ma’am.” He felt socked in the gut, as if being Madelaine Kavanagh’s boy had been only a dream, and had suddenly become a reality.
“Your mother was a beautiful woman.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“A fine Baptist, into the bargain.” Mrs. Lewis adjusted her glasses and squinted at him. “You don’t have her good looks.”
“No, ma’am.”
“Step here so I can get a better look at you.”
He walked closer.
“You don’t favor either one of your parents.”
He eyed his car sitting in a patch of shade; he could be behind the wheel in thirty seconds, max.
“Your father was a bitter man. Awfully good-lookin’ an’ dressed like a peacock, but bitter. Episcopalian, of course. I see you’ve got Madelaine’s complexion. She had a lovely complexion.”
Mrs. Lewis was eyeing the very pores of his skin. He stepped back and clung to a headstone.
“It’s a pity your mother and father were taken so young. Madelaine would be ninety-five if she’d lived; I’m ninety-three in August; she was two years ahead of me in school. I admit I was jealous of her figure, she had th’ tiniest waist you’d ever want to see. An’ popular—she was very popular. We were in garden club together, th’ club met any number of times at Whitefield. Your mother worked like a dog in those gardens, with hardly a soul to help but that colored girl who ran away. To this day, I never knew what she saw in your father—an’ look how he dragged her out to the country an’ kept her hidden from proper society. Such an air he had, as if we were all dirt under his feet, but I always believed he was innocent.”
Amy put her hand over her face; he stood, stiff and silent, astounded.
“And why did you leave us for North Carolina?”
“I went away to college and—”
“That’s no excuse. None at all. That’s the way young people do—run off and do their own thing, as they say, and bankrupt the economy of the town that made them who they are in the first place! What happened when the yellow fever left half of Holly Springs dead as doornails? What happened when th’ damn Yankees moved in an’ ate up or stole everything that wadn’t nailed down?”
“Please, Miz Lewis.” Amy tugged at the old woman’s arm.
“What happened when th’ Depression wiped us out, an’ th’ war took our boys off to Europe an’ shipped ’em home in boxes, an’ th’ civil rights people swarmed in here an’ yanked us all up by th’ scruff of th’ neck?”
Amy clapped both hands over her face.
“Our young people ran off an’ left us high an’ dry, that’s what happened. An’ what did you do when cotton pulled out an’ left us boilin’ up chicken bones for soup? This closed down, that closed down, our beautiful depot sittin’ there like a mausoleum, an’ where were the young people to help us back on our feet? Gone to greener pastures!”
“I’m sorry,” he said.
“Speak up!”
“I’m sorry!”
“I’m sorry,” said Amy, looking aghast.
“Too late for sorry,” boomed Mrs. Lewis. “Are you visitin’ th’ Baptists or th’ Episcopalians while you’re here?”
“Some of both, perhaps. Well, a pleasure meeting you.” An out-and-out lie. “And good to see you again, Amy.”
Amy looked close to tears. “It’s her medication.”
“Make sure you leave somethin’ in th’ plate both places,” Mrs. Lewis instructed. “Somethin’ we can all be proud to talk about when you run off again.”
He was pouring sweat. At the car, he took out his handkerchief and realized his hand was shaking as he wiped his face. Had that been real, or a dyspeptic dream? And how much of this heat could these people take, anyway? Not very much, if that voracious old buzzard was any indication.
He sat in the car and pretended to look at the road map until Amy and her charge walked up the lane with the watering can and got into a vehicle that had seen better days.
Good riddance. “Okay, buddy, here we go again.”
He slid from under the wheel and stood by the car, feeble as an infant. He couldn’t go anywhere; he was fried.
A terrible exhaustion had been working in him since morning. A marathon drive yesterday. A rotten room last night. An hour’s time difference. A full day today, with no nourishment beyond an egg biscuit and a stick of sugarless gum. And when had he last drunk water? He was parched as a stone.
Twice, he’d been in a diabetic coma, thanks to his thoroughly dim-witted ways. He needed a beeper that would sound an alarm—something to protect him from himself.
He gulped warm water from the jug, and poured the remainder into the dog bowl. What time was it, anyway? Two-thirty. He had to fly out of here and get something in his stomach. Tomorrow—he’d come back to Hill Crest tomorrow, first thing. And he’d need to stock up on water and fruit; he wanted fruit.
A car moved toward him along the lane and braked a few feet from the front bumper of the Mustang. Barnabas growled, but lay motionless on the passenger seat.
A man roughly his own age, wearing a straw hat and seersucker suit, got out of the car and flipped a cigarette into the grass. “How you?”
“Good. And you?”
“Jus’ jolly. Do I know you?”
“Don’t believe so; I’m visiting from North Carolina.”
The man folded his arms and leaned against the grille of his car. “Jim Houck.”
His heart thundered. Right here in the cemetery, he would meet his first ghost.
“Tim Kavanagh.”
“Lawyer Kavanagh’s boy.”
“Right.”
“Heard you were comin’ up t’ Hill Crest. Thought I’d ride up an’ say hello. For ol’ times’ sake.”
“That was kind of you. I was just leaving.”
“Case you don’t remember, your daddy was tried for pushin’ my daddy down th’ steps at th’ bank.”
“He was found not guilty.”
“Yeah, well, you know those ol’-time judges. Man’s a bigwig in town, he’s off th’ hook, no problemo.”
He was out of breath, as if he’d run up the hill. “I’m sorry about your father.”
“Water over th’ dam. What’s done is done. Just came up t’ say I heard you were in town, wanted you t’ know I noticed. That a dog?”
“It is.”
“Thought it might be a sofa you’re haulin’ around.” Jim Houck let loose with a laugh that sounded like chalk moving over a blackboard; Barnabas laid his ears back.
“Maybe we’ll see you around, Jim.” He dug in his pocket for the key.
“You’ll definitely see me around.” Jim Houck got in his car, slammed the door, gunned the motor, and backed down the lane, tires squalling.
His hand was trembling as he stuck the key in the ignition.
REST IN PEACE, he read on a headstone by the lane.
How anybody could rest in peace in this place was beyond him.


FOUR

He stood and read the chalkboard over the grill. He was in the wrong place, big time.
Whip potoatos & gravy
Country stile steak
Country stile ribs
Green beans & side meat
Collard greens
Cold slaw
Black eye peas
Mac & cheese
Cornbread or biscuits
Sweet potato pie
Blueberry cobbler

Stroke City.
The cook looked up from cleaning the grill. “How you?”
“Good, thanks. This is some menu. You do this every day?”
“Ever’ day th’ Lord give me breath, ’cept Sunday. That’s m’ Sabbath rest.” He wiped his hands on his apron. “Frank King.”
“Tim Kavanagh.” They shook hands across the counter.
“Pleased t’ meet you. You ain’t from around Holly Springs.”
“Born here, grew up here. Been gone a long time.”
“Same deal. Born here, grew up here, gone a long time—got hungry for home.”
“Speaking of hungry, I could gnaw a table leg. Got anything left?”
“They ’bout cleaned me out, but I’ll find you somethin’ fo’ sho.”
“I’m diabetic, which means—”
“I know what that means. I got diabetes m’self. Type One.”
“Type Two here. Traded up from One.”
“How you like takin’ them shots?”
“Not bad, I’m used to it now.”
“Miss’ippi got mo’ diabetes than any state in th’ union.”
He thought Frank seemed oddly proud of the superlative. He eyed the menu again. “This is a mighty dangerous place to work.”
“I don’ eat this stuff, I jus’ cook it. Course, Miss Ella Moffatt, she make th’ biscuits, th’ cobbler, an’ th’ pies.”
In his fervid imagination, he was wolfing down country-style ribs, mashed potatoes with gravy, and a slab of cornbread. “Let me have the collard greens, the green beans, the coleslaw, and”—he was going for it—“the cornbread.”
“Thass three greens you ordered. You want three greens?”
“I’ve been traveling.”
“Got you covered. What you drinkin’?”
“Something sugar-free. Surprise me.” He didn’t have an active cell left in his brain.
“You got kin here?” asked Frank.
“No kin. But looking for a few people I once knew.”
“Who you lookin’ fo’?”
“Tommy Noles. Small build. Sandy hair. Well, it was sandy at one time, probably gray now. My age.”
“Tommy Noles. Don’ know ’im.”
“Roosevelt Ponder, a year or two older than me. We called him Rosie.” All of Louis’s and Sally’s boys had been older, but maybe Rosie was still around.
“Roosevelt Ponder. Sounds familiar. But no, can’t say I know ’im.”
“I’d also like to find a man called Willie, maybe Will or William. A few years older than me. Missing a thumb on his left hand.”
“I know somebody name’ Tyrone got this finger gone.” Frank held up a forefinger. “Stuck it in a horse’s mouth on a bet. Who else you lookin’ to find?”
“Not my high school basketball coach, that’s for sure. He rode me so hard I’ve never shot a basket since.” He’d been the shortest guy on the team; Coach Mickie was determined to make him grow three inches, do or die.
Grinning, Frank passed the plate over the counter. “Git on wit’ it fo’ it git cold.”
He sat in a booth and got on with it, thinking of the motel room.
Beggars couldn’t be choosers. It was the only place he’d found online that would let him bring his dog.
The day was about shot, as far as kicking around Holly Springs was concerned, but going back to the motel room early wasn’t an option. If he could get his blood sugar out of his socks, he’d swing by the homeplace on the way to Memphis.
He’d call his wife tonight, of course, and read, that was the ticket. Stick his nose in a book, and he could leave any room far behind. He was in the books of Timothy again, as he was nearly every year on his birthday. He had always felt that St. Paul intended the letters not only for his young and eager disciple, but for him, Timothy Kavanagh, a couple millennia down the pike. He’d confessed this odd notion to his mother, his bishop, his wife, and his dog, in that order, and even his dog had seemed open to the idea.
He patted his shirt pocket, checking for the phone—he’d lost two of the darned things in three months—and remembered the note. It was a relief to have forgotten it for a while.
Frank set a dish of blueberry cobbler on the table. “There you go. On th’ house.”
“Whoa. Thanks a lot. But—should I eat this?”
“One time ain’t gon’ hurt.”
He studied the way the juice purpled the rim of the white dish…

‘I need to go to Miz Lula’s,’ he told his mother.
‘Miss Lula died, remember? Your father and I went to her funeral. She’s not at her house anymore, she’s with the Lord in heaven.”
‘I need to go real bad.’
‘But there’s no reason, Timothy. I hear the family is packing up the house.’
‘I really need to do it, Mama.’
It had been weeks since the party and the awful night of the broken vase, and he knew nothing of what had happened to Willie. For a long time, he’d been afraid to find out. Now he had to know.
‘Please, please, I need to so much.’ He didn’t know what else to say—and then he remembered he could tell a lie. ‘I left my best marble in th’ whole wide world at Miz Lula’s.’
‘But you’d never find a marble in what’s going on over there.’
‘But I need to do it.’ He wanted to fall on the floor and writhe around and scream, but he was too old for that, and besides, the only time he ever tried it, it didn’t work.
‘I suppose I could buy butter from Jane Witherspoon along the way. But with the price of gas these days…’
‘Please, please, please.’ He was exhausted from begging.
His mother smiled. ‘Like Peggy says, you are the aggravatin’est little weasel.’
They drove into town the following Saturday, while his father worked with Louis and his boys to string fence.
On the way to Miz Lula’s, he studied his mother: both hands firmly on the wheel, wearing the little hat she often wore to town, the faint trace of rouge on her cheeks. He thought she was the most beautiful lady in the whole wide world. And she was going to town just because of him, because he had begged her to do it. He wished he deserved her love.
They parked the Buick in the driveway, where Boss Tate’s car had left dark circles of oil.
‘Run and find Mose,’ she said. ‘Perhaps he’s seen your marble. And don’t tarry.’
While his mother talked with the mammy, he found Mose outside the summer kitchen. He was sitting on a bench, banging a cook pot with a mallet.
‘What you doin’?’
‘Fixin’ this here dent. Ol’ Lucy th’owed a pot at me f’r sayin’ she was old an’ ugly. Course, she ain’t near as old as she is ugly.’
‘Did it hit you when she throwed it?’
“Went on pas’ my ol’ gray head an’ knocked a chunk of brick outta th’ steps yonder.’ Mose laughed. ‘If this pot was to hit my hard head, hit’d be plumb ruint, couldn’t fix it a’tall.’
He would long remember what a terrible racket could be made by hammering out a dent.
‘Looky there, little mister—good as new. But m’ mallet’s broke.’ Mose sighed. ‘If hit hain’t one thing, hit’s two.’
‘Where’s Willie at?’ He was terrified of the answer.
‘They done took Willie off from here. Po’ little chap.’
Without meaning to, he began to cry.
‘Whoa, now. What that all about?’
‘Did they give ’im’—he scrubbed his eyes with his fist—‘a nice funeral?’
‘Oh, Willie ain’t dead. Nossir, not a bit. They took ’im out t’ th’ country t’ stay wit’ ’is granny.’
ThankyouGod, thankyouGod, thankyouGod. ‘Is he comin’ back?’
‘Nossir, Willie ain’t comin’ back. Miz Lula dead, y’know.’ Mose wiped his eyes on his sleeve. ‘Things is changin’ ’roun’ here.’
‘Mr. Boss, is he comin’ back?’
‘He be back now an’ ag’in, I reckon. This Mr. Boss’s homeplace, he born in th’ room at th’ head of th’ steps.’
He’d heard that Boss Tate often gave children a dollar bill wrapped around a pack of Dentyne; he would like to have a dollar bill from Boss Tate; he would keep it as a souvenir and never spend it, but he would probably chew the gum.
He had another question, one he’d been meaning to ask somebody, but he kept forgetting. ‘What’s Mr. Boss th’ boss of?’
‘Less see, how I gon’ say it?’ Mose threw his head back, closed his eyes, jiggled his leg, grunted, ‘I’m thinkin’.’ Then he leaned forward and said, ‘He be th’ boss of ever’thing.’
He raced across the yard and around the house feeling light as air, as if he might lift from the earth like a kite and fly.
‘Thass a happy boy you got,’ said the mammy.
His mother beamed. ‘You found your marble!’
‘No, ma’am, but it’s okay, I don’t care.’ It was a relief to tell the truth. He wished he could always tell the truth, especially to his mother.
On the way home, he stood beside her on the front seat and put his arm around her neck and held on, the way he’d often done before the vase was broken. He had never been so happy.
‘There’s my darling Timmy,’ she said. ‘He’s come back. Where do you think he’s been for such a long time?’
He shrugged, pretending he didn’t know. But he knew. He’d been in that place he’d heard about in church—the fiery furnace of HELL…

He threw up his hand to Frank. “See you tomorrow. I’ll try to get here before th’ fried chicken runs out.”
He stopped at a convenience store for a jug of water and a bag of ice, and headed east. It was nearly four o’clock, and sultry. As for the temperature, ninety-two degrees in the shade would be a safe guess. Maybe he’d put the top up and turn on the a/c. He started to pull over, but changed his mind; the air was heavy with smells he wanted to explore.
He caught a blast of honeysuckle as he crested a hill; the scent seemed to enter his bloodstream like a shot of whiskey. Honeysuckle and gardenias. That had been his first bouquet to Peggy Cramer, the summer before seminary.
He craned his neck looking over the landscape, trying, perhaps, to reclaim something he’d lost. Over there, a copse of trees had been snared like flies in a cobweb of kudzu. Farther along, a barn had disappeared in the stuff, leaving visible only a rusted tin roof to mark its place. For all he knew, his homeplace had long been covered over, leaving no trace of its columns and porticos. Since cotton had pulled out and left Holly Springs “boilin’ up chicken bones,” why couldn’t something profitable be done with this noxious weed?
He glanced at the speedometer; he was twelve miles over the speed limit, trying to catch a breeze.
Whatever fear he’d had of coming back to Whitefield had vanished—he realized he was looking forward to it, eager, even. If nobody was living there, he would walk out to the cotton fields where he’d often been a picker, and look at the barn, if it was still standing.
He realized, then, what he wanted to do even more.
He wanted to see Peggy’s house…

Sometime before Christmas, he noticed that his mother looked pale, older somehow; she seemed more like a stranger than herself. Then came the terrible pain.
‘Run!’ his father said. ‘Get Peggy!’
He ran as fast as he could to the little house behind the privet hedge on the lane.
The late afternoon was dark, and freezing cold. His breath vaporized on the bitter air.
Peggy was hanging wash on a line in front of her fireplace.
‘Somethin’s wrong with Mama. You got to come.’
‘I can’t leave this fire goin’,’ she said, shoveling ashes on the burning log. A log had rolled out on Peggy’s floor one time and burned a big place in the boards. “You’re takin’ too long,” he shouted. “Hurry!” She blew out the flame of the lamp and threw on her coat, and hand in hand they raced up the frozen lane.
When they reached the house, the black Buick wasn’t parked by the front porch.
Peggy squeezed his hand so hard it hurt. ‘Yo’ daddy done took ’er to Memphis.’
Memphis. Where they had the big hospital. For a long time, he stood at the window to see if his father had changed his mind and would bring his mother home and let Dr. Franklin make her well with his medicine bag. But the car didn’t come.
It was almost bedtime when Peggy took him to her house and stirred up a fire. Then she fed him cornbread and milk, and a mashed sweet potato with molasses. He ate as much as he could so he wouldn’t hurt her feelings, and went to bed on a pallet of quilts by the fireplace. He lay there, helpless and afraid, looking at the clothes hanging above him on the line, at the way her oldest work dress fluttered when she opened the door to bring in a stick of wood.
He thought he would never forget the way Peggy’s house smelled—like ashes and cold biscuits and fried side meat; it was a smell that made him feel safe and connected. He’d never before paid attention to the smell of her house, but this time was different—somewhere a kind of door had opened in him.
When he couldn’t sleep, she squatted beside the pallet and stroked his back. ‘Ever’thing gon’ be all right, baby, ever’thing gon’ be all right.’ Just this once, he would let her call him that.
Shadows cast by the flaming lamp and the flickering fire danced around the walls, and for a long time Peggy prayed, aloud and urgent, raising her hands and talking to God as if He were right there in the room.
Everything was going to be all right, she had said. But if she was telling the truth, why was she crying?
Because he loved Peggy almost as much as his mother, he believed her at last, and went to sleep…

Whitefield could no longer be seen from the state road. In nearly forty years, trees and shrubs mature, undergrowth thrives, and things change. His mother had liked having her home seen from the road. She’d had Louis and his minions plant acres of azaleas among the pines and oaks and maples; the driveway had run straight through the woods to the green front door.
But the drive had been rerouted; it was winding now, which cut off a direct view of the house.
“We’re in Rabbit City, buddy. Stick with me, and I don’t mean maybe.”
Cooler in these woods. He prayed the prayer that never fails as they rounded the final bend.
His homeplace.
Not derelict or torn down. Not vanished into a vernal grave. But just as he remembered it, except better. Much better.
He sat with his foot on the brake and his hands on the wheel, forgetting to breathe.
Metal scaffolding encased the front of the two-story house. The plastered, brick-core columns and double front doors were freshly painted, as were the Greek-order pilasters flanking the doors. Shutters leaned against the house, sanded and ready for primer. This was the very sort of work his mother wanted to have done, but then her illness had come, and it was too late for mending and painting.
A shirt hung over a bar of the scaffolding; empty paint cans lay discarded on a blue tarp.
Quiet. Nothing stirring. No breeze, nothing.
He noted a primordial Volvo, and a pickup truck, its fenders a lacework of rust.
He parked beneath a pine tree and snapped the leash on his dog’s collar. Barnabas sniffed the area, then zeroed in on the rear wheel of the truck and lifted his leg. Together, they walked to the house and up the steps; the double doors were open.
A tarp covered the heart-pine floor of the entrance hall that led past the stairwell to open double doors at the rear. He could see out to the lawn and into the sun-bleached field beyond.
“Hello! Anybody home?”
A fly buzzed. A crow called.
A strong odor of fresh paint, combined with the sweltering heat, unsteadied him. He would wait awhile, maybe sit on the steps ’til someone showed up. As the sun was at the rear of the house, this was the coolest place to be, anyway.
“Hello!”
Then again, forget sitting on the steps like a lizard; he wanted to explore.
He didn’t sense anything left of his mother here. The woods had crept closer to the porch, and the gardens appeared to be long gone. All that remained was the allée of ancient boxwood.
Nothing familiar except the box. Nothing at all. No asters as large as dinner plates, no masses of double hollyhocks, no thriving display of hostas at the woods’ edge, nor any gardenias to scent the air. The ardent sweat and labor of years had vanished as surely as the barn in kudzu.
During more than one of Holly Springs’ famous Pilgrimages, hundreds of people had wandered along the paths his mother had designed through the woodland grove of four hundred azaleas, and out to the smokehouse with its peony beds and trellises of roses and purple wisteria.
It was prophesied that nobody would travel four miles from town to see a garden, especially in wartime when gas was rationed and car parts were unavailable and the mechanics had been shipped out to Europe. But his mother, who longed to share her gardens with one and all, had been of a stubborn and visionary stripe. If she could not live in town, she would bring the town to her. By dint of sheer will and bone-crushing labor, she created gardens that drew spectators not only from Holly Springs, but from towns as far away as Memphis and McComb. Someone had also turned up from Brazil, which had caused a definite stir.
He walked through the allée and saw that the washhouse was gone, though some of the stone foundation remained. He’d had many whippings, recited many scriptures, and even been de-liced with sulfur in that venerable building.
It may have taken years to realize it, but a good deal of whatever character he might have had been formed in the washhouse…

He burst into the kitchen to tell his mother the news.
‘Louis’s Ol’ Damn Mule got out an’ run over to Tommy’s house an’ Mr. Noles, he wouldn’ let Louis come in th’ yard an’ take ’im home, an’ if Mr. Noles keeps Ol’ Damn Mule an’ won’t let ’im go, Louis says th’ police gon’ come.’
About the only time he saw police was when they were hanging around Tyson’s scarfing up ice cream, or sitting in their cars with sunglasses on.
‘What did you call the mule?’
‘Louis’s Ol’ Damn Mule.’
He saw the little furrow appear between her eyes and over her nose. ‘Go to the washhouse and wait for me.’
He sat in the washhouse on a chair with busted caning, among the laundry baskets and lye soap, and paddles that stirred farm clothes in the black iron pot outside the door.
His mother arrived, wearing her apron and looking tired. Even with Peggy helping, he thought his mother worked too hard. If she didn’t work so hard, she wouldn’t be so tired, and if she wasn’t so tired, she might not get so mad about nothing at all. He had no idea why she’d made him come out here for what a stupid old mule had done.
‘There are the dirty farm clothes,’ she said, pointing to two baskets. ‘Muddy, because of the rain on Sunday. Smelly, because of the cows and horses and chickens and pigs and all the sweat it takes to run a country place.’
She waited for him to say something, as he tried to figure out what she wanted him to say. ‘Yes, ma’am,’ he said at last.
‘Over there are the clothes Peggy and I washed this morning, and brought in off the line before the rain came. Clean, sweet, smelling like sunshine.’ She waited.
‘Yes ma’am.’
‘Which would you like to be? A basket of dirty, smelly clothes or a basket of nice, clean clothes?’
He knew the answer, but he had a question.
‘What did I do bad?’
‘You used a bad word.’
‘I did?’
‘In describing Louis’s mule.’
He’d completely forgotten he wasn’t supposed to say that word. But that’s what Louis called his mule. That was his mule’s name. He couldn’t help it if that was the mule’s name.
‘That’s th’ mule’s name, Mama. Louis always says Ol’ Damn…’scuse me.’
He was going to get his mouth washed out with soap, he could feel it coming. He cut his eyes to the glass with the toothbrush in it, sitting on the windowsill.
His mother had crossed her arms and was looking at him in an odd way. He was thankful that his mother, and not his father, had taken him to the washhouse. He’d heard her tell Peggy that his father was ‘too severe,’ which was why she hardly ever told on him if he messed up. More than once, his father had half killed him for doing stuff, while his mother was gentle and forgiving—at least most of the time.
He hung his head. Why didn’t he just say he was sorry and get it over with?
‘I’m going to overlook this, Timothy. You were repeating that word in innocence. But it won’t be overlooked again, do you understand? I want you to memorize Ephesians, chapter four, verses twenty-nine and thirty.”
‘Yes, ma’am.’ He raised his head, suddenly bold and decisive, and met her gaze. ‘An’ I ’preciate it.’
His mother turned away; it looked like she was laughing. He was pretty sure she was laughing…

“If you live as long as that mule,” he told Barnabas, “you’ll probably outlive me.”
When Ol’ Damn Mule died, Louis declared him to be twenty-one years old. ‘Votin’ age!’
Louis and Sally Ponder and their four boys had lived and worked at Whitefield, and were another family to him. He had played at their house at the edge of the woods, eaten at their table, and picked cotton with them. Louis had been a type of surrogate father—wise, no-nonsense, and willing to listen when nobody else would. He wondered if he could find the mule’s grave that he and Louis and his boys had dug on the other side of the pond. They’d used a cast-off wagon tongue as a marker, and Louis had cried.
He revised his earlier estimate of ninety-two degrees. It was ninety-five and climbing or he was a monkey’s uncle. It was no time to go hiking around the pond.
“Okay, buddy, let’s go look…”
What a strange thing he’d almost said. He’d almost said, Let’s go look for Peggy.


FIVE

The privet hedge was long gone. The tin-sheathed roof had collapsed, cedars grew through the rotting floor of the kitchen, and honeysuckle was taking care of the rest.
Thomas Wolfe had been right, of course.
Barnabas sniffed the spot where her front door once opened off the lane—in the old days, if he’d been sitting on her stoop when a wagon passed, he’d tuck in his toes, just to be safe. The traffic through here had been especially active at cotton-picking time—his father on horseback, Louis driving the wagon team—‘Hum up!’; pickers straggling in from the fields, half crazed by the killing heat; Louis’s boys on one reconnaissance or another; the cotton trucks rattling by.
In the searing Mississippi summers, their farm had seemed like a small town unto itself. Cole Jenkins even knocked together a lean-to store under a walnut tree at the south end of Big Field, eager for the cotton pickers’ business. Nehi Strawberry, Sugar Daddys, peanut brittle—all a nickel, and every once in a while a walnut or two hitting Cole’s tin roof, blam, blam, blam. ‘Run fo’ th’ woods, hit’s th’ law!’ Cole would holler, then slap his knee, laughing.
Cole spent a lot of time trying to get on Peggy’s good side. Some evenings he would walk up from the field and bring her a Coca-Cola, but she wouldn’t drink it. She wouldn’t even put it in the house and save it ’til later.
‘Courtin’ that woman’s like eatin’ soup wit’ a fork,’ Cole complained.
‘You ain’t s’posed t’ be courtin’ that woman,’ Louis said. ‘You’se married.’
‘I ain’t married,’ Cole said. ‘When th’ preacher had us sayin’ vows, I let m’ wife do all th’ talkin’.’
Once when his mother sent him to shell peas with Peggy, Cole tried to tempt him with a Baby Ruth, which he never saw anymore now that the war was on. ‘Ol’ rats like cheese, too. Go on off an’ leave me an’ her by ourself, an’ this here’s all your’n.’ Cole winked at him; his half-toothless grin was a terrifying sight.
But he wouldn’t leave Peggy by herself with that old nose booger, not for a hundred dollars, much less a Baby Ruth. He sat tight and stared bullets at Cole ’til Cole got mad as fire and left.
‘I gon’ butter you a piece of bread wit’ sugar on it for gettin’ me out that mess,’ Peggy said later. ‘That ol’ darky look like he been chewin’ t’bacco an’ spittin’ in th’ wind.’
They had laughed as loud as they wanted to.

Barnabas lay in the road, panting from the heat. Time to move on.
He saw something in the weeds by the chimney, and walked over and poked at it with the toe of his shoe; it looked like a handle. He grabbed it and worked the thing loose from the clutch of weeds and red dirt. It was a cook pot.
His mother had bought new cook pots from a traveling salesman, and sent her old ones to Peggy’s house. He’d carried this very pot down to Peggy himself—how many years ago?
He tossed it into the weeds.
He remembered his grief, and how he struggled to keep it hidden, and the questions he asked himself again and again. Why would Peggy leave his mother, who loved her and taught her to cook and sew and memorize scripture and write her name and read and not say ain’t, who even had Peggy’s teeth fixed so she could chew?
Why would she have left the little house she loved so much and kept so clean, even with all the dust from the road—the house she said was the only real home she’d ever known? And her chickens—Peggy had been sole caretaker of the Rhode Island Reds that laid the Whitefield eggs, and later ended up on the table in a bowl of dumplings. She had loved her chickens, and staved off the cook pot as long as reason would allow.
But more than all that, why would she have left him, the one she’d called baby, the one who had saved her life, the one who she always, always said was her very best friend in the whole wide world?
And yet, one day—he’d been in fifth grade—he came home from school, and Peggy wasn’t in the kitchen or in the washhouse or anywhere else. Just like that, she had gone away from them forever.
He’d searched the two rooms of her house again and again, always calling her name and expecting her to answer, bewildered that her clothes still hung on nails in the corner. She had even left her apron draped over the back of a chair, as if she would walk in the door any minute.
As far as he could tell, she hadn’t taken anything with her except her Bible, the dress and shoes she often wore, and her coat the color of broom straw.
He wandered to the barn and searched the stalls, fearful that she’d been looking for bantam eggs in the loft and fallen through the rotten boards.
But there was no trace of Peggy, and his mother could answer none of his questions. She seemed as distraught as he.
He went to his father, sick with grief. ‘We should tell the sheriff.’
‘Absolutely not. And don’t mention it again.’
‘I’ll find her,’ he said.
His father’s face was set like stone. ‘Leave it be. Do you hear?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘I’ll find her,’ he told his mother.
He went to her church on Wednesday night and stood in the road in the gathering dusk, watching the congregation assemble. But Peggy didn’t come. He approached two elderly women and asked if they knew Peggy. He was dumbfounded that he couldn’t tell them her last name when they asked, because he didn’t know it.
He’d been forced to describe her. ‘Tall,’ he said, struggling to put something of her essence into words. ‘Bony.’ That had been her view of herself. ‘Wears a red kerchief.’ He didn’t call it a head rag, like most people; he was trying to be respectful. They said they hadn’t seen Peggy and had wondered about her themselves.
He went with Louis to the walnut tree to get a pack of peanuts, and demanded to know what Cole knew.
Cole looked at him as if he were a dog pile. ‘Peggy done gone where th’ sun don’t shine.’ Then he laughed and danced around like a fool.
‘Don’ pay no ’tention t’ that crazy nigger,’ said Louis. ‘He don’ know n’ more ’bout Peggy than us whose hearts is broke.’
He wrestled for two days with what Cole could have meant about ‘where the sun don’t shine.’ The sun didn’t shine in a grave. The thought nearly stopped his heart, he felt faint even thinking such a thing. Maybe she had died or been killed, and put in a grave without anyone knowing.
He rode his bicycle to Tommy’s house and did his bobwhite imitation from the road. ‘Go with me somewhere,’ he said when Tommy came out.
‘Where?’
‘Th’ nigger graveyard.’
‘I ain’t goin’ t’ no nigger graveyard.’
‘Okay, then, I’ll go by myself since you’re chicken.’
‘I ain’t chicken. Just ain’t los’ nothin’ in no graveyard.’
He rode off, believing Tommy would follow, but he didn’t. He felt betrayed. Why was he the only one looking for Peggy? Why were people doing what they always did, digging postholes, riding around on a horse, pulling weeds out of the garden, as if Peggy were in the kitchen baking biscuits? She had vanished without a trace and nobody seemed to care, except Louis, who was too busy working to look for missing people, and his mother, who now had no help with the cooking and laundry, and wouldn’t know where to look, anyway. It was all up to him.
The graveyard at Peggy’s church had only one tree for shade; the graves lay open to a baking sun; even the weeds looked dead. He propped his bicycle against the tree and stood there like a dunce, not knowing what else to do.
It occurred to him to cross himself—maybe that would help—as he’d learned to do at Christ Church. That’s where his father was forcing him to go every Sunday, now, and his mother, too.
He felt naked without the protection of his mother’s Baptist church in Walnut Grove, where he knew everybody and could even sing the hymns, and where, two years ago, he had gone forward to make a confession of faith. For a long time, his father hadn’t attended church at all, then all of a sudden, out of the blue, his father had decided to go to church, but it had to be his church.
He hated the memory of being dragged out of Walnut Grove by his father like a sack of potatoes, to a place where people were different, very different. Most of the grown-ups weren’t friendly at all, and some of the kids in Sunday School wouldn’t speak to him. He didn’t like their cookies, either. Too hard, not soft like Peggy’s, plus all that kneeling and carrying on, and the sermon so boring he could gag, puke, and croak.
His eyes searched for a mound of red dirt that signified a new grave, but he saw no such thing.
Don’t let Peggy be here, God.
‘You’re looking for somebody?’
A black man in a black suit and black shoes, carrying a black book, was walking toward the shade of the tree.
His heart hammered. Yes, he was looking for somebody, but it was nobody’s business who.
‘How can I help you?’
A pain shot through his head, like a nail had been hammered into his skull. ‘Peggy,’ he said, trying to get his breath.
‘Peggy.’ The man moved into the shade, smiling.
‘She…’ He suddenly wanted to cry, but did not. ‘I can’t find our Peggy, she’s tall and bony and wears a head rag. It’s red. Peggy Lambert.’ That was the best he could do. He stared at his bare feet, anguished.
The man laughed. ‘Peggy Lambert is a fine woman. I don’t know how she’d feel about being called bony.’
‘She calls herself bony.’
‘Is she missing?’
He nodded. ‘For about a week.’
‘We didn’t see Peggy at church on Sunday or at meeting on Wednesday night. That’s unusual.’
He thought the man looked worried. It was a relief to see somebody look worried the same as him.
‘Brother Grant.’ The man held out his hand.
He took it. ‘Timmy Kavanagh.’ It was a comfort to shake hands like a man.
‘From over at Whitefield, I believe, where Peggy lives.’
‘Yes.’ He’d never seen anyone so dressed up on a weekday, except sometimes when court was in session.
‘Did you think you might find Peggy…here?’
‘I guess.’ He was suddenly crying, sobbing; he couldn’t hold it back and he couldn’t stop. He sank to his haunches, wailing. He wished he could die.
The man squatted beside him, not saying or doing anything, just squatting there. It felt good for him to be there. He cried til he had no tears left and his nose was running and his eyes were swollen, but he felt better, as if a crushing weight had been removed and he could breathe again.
When he got up, Brother Grant stood, too, and looked at him and nodded his head. ‘It’s going to be all right, Timmy,’ he said, as if he could look into the future like Jeremiah. For a long time, he would remember Brother Grant’s words, ‘It’s going to be all right.’
Back at Whitefield, he lowered his head, unable to meet his mother’s gaze. ‘I couldn’t find ’er. I tried an’ tried.’
‘Has anyone spoken with Cole about where she might have gone?’ She knew Cole had tormented Peggy like a sting bee.
‘Cole ain’t nothin’ but a crazy nigger.’ He burned with hatred at the thought of Cole.
‘What did you just say, Timothy?’
‘Nigger, nigger, nigger!’ He knew the word was taboo, that it offended his mother, but he didn’t care. ‘Jack Mickie says it all th’ time; ever’body says it.’
‘You’re not everybody, Timothy. You’re special.’
He turned his head away, exhausted, stricken, hopeless. He’d never understood why his mother wouldn’t let him say what his father said, and everybody else except Peggy.
‘Please look at me, Timothy. Since you were a very little boy, I’ve asked you not to use that hurtful word. I know you, my son, and the last thing you’d wish to do is hurt someone.’
‘Cole called me a white-ass peckerwood.’ He was flinging some pretty strong language around, but he couldn’t seem to care.
‘Let Cole call you what he pleases. What he means by such language is between him and God.’
‘Is what I just said between me an’ God?’
‘It is between you and God. That’s the whole point. God asks us to love one another, as Christ loved us.
‘The vile word you used is properly pronounced as negro, which is the Spanish word for black—that and nothing more. It’s how that perfectly harmless word is used these days that makes it hurtful. Louis doesn’t deserve such a word, nor do his wife and children. Not even Cole, who is blasphemous and spiteful. The mispronunciation of this word reveals a great deal about the person who uses it.
‘It reveals that one is narrow of mind, mean of spirit…’—the color rushed to her cheeks—‘and coarse.’
She was really upset; he might have to memorize a whole chapter this time.
‘Is Father all those things you just said?’
She turned away; he had caught his mother in something, though he didn’t know what. He had shamed her in some way, and he felt miserable for having done it.
When she faced him, he thought she looked terrible, older, not even like his mother.
‘What you may say in our home and out of it, Timothy, is Negro. Or you may say that someone is colored, or a person of color. That is the rule.
‘You’re to memorize First Corinthians, chapter twelve, verse thirteen. We’ll discuss its meaning after breakfast tomorrow.’
‘Yes, ma’am.’
He walked to the door, not looking back.
‘Timothy?’
‘Yes, ma’am.’ He didn’t turn around.
‘I love you, my son.’
Later, he was riding in the wagon with Louis when he saw Cole dart from the bushes at the edge of Big Field, looking over his shoulder and toting a sack.
‘Ol’ Cole’s got gamblin’ goin’ on wit’ the pickers, which ain’t good a’tall. Mr. Matthew turn a deaf eye t’ Cole’s foolishness, he need t’ run that bad nigger off from here.’
‘Don’t say nigger.’
Louis pulled back on the reins as they bounced downhill on the rough track. ‘What I’m gon’ say?’
‘Say Negro. It’s Spanish.’
It took a while, but one day he realized that thinking about Peggy didn’t make him sad anymore, it made him mad. Really mad. He was furious at her for dumping him, dumping his mother, dumping Louis and Sally and everybody who cared about her. His anger was as terrible as his grief had been, and he relished it, and held on to it for a long time…

Up ahead, he saw two men standing where the washhouse once stood.
Towels were wrapped around their waists as if they’d just stepped from a shower stall.
Keeping a tight rein on the leash, he raised his right hand in salute. The tall white man and the shorter black man returned the gesture.
He walked up faster and called out. “Couldn’t find anyone home, thought I’d walk around. No harm intended.”
Barnabas wasn’t barking, which was a good sign.
The taller of the duo stepped forward. “T Pruitt. An’ this is my buddy, Ray Edwards.”
“Tim Kavanagh.”
They shook hands.
“I hope you’ll forgive me for making myself at home. I was raised here.”
T adjusted his towel; his wet hair was combed in a pompadour. “No problem. I recognize th’ name Kavanagh from th’ history of th’ place. Built by Porter in 1858, sold t’ Kavanagh in 1934, Kavanagh sold it t’ Jamison, and ten years ago Jamison sold it t’ my brother, Jess.”
“History in a nutshell. Good to meet you.”
“Same here. You Cath’lic?”
“Episcopal. Retired, but still wearing the collar. Sometimes it gives people a safe place to run. Y’all doing the work on the house?”
T laughed. “Doin’ th’ best we can. Put it that way.”
“It looks wonderful. Better than ever.”
“Got a ways to go. After we finished up at th’ house today, we jumped in th’ pond to cool off.”
“The pond is still there?”
“Oh, yeah. Got a few bass, a few crappie, a good many catfish.”
“Yes, but how many water moccasins?”
Ray grinned, revealing pink gums only. “We keep to our side, they keep t’ theirs.”
He pulled out his handkerchief and wiped his forehead. “What do you think the temperature is today? Ninety-six, ninety-seven?”
“Ninety-eight,” said Ray.
“In th’ shade,” said T. “Come on, let’s go in an’ have a cold drink.”
“How’s yo’ dog do wit’ little dogs?” asked Ray.
“Not a problem. You have dogs?”
“Ol’ Tater an’ Tot’ll be comin’ in from th’ woods here in a minute. Prob’ly be headin’ back th’ way they come when they see this brother.” Ray let Barnabas sniff the back of his hand.
“I don’t want to intrude, we’ll get on up the road to Memphis.”
“Don’t run off,” said T. “Me an’ Ray like comp’ny. Us ol’ boys get lonesome out here in th’ woods.”
“Sho do,” said Ray. “Let me get some clothes on, we’ll go set on th’ porch like rich folks.”
“That’s good of you. Thanks. I could use a little company myself.”
“Hate for comp’ny to catch me wit’out teeth. They in th’ shop, so to speak.” Ray cut out across the yard. “See you in ten.”
“Ray lives over th’ garage, we built that a while back. I guess we tore down what you remember.”
“A cupola on top?”
“That’s th’ one. Roof caved in.”
They walked to the front of the house and into the hallway. “I’m camped out upstairs,” said T. “Won’t take me long. Look around down here, make yourself at home. You want a beer?”
“Don’t believe so, thanks.”
“I been dry ten years, but Ray likes t’ stock a few cold ones.”
He’d never paid much attention to the bones of Whitefield, which was built during the cotton boom of the late 1850s. While he’d known it was a handsome house, he’d taken the particulars of its design for granted. It was entirely different from the house in Mitford, which appeared to have been built for Lilliputians—these ceilings were twelve feet high, with ornate cornices into the bargain. Four plastered Doric columns, now bereft of fissures and the assorted signs of old age, separated the dining room and parlor from a wide central hall.
The place was beautiful. He gawked, noting every detail and wishing for his wife. Built-in bookcases had been added on either side of the parlor fireplace; French doors led to what had been the woodshed where Louis taught him to split wood.
In the dining room, he stopped and examined a window. New muntins. New glazing. New sills. By the time he was in seminary, the old windows had been nearly impossible to open and close. He’d urged his widowed mother to move into town, into something smaller, newer, and certainly less remote, but it was too late for that—she was finally at peace with living in the country, content with solitude and the company of Louis and Sally.
No more westerly view of the washhouse from this window. Instead, his gaze was led down the old wagon track, across the overgrown Big Field, and up to the tree line.
He remembered how they’d taken the rutted track and climbed the hill into the woods. Even with mittens on, his hands had been stiff with cold…

They zigzagged among the leafless trees toward the west fence; somewhere in the underbrush, turkeys gobbled.
‘Yonder by th’ fence post—that’n look nice.’
‘It’s too bent on top,’ he said. ‘Th’ star might fall off.’
‘How ’bout this’n right here, then? We ’bout t’ walk right into this’n.’
The crunch of hoarfrost under their feet, the stinging cold on their faces, the feel of the sled rope in his hand—and Peggy with her head wrapped in the red kerchief. It was the best thing they’d ever done.
‘I like that’n.’ He pointed ahead.
‘Yo’ mama say don’ point.’
‘How’m I s’posed t’ show you where it’s at?’
‘Don’ say where it’s at, say where it is. An’ ’stead of pointin’, say how t’ reco’nize it.’
‘Th’ one with th’ wide branches at th’ bottom, an’ broom sage growin’ all around. Next to that stump.’
‘Oh, law, that tree take two strong men t’ chop it down—we jus’ a bony woman an’ a baby.’
He stomped his foot. ‘I’m not a baby.’
‘Oh, you right, I forgot you ain’t a baby, an’ don’ stomp yo’ foot at me, little man. You hear what I say?’
He frowned back, so she would know he meant business.
‘When you was a baby, I’d be churnin’ with both hands an’ rockin’ yo’ cradle with my foot. You been my baby a long time, but I gon’ try t’ do better an’ quit sayin’ it. That’ll be yo’ Santy Claus from Peggy. Now pick yo’self another tree.’
‘But that’s th’ best of any. Besides, Mama likes a big tree.’
‘You right. She do.’
‘It would make her smile.’ Peggy would do anything, just like he would, to make his mother smile. He’d been afraid to ask, but now he had to. ‘Will Mama get well?’
‘She gettin’ well ever’ minute we stan’ here talkin’.’ Peggy grasped his shoulder; he could tell by the way she touched him that she was telling the truth. ‘Sho as you born, Jesus gon’ make yo’ mama well.’
‘So can we do it?’
‘We’ll get Rufe or one th’ other boys t’ chop it,’ she said.
He looked up at the tall, slender woman who could do most anything. ‘We could prob’ly do it ourself, Peggy. Jus’ you an’ me.’
Shivering from the cold, Peggy looked down at him.
‘Jus’ you an’ me,’ he said again. He liked her face; it was the color of Postum stirred with a drop of cream.
‘You know what you is?’
He knew, but he wanted to hear her say it.
‘You th’ aggravatin’est little weasel I ever seen.’
They laughed as loud as they wanted to. Then Peggy steamed ahead with the axe in her hand, and he followed with the sled. Peggy’s old coat was the same color as the winter gold of the broom straw, her kerchief a slash of crimson against the gray and leafless trees.
‘Pick up yo’ feet, now, let’s see can we do this thing. Lord Jesus, you got t’ he’p us, that ol’ tree be a hun’erd foot tall!’
‘Tall as a mountain!’ he hollered into the stinging cold.
They tied its trunk to the sled and dragged it home, its greenness dark and intense in the passage through winter woods.
But the tree wasn’t as tall as a mountain. Even nailed onto the wooden stand Rufe made, it was only two feet above the chair rail. Somebody had stolen their tree while they ate beans and cornbread in the kitchen; somebody had robbed the tall tree that would have touched the ceiling, and left a runt tree in its place.
But Peggy liked it. ‘What it lose in bein’ tall, it make up in bein’ wide.’
They turned on the radio to listen to Christmas carols while they trimmed the branches, but there was nothing but talk about war on Japan, and something scary about Germany, so Peggy sang instead.
‘Jingle bells
Jingle bells
Jingle all th’ way…’

Peggy gave him a hard look.
‘I can’t do all th’ singin’ m’ ownself. What kind of Santy is this, havin’ t’ sing by y’r ownself?’
He sang with her, his heart heavy.
‘Silent night
Holy night
All is calm
All is bright…’

He hung the fragile, painted globes, knowing that his mother wouldn’t like this tree when she came home from the hospital tomorrow. She wouldn’t smile one bit, not even a little…

“But she did smile,” he told his dog. “She said it was the most beautiful tree we ever had. And it was.”
He remained at the window for a moment, crossing himself, then walked into the kitchen.
The ancient boxwood outside the windows were gone; the room was luminous with summer afternoon light.
A far cry from the last time he’d seen this room. And a far cry from the days when Grandpa Kavanagh made his clandestine visits. His grandfather had sat at the kitchen table eating his mother’s cookies and telling her, in his oddly mixed Irish/Mississippi accent, how to run things. Meanwhile, his father was working in town, unaware that the old man was sitting in his kitchen at Whitefield, sometimes even in his accustomed chair.
His grandfather had done something “bad” to his father; that’s all he knew, all anyone would tell him. From what he’d overheard, his father had never forgiven Grandpa Kavanagh; he hadn’t spoken to him in years, and had forbidden his visits to Whitefield.
Yet, twice a year, his grandfather, who was widowed when his second son, Matthew, was born, came up from Jackson on business, and always when court was in session and the coast was clear at the farm. The taboo visits disarmed his mother, it could take several days for her to recover her spirits…

‘This boy needs to go fishin’, Madelaine. He tells me he’s never been fishin’.’
His grandfather was eating cherries very fast, and spitting the pits in a saucer.
‘His father doesn’t allow Timothy to go fishing; he believes fishing promotes sloth.’
‘Fishin’ promotes patience, Madelaine! Patience! A boy has t’ learn he can’t always have what he wants, when he wants it. Look at th’ state of th’ world. Most of th’ troubles t’day come from havin’ no patience. An’ take perseverance, that’s a absolute requirement if a boy’s gon’ make anything of hisself.
‘Another benefit is timin’. Fishin’ teaches a boy timin’. A mighty good thing to have in any kind of b’iness, ’specially if he goes into law like ’is daddy.’
‘I can’t send him fishing behind Matthew’s back.’
‘Matthew gon’ ruin this boy if you don’t step in an’ have yo’ say. Timothy’s got ’is nose stuck in a book ever’ time I come out here. What’s that book you readin’, boy?’
There was no way to avoid the truth; the title was printed plainly on the cover. ‘The Oxford Book of English Poets.’
‘English poets? Lord have mercy.’ His grandfather rummaged in the pockets of his rumpled suit and brought forth a large handkerchief, something like a dinner napkin, and wiped his forehead. ‘Now, what good is that gon’ do a boy out in th’ world tryin’ to make a livin’?’
‘He enjoys books,’ said his mother.
‘An’ here’s another thing to look at. Fishin’ promotes enjoyment. What kind of enjoyment can you get from a book?’
‘A great deal,’ said his mother.
‘Th’ trouble with Matthew is, he never learned about enjoyment, so how can he set a model fo’ th’ boy? You go on an’ go catfishin’ with Louis, you might even catch you a eel. Now, a eel is real slipp’ry, an’ wiggly, too, can’t catch ’em with your hands. Have t’ break you off a nice switch and tickle that ol’ eel kind of gentle, like you puttin’ it to sleep. First thing you know, it’ll quit wigglin’ an’ lay there still as a mouse.’
His mother suddenly rose from the kitchen table and collected their empty glasses on a tray.
‘Then you can grab it an’ chop off its head an’ skin it.’
‘Oh!’ said his mother. ‘Please.’
His grandfather snatched the last cookie from the plate before it was taken away, and put it in his suit pocket. ‘If I lived up here, I’d take ’im huntin’.’
‘Matthew says he’s not the sort of boy to go hunting.’
‘That’s exactly why he needs t’ go. It’ll make ’im th’ sort of boy that goes huntin’. He might bring y’all a nice brace of quail or a couple of rabbits.’
His grandfather emitted a resounding belch.
‘Step here a minute, boy, an’ listen.’
He laid the book on the table and did as he was told; a nerve jumped in his right eye as he viewed the old man’s monumental presence in his father’s chair.
His grandfather bent forward as if confiding something deeply private; the sour smell of whiskey mingled with the scent of roses in a vase on the table.
‘When Louis carries you over t’ th’ north fork of th’ river, take you a broomstick an’ catch you some crawlers. Jus’ thump that stick down in th’ mud along th’ bank, like this here, makin’ holes. First thing you know, crawlers’ll come swarmin’ out ever’ whichaway. Dump ’em in a five-gallon bucket with some river mud, they’ll last a good three t’ fo’ days.
‘How will I catch ’em?’
‘With yo’ hands, boy, with yo’ hands.’
‘Father Kavanagh…’
‘Madelaine, I know what you’re gon’ say, but this boy needs t’ get dirty. An’ what his daddy don’ know won’t hurt ’im.’
“I will not go against his father’s wishes.”
‘Now, now, if you worried about what’s gon’ happen, ain’t nothin’ gon’ happen. Worst thing could happen fishin’ is ’e might get ’is line tangled in th’ bushes. As fo’ huntin’, I been huntin’ fifty-fo’ years an’ th’ worst thing ever happened was Albert Pitts gettin’ shot in th’ butt.’
His grandfather threw his head back and hooted with laughter.
He hated it when his mother wrung her hands like that…


SIX

Some peckerwood kep’ huntin’ dogs in th’ house before m’ brother bought it. Neighbor said fifteen, twenty at a time.”
Ray shook his head. “Mos’ people would’ve burnt th’ place down an’ kep’ goin’.”
“Th’ barn was caved in, along with a couple slave cabins in th’ bottom; we cleaned that up, salvaged enough brick for these steps and that path over yonder. I guess you remember th’ old washhouse.”
“That was my early correctional institute.”
T laughed and flicked his cigarette butt into a contractor’s wheelbarrow by the steps. “We took th’ washhouse down pretty soon after we came on th’ job. What was it, Ray, five years ago?”
“Four years August.”
“It’s about th’ longest I’ve stuck t’ anything,” said T, “but I wanted t’ do something for my brother. He’s been a big help t’ me, always there when I needed ’im. Anyway, I like seein’ th’ old place come back.”
They sat together on the front steps, in the late afternoon shade of a sycamore.
“We found a few odds an’ ends when we tore th’ washhouse down.” said T. “An old spoon, a ladle, a few bottles, stuff like that. You can go through th’ box. How long you stayin’ in Holly Springs?”
“I’m out of here Saturday, headed back to North Carolina.”
“Where you stayin’ at?” asked Ray.
“Silver…Silver something or other, this side of Memphis.”
“Whoa,” said Ray. “That’s a drug motel.”
“The black hole of Calcutta. But it’s the only place that would take my dog.”
“They’ll take your dog, your wallet, your shave kit,” said T. “I’d be showin’ my dust to that sucker.”
He loosened his collar against the heat. “What’s done is done, I’m afraid. Do y’all know a Tommy Noles, by any chance? His folks lived about a quarter mile from here.”
T thought it over. “Don’t know ’im.”
“Me neither,” said Ray.
“Jim Houck?”
“Weirdo,” said T.
“Keeps to hisself,” said Ray. “Seem like I heard somebody pushed his ol’ man down some steps. Ended up in a big trial or somethin’, way back.”
There it was. There it would always be.
“What about a man named Will or Willie, maybe William—don’t know his last name—missing his left thumb?”
They didn’t know him.
“Rosie Ponder? In his seventies. Used to work on this place with his family.”
T shook his head.
“I’m battin’ zero,” said Ray.
“Speakin’ of names,” said T, “what do we call you? Father? Rev’rend?”
“Call me Tim.”
“Good deal. I’m Theophilus, named after some dead Greek guy, but I go by T as in T-bone. Easier to spell.”
“Theophilus,” he said, “means loved by God.”
T laughed. “No way that’s gon’ happen.”
Barnabas lumbered up the steps, panting. “When did the little house down the road fall in?”
“It was history when we came. We got to get it cleaned up down there, maybe put in a garden. We been lookin’ at that project way too long.”
“That’s a winter project.” Ray took a long pull on his beer. “Right now it’s Snake City.”
“We found a few scraps down there, too.” said T. “Th’ head off a doll, some button, an’ whatnot. Tossed ’em in the box. I like diggin’ around old places, I worked on a dinosaur dig in Wyoming.”
“Ol’ T, he’s done it all. Dived on a Spanish wreck off th’ coast of Georgia, did a drivin’ gig for Elvis, mostly airport an’ barbecue runs…”
“Elvis kep’ a police light in his Caddy,” said T. “Liked to pop that sucker on th’ roof an’ pull people over if they were speedin’. Two or three months before he died, we pulled over a Corvette, it must have been doin’ ninety-five, an’ Elvis gave th’ guy a warnin’. When th’ driver seen who pulled ’im over, he fainted like a woman.”
“Tell ’im ’bout th’ time you were a show chicken handler fo’ that rich cat.”
“Showed Rose Combs,” said T. “Small; about three pounds. Good-lookin’ little chicken. Nice temperament.”
“What exactly does a chicken handler do?”
“You manage their diet, control their fluid intake, give ’em their shots. Before a show, you wash ’em, roll ’em up in a towel like a hotdog in a bun, finish ’em off with a blow dryer, clean their combs with a Q-tip—and bingo, you got a show chicken. Went to chicken competitions all over the country, won the Grand National three times.”
“Amazing.”
“Rich cat put ol’T behin’ th’ wheel of a air-conditioned RV wit’ leather interior,” said Ray. “Had five custom-built chicken cages an’ a three-foot flat-screen TV.”
“High cotton.”
“Course, he don’ eat chicken n’ more,” said Ray.
T lit a cigarette. “I’ve messed with cattle, owned a roofin’ company, got my plumber an’ electrician’s license, you name it. But next to workin’ on this place, my goin’ thing is kudzu.”
“Miss’ippi’s best kep’ secret,” said Ray.
“Kudzu’s got more by-products than petroleum.” T took a deep drag off the cigarette and exhaled a flume of smoke. “Fact is, you can use it for fuel, prob’ly gon’ be the comin’ thing if th’ oil crisis keeps up. You can make jelly, tea, noodles, use it for cattle fodder, put it in all kind of recipes. Ever heard of kudzu quiche?”
“Never.”
“It’s good, real good. Plus you can grind th’ root for coffee, fry th’ leaves, pickle th’ flowers, even make a kind of tofu.”
“My favorite.”
“An’ get this—kudzu cures diarrhea, dysentery, gonorrhea, smallpox, flu, skin rash—an’ that’s just th’ short list. Plus nothin’ goes to waste; you use th’ seeds, th’ leaves, th’ flowers, an’ th’ root.”
“‘Behold,’” he said, quoting Genesis, “‘I’ve given you every herb bearing seed which is upon the face of the earth. To you it shall be for meat.’”
“Th’ man upstairs did a number with kudzu, all right. Plus, there’s big money in it. Big money. I’m workin’ on a kudzu experiment that’ll make forty-five percent of th’ American male population better-lookin’, more self-confident, and—here’s th’ kicker—more popular with women.”
“Sounds like some of the spam I’ve been getting.”
“Spam?”
“Sorry. It’s a computer term.”
“I don’t mess with computers. Outside of this place, all my time an’ trouble goes into a revolutionary experiment that will grow hair. Dead serious. It’s got a kudzu base an’ I’m makin’ it in a cream—rub it on th’ scalp twice a day an’ in six months, you got hair. It’s gon’ blow th’ toupee b’iness in th’ ditch.”
Ray nodded. “It’s gon’ be big.”
T flicked cigarette ash into the wheelbarrow. “Th’ only holdback is distribution. Kudzu products have a tough time sellin’ through reg’lar channels. Me an’ Ray gon’ knock this house out by Christmas an’ take my cream on th’ road, see how it goes over.”
“Any test runs?”
“Not ready for test runs outside of yours truly, but we’re gettin’ there.”
“You have a name for it?”
“Hadn’ got there yet. Any an’ all ideas welcome.”
“I’ll be thinking about it,” he said. “That your Volvo out there?”
“It is. Used t’ run a little taxi service out in th’ sticks, mostly people pickin’ up booze or goin’ after groceries.”
“I hear a Volvo will go ’til the cows come home. How many miles?”
“Gainin’ on four hundred thousand.”
“How many engines?”
“Gainin’ on three.”
“You guys doing this place alone?”
“Totally.”
“Plumbing, wiring, the whole nine yards?”
“Turnkey,” said T. “Between Ray and me, we can do everything but heat an’ air. Course with only two doin’ it, it takes a few years.” T’s laughter was followed by a rasping cough.
“Tell us about you. How long since you been home t’ Holly Springs?”
“Thirty-eight years and change.”
“Thirty-eight years. Why’d you take a notion t’ come back?”
“Long story short, I got a letter. Not even a letter. A note.”
“From kin, I guess.” T ground his cigarette butt under his heel and tossed it in the wheelbarrow.
“I don’t know who sent it.”
He took the envelope from his pocket and removed the lined sheet of paper and passed it to T, who looked at it and passed it to Ray.
“Don’ know if this would’ve got me back,” said Ray. “Ain’t no little note could get me back t’ Memphis, it’d take way more’n a little note.” Ray passed the note to T, who studied it.
“With no more’n this to go on, you must’ve wanted t’ come back.”
“I guess I did. Must have been waiting for a good excuse. But I dreaded doing it.”
“I hear you,” said T. “I lit out from Memphis when I was seventeen. For thirty years, I was a wanderin’ man like ol’ Louis L’Amour. Said I’d never come back t’ this part of th’ country. But here I am, here you are. No idea who wrote it?”
“No idea. No living kin that I know of, except a first cousin in New Jersey.”
“You lookin’ for whoever wrote it?”
“Don’t know where to look.”
“You’d have t’ whup me good t’ get me back t’ Memphis,” said Ray.
“Come on, Ray. You drove up with me one time.”
“One time is right. But only ’cause you busted yo’ hard head open an’ had to go to th’ hospital. That’d be th’ first time an’ th’ last time. Go ahead an’ call it th’ only time.”
“I get th’ message. I ain’t pushin’ you on that.”
“How did y’all team up?”
“I met Ray in Memphis, turns out we were both goin’ through a divorce. My brother had just asked me to come down here and pull this place out of th’ hole—I figured why hire a bunch of subs who’re scared t’ death of hard work, when I could hire a brother who can work and cook. Ol’ Ray, he’s rough as a cob, but a pretty straight shooter.”
Ray laughed. “It wadn’t my cookin’ he was after, it was my new set of telescopin’ ladders.”
T laughed, coughed hard, and spit in the wheelbarrow. “A man can rise pretty high in th’ world with a good set of ladders.”
“’Bout all I had left after th’ divorce lawyer worked me over.”
“Ray did a long pull in th’ contractin’ business, then spent a few years cookin’ down at th’ governor’s mansion in Jackson. He was th’ right hand to th’ main honcho.”
“Cooked for presidents, first ladies, governors, Indian chiefs, guys from th’ Mideast wearin’ those tablecloth hat deals…”
“How ’bout you, Tim? Can preachers marry in your church?”
He dug in his pocket for his wallet and flipped it open. “Mrs. Kavanagh.”
“Whoa,” said T. “Look here, Ray.”
“Nice,” said Ray. “Real nice.”
“Famous, too.”
“What fo’?”
“Writing and illustrating children’s books.”
“Very cool,” said T.
“And this is my boy, Dooley.”
“Good-lookin’ cat,” said Ray. “Redheaded.”
“We adopted him a few months ago. He was left on my doorstep at the age of eleven. He changed my life.”
“You’re a lucky man,” said Ray. “A wife, a kid…”
“Grace,” he said.
“Me an’ Ray have about laid offa women.”
“About laid off? I’m done. They got me three times.”
“Got me twice,” said T. “I’m way done.”
Ray tossed his empty bottle in the wheelbarrow and stood up. “I got to git in there an’ start flourin’ m’ catch. Tuesday’s our big night aroun’ here, I don’ cook but once a week. You ought t’ stay an’ eat wit’ us.”
“Very kind of you. Better get up the road.” He noticed for the first time the ache in his bones—Memphis seemed a thousand miles away; he wanted to sit on this porch for eternity.
“After he left th’ mansion, Ray went back to Memphis an’ hustled ribs at Rendezvous a few years. He’s good, you ought t’ stay. When my brother and his wife come down from Memphis, Ray does th’ cookin’.”
Ray squared back his shoulders and stretched. “T’night’s menu feature is catfish, caught this mornin’. Gon’ fry it extra crispy, whip up some hush puppies, then come in behin’ th’ hush puppies wit’ coleslaw. None of that mess in a package, we gratin’ a actual head.”
“Sittin’ in there on th’ sink right now,” said T. “A nice little head.”
“Who’s th’ grater?”
“We got a division of labor goin’ on. Ray fishes, I clean. I grate, he makes th’ slaw—his ingredients are so secret, I have to turn m’ back an’ swear on th’ Bible not t’ look.”
“You ain’t gon’ git no better offer,” said Ray.
Though his homeplace didn’t seem especially familiar, he felt at home with the kind of hospitality he’d been raised with. He crunched the last sliver of ice in his tea glass and got up from the porch step. He wouldn’t mind a refill, but didn’t want to trouble anybody. Leaving was the right thing to do—preachers were notorious for showing up at mealtime and wearing out their welcome.
“How about a rain check?” he asked.
“If you leavin’ Saturday an’ I only cook Tuesday, they ain’t gon’ be no rain check.”
“True.”
“Come back even if we’re not cookin’,” said T. “All us country dudes got on our calendars is, I’m makin’ up a new mess of kudzu cream on Thursday, an’ Ray’s pickin’ up his dentures.”
Ray grinned. “From th’ cat who do teeth fo’ th’ convicts.”
“Must be the price point.”
“You got it.”
They laughed and shook hands.
“It’s been a pleasure,” he said. “A real pleasure. Thank you.”
T scratched Barnabas behind the ear. “We get started around seven and wind down at four. When you come back, you can go through th’ box.”
“By the way, what happened to Tater and Tot?”
“They’re prob’ly haulin’ into Tupelo about now, with a squirrel in the lead.”
Ray looked bemused. “B’lieve I’ll put a pitcher of homemade lemonade behin’ that catfish. Plenty of cracked ice, sting it wit’ a little peppermint from m’ patch out back…”
He couldn’t take it anymore. Why should he be the one to redeem clergy’s reputation for lurking at mealtime?
“That did it,” he said. “I’m in.”
They sat around the kitchen table after supper and went through the plunder of lives that had been lived at Whitefield for a hundred and fifty years. He didn’t recognize the gizmo from a toy, or the plowshare or the buttons.
“Ain’t it somethin’, you settin’ right here in th’ kitchen where you was a boy?” Ray had cubed a fresh pineapple; they were eating it with their fingers and wiping up the juice with paper towels.
“Grace,” he said.
“When I went back to Memphis in th’ nineties, I went to see my ol’ house, an’ it wadn’t there n’ more. There was a basketball hoop and two white boys an’ a black. I say, ‘This is where I used t’ live at.’ Black boy, he ’bout fourteen, fifteen, say, ‘Ain’t nobody ever live here, I been here all my life an’ ain’t nobody live here but this hoop.’”
“Jus’ gone,” said T.
“Wit’ th’ wind,” said Ray. “You a lucky man, t’ come back to th’ homeplace an’ it still standin’.”
“Still standing and looking good,” he said.
Rosie’s yo-yo. He took it in his hand with reverence. Pieces of rotted string sifted back into the box…

He had mixed his blood with Louis Ponder’s youngest son, Rosie, because if it hadn’t been for Rosie, he couldn’t have saved Peggy’s life. Rosie had wanted a yo-yo worse than anything, and since it was right to do good stuff for your blood brother, he’d paid for it with his own money and given it to Rosie at Christmas.
Not long after that, Rufe told him where real brothers come from. Before he learned this horrible truth, he had often asked for a brother, and his mother always said it depended on what God thought about it.
He couldn’t imagine that God would have anything to do with giving him a brother the way Rufe said you get a brother. He asked Peggy how he might be able to get a brother without exactly requesting one from his mother.
‘That’s th’ good Lord’s business, let Him handle such as that. You cain’t be jus’ pressin’ a button on somebody an’ gettin’ a brother.’
So he prayed every night for a long time.
When nothing appeared to be happening, he bucked up his courage and went to his mother, completely blanking out of his mind anything Rufe had said.
‘Mama.’
She looked up and smiled. She was sewing a shirt for him; it was red and green plaid, his favorite.
‘Could I please, please have a brother? I’ve been prayin’.’
She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. ‘Well, then, I’m sure He’ll answer. It may not be the answer we’re expecting, but God always answers.’
He wanted to say, Yes, but you have to do your part, are you doing your part? He knew that his mother and father weren’t sleeping in the same room anymore, which could have something to do with the problem. He later asked Rufe if people got sisters the same way they got brothers, and learned the disturbing truth.
Feeling overwhelmed by the whole business, he did not ask again for a brother. But he kept praying…

His mother’s old trowel.
When he took it from the box, the worn wooden handle with traces of green paint seemed comfortable in his hand, and oddly consoling. The garden had been her life’s work, her confession that something lovely could be wrought from disappointment. Madelaine Kavanagh herself had lived out Roethke’s premise that “deep in their roots, all flowers keep the light”…

When he heard how gravely ill she was, he folded his purple and white ribbon stole and put it in his duffel bag. But this was admitting the worst, so he took it out and replaced it in the bureau drawer. As he was getting in the car for the drive to Holly Springs, he turned and looked at the house a long time, then unlocked the door and went inside. He knew he would need the stole, no matter how hard he may have prayed against her dying.
There were many assurances his mother had missed in her short life, not the least of which was the assurance of her husband’s innocence in the Martin Houck affair. The whole business—the tragedy, the lawsuit, the trial, and the suspicion that his father had been guilty—had eaten away at her, not to mention himself, for years.
His father’s clerk had attested to an argument between Houck and his employer, which led to a brief scuffle, and to his employer walking with Houck to the door, where the argument continued. The clerk testified that his quick glance at the scuffle led him to believe Houck started the altercation, soon after which he heard a shout. Then, he said, ‘Thumps racked the metal steps and were felt for a moment in the floorboards of my office.’ He rushed from his office to the landing, where he saw ‘the defendant, Matthew Kavanagh, standing white as a sheet and speechless, and Mr. Houck crumpled on the pavement below.’There were no other witnesses.
In the end, the only assurance he’d ever been able to offer his mother was his love. He would give anything to feel that had been enough, but it had not been enough.
His hands trembled as he put on the stole in her bedroom and poured wine into the small chalice.
She rallied a little after taking the infinitesimal crumb of bread, moistened with wine, but her eyes remained closed.
‘Timmy?’
‘Yes, ma’am?’
There was a long silence, then she said, ‘There’s someone at the door.’
He knelt and took her cold hand and held it against his cheek.
‘They’ve come to see the gardens,’ she whispered. ‘Tell them…’ She tugged at his hand, urgent.
‘I’m here, Mother.’
‘Tell them…’
He knew the sound; in the old days, it had been called the death rattle. He bent closer and listened.
‘Tell them…I’m so sorry, but…’
He clasped her hand in both of his.
‘…the garden is closed.’
He continued to kneel beside her, frozen in place, looking at the bluish shadow of her eyelids and the nearly invisible veins beneath her cheekbones. Her skin was translucent as porcelain against the pillowcase bordered with his grandmother’s tatting.
He kissed her forehead. Then he released her hand—it seemed to take a long time to lay it at her side—and, still kneeling, offered the supplication he’d memorized from the 1928 prayer book.
‘“Into thy hands, O merciful Saviour, we commend the soul of thy servant, now departed from the body. Acknowledge, we humbly beseech thee, a sheep of thine own fold, a lamb of thine own flock, a sinner of thine own redeeming. Receive her into the arms of thy mercy, into the blessed rest of everlasting peace, and into the glorious company of the saints in light. Amen.”’
He stood up and drew the sheet over her face, and went to the kitchen, where Louis and the doctor and nurse were drinking coffee, and said, ‘She’s gone.’
Louis uttered an instantaneous and primordial howl that might have been his own if he would allow it.
The funeral home dispatched a hearse to Whitefield, and afterward, he had gone to his room and stood at the open window for a long time, looking out to the moon-washed garden. He had never felt such agony; it was as if he couldn’t possibly go on…

He wiped his eyes with his handkerchief. “Better save this box for another day.”
“You ought to stay with us tonight,” said T.
“Yeah,” said Ray. “We take dogs.”
He blew his nose.
“You can have your old room; my brother uses it to bunk some of th’ guys he hunts an’ fishes with. Th’ sheets didn’t get changed since Charlie Stokes, but Charlie’s pretty clean, all things considered.”
“Plus, th’ toilet flushes,” said Ray, “an’ you got a ceilin’ fan.”
“Thanks, fellas, but I can’t do it. I’m diabetic, and my insulin’s at the motel. I need a shot tonight, and again in the morning.”
What he really needed was an airlift; he was completely, utterly fried.
At the end of Whitefield’s winding driveway, he stopped and put the top up, and called his wife.
“Touching base,” he said.
“Where are you?”
“Headed to Memphis. How’s your ankle?”
“Better. How’s your heart?”
“Better,” he said. “I love you.”
“I love you back.”
“I’ve just been to Whitefield; I’ll tell you everything in the morning.”
“I’ll come with you next time, no matter what.”
Maybe there wouldn’t be a next time.
He turned left and drove along the graveled country road until it turned to asphalt, then connected with the highway to Memphis and the motel whose roof was still decorated with Christmas lights. He slept soundly until sunrise.
By six-thirty, he had walked his dog, paid his bill, and was out of the Silver something or other with the top down, his good pants and sport coat lying flat in the trunk and his duffel bag on the backseat.
If the person who wrote the note was going to show himself, or even possibly, though not probably, herself, he wanted to get it over with. He was amazed, still, that he’d allowed two small words to whirl him like a dervish.
He hunkered over the wheel, liking the feel of the wind in his hair—what was left of it. And another thing: What kind of mind could reasonably believe that such spare communication would bring someone running across three state lines?
“You’re the one who wanted me to come back,” he said aloud. “That’s what this is all about. So here I am, as ready as Samuel to do whatever you want done.”
From the moment the note arrived, he’d felt called, led, drawn, pulled—the whole thing was clearly in God’s hands and out of his own. And since he didn’t know what else to do, he’d do something completely uncharacteristic—starting now, he would, as some were fond of saying, go with the flow.
“Wouldn’t mind seeing the old cotton compress,” he told his dog, “if it’s still standing. Maybe somebody will let us in Nanny Howard’s house.” If he got to the church today, fine; if not, he had time to cover that base. “We’ll definitely drive by my old school, and hey, maybe Phillips Grocery is still in the hamburger business.” After Stafford’s, Phillips Grocery had been his favorite food haunt.
His spirits were definitely charging. “If Phillips is still going, I’ll treat you to a burger.”
He looked at Barnabas, who eyed him from the passenger seat.
“But no onions,” he said.


SEVEN

He found coffee and an egg biscuit at a place on the square, and ate in the Mustang with yesterday’s South Reporter propped on the steering wheel. After talking with Cynthia for a half hour, he was at Tyson’s by nine, looking for razor blades and lip balm.
He bought a Commercial Appeal at the rack, and found Amy sorting change into the register.
“How are you, Amy?”
“Terrible,” she whispered. “It’s Miz Lewis. I had to pick her up on my way in an’ bring her with me so I can take her to the doctor at eleven.”
“Where is she?”
“Over behind th’ card rack. She’s worse than ever, our pharmacist says it’s th’ medication for sure. If she speaks, don’t say a word back, it sets her off, okay?”
“Okay.”
“Lower your voice. Where’s your dog?”
“In the car. In the shade. I’ll bring him in tomorrow.”
“It’s goin’ to be ninety-nine today, with a storm this evenin’. You want your lip balm in cherry, lemon, or chocolate?”
“Can’t it just be plain?” Nothing was plain anymore.
“No plain. I like th’ cherry, it’s our most popular. Th’ chocolate feels icky.”
“Cherry, then.” He was whispering, too.
“Well, well, well!” boomed Mrs. Lewis, who was roaring up on his left flank. “If it isn’t Father Crowley!”
Amy gave him a desperate look. “You’re in for it,” she said under her breath.
“Back to try and mend broken fences, I suppose! And don’t bother apologizin’ to me, when you ought to be beggin’ forgiveness from th’ whole bloomin’ town!”
Keeping his mouth shut wasn’t a problem; he had no idea what to say. He dug in his pocket for his wallet.
“And what, may I ask, are you doing with th’ money you helped yourself to?”
He extracted a ten and he handed it to Amy.
Mrs. Lewis gasped. “Spending it, of course! Flinging it around like a heathen while children go hungry all over the world! It’s no wonder your church is in a fix, you people think you can get away with every trick in the book. Makes me glad to be a Presbyterian.” She frowned at Amy. “Or am I a Baptist?”
“The Gen’ral was a Presbyterian, Miz Lewis, you’re a Baptist.”
The old woman leaned toward him on her cane. “And proud of it!” she thundered.
He grabbed his change. “I’m out of here. I’ll pray for things to go well at eleven.”
“Thank you, we need it. Oh, and there’s an envelope for you. Th’ pharmacist said it was brought in late yesterday.”
Amy rummaged beneath the counter.
“How did anyone know I’m in town?”
“Everybody knows. I told all my customers yesterday, and Red came over from th’ hardware, he mentioned it, too, but he was mostly talkin’ about your dog.”
The cane wagged in his face. “Give poor Miz Crowley my regards, if she’s still livin’ after all you’ve put her through.”
Amy handed him an envelope inscribed Timothy Kavanagh.
“Thanks,” he said, catching his breath.
He turned to leave, but instead surprised himself by hugging Miz Lewis, who was shocked speechless. “God bless you,” he said, and blew out the door. By George, if he could hug Luola Lewis, he could do anything, the world was his onion.
He sprinted across the street to the hardware for a plastic dog dish; the metal deal they were traveling with conducted heat and turned cool water to warm.
“You’re gettin’ to be a regular,” said Red. “How’s it goin’?”
“Good, real good, thanks.”
“Where’s y’r dog?”
“In the car. He sends his regards.”
“Findin’ y’r people?”
“Not so far. Any word on how the hunters did yesterday?”
“Clyde just stopped by. Said a couple buzzards followed ’is truck home.”
He laughed. “Need a plastic dog bowl.”
“What color?”
“What color do you have?”
“Green.”
“I’ll take green.”
Red called to a helper unpacking work shoes. “Run get this customer a dog bowl. Extra-large.”
Red opened the cash register. “Somebody left somethin’ for you a few minutes ago.” He removed the drawer and produced an envelope. “Pretty nice-lookin’.”
“What’s nice-lookin’?”
Red handed him the envelope and winked. “Th’ lady that brought it in.”
He sat in the car with the a/c running and looked at the two envelopes. Not the handwriting he was hoping for, not at all.
He lifted the loosely sealed flap of the envelope from Tyson’s, and pulled out the sheet of cream-colored stationery monogrammed PCC.
Dear Timothy,
I’ve just heard that you are in town, though only for a short visit. Let me be among the first to welcome you home to Holly Springs.
Though I know I don’t deserve it, I hope you will allow me the chance to apologize—I have prayed for the opportunity for many years.
I am living at Mama and Daddy’s old place on Salem Avenue. Mama and Daddy left Three Oaks to me, and since my husband, Dr. Wayne Cochran, died three years ago with cancer, I’ve been trying my best to “doll it up.” So many people have moved to Holly Springs and are buying our beautiful old houses and restoring them.
If you get this, I hope to see you today at three o’clock. If you choose not to come, I will understand, but so hope you will. And if you still like chocolate, I believe you are in for a treat and a half.
Yours truly,
Peggy Cramer Cochran

He sat for a time and gazed, unseeing, at the people passing on the sidewalk.
The second envelope was so well sealed, he tore off one end and removed the single sheet of white bond.
Dear Timmy,
I hear you are a priest, and I am so happy that you got to be what you always wanted. It is so good when people do what they always wanted. As for me, I was a private nurse for twenty years in Holly Springs, then I spent twenty years working at the hospital in Oxford which amounted to hundreds of hours in the car, many of which I used to listen to books on tape, including the New Testament twice. Now I am retired and it is so much fun. I have a dog named Nellie. She’s a Border collie.
Wouldn’t it be great to talk about old times? Can you meet for lunch at Phillips Grocery today at noon? Or any other day, I don’t know how long you will be in Holly Springs. So sorry you missed the azaleas, this was their best year in ages.
I hope you can make it. I’ll jot my number so you can call me.
Your friend and neighbor from the past,
Jessica Raney

He dialed his wife, astounded that she’d predicted something like this.
“I’ve had a note from Peggy Cramer,” he said. “She’s inviting me for tea. She wants to apologize.” He might as well tell the whole truth. “She’s a widow.”
“Do you want to go?”
“I don’t know. But it might be a good thing, her heart seems…differently disposed.” He read the note to her.
“You should go.”
“Is that what you really think?”
“Life is short, and the road to Holly Springs is long. If she doesn’t behave herself, I’ll come and scratch her eyes out.” The sound of his wife’s laughter soothed him. “How’s that?”
“Deal,” he said.
“Beware of the chocolate thingamajig.”
“I will.” He’d been in two deep comas from gambling with his diabetes. “One more thing. Jessica Raney, of the card-in-the-sock-drawer business, has invited me to have lunch.”
“Oh, good grief. You see, Timothy? What did I tell you?”
“She left a note at Booker Hardware.”
“In there buying a drill bit, I suppose.”
“She wants to meet at Phillips Grocery for a hamburger. I confess I’d like to see her—it would be great to talk with someone I knew in the old days.”
Silence.
Early on, they’d agreed to tell each other everything. He’d failed to do that more than once, and disaster had followed.
“Kavanagh? Are you there?”
“Hush,” she said, “I’m praying.”
“Excuse me.”
“Of course, I can’t absolutely, positively tell you what to do. As your wife, however, I can make a suggestion.”
“Fire away.”
“Have a hamburger, darling.”
“Thanks.”
“With onions.”
He called the number Jessica had given him and got her answering machine.
“Hey, this is Jessica, I hope you’re havin’ a good day. Leave me a message and I’ll call you back. Bye-bye.”
He cleared his throat in preparation for the end of a long beep.
“Hello, Jessica, this is Timothy Kavanagh.” He regretted sounding pompous, and tried sounding more upbeat. “Thanks for your kind invitation to meet for lunch, I’ve been wondering if Phillips is still in the hamburger business. I have my dog with me, since my wife couldn’t come.” That didn’t sound right. “It’ll be great to see you. Noon today, then, at—” The beep cut him off.
He rinsed the new dog bowl and tossed the water on the roots of a tree. He poured another round and set the bowl on the asphalt. Barnabas sniffed the new bowl, drank, and looked up at him, expectant.
“The cemetery. We’re off to the cemetery. The hamburger comes later.”
He took his ringing cell phone from his pocket and flipped it open. Morning light illuminated the ID: Dooley Barlowe.
“Hey,” he said, grinning.
“Hey, yourself.”
“What’s up, buddyroe?” He would probably never get over the thrill of hearing his son’s voice.
“Remember Edith, the ewe that stomped her foot at Cynthia?”
“I remember.”
“Triplets.”
“Who vetted?”
“Me. Had to do a C-section. One of the triplets was malformed and stillborn. I wish you could have been there, I’ve never seen anything like it and don’t want to again.”
“You handled the whole thing?”
“Blake was over at the cow barn when she went into labor. I saw she couldn’t deliver, so I reached in there and felt around, and I knew we had real problems. I yelled for somebody to get Blake. I managed to hold her ’til Blake brought the kit and handed me the knife. I’ve watched Hal and Blake, but I’d never done a C. I was scared. Really scared.”
“I’m scared just hearing about it.”
“Except for when Barnabas got hit by a car, it was the worst thing I ever had to do. I thought we were going to lose her. Slicing into her belly was really tough, I didn’t know if I could do it, but she was pretty calm through the whole business. I have a lot of admiration for what she could handle.”
“How is she?”
“Good. Strong.”
“Are you bottle-feeding?”
“Nope. We gave ’em a bottle right after, but she was nursing a few hours later.”
“Well done, son. It’s interesting that Blake turned it over to you.”
“Ever since I confronted him, he’s been different. It’s like he knew it was true.”
“So it’s a good summer.”
“How’s it goin’ for you? Is it weird to be back in the place you were born?”
“Weird. Good. Hard. Important.”
“I’ll go out there with you someday. You can show me that water tank you climbed.”
He laughed. “How’s Kenny?”
“Great. I think he might want to go to college.”
“Terrific. Let’s talk about that when I get home. How’s Sammy?”
“Hardheaded. But okay. Clowns around too much. It’s like shooting pool is the only thing that really keeps him centered.”
“And how’s Lace doing?”
“Gotta go, Dad.”
“Later, alligator. Love you.”
“Love you back.”
So things weren’t so good with Lace Harper, who, like his boy, had been a thrown-away mountain kid with everything against her.
The temperature was climbing. He chugged a pint of water.
No flowers today.
They drove through the gate and up the hill and found their spot. He pulled the Mustang onto the grass, beneath what would soon be the shade of an oak, and got out of the car.
He hadn’t allowed himself to think about it much, but he had to wonder why Jim Houck had followed him up here yesterday. He’d never really known Jim, but remembered he’d been a surly kid, a loner, and the only son of the cotton broker Martin Houck, who was infamous for his hostility and aggression in business dealings. Houck had been severely crippled in the fall down the steps from the law office, and confined to a wheelchair for the rest of his life.
In his gut, he’d always feared that his father might have pushed Houck—the possibility had disturbed his sleep for years. The assurance he sought, as did his mother and all those at Whitefield, was that it had been winter, and with any trace of ice on the steps, it would be easy to slip and fall. Indeed, his father’s clerk usually cautioned visitors to be careful when going up or down the steps in winter. One of the points made by Houck’s attorney was that the temperature on the day of Houck’s fall had been four degrees above freezing.
What Jim Houck said yesterday was true—men with status in the community had often gotten off scot-free when facing charges, even very crucial charges. His Grandfather Kavanagh, in one of his legendary fits of anger, had shot a Holly Springs black man who accidentally backed into his automobile on the square. The shooting incident, which was serious but not fatal, had been brushed off with an informal hearing. God help a man who had no prominence in Holly Springs in the years he’d grown up here; he didn’t even want to think about some of the stories that had come from the courthouse.
He walked to the oak and sat in the same spot he’d occupied yesterday, his dog beside him. He would pick up where he left off.
He leaned back and closed his eyes, relishing the light breeze and the peace.
Tea with Peggy Cramer. Of all things.
He could remember the time, not so long ago, when he would never have considered such a meeting. Had he really forgiven her? During the years in seminary, he’d certainly prayed for the grace to forgive her, and on the surface, at least, he was certain he had.
It had been the first blow to his manhood, not to mention his social pride. He’d probably been more humiliated by Peggy Cramer than anyone else in his seven decades.
His bishop, Stuart Cullen, had run into her a few years ago. ‘She’s still a beautiful woman, Timothy, but good heavens—boring as bathwater. Never appropriated the depth of feeling you’d be needing in a mate.’
He’d always thought himself essentially boring until Cynthia convinced him otherwise—he would be eternally grateful to his wife for that.
“Don’t fear whatever God lays before you today,” she’d said this morning.
Before he went sticking his fork in whatever chocolate business Peggy was setting out, he wanted to get his act together…

Peggy Cramer had the whitest teeth he’d ever seen.
Sure, he knew what the other guys were looking at, he looked there, too. But more than anything, he was mesmerized by her teeth.
He’d never spoken to her, and as far as he knew, she had never noticed him. Then, one day after school, they were seniors, she brushed against him at the foot of the front steps and looked at him and smiled.
His knees did an H2O.
‘Hey,’ he said. His voice didn’t sound like his own.
‘Hey.’
He wanted her to keep walking like nothing had happened, but she just stood there, looking at him. He tried to step back, but was shackled at the ankles and couldn’t move.
“Why do you have such great teeth?” He didn’t mean to say that.
“Milk.”
She pronounced the word as mee-ulk. It had a sound as ravishing as Henry James’s favorite phrase, summer afternoon.
‘I drank milk when I was little,’ she said, ‘an’ never had a Co-Cola, not one time.’
He was incredulous. ‘You never had a Co-Cola?’
‘Not one time. My daddy says a worm will disappear jus’ like that in a bottle of Co-Cola.’ She snapped her fingers, her charm bracelet jangled; he found it the most extraordinary physical gesture he’d ever witnessed. ‘Not to mention a nail, so just think what it does to your insides.’
People walked around them.
‘Have you ever watched a nail disappear in a Co-Cola?’ he asked. Why couldn’t he at least step back from her? He could feel her breath as his own.
‘Why take th’ trouble if Daddy already did it?’
Her daddy was the richest man in Marshall County. Whatever Ed Cramer said, went—with everybody. Just standing next to somebody so rich was scary. But her sweater was pink, and his heart was hammering.
She ran her fingers through her blond hair, her eyes locked with his. ‘I’m Peggy Cramer.’
‘Tim. Kavanagh.’
‘Your daddy an’ my daddy know each other. You write poetry.’
‘No. I just read it. Memorize it, sometimes.’
‘I can’t understand poetry. Not at all. Except, “I think that I shall never see a poem lovely as a tree” is really pretty.’
He would pay cash money for someone to pull him away from her by force.
‘You’re a big track star,’ she said.
Not really, but why argue? He shrugged.
‘Do you smoke?’
He’d had serious bad luck with smoking.
‘No. But I could.’
‘So, do you want to go smoke?’
She was wearing pearls; she smelled good; he couldn’t bear this another minute.
‘I’ll meet you at th’ cemetery at four o’clock,’ she said. ‘At the big angel, under the holly.’
She was gone before he could speak.
He was scared out of his mind by the stupid things he’d just said, stupid from start to finish. He didn’t want to meet her at the cemetery—or anywhere else—plus he had practice in fifteen minutes. Why had she even talked to him? She’d never once looked his way before. She could have anybody she wanted, she had at least four guys on the string, including Jack Sutton, and any one of them could easily break his neck. But no, he thought, Peggy Cramer herself would do the breaking—in some way he couldn’t imagine.
He didn’t meet her at the cemetery that day.
Not that day…

“Are you Timmy Kavanagh?”
Startled, he opened his eyes and looked up. A woman in tan pants and a red blouse was peering down at him.
“I’m Jessica. Jessica Raney. I got your message just before I left to bring flowers to Mama and Daddy, an’ I looked over here an’ saw this nice man sittin’ under a tree, an’ I knew you looked sort of familiar, an’ you were wearin’ your collar an’ all, so…”
He scrambled to his feet and shook her hand.
“Jessica! I declare.”
“…so I knew it must be you!”
“It’s me, all right. Good gracious, you haven’t changed.”
She laughed. “Preachers aren’t supposed to tell lies.”
“No lie at all. You look wonderful.”
“Well, thanks. I really ’preciate it, ’cause I’m a whole year older than you.”
“Nobody’s older than me, I’ve decided. And this is my dog, Barnabas.”
Barnabas stood, also, wagging his tail.
“Oh, my gosh. He’s big as a haymow.”
“I like your pastoral view of things.”
“My Nellie would have a heart attack.”
“He’s good with other dogs, wouldn’t harm a fly.”
“How old is he?”
“Eighty-four in dog years. We occasionally call him the Old Gentleman. I’d offer you a seat, but…”
She proceeded to thump down in the grass and settle an enormous handbag in her lap. “I’ll just plop down with you. Hope I can get up again!”
He sat beside her, bones creaking. “Fancy meeting you here, Jessica.”
“I like to visit Mama and Daddy at least once a week, an’ sometimes th’ graves of my old patients, but only th’ nice ones.”
“When did you lose your parents?”
“Mama passed ten years ago. I lost Daddy two years ago, he was ninety-four.”
“I remember Lloyd Raney as very robust and hardworking. What became of your dairy farm?”
“I sold it when he passed. It has a golf course and fourteen houses on it now. I hate they tore the springhouse down, I always loved the springhouse.”
“I rode my bike over to your place one day to take your mother some jam, it was hot as blazes. You took me in the springhouse and gave me a Coke you said you’d been saving for a special occasion. It was ice-cold, I felt like a heel for drinking it.”
“Right there is proof that old age doesn’t mean you lose your memory! That is very sweet of you to remember.” She dug into her canvas handbag and removed a large envelope. “When I got your message, I was so excited, I just grabbed every ol’ picture I could find. I have no idea where my yearbook is, or I would’ve brought that, too.”
He glanced at his watch. “Don’t you want to look over those at lunch?”
She beamed. “If we look at some now, we’ll have more time at lunch to talk about th’ good ol’ days.”
“There’s a thought. But were they really the good old days, do you think?”
She pondered this. “Well, yes, I think they were. Nobody talkin’ about bird flu goin’ to kill us. About nuclear winters. About subways bein’ flooded by terrorists. About California sinkin’ in th’ ocean. About polio and TB and yellow fever comin’ back. About ice floes meltin’—”
“You’ve definitely got a point.”
She opened the envelope and sorted through several pictures, clearly happy. She was prettier now than he remembered. She chose a photo and looked at it a moment without revealing the image to him.
“Want to see your handsome self at age fourteen?”
“How do you know I was fourteen?”
“I know you were fourteen because I was fifteen.”
“How on earth do you remember such things?”
“Mama said good memory is a gift. A blessin’ and a curse is what I call it, since I also remember things I don’t want to. When I was gettin’ dressed this mornin’ I remembered when your daddy died. It was October twelfth.”
“Correct. Amazing.”
“I was at the hospital that day, I’d gone in to take a birthday card to Ellie Johnson, one of the nurses, she was so good-hearted—and they were all sayin’ you’d left to go back to school because the doctor thought your daddy would be all right, and then he died right after that.”
“Yes.”
She turned the photo around. “Ta-dahhhh!”
Was that him? Or a complete stranger? It was him, all right. He was grinning, as if he knew something no one else knew. All that showed was his head, which was fully covered by hair. Overall, a pretty nice-looking guy. Why had he always thought he was ugly as a mud fence?
“Margaret Nelson took it with my camera so I could have a picture with th’ Holly High track team, then I took hers. That’s me way over on th’ left,” she said. “Th’ one with th’ stringy hair and th’ horse face.”
“That’s no horse face. Why would you say that?”
“Mama always said I had a horse face.”
He felt a stab of something like anger. “Jessica, we’re in our eighth decade. We must stop listening to voices from the past—and we must stop immediately. What do you say?”
Tears brimmed in her eyes. “You are so right, Timmy. You are so right. I just knew it would be great to see you again, you always had so much common sense.”
“I’m afraid it’s my wife who has the common sense in our family.”
“I’m glad to know you’re married; I always wondered. I never married. Are you happy?”
“I am. God’s grace has been boundless in my life.”
“It’s been hard to keep up with you, since you never came home after your mama died and you settled everything. I sure am sorry I couldn’t nurse her when she was sick, but I was nursin’ Mr. Houck full-time.”
“It’s all right,” he said. “Everything worked out. By the way, thanks for the card you sent when my rabbits died, it meant a great deal.”
“Oh, gosh, I sent you a card?”
“You did.”
“Isn’t it funny, th’ different things people remember?”
She shuffled through the large photos and chose one; he noticed the color rising in her cheeks as if she were blushing. “I didn’t know if you’d want to see this. I took it that night at th’ Peabody, I hope it’s all right to bring it.”
“I’d like to see anything you have.”
He and Peggy Cramer stood in front of the duck fountain at the Peabody Hotel, holding hands and dressed to kill. Peggy wore a strapless gown with a gardenia corsage pinned to the wrist of an elbow-length white glove, and held aloft in her other hand, as if it were some rare prize, the pack of Lucky Strikes he’d bought her from the tray of the cigarette girl. He wore a white dress shirt with French cuffs, navy trousers, bow tie, and a white jacket with the two-carat engagement ring in the breast pocket.
He felt color suffuse his own face. Peggy was looking at him like he hung the moon; he was looking at her—he remembered the torrent of his feelings even now—with a mixture of gut-wrenching trepidation and the full menu of 1 John 2:16. It was his first year in seminary.
“Back then,” she said, “it seemed like people could hardly get engaged without runnin’ up to Memphis; we just swarmed up there like house flies.”
“Diamond rings burning holes in our pockets,” he said.
“Doin’ th’ foxtrot an’ th’ Memphis Shuffle. About to faint ’cause we’d nearly starved ourselves to death to get in our dresses.”
“Smelling up the place with aftershave.”
“An’ ‘Evenin’ in Paris,’” she said. “Don’t forget ‘Evenin’ in Paris.’”
He laughed. “Who could forget ‘Evening in Paris’?”
“I was sorry things didn’t work out,” said Jessica.
He handed her the photograph. “Don’t be.”
It was th’ same night Harold Wilson and I got engaged.”
“Should I be sorry things didn’t work out?”
“No,” she said, laughing. “Definitely not. Mama an’ Daddy were scared to death I’d be an old maid, so when Harold asked me, I said yes. Oh, gosh, then two weeks later, I told him I couldn’t go through with it, but not to take it personally. To tell th’ truth, I think he was awful relieved. He married Beth Snyder and has a whole gang of kids an’ grandkids.”
A light breeze moved in the branches above them; shadows trembled in their laps.
“I was thinkin’,” she said, “as I went through my pictures that th’ whole Holly Springs crowd that night had been off to college an’ had jobs an’ all, an’ they still hadn’t gotten engaged or married. It seemed like we were, I don’t know, th’ last of th’ breed or somethin’.”
Deep down, he’d wanted to remain one of that breed.
“Remember how Patty Franklin turned Tommy down flat, so Tommy was roamin’ around tryin’ to make out with everybody else’s girlfriend?”
“That was Tommy, all right.” He’d been wounded by the fact that Tommy never contacted him after he disappeared from Holly Springs. Tommy had simply vanished, and all he could learn was that Tommy had broken up with his fiancée and threatened to join the Marines. For a long time, he’d been angry that he’d mixed his blood with someone who chose to do his own thing without giving a rip for how others felt about it. “Any idea where he is now?”
“Not th’ faintest. Gosh, I hadn’t thought about Tommy in years. I remember he wore wax lips that night an’ put a whoopee cushion in Patty’s chair. But he was a great dancer, an’ so popular with everybody. Course, he got awful bad to drink, did you know that?”
“I knew he was drinking pretty heavily back then, but so were a lot of other people.”
“Maybe it was because he couldn’t find a good job after college. Course, even his mama was an alcoholic, not to mention his daddy. I never saw Miz Noles but maybe once or twice, they say she hardly ever left th’ house. Anyway, she passed a long time ago, I can’t remember exactly when, an’ his little sister married th’ brother of her college roommate an’ moved to Cincinnati.”
“His father?”
“Died about fifteen years ago. I went to th’ funeral out of respect because he was my history teacher an’ I always liked him, but Tommy didn’t come.”
“Tommy used to say, ‘Die young and make a good-lookin’ corpse.’ I hope that’s not the answer to his whereabouts. Otherwise, people don’t just vanish off the face of the earth.”
“You did,” she said.
“So what else have you got there? This is the most entertainment I’ve had since crossing the state line.”
She sorted through the photographs and handed him one.
Louis and Ol’ Damn Mule! He had an impulse to kiss the fading image. Louis in his overalls, wearing his primordial felt hat, grinning, and showing the gold tooth which was his most prized possession after Ol’ Damn Mule and his Remington pump.
He shook his head with wonder. There was no way he could keep his eyes dry.
“You can have that. I took it myself.”
“This is a very powerful portrait,” he said. “You’re another Eudora Welty.”
“Thank you, that’s a huge compliment. I love Miss Welty’s pictures, I guess I understand her pictures better than her books. Did you ever read her?”
“Not in years.”
“I’m fixin’ to read her again. I had a professor who said that under all those cotton dresses with a smocked bodice, Miss Welty was dancin’ naked to a piped tune. I hope you don’t mind my sayin’ that. If Miss Welty could come back as anything she wanted to, I think she would be a unicorn—livin’ on th’ old Trace.”
“Do you have the negative? I won’t take it if…”
“Oh, mercy, I have boxes and boxes of negatives. I was just wild with a camera, I even made a darkroom in my closet so Daddy wouldn’t have to foot the bill at the drugstore. Here’s that family who lived on your farm.”
Louis and Sally. And Rufe and Washington and Lincoln and Rosie. In the wagon, posing as if in a studio. Solemn, respectful of the camera. Sally seated on a bench with her husband. The light soft on their faces, on their innocence, their wonder.
He leaned his head against the tree and closed his eyes.
Jessica was quiet. The temperature was rising.
“Okay,” he said after a moment. “I’m back.”
She smiled and shuffled through the photographs. “I thought I might have one of your other Peggy. But I guess I don’t. I know you thought th’ world of her. Do you remember all those years ago when you an’ your mama an’ daddy came to our house for a covered-dish? It was before th’ war was over. Oh, gosh, I know exactly when it was, it was the day we got th’ news that Glenn Miller’s plane went down, my mother was just devastated, she loved Glenn Miller, we had all his records. Anyway, I was ten, which would make you nine. So many people showed up, we must have invited th’ whole county. Your mama brought Peggy to help out, and we ate at a long table under the cherry trees.”
He hated that he didn’t remember.
“I thought your Peggy was nice, and really pretty, too. I could swear on th’ Bible I took her picture with my Kodak, or maybe then it would have been my Brownie. Anyway, Daddy nearly had a fit that I wasted money takin’ pictures of colored people, it cost so much for film and developin’ and nobody had two nickels to rub together durin’ th’ war.”
He dug into his pants pocket. He was wearing out his handkerchiefs, and this was only his second day in town.
“I’m sorry this is makin’ you sad. Should I show you any more?”
“I want to see everything. It’s just that it’s hard…to come home.”
“I never left, so I don’t know. I wanted to leave, but I was too scared.”
They looked out to the stones, silent for a time.
“Let me show you some pictures.” He pulled out his wallet and flipped it open to the face of his son.
“My son, Dooley. Adopted at the age of twenty-one.”
“He is so handsome! I dearly love freckles.”
“Sophomore at the University of Georgia, he’s going to be a vet. And this is Mrs. Kavanagh.” He liked saying that.
“Oh, my gosh, she’s beautiful. Just beautiful.”
“Yes. She is. Her name is Cynthia.”
“I’m so glad you have each other, Timmy. I had a crush on you, did you ever know that?”
“I had no idea. And I can’t imagine why.”
“You were different. Really different. Do you remember reciting Wordsworth to me one day? You were twelve, I was thirteen.”
“I’m sorry I don’t remember. I’m sure girls didn’t want to hear Wordsworth, but I never really knew what girls wanted to hear.”
“It was the Lucy poems. You had the most beautiful voice I ever heard, th’ words just rolled out—not like you were reciting, but like you were livin’ in those poems. I don’t know how to explain it, exactly.”
“Thank you. You’re kind.”
“I remember you always wanted a brother, and I always wanted a sister.” She was pensive for a moment. “But you know what?”
“What?”
“I think th’ whole point of life is to know God, and be able to accept the way things turn out.”
“I agree absolutely. And you, Jessica? Why didn’t you marry?”
“I never had th’ courage.”
“It does take courage, I’ll grant you that.”
“Sometimes I hate it because I let myself miss so much in life. Too scared to do this, too scared to do that. But I really did give my nursin’ everything I had. I loved my patients better than anything in the world. I saw so much sufferin’, and I really feel like I helped a little.”
“I believe that helping even a little can be enough,” he said. “Yet I’m sure you helped much. Very much.”
“Somewhere at home I have a picture of your track team taken by a real photographer. You were such a big track star at Holly High, you just ran like th’ wind. I even remember your number.”
“No way,” he said.
“Seven”
“You’re amazing.”
“I’ll look for th’ picture—you were sixteen, I was seventeen.”
“Why don’t we head off to Phillips, we’ll beat the crowd? My bones can’t endure this hard ground another minute.” Barnabas stood and shook himself, eager to move on.
“Oh, mercy,” said Jessica, “it’ll take a crane to get me up from here.”
He stood and gave her a hand up, and she brushed herself off and dug into her purse and pulled out a camera and looked at him, beaming.
“Would you mind if I take your picture?” she said.


EIGHT

She was still beautiful.
“Timothy.” She held out her hand and he took it. “Thank you for coming.”
“Thank you for having me.” The palm of her hand was cool; she wore a suit the color of the blue parlor walls.
“I didn’t know whether you’d come.”
“I wasn’t so sure about it myself.” He’d changed pants in the stockroom at Booker’s, put on his linen sport coat, and left Barnabas with Red.
“Please,” she said. “Let’s sit in the window.”
The room wasn’t greatly changed from his visits many years ago, though the overall spirit of it was brighter. They sat in high-backed velvet chairs in the bay window, at a table furnished with a silver tea service and a vase of roses. Three petals had fallen onto the white cloth; a small cake, ornamented with a curl of shaved chocolate, was displayed on a crystal stand.
“After I wrote the note, I was sorry to have used chocolate as a bribe.” She smiled a little and took up the cake knife.
“And I’m sorry to confess that diabetes is my thorn. I must plead a very small portion.”
She deftly laid his thin slice on a plate and cut another for herself. “Betsy, the one who let you in—this is her famous dark chocolate mousse cake with raspberry-lemon filling. The chocolate is what food writers call ‘intense.’ I scarcely ever allow it in the house except for special guests.” She poured an amber-colored tea into his cup. “And you are a very special guest.”
Something pounded in his skull like hoof beats, once, twice, three times. This had happened to him in the pulpit on occasion, while wrestling with an especially daunting topic. He shouldn’t have done this.
“Lemon? Sugar? Cream?”
“I take it as it comes from the pot, thanks. The house looks wonderful.”
“I did all the things Mama wanted to do but couldn’t, with Daddy being sick all those years.” She filled her own cup. “I drove out to Whitefield a few weeks ago and saw the work that’s going on. Whitefield will again be a star in our crown. Have you seen it?”
“I have. And couldn’t like it better.”
As she lifted her cup, her teaspoon clattered to the table. “Excuse me! Oh, my goodness.”
She appeared to be trembling a little. “It’s just that I’m…so nervous.”
He managed a smile. “Join the crowd.”
“I’ve waited all these years to apologize to you, and I’m not terribly good at small talk.”
“Please don’t stand on ceremony with me.”
“Thank you. So if you don’t mind, I think I should just…” She seemed uncertain.
“Get it over with?”
“Yes.” She clasped her hands together in her lap. “Before you came, I asked that God’s will be done.”
“That’s the prayer that never fails.”
“I hardly know where to begin.”
He couldn’t be any help there. He took a sip of tea—strong, fragrant, just the ticket.
“Before I go on, I’d like you to know…that I cared for you. I know you can’t believe it”—she caught her breath—“but it’s true.”
He shouldn’t have done this…

She sat on the garden bench with her legs crossed, smoking. The Pall Mall bore a crimson band of lipstick which he knew to be Cherries in the Snow.
He liked seeing his great-grandmother’s ring on her finger, it made him feel more confident about the future. Several weeks before the night at the Peabody, on a break from his first year in seminary, Nanny had offered him her mother’s platinum two-carat engagement ring.
‘Do you love her?’ she had asked.
‘Yes, ma’am.’ He had felt miserable saying it, because he wasn’t absolutely certain.
‘Her father is a very rich man. I’m sure her family will approve of Mother’s lovely old ring.’
‘Are you sure you want to do this, Nanny?’
‘Of course I’m sure. And heaven forbid, if things don’t work out, she’ll give it back to you and no harm done.’
She had handed him the ring in its original box from the Jackson jeweler, saying, ‘Be careful, dear child, but not afraid.’ He hadn’t known, and didn’t ask, why she had said that.
Peggy gave him a chilling look. ‘Why are you goin’ to that ol’ seminary, anyway?’
‘Because.’
‘Because why?’
He had never understood it himself, not completely. ‘Because I have to.’
‘Why do you have to?’
Because he wanted to do something for God for a change, not for himself.
Because he knew he’d never make it as a lawyer.
Because loving poetry and literature and being pretty good at track and excelling academically wouldn’t cut it as a profession.
Because he believed it might please his father, and even reveal to Matthew Kavanagh some truth that would free him from the cold anguish he suffered and caused others to suffer.
And finally, because nothing else promised the ineffable mystery and joy that he hoped, that he prayed, would be his if he placed himself in God’s service.
‘I don’t know.’ He felt miserable. ‘I just have to.’ She wanted answers, he wanted answers. There were no answers.
She was jiggling her right foot, something she did when she was sour and impatient. ‘Daddy says the cotton business is not dead or dyin’, there’s still plenty of money to make in th’ cotton business if you know what you’re doin’. Besides, Daddy is diversifyin’, which is what all smart people learn to do in hard times.’
He paced the brick path by the bench, he’d heard this before.
In a while she said, ‘You sure could kiss me.’ She was staring at the garden wall, avoiding his gaze.
‘Why?’
She turned to him, incensed. ‘I can’t believe you said that! I know boys who would never ask such a stupid question, why!’
He asked why all the time, he couldn’t help himself, but he’d spoken too soon. He was nuts to pass up kissing Peggy Cramer, who was beautiful, who was actually wonderful to kiss.
But she was like nettles, and he drew back…

“I remember the time in assembly that you recited Hiawatha—the whole thing. It was so amazing, I wondered how in the world anyone could do that.”
“Today, I’d wonder, too. But it wasn’t the whole poem, it was only Part Five.”
“I remember the rhythm of your voice—it was like the beating of an Indian drum.”
“It was written in that meter. Quite thrilling to a boy, of course, once I got the hang of it.”
“So when we ran into each other our senior year, I knew who you were. I thought you would be happy to meet me for a cigarette.” She colored a little. “I never told you that I was happy you didn’t, because I didn’t think I’d know how to talk to you.”
No news there. She had never known how to talk to him.
“I spent all my time back then feeling stupid and inferior,” she said, “but it came out as haughty and mean, as if I were better than other people. It didn’t help that Daddy had me driven to school in that big car.” She looked at him, imploring, as if he might forgive her that.
“I understand.”
“With all my heart, I wanted to walk to school like everybody else.”
She was obviously trying to find a way into what she needed to tell him.
“I hated the thought of going to college, I never liked school, really. School was awfully hard for me, and the girls always despised me. I hoped Jack would ask me to marry him and I wouldn’t have to go away to Ole Miss. But of course…”
“Of course?”
“He didn’t marry me, he went off to med school at Duke.”
He and Peggy had finished college and come home to Holly Springs the summer before he returned to Sewanee and entered seminary. Jack Sutton had come home that summer, too…

He had no idea why, but Peggy Cramer suddenly decided that he, Timothy Kavanagh, was interesting. That’s what she said, anyway. ‘You’re so interesting.’
He knew better. He wasn’t interesting at all, though he ardently wished to believe her.
She was going to work for her father in the fall, and had the whole golden summer, as she called it, at her disposal, not to mention a custom-painted turquoise Thunderbird convertible with wire wheels.
She drove out to Whitefield one afternoon; he was dumbfounded to see the grille of the car that was turning heads all over Holly Springs coming up his driveway. Cumulus clouds of dust billowed in her wake, she was flying.
He was wearing dirty shorts and a torn T-shirt and sneakers, and had stepped around to the front porch to fetch the bucket of his mother’s gardening tools. His heart thundered; he wanted nothing more than to run, but she had already seen him and was waving.
‘God help me,’ he said under his breath. He had no idea why he had uttered such a petition…

“I remember driving out to your house that day.” She pulled a handkerchief from the sleeve of her jacket. Something told him she’d finally gotten a grip on how this thing should go.
“If only we could erase that day,” she said.
But he had willfully gone with her; there was no one to blame but himself. He felt his face suffuse with color; if he had a fan, he’d use it like a dowager at a church picnic.
That day had been the first of many days. Indeed, he had experienced his own “golden summer,” and at the end of it, he was not only convinced that he was interesting, but he was going steady with Peggy Cramer and Jack Sutton was hating his guts…

‘We don’t have to get married for ages and ages,’ she said. ‘I just want the feelin’ of your ring on my finger.’
They had gone steady only a few months when Peggy insisted on getting engaged. He gave her his high school ring, but she gave it back with a look he hadn’t seen before. ‘Not that ring.’
‘It’s not the time for an engagement,’ his mother said. He knew she was right; it was the middle of his first year in seminary.
‘This is ridiculous,’ said his father. ‘You’ll be a laughingstock. I hope you don’t expect a priest to earn the sort of income that could satisfy Ed Cramer’s daughter.’
Louis pressed his lips together and shook his head. ‘I ain’t sayin’ nothin’. It ain’t none my b’iness a’tall.’
‘Jack Sutton gon’ kick yo’ ass,’ said Tommy, who thought the whole thing a terrific idea. All that money, a Thunderbird convertible with a stick, and Peggy Cramer, too.
‘I don’t know who said it, Cousin, but, “It is characteristic of wisdom not to do desperate things.”’ His Oxford cousin, Walter Kavanagh, had certainly done a few desperate things in his time, but far be it from him to go over the list.
‘Don’t do it,’ said Stuart Cullen. Stuart had been on the track team with him in college and was his best friend at seminary. He knew Stuart to be a profound believer, far more earnest in his faith than he. Stuart, who had met Peggy during a spring break, ended his counsel by saying, ‘I beg you.’
He struggled to put those three words out of his mind. But Peggy was determined, and in the end, so was he. All that was left to do was convince his rector, Father Polk, who would call the dean at Sewanee, who would call the Kavanaghs’ diocesan bishop, who would call his postulant, Timothy Kavanagh. They would all suggest he wait until he was out of seminary, and he would have his argument ready, which ran thus: The formal declaration of their engagement was just that, a formality. They had every intention of waiting to marry until he was out of seminary. It would please his fiancée very much, and he would be grateful for their blessing.
He had been frankly astonished when Nanny Howard offered him the ring, and alarmed by the tumult that followed its presentation at the Peabody. His remembered his parents’ cold dislike of mingling with the Cramers, who were known for their generous, albeit grudging, hospitality; but even worse was the social blitz that followed. He wanted to bolt like a rabbit into a hole.
At the engagement party at the Fant place, Heloise Griffin had dosed him liberally with her poisonous tongue. ‘Nobody thinks you two will make it, but any excuse for a party.’
Seminary was different from college, but he was glad to be there. Courses were tough, breaks were few and far between, and summers promised to be internships in far-flung parishes. It was months before he went home to Holly Springs at Easter, and found that Peggy was in Philadelphia with her parents. He was surprised, then miffed, and finally, relieved.
They wrote each other, he writing more often than she, who professed to hate writing.
Dear Timmy,
Heloise gave me the most adorable apron, I think you will just love it on me but I don’t have any idea what to cook. Daddy says Pauline can come live with us as I have never even boiled water, ha ha! I just want to sit on your lap and look into your eyes, phooey on dusting and running the Hoover! Don’t you agree?
Must run. I am wild about the picture you sent in your track uniform. Number 72! I just love anything 7.
Loads of love and kisses from your Peg-Peg.

Dear Timmy,
I am so bored with Holly Springs, it is just party, party, party, as if there’s nothing else to do in this whole wide world. All I want to do is get married and settle down. Everybody says you will make the cutest husband. Well, I’d better go now. Loads of love and kisses from your Peg-Peg.

Married. Everybody says. What had happened on those summer days in Peggy’s convertible was eclipsed by what he could honestly define as panic…

“There are so many things to ask your forgiveness for,” she said. “First, I want to apologize for losing the ring. I know it hurt you very much and made your grandmother sad. That carelessness haunts me to this day. I’m so sorry.”
“You’re forgiven. Long ago.”
“And I deeply regret using you to make Jack Sutton jealous.” She pressed the handkerchief to her eyes. “I hope you can find it in your heart to forgive me.”
“You’re forgiven. Again, long ago.” For nearly a half century, he’d wanted to ask her a particular question. Life is short, his wife had said, and the road to Holly Springs is long. “I’d like to ask you something.”
The prospect seemed to cheer her.
“Why did you pick me to make Jack Sutton jealous?” Male vanity was a terrible thing.
“Because I felt safe with you.”
He was touched by this confession, though in his opinion it didn’t really answer the question.
“Most of all, please forgive me for telling everyone that the child was yours, and trying to make you believe it, too.”
“I was always pretty good at math,” he said.
“I know how everyone made fun of you when they learned the truth, and what that must have felt like. I know how it humiliated your family.” She closed her eyes for a moment.
He remembered the horrific conflict between his father and Ed Cramer. Ed Cramer wanted to buy Matthew Kavanagh’s son, it was that simple. Fifteen thousand—a huge sum—together with a house, a car, and a vice presidency in the Cramer empire was how the attempted deal fell out. The idea of buying off a Kavanagh to cover the treachery of a Sutton was infuriating to his father, who not only refused the offer but forbade for all time the speaking of the Cramer name in his household.
Immediately afterward, Ed Cramer went straight to the source. Timothy Kavanagh was scrawled across the face of the envelope in what his mother called ‘a racing hand,’ and delivered to Whitefield by a driver who appeared embarrassed by his mission. Peggy’s father wanted to meet with him in his office at three o’clock the following day, stating cryptically, You will not regret it.
He was totally intimidated by Ed Cramer, but he showed up and stood his ground. There was no way he could do what her father demanded. Mr. Cramer gave him five days to think it over, though he didn’t want five days or five hours or even five minutes.
Yet there were moments when he felt compelled to go through with it; it would be an honorable thing to do. Indeed, it would save her face and possibly even his, but no, he could not. At times he felt very tenderly toward her—he was always aroused by her—but it wasn’t right, of course; it had never been right. He wouldn’t forget the day she fell to her knees and begged him to marry her, which may have been the profoundest embarrassment of the whole nightmarish business.
For moral support, he called Stuart, who was never one to mince words You don’t love her, the child isn’t yours, her father is a tyrant, you would hate the cotton business. Come on, Timothy, don’t try to be a hero.’
Though his father wanted the refusal delivered to Ed Cramer via the Kavanagh family attorney, he, Timothy, did the deed himself. He wanted to suffer, he deserved to suffer.
Wearing his school jacket and feeling as stiff as an undertaker, he shook hands with Ed Cramer, who stood firmly planted behind his desk, a terrible look of triumph on his face.
‘Mr. Cramer,’ he said, ‘I must decline your offer.’ While he had legs to do it, he fled the office. On the way home, he was forced to pull the car off the road and heave what little nourishment he’d managed to swallow down.
He confessed the whole excruciating business to Father Polk, who believed him at once and claimed himself ‘ill-disposed to esteem Jack Sutton’s character.’ Polk then called Sewanee’s dean, who called the Kavanaghs’ diocesan bishop, who would call his postulant, Timothy Kavanagh.
When he knew the call was coming, he raced to the toilet with the heaves that were now part of the package. The breaking of the engagement, the rumors that would go with it—he would likely be required to meet with the bishop and, depending on the outcome, be sent to another seminary or asked to take a year off from Sewanee. Worst case, he wouldn’t be allowed to return at all. It was nothing less than a cataclysm.
When the call came, the bishop said merely that he would be allowed to remain in seminary, but wanted to see a letter of apology written in his postulant’s own hand and make it snappy.
The bishop followed this astonishing news with a warning: Abstain completely from further romantic involvements while at Sewanee. Given the foolish and impetuous thinking of one Timothy Kavanagh, the bishop stated further, it may be wise to abstain from the aforesaid for all eternity.
The Kavanaghs and Howards had escaped with their dignity.
He heard that Jack Sutton didn’t receive the same offer, or any offer at all, as far as he knew. Rumor had it that Ed Cramer vowed to put a bullet in any Sutton who stepped foot on Cramer property.
“It was so long ago,” Peggy said, “and yet seeing you again makes it seem…almost like yesterday.”
“The child,” he said.
“You know that Mother took me to New York. And you may have heard it was a little girl—she was adopted by a couple in the city. She still lives there—her name is Amanda.”
Again, she pressed the handkerchief to her eyes, which was something he’d recently had to do a few times himself. He set his cup and saucer on the table and waited.
“Everyone in Holly Springs knows, of course. I gave a tea for Amanda when she visited with the children a few years ago, and everyone came. It was terribly uncomfortable and hard for me, but I had given my heart to Jesus, and so it was easier than I had any right to hope. We all felt better for having it out in the open where things always belong in the end.”
“That was a very courageous thing to do.”
“I see my daughter as often as I can, she’s given me three wonderful grandchildren. With my four grans in Jackson, that makes seven.”
“God’s number,” he said, smiling. The tea had accomplished its appointed labor—the tension was gone from him. “And Wayne?”
“Wayne was the dearest man in the world to me, and a lovely father—not only to our two sons, but also to Amanda. I never deserved Wayne.” She looked at him steadily for a moment. “I never deserved you, Timothy.”
He had no idea what to say.
“I hear you’re married. I’m so glad.”
He was Pavlov’s dog; he pulled out his wallet and leaned across the table to show her his family. With some feeling, she said all the things he never tired of hearing.
He slipped the wallet into his pocket and folded his napkin and placed it on the table. “Well, then,” he said. He tried to avoid looking at the cake, which, from the beginning, had lured him as shamelessly as the Three Sirens. “My compliments to Betsy.”
They stood in the foyer for several minutes and talked—of the success of the most recent annual spring Pilgrimage, of the entrance hall’s elaborate French wallpaper mural, of the heat.
“Thank you for apologizing, Peggy; it means a great deal.” He took her hand. “It occurs to me to apologize to you, as well. When you drove out to the house that day, I acted of my own accord. My actions were heedless, and entirely without regard for you. I’m sorry.”
“We were young,” she said.
“I hope you know that God has forgiven us both.”
Her smile was ironic. “I do know that God has forgiven me, but I can’t seem to forgive myself.”
“That,” he said, “is the hard part. May I pray for you?”
She gripped his hand. “Please.”
He took a deep breath. “Father, thank you for arranging this time together, and for the presence of your Holy Spirit within us. Thank you in advance for blessing your child, Peggy, with the courage to forgive herself as you have so freely and utterly forgiven her. Thank you for Amanda and the three grandchildren, for Peggy’s two sons and the Jackson grandchildren, and for your mighty protection of their hearts, minds, souls, and bodies. Thank you, Father, for faithfully using the hard things in our lives for great good, and for your tender and loving redemption of Peggy’s soul for all eternity, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.”
They stood together for a moment, silent. “Thank you,” she said. “Thank you.”
He was backing out of Three Oaks’ driveway when it came to him as if a spigot had been opened.
“‘You shall hear how Hiawatha prayed and fasted in the forest, not for greater skill in hunting, not for greater craft in fishing, not for triumphs in the battle, and renown among the warriors, but for profit of the people, for advantage of the nations…’”
He soldiered on, mangling most of it.
“‘Till at length a small green feather from the earth shot slowly upward, then another and another, and before the Summer ended, stood the maize in all its beauty, with its shining robes about it…’”
Today, it might be said, a feather had shot upward.
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He couldn’t believe he hadn’t thought of it earlier.
At four-thirty, he blew into Tyson’s, asked for the phone book, and opened it to Residential.
Pintner.
Poindexter.
Ponder.
Ponder, Roosevelt.
“Catch you later,” he said to Amy.
“They changed her medication!” she called after him.
It was a small white house with shutters and cement steps painted green, a fenced garden shimmering with pie tins, house numbers on a post, an older-model truck in the driveway, a birdbath.
For someone who didn’t like surprises, he was pretty deft at handing them out.
He heard barking inside, from what was definitely a small dog. A tall black man with a gray beard opened the door and peered at him. He was holding a newspaper and looking like Louis. But it was Rosie.
Rosie took off his glasses, stared at him, and rubbed his eyes. “Tim? That ain’t you, is it?”
He nodded, unable to speak. Rosie dropped the newspaper and they threw their arms around each other.
“Oh, law!” Rosie said, weeping.
They were both weeping, both clapping each other on the back.
“I thought you mus’ be gone to glory.”
“Not yet.”
“This th’ mos’ su’prised I been since Santy Claus showed up at Sunday School.”
They stood back and looked at one another, marveling. “You haven’t aged a day, and that’s the gospel truth.” Rosie Ponder was the most beautiful sight he’d seen since coming home.
“Get in out of th’ heat, an’ set down where it’s cool. Sylvie, run see who th’ Lord done brought, praise God!”
“I have a dog in the car.” He hated to say that.
“We got Zippy shut up in th’ kitchen, bring yo’ dog on in. It too blame hot t’ set in th’ car.”
They walked to the road together.
“You a sight for these ol’ eyes.”
“Forgive me,” he said, “for taking so long to get here.”
“Didn’t know if I’d ever see you ag’in on this side.”
He reached through the open window and clipped on the leash and opened the door. Barnabas bounded out and gave Rosie a good sniffing.
“Hoo-boy. My Sylvie gon’ be headin’ fo’ th’ county line when she see this booger.”
But Sylvie Ponder didn’t head for the county line. Barnabas lay at her feet as the three of them sat in the living room and drank iced tea and talked over the hum of the window unit and Zippy’s occasional outbursts from the kitchen. He hadn’t known such peace in a long time.
“How old you be, now?”
“Seventy. On the money. You?”
“Seventy-fo’. Three kids, two went t’ Rus’ College, one went out on ’is own, got a nice brick b’iness…”
“Eleven grans an’ three great-grans,” said Sylvie. Sylvie was tall and slender, with white hair. She wore a red cotton dress and quietly tapped her foot as if to some inner music. He thought her elegant, like royalty. “They all live right aroun’ here, close by.”
Close by. Hardly any families lived close by anymore.
“An’ Rosie, he went back t’ school awhile, went t’ Rus’ College his ownself.”
“Went to night class an’ took religion an’ American hist’ry. I learned a lot, yes, I did. People say, ‘Rosie, what you gon’ do with all that learnin’?’ I say, ‘Enjoy it, thass what!’”
He loved Rosie’s laugh, it was Louis’s laugh into the bargain. In his youngest son, Louis Ponder had been immortalized, a two-in-one deal of a rare sort. “You’re your dad made over. I loved Louis, he was like a father to me.”
“He was a good one, all right. I still got ’is ol’ gun. That’s it up yonder.”
The Remington hung by a strap on the wall above the bookcase.
“I been wantin’ th’ Antique Road Show t’ come tell me what kind of value t’ put on it.”
But, of course, a value couldn’t be put on Louis Ponder’s sixteen-gauge shotgun. It was priceless…

Tommy was in town with his aunt and uncle, and he’d taken Rosie down to the fort he and Tommy built along the creek. Just fifteen yards from what had been a Chickasaw trading path, the fort was a masterpiece, pure and simple. It was the single greatest accomplishment of his entire life.
He and Tommy had cut four young beeches from the woods by the creek, and with a hatchet hacked a six-foot-long pole from each, reserving the brush. Even with the hatchet, it was slow going. They hauled the poles to an old beech and leaned them against the trunk at a forty-five-degree angle, one at the north, one at the south, one at the east, one at the west. They stood on boards laid across his Radio Flyer, and using cow rope lashed the tops of the poles to the tree.
‘Where on earth have you been?’ His mother examined the welts left by chigger and spider bites; between the two of them, he and Tommy sported one hundred and thirty-seven bites. ‘And these clothes. Good heavens! What have you been doing?’
He shrugged, as if to say he didn’t really remember or think it worth discussing, and because she was busy, she didn’t ask again.
Everything they did to the fort had to be perfect, because what if he got polio like Albert Hadley and had to live forever in an iron lung? He wanted to leave something behind that was wonderful, that people would discover and be amazed at. The thought of getting polio and living in an iron lung made him crazy, but Tommy didn’t seem to care if he got polio or even died.
They thatched the openings between the poles with pine and beech brush, knowing the beech leaves would cling on through winter and provide cover. Three of the openings were so thickly thatched, the dim woods light scarcely penetrated. The fourth opening led out to a deep trench, engineered to trap any outlaws and Indians who tried to take the fort. The trench was concealed with brush, and looked so natural they’d once fallen in it themselves.
Though the trench was dug only three feet deep, it took days to shovel out the black alluvial soil, which they hauled upstream in his wagon. At a spot with a small waterfall, they dumped the dirt down the bank and made themselves a beach. He named the beach Pass Christian in honor of the real thing, even though the dirt was too dark to be convincing.
They spent several more days covering their muddy tracks and the ruts his beat-up Radio Flyer had made, so their fort would be harder to locate by scouting Indians.
Then, suddenly, the whole exhausting and exhilarating business was finished. He had wanted it to go on and on forever, even while dreaming of the wondrous result. The summer had passed without his knowing it.
On the first day of school, he was oddly jubilant, knowing that the fort was waiting and belonged only to him and to Tommy. He felt bigger, taller, stronger, smarter. He blew past the creeps who picked on him last year about reciting poetry, and in his mind dared anybody to mess with him.
It was a huge honor for Rosie to be allowed at the fort, and Rosie knew it.
They were huddled inside, in a solemn darkness that smelled of limestone and water, leaf mold and sweat.
‘You th’ only one b’sides me an’Tommy that ever gets to be in this fort.’
Rosie’s eyes were big, very big. He thought he should remind Rosie of the rules.
‘You know you cain’t ever tell nobody this fort’s down here.’
‘I ain’t tellin’ nobody.’
‘You might think you could get away with tellin’, but you cain’t. If you tell’—he made the scariest face he could imagine—‘somethin’ awful gon’ happen.’ It was mean to threaten Rosie, but it had to be done.
‘Even if somebody chop m’ head off, I ain’t tellin’.’
‘Cross y’r heart, hope t’ die.’
‘Cross m’ heart, but I ain’t hopin’ t’ die.’
Rosie wasn’t like Tommy. Tommy would do anything, say anything, Tommy totally got it.
‘Okay, here’s th’ deal. T’day you get t’ do somethin’ you ain’t never done b’fore.’ He chewed his bubble gum really hard. ‘You git t’ kill Indians.’
Rosie froze.
‘I gon’ climb that big tree out yonder an’ look fo’ th’ Chickasaw warriors. You know they still roam all over this place.’
‘They does?’
‘All th’ time, everywhere. On spotted horses, wantin’ their land back.’ Cold chills broke out on his legs; his scalp felt electrified.
‘Yeah, but what happen when they come an’ you up a tree an’ me down here?’
‘I can look out over th’ whole state, an’ soon as I see ’em, I’m gon’ holler they’re comin’, then I gon’ come down here an’ help you shoot. We’ll poke th’ guns th’ough th’ brush toward th’ path out yonder, that’s th’ warpath they’ll be ridin’ in on.’
‘Don’ see no guns t’ poke nowhere.’
‘Look around,’ he snapped. ‘We got guns all over th’ place. Use that muzzle-loader yonder, there’s th’ powder. Let ’em have it.’ He could see the powder horn plain as day, and the rifle standing on its stock against the tree trunk. He wanted to say don’t shoot the horses, but when he said that to Tommy the other day, Tommy called him a fairy.
‘How ’bout if I climb th’ tree an’ you does th’ shootin’?’
‘I always climb th’ tree, I’m th’ lookout. It’s official.’ It was obvious that Rosie didn’t get it.
‘This tree sho take up a lot of room in here,’ said Rosie. ‘You chop it down, y’all have mo’ room.’
Rosie didn’t get it at all.
He slapped his rear pocket to make sure his slingshot was still there. ‘Cover me,’ he said to Rosie.
Halfway up the beech, behind a full curtain of leaves, he leaned back on the branch he always leaned on; it was his certified station. He could see beyond the woods that bordered the creek, and across the field to the tree line where wild turkeys often appeared.
He could see out, but nobody could see in. It was his favorite place.
Every time he climbed the tree, he expected Indians. He would always expect Indians; it was the right thing to do, to believe with all your heart they were still out there.
His mother said there were no Indians anymore. His Grandpa Yancey said the same. Miz Conroy said all the Indians had been converted and were living in trailers with radios and curtains. He didn’t believe this. How could a red Indian riding a spotted horse and carrying a bow and arrow go live in a trailer with curtains? It would be shameful.
The scream was like ice in his blood.
Indians could scream like that, he’d seen it in movies. His heart thundered as he reached for his slingshot.
“Rosie!” he shouted. This was the real thing, and the guns in the fort existed only in dreams.
The scream came again, and yet again. It was moving through the woods along the other side of the creek, a kind of running scream.
And then he saw them in the clearing—two men, one fat and one scrawny, and a dark woman racing ahead of them as if everything under heaven depended on it, the screams not stopping.
The dark woman in a torn dress was running for her life, and the woman was Peggy…

Sylvie was in the kitchen; something smelled good, smelled like home.
“Have you seen what’s going on at Whitefield?” he asked.
“Oh, my, ain’t it beautiful!”
“I don’t think I ever knew it was such a wonderful house. It was just where we lived.”
“Always had plenty to eat, worked a big garden, had butter an’ milk an’ cream, right on th’ough th’ war. We saw some hard times out at Whitefield, what with things bein’ rationed an’ all, but I don’ recall ever feelin’ pore.”
“The war was a scary time,” he said. “I was thinking the other day about your daddy, how all during those years he kept looking up at the sky, looking for enemy planes. I remember I started doing it, too. Long after the war ended, I’d catch myself looking up. You remember Rufe singing, ‘The biscuits that they give you, they say they’re mighty fine’?”
“‘One roll’ off th’ table an’ kill a pal of mine!’ Rufe could sing, all right. Had a good voice. An’ he sho wanted t’ go off an’ fight. I remember he went to th’ courthouse t’ sign up, but you know he was blind in one eye, they wouldn’ take ’im. Daddy killed four or five squirrels—to celebrate, I guess you’d say. Mama made squirrel dumplin’s, you remember her squirrel dumplin’s?”
“I do!”
“An’ us settin’ there spittin’ out buckshot?”
“Yessir! I’d give anything for a bowl of those dumplings, buckshot and all.”
“Ever now an’ again, I dream about that little house at th’ edge of th’ field—Mama tryin’ to keep us boys in line, Ol’ Damn Mule bustin’ th’ough th’ gate an’ runnin’ off.” Rosie smiled and nodded, then looked sober. “An’ sometimes I think about that day you aks me down to yo’ fort. I was a kid when I went down t’ shoot Indians, but seem like I come back t’ th’ house a man.”
“Yes.”
“You done as a good a job that day as any man ever done.”
“Grace,” he said…

‘Rosie!’
‘Who that screamin’?’
‘It’s Peggy! Git yo’ daddy’s gun an’ bring it quick, God A’mighty, hurry!’
He saw Rosie break from the fort and streak like a rabbit toward the house in the upper field. Louis and his boys were working at the far side of Big Field, his father was in town at the law office, it was just him and Rosie.
He was trembling so hard he could scarcely breathe; a crushing pain jarred his chest. Peggy was still running, and the men were catching up. She slid down the creek bank, splashed into the water, fell, and scrambled up the bank on the fort side. He found the stones in his pocket, he never carried his slingshot without stones, and tried to load one in, but it plummeted to the ground. Peggy was streaking his way, not screaming now but saving her breath, and one of the men caught her and knocked her down and fell on top of her.
He loaded the slingshot again and pulled the strap back with all his might, and without thinking yelled, ‘God help me an’ help Peggy,’ and let the stone go and saw the man roll off Peggy, clutching his head, and she tried to get up, but the fat one forced her down and was tearing at her dress. He loaded the last stone and fumbled it into the branches below.
His legs were water, yet he shimmied down the tree, desperate to run home to the safety of his mother, but he wouldn’t leave Peggy, he couldn’t leave Peggy. He screamed silently for Rosie to hurry and an eternity passed before Rosie was racing down the hill and he ran to meet him. Gasping for breath, Rosie shoved the sixteen-gauge shotgun into his hands.
‘Mama say it loaded.’
He’d had two short lessons from Louis on his old Remington pump, one on how to hold it, one on how to fire it. He’d fired only four shots in his life, and the blast had kicked him so bad he landed on his butt every time, but now he had to do it right and he prayed again, begging God for help as he crept closer to the place where the hideous thing was happening. Still in the cover of the summer woods, he dropped to his knees at a fallen tree and sighted the thrashing head of the man on top of Peggy and knew that if he missed his mark, Peggy would be a goner and he and Rosie would have to run for their lives. The one holding her down would be a closer shot, and maybe he could get some pellets in the scrawny one at the same time. Anticipating the kick, he tensed his body so he could shoot straight and true and knocked off the safety and steadied the gun against his right shoulder and fixed the bead on his target, and fired, praying the shot would be directed by God and no pellets would hit Peggy. He was knocked onto his back and was up in an instant, seeing the fat man clutch his left arm, howling. The men had leaped up startled, and he pumped in a second shot and fired again as they turned and broke for the creek, one holding his arm and bleeding, the other one trying to yank up his britches as he ran. Now that he had the hang of it, he pumped in a third shot, aimed at the one yanking up his britches, and pulled the trigger.
Peggy lay in the stubbled field naked and weeping, he had no idea what to do about Peggy being naked, he was burning with shame and fear, his heart pounding in his throat. Still clutching the shotgun as he ran toward Peggy, he heard the blast and felt the searing burn on his right foot. He saw the hole in the ground and how the right side of his high-top was blown away. Then everything went black…

“What about Rufe?” he asked Rosie.
“Rufe was nine years older’n me, he went out huntin’ turkey one Christmas an’ stepped in a hole, broke ’is leg. He laid out there in th’ cold for two, three days ’fore they found ’im. He was goin’ on seventy-some when it happened.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Lef’ a nice wife, three kids, nine grans, an’ five great-grans. Washin’ton, some fool hit ’im when he was walkin’ along th’ road. They never found who done it.” Rosie wiped his eyes on his shirtsleeve. “We lost Link to alcohol, alcohol got ’im ’bout fifteen years ago. Th’ Lord lef’ jus’ me, th’ baby, with no brothers a’tall.”
“I’m your brother. Just not a very good one. Do you remember?”
Rosie rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands and grinned. “Law, I was scared t’ death of that ol’ knife you cut my finger with, that knife you carried wouldn’ hardly cut butter. You was bound an’ determined we gon’ be brothers. Then you went an’ done it with Tommy Noles. Daddy say, ‘That boy be brothers with half of Miss’ippi.’”
They laughed, and Sylvie joined them. Their laughter was profoundly moving to him, he wanted it to go on and on…

‘You th’ luckiest little weasel I ever seen,’ Peggy said. Her face was bruised and swollen, greenish in places; there was a bad cut on her arm that his mother had bandaged, and a gash hidden by her head rag.
‘Show me th’ place on your head,’ he begged.
‘I ain’t showin’ you no such thing.’
Tears welled in her eyes as she swabbed Mercurochrome on his foot. ‘You my angel from heaven, thass what. I gon’ make you apple pie, ham biscuits, an’ lemonade ’til you old an’ gray.’
His own close call had drawn blood, but nothing serious. He wanted to wear the shell-blasted high-top everywhere he went, but he couldn’t, because word might get around to the criminals and they’d know who did it. Every night, he took off his shirt and looked in the mirror at the bruise in the cup of his right shoulder, the sore place where the butt of the shotgun had kicked him—it was constantly changing color. He thought it beautiful and wished it would never go away.
Louis brought the news from the square. Somebody at Whitefield had shot a man in the arm and put a wound on another man’s head. Some speculated they were the tramps living at the railroad tracks, and it was too bad the people at Whitefield hadn’t finished the job and fed them to the hogs.
A rumor circulated that the duo had turned up at the door of old Doc Jamison, who, though he was said to be going on a hundred and hadn’t used a scalpel in years, obliged the fat man by gouging pellets out of his hide with a kitchen knife.
Everyone found this hilariously funny, but he did not.
‘What if they come back?’ he asked Louis. ‘What if they come looking for who did the shooting?’
‘They ain’t gon’ be lookin’ fo’ you ’cause they never seen who done it. You was hid in th’ woods. You take it from ol’ Louis, them low-down, badass peckerwoods ain’t never comin’ back here.’
His father mentioned in his distracted way that Rosie had done a good job of routing the trespassers.
It wasn’t Rosie, he longed to say. It was me, Timothy. But he said nothing, for he wasn’t allowed to use guns, nor would his father have believed him capable of doing what had been done.
Otherwise, he was a hero at Whitefield. To Peggy. To his mother. To Louis and Sally and Rufe and Washington and Link and Rosie and, of course, to Tommy. But that didn’t make the nightmares stop. Again and again, the men saw him in town and jumped out of a truck and grabbed him off the street and took him to the woods, where, right before he woke up, they were about to do what he’d done to them.
His brain burned with a thousand questions, but none of them could be put to his mother or father. ‘How come Father won’t take ’em to court?’ he asked Louis. He was accustomed to people being taken to court when they did something bad.
‘It ain’t took as rape if it be a white man doin’ it to a colored woman.’ Louis looked him in the eye. ‘Thass th’ way it is.’
Rape. He looked it up in the dictionary. It was a plant, you could cook it and eat it. It was an act of forced sexual intercourse.
He felt violently ill. If what Rufe told him was right, it was sexual intercourse that made people have babies. Deeply distressed, he went to Louis.
‘Peggy, she fought ’em like a wildcat,’ Louis said, ‘then our little man here whup ’em good an’ run ’em off ’fore anything happen.’
He had racked his brain about what he wanted to be when he grew up. Now he knew. He would be a lawyer. But unlike his father, he would be a lawyer who would prosecute white people for hurting colored people without any reason at all…

They stood at the front door and talked. No, Rosie didn’t know of a Will or Willie with a thumb missing, nor did he have any idea of Tommy’s whereabouts.
“I wish you’d stay an’ eat with us,” said Rosie. “Sylvie, she th’ best cook of anybody.”
“I’ll see you before I leave,” he said. He would give Jessica’s photo to Rosie on the next visit, when they had time to relish the surprise together.
“If Rosie was still huntin’,” said Sylvie, “I’d make you some dumplin’s.”
He took both her hands in his. “Thanks. Just hearing you say it is a blessing.”
“Where you stayin’ at?”
“You won’t believe this. Looks like I’ll be staying in my old room at Whitefield. A couple of good fellows are out there fixing the place up, I believe they’ll let me in.”
“You come on back here if they don’t.”
Sylvie slipped her arm around her husband. “We got a nice roast in th’ oven, makin’ its own gravy. Got potatoes boilin’. Got green beans cookin’ with a little ham. You ought t’ stay.”
But he had to get to Whitefield and nail down his room reservation, and feed Barnabas and call his wife and put something in his growling stomach and fall into bed, he was sinking.
“Y’all come an’ go with me,” he said. It’s what everyone said when he was growing up, and what no one ever said anymore.
Rosie grinned. “We better sit tight right here, stick wit’ what th’ good Lord give us.”
Rosie got it. Actually, Rosie had always gotten it.
It was after six o’clock when he headed to the country, then turned around and went to Frank King’s place and bought two chicken dinners.
“Fresh an’ smokin’ hot. Mashed p’tatoes? Gravy?”
“Th’ whole nine yards.” He’d eaten pretty carefully today, had actually shucked the bun off his burger and made up for the lack with double coleslaw. Now he needed something to stick to his ribs.
“And give me a country-style steak with lima beans, mashed potatoes, gravy, coleslaw, and cornbread.” T Pruitt would definitely let him spend a couple of nights in his old room.
Frank filled the Styrofoam boxes. “Find any yo’ people yet?”
“Thanks for asking. I did, I found my blood brother, Rosie Ponder. I guess the reason you don’t know him is, his wife can cook like a house afire.”
“I hope you round ’em all up fo’ it’s over.”
He put the take-out dinners on the floor behind the driver’s seat, feeling as fried as the chicken.
“Hey, Tim!”
Frank King came through the door waving something.
“I forgot somebody lef’ this t’day.”
“How’d anybody know to leave it here?”
“I tol’ people ’bout th’ white brother come home lookin’ fo’ ’is people, told ’em you was comin’ back t’ see me.”
“Thanks, Frank. Catch you later.”
He stared at the envelope, forgetting to breathe. It was the same handwriting. Reverend Timothy Kavanagh.
At last.
Something would be required of him—he could sense it. And whatever it might be, he didn’t know whether he’d have the strength for it. He got in the car and sat looking at the envelope for several minutes. He didn’t really want to open it.
But he opened it.
Dear Reverend Kavanagh,
I will greatly appreciate it if you will call me at the following number at your earliest convenience.
It is a matter of utmost and extreme importance.
Very sincerely yours,
Henry Winchester

He felt suddenly feeble, as he had all those years ago when Louis told him the news…

‘They done hauled one of ’em off to th’ chain gang. An’ you really gon’ like this—that other peckerwood got hisself killed.’
His whole being turned to jelly; he would hate to faint in front of Louis.
Louis grabbed him and gave him a big hug and a slap on the back.
It was the best news he’d had in his whole life.


TEN

He sniffed the air.
Yeast rolls baking, coffee perking.
It was definitely Sunday.
Without opening his eyes, he knew it was still dark; his mother and Peggy were up before sunrise, cooking and baking so the Howards could come to Whitefield after church.
Like lots of ladies in Holly Springs, his mother would be serving Boss Tate’s favorite Sunday dinner. Used to, Mr. Boss would drive his touring car all the way from the mayor’s house in Memphis to Miz Lula’s house on Gholson Avenue, and every single Sunday Miz Lula served the very same dinner, it was a tradition. Since Miz Lula died, Mr. Boss hardly ever came to town anymore, but the menu, right down to dessert, had caught on in Holly Springs.
Mr. Boss’s favorite Sunday dinner included butter beans, so most everybody in Holly Springs would be having butter beans today. There would also be rice and gravy, and a million biscuits with plenty of peach jam. There were only three things they never had at Whitefield that Boss Tate liked. One was biscuits, because the Howards and Kavanaghs liked yeast rolls—soft and hot, with butter melting inside. One was sherry for the pound cake, because the Howards were Baptists. The other thing was spinach, because at Whitefield, not even his mother would eat spinach.
Mr. Boss was crazy about fried chicken, too, but only if fried real crispy. Hardly anybody could get the hang of frying their chicken crispy. Peggy said three ladies had the gall to ask for his mother’s recipe, which was famous for crispy, but it was a really big secret. Peggy was the only other person in the whole wide world who knew the secret, but she had sworn not to tell. All he could find out was that it had something to do with buttermilk. He hated buttermilk, and chose to believe this particular information was a dodge to throw people off the track.
He thought about going down the hall to the bathroom, but decided to wait. He would rather see how long it took his bladder to bust from drinking a quart of lemonade before bedtime.
They almost never had the whole Howard ‘clan,’ as his father called them. Which, considering his goony cousins, was fine by him. Abigail ate her boogers, and as for Ferdy, Ferdy was a goofball who blew his nose on his shirttail and broke wind whenever he wanted to.
Peggy said if she ever caught him doing some of the stuff his cousins did, she would kill him on the spot.
He imagined the lemon pie and the pound cake sitting on the sideboard under glass domes, and the bowls and platters being passed around the table.
His eyes followed the chicken platter. Nanny Howard liked breast meat at her house, but at Whitefield she always took a back, saying the oysters were the most delicious ‘morsels’ on any chicken; Uncle Clarence would make jokes about the part that goes over the fence last, fork a breast, and look for the liver, which was always left for him because he’d fought in the war and had to walk with a crutch he’d made himself. Aunt Lily would take a wing.
‘Peggy and I fried two of our very best hens,’ his mother would say. ‘Please take something more substantial, sister.’ Once or twice, he prayed that Aunt Lily would take something more substantial and please his mother, but she never did.
‘We love the wing,’ Aunt Lily would say.
He found that remark stupid. It might be possible to like a wing, but it would be impossible to love a wing. Besides, Pastor Simon said people were not supposed to love things, only humans. Uncle Chester would take white meat—and plenty of it, because he was a bachelor with nobody to cook for him; Grandpa Yancey would take a drumstick and a thigh, and he, Timothy, would have the same as his grandpa. Later, while everybody was eating cake and pie, his mother was going to ask him to recite the thirteenth chapter of First Corinthians, which he had practiced for two weeks.
He hoped his father would stay at the table to hear him recite. He hadn’t stayed the last time, he’d gone to his office in the basement to work on the farm ledger. The time before that, he had gone to the field to do something with Louis.
His mouth formed the words. Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, and have not charity.
He opened his eyes and looked around the darkened room.
Dear God!
He sat up, dazed. He was no farm boy on his cot, he was an old man dreaming.
The Howards were at Hill Crest—except for himself and Ferdy, every soul who sat at the table so many years ago was on the hill near the blackjack oak. Abigail, who was four years his senior, had married a man from Hattiesburg and later died in a train wreck, but he had no idea what had become of Ferdy; as far as he knew, Timothy Kavanagh was the last of the Holly Springs clan.
He swung his legs over the side of the bed. The last of the clan. He had never felt it as sorely as now. But of course somebody had to be last, just as somebody had been first.
He realized that the furniture, what there was of it, was placed as it had been when this room was his own. The head of the bed on the east wall, the chest of drawers on the south wall. Strange. And now the second note, and whatever strangeness might await when he called Henry Winchester.
A moth slammed against the window screen; he switched on the lamp and looked at his watch. Four o’clock.
He switched off the lamp and walked to the open window. Stars. Bright and shimmering in a cloudless sky. The air cool and clean after the rain that still sounded in the gutters. He stood there for a long time, gazing out, half dreaming and half sentient.
An awareness was dawning in him, an awareness of the close presence of the land whose boundaries once enclosed six hundred and fifty-four acres in which he’d sweated and yearned and dreamed and swam naked in spite of the water moccasins. He realized he’d never experienced this familiar connection to the land anywhere else—not in his twenty years in North Carolina, nor in his long exile in Arkansas or any other place in which he’d served. This connection, which he’d thought forever lost, was in him still, as ingrained and natural as the impulse to breathe.
“Major General Edward C. Walthall.”
Out of nowhere, the train was suddenly moving again. “Brigadier General Absalom West. Brigadier General Daniel C., maybe D., Govan. Ha!”
At the sound of his voice, his good dog got up from the rug by the bed, and stretched, and came and lay at his feet.
All things work together for good to those who love God…
A motley collection of nonsense and wisdom often swam into his sleep-drugged consciousness.
…to those who are the called according to His purpose.
The smell of yeast rolls baking had been so real. So real.
“All things,” he whispered into the dark…

As usual, his father hadn’t gone with them to Walnut Grove, and now he was late to dinner, also as usual.
They sat through the awkward mess of waiting. Grandpa Yancey pulled out his pocket watch and stared at it. The grown-ups talked about dumb things that didn’t matter. His mother made excuses for his father. He hated this for his mother’s sake, but what could he do, he was starving.
‘I’m starving,’ he said.
‘You are not starving,’ said Aunt Lily. ‘The children in France are starving, thanks to the Germans. The children of Berlin are starving, thanks to the Russians.’
‘And thanks to Madelaine and Peggy,’ said Nanny, ‘we have all come together at a board laden with the fruits of His mercy and grace.’
‘Amen!’ said Grandpa Yancey. ‘Why don’t we thank the good Lord for His provisions before they’re cold as a stone? I’m sure Matthew will understand.’
They were joining hands when they heard his father approaching the dining room. As he entered through the archway, something fell—the sound was sharp, like the report of a pistol—and clattered on the hardwood floor. Looking startled, his father appeared to lie back as if in a swoon, and then, in slow motion, he was falling.
Because he sat on the opposite side of the table, he saw his father simply disappear from view, followed by a jolt to the floor that rattled the ice in their tea glasses.
‘Matthew.’ His mother rose from her chair.
He was stunned, then humiliated, by his father’s fall.
‘Stand back, Madelaine.’ His father struggled to his feet, holding Uncle Clarence’s crutch; his face was white beneath the silver hair.
When it happened, there was the instant recognition that this moment would be too awful to ever think about again. His father gripped the crutch at either end, drew up his good knee, and lowered it with full force onto the crutch, snapping the wood in half. Then he tossed the pieces to the floor.
No one moved.
His father looked at Uncle Clarence, who sat with his mouth open.
‘Cripple,’ said his father.
They heard the hard tap of his right foot and the dragging of his left as he walked from the room. Then the screen door slammed.
And still no one moved.
After Uncle Clarence’s homemade crutch fell from its leaning post against the archway and tripped his father, he started hearing things he’d never heard before—his grandmother talking to his mother, his mother whispering to Peggy, Peggy whispering to Louis, his grandfather talking to his grandmother. Over and over again, he was banished from the room or ordered into the yard to play, but still he heard things.
‘In my time, it was melancholia,’ said Nanny. Her knitting needles clicked very fast. ‘They call it depression now.’
‘Forgiveness, my dear, forgiveness,’ said his grandpa, ‘or we’ll all be taken down by depression.’
‘It’s hard to imagine ever going there again.’
‘Of course we’ll go again, we’re her family, we can’t abandon our own child. And what about Timmy? Of course we’ll go again.’
‘Clarence and Lily will never step foot in that house again, nor will Chester. And what a shame. A child needs aunts and uncles, too.’
‘Don’t let it trouble you so, my girl.’
‘How I wish we’d known before they married what a terrible relationship he had with his father. God help that dreadful old reprobate! And Matthew so angry over it all, he wouldn’t take the money his father offered as a wedding present. It would have paid for everything, surely Matthew would never have used Madelaine’s money to buy Whitefield if he had money of his own.’
‘Your blood pressure won’t take kindly to this, Betsy.’
‘For the life of me, I can’t think why Madelaine lets the old blasphemer in her house, it makes no sense.’
‘He forces those visits, of course. She’s trying not to make more trouble, and believes some good could come of it, some healing.’
‘Without the grace of the Savior,’ Nanny said, ‘there can be no healing between two such stubborn and godless men.’
‘Amen and amen. That’s why we must continue to forgive—and continue to pray.’
‘I’m trying, Yancey. But look what happened because the innocence and trust of one motherless boy was defiled—one whole family is left suffering for it. And look at Matthew’s poor brother and how their father has sullied even that relationship. On and on the suffering goes, into the next generation and, God forbid, even into the next unless Matthew comes to his senses. We’re all held hostage by his rage.’
He heard the striking of a match on the hearthstone; then came the scent of tobacco, sweet as cherries.
When Louis and Peggy were pulling onions, he hunkered behind the board fence and listened.
‘His Gran’paw Kav’nagh goan burn in hell fo’ what he done t’ Mr. Matthew,’ Louis said.
‘Yes,’ said Peggy. ‘He will.’
‘Course, a person can’t keep blamin’ ever’thing on what happen’ a long time back, we got t’ git up an’ go on.’
‘Yes. We do.’
He was consumed by wanting to ask what Grandpa Kavanagh had done to his father. But he was terrified of the answer.
On Friday afternoons in spring and summer, he often went with Grandpa Yancey to Indian Camp, the Howard homeplace where his grandpa was born and raised.
The two-story house stood unpainted in a cow pasture and was empty save for a furnished room on the upper floor, which was the room his grandpa had been born in. It had an iron bedstead with a corn-shuck mattress, a table, a kerosene lamp, a chair, a chamber pot under the bed, a pair of overalls hanging on a nail, and a calendar dated 1932. That was it, except for a flashlight, a fly swatter, a glass to hold his grandpa’s teeth at night, and a pouch of pipe tobacco stuffed in a tin box.
The whole place smelled ancient—of fireplace ashes and old biscuits, of rancid grease and pine boards, all of it laced with pipe smoke and the permeating scent of horse liniment which his grandpa rubbed on his legs when they cramped.
Sometimes he was scared of the house and its haunting loneliness—his voice ricocheted off the bare walls even when he whispered, and there were cow patties everywhere, right up to the front door. Plus if he went outside at night to pee, he was always looking over his shoulder for foxes and bears, not to mention bats. Sometimes a bat got in the house and went crazy beating itself against the walls. He hated bats, you couldn’t see a bat’s eyes; you didn’t know when they were looking at you or what disgusting things they were thinking. But worse than bats was the black snake which his grandpa called his rat catcher. It lived in the attic, and twice he saw it crawling out on a tree limb that overhung the roof, where it sunned itself like it owned the place.
‘Huge!’ he told Tommy, spreading his arms as wide as he could. ‘Eight foot, maybe ten, an’ lives in th’ dern attic right over where we sleep.’ He realized he was bragging about the stupid thing which Louis would have chopped up with a hoe before you could even spit.
Each time he was invited, he plotted an excuse not to go. Then, at the last minute, he wanted to go more than anything in the whole world—he would rather die than miss smelling the liniment and the kerosene and the pipe smoke, and gobbling up cookies and sitting on the steps at night listening to his grandpa talk in his soft, happy voice. After a while, he even got to liking the corn-shuck mattress.
‘Grandpa, wake up,’ he once said.
‘What is it, boy?’
‘There’s somethin’ in th’ mattress.’
‘Like what?’
‘Like somethin’ chewin’.’
‘Bugs have to eat, too. Go back to sleep.’
He brought books from the town library or his grandfather’s shelves, unfailingly gripped by curiosity over what he might learn or feel persuaded by the author to imagine. Grandpa Yancey brought a notebook, the Bible he used in the pulpit at First Baptist, and his favorite pipe, along with a vast picnic basket packed by Nanny Howard’s cook, Mitsy.
There were always chocolate cookies in a round tin with a picture of Santa Claus on the lid. And his grandpa would always grin really big and wiggle his eyebrows as he dug around in the basket for the tin. ‘Ho ho ho, Timothy!’ he always said when he pulled it out. Then they’d take the lid off and say a blessing and eat the cookies before they ate the other stuff. Always.
This evening before dark, he had helped his grandpa toss hay off the truck bed to his twenty-one steers, then they’d straggled to the house and foraged in the basket and shook the cookie crumbs from the tin into their hands.
‘Father, make us ever thankful for crumbs as well as banquets, in the name of our Lord, Jesus Christ.’
‘Amen!’ they said, and licked the crumbs from their salty palms without washing up first.
It was May, and a whippoorwill called as they sat together on the porch step. His grandfather lit his pipe as the bird spoke its name again and again into the deep of the dusky wood.
‘Twenty-eight times,’ he told his grandpa. A waxing moon lit the porch and yard and silvered his grandfather’s face. ‘That’s th’ most yet.’
‘You still have a ways to go to beat my count, little buddy.’
When his grandpa was a boy, he had counted a chain of forty-two calls from a single bird. He, Timothy, was determined to hear forty-three if it was the last thing he ever did. He’d even prayed about God letting him hear forty-three calls, though he wondered how it would feel to beat his grandpa, who might not like being beaten.
His grandpa puffed his pipe, thoughtful. ‘Just think how all this good land around us was home to the Chickasaw nation.’
Thinking about that nearly always made the hair stand up on his arms.
‘Think about the Indian princess whose summer camp was right behind those trees yonder and down that little hill where the springs bubble up. Several times over the years, I know I heard their horses whinnyin’ and their children laughin’. Shoot, one time I even smelled their meat roastin’ on th’ spit. It was wild boar hog, sure as you’re born.’
‘Do you think you really did hear th’ horses an’ all?’
‘Seemed real to me, but maybe it was th’ product of an overactive imagination—like somebody I know whose name begins with T.’
“I wish I could have lived back then.’
‘It was a peaceful time before we rode in here an’ tore up jack. I hate we did that.’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘Some say those springs over yonder are the true holly springs the town was named after, but I never thought so.’
‘How come you never?’
‘Not big enough to have a whole town named after ’em, not even big enough to swim a horse. No, sir, you got to be a spring and a half to get a town named after you.’
‘There’s no holly bushes down there, neither.’
‘Not a one. That settles it.’
His Grandpa Yancey’s voice was different from Grandpa Kavanagh, who hollered when he talked and still had a weird Irish accent after living in Mississippi for practically his entire life.
He heard the long sucking-in of breath; amber light flamed in the bowl of the pipe; the air was sweet with the scent of mown hay and cherries and the residue of their hard sweat from feeding up.
‘Tell what happened when the Chickasaw ceded th’ land to the government, Gandpa.’ In this particular story, his part would come up pretty fast; he knew it as good as he knew his own name.
‘Soon after the government half stole th’ land from th’ Chickasaw and did that terrible thing of movin’ them west, here comes Virginia and the Carolinas troopin’ in—foundin’ towns, settin’ up shop, buildin’ mansions. Here comes doctors, lawyers, bankers, clergymen, th’ whole shebang. As you recall, it wasn’t long after that, that your great-great-grandma, Mary Jane, lit out to Mississippi with her brother James—had th’ tools of his trade in a wood box nailed to th’ wagon bed. Mary Jane was seventeen years old, and pretty as a speckled pup. James was twenty-four. Where’d they come from?’
‘Th’ mountains of Tennessee. They took th’ Wilderness Road that passes through the Cumberland Gap.’
‘Why were they comin’ to Mississippi?’
‘Land was really cheap, so a whole lot of people were movin’ here, an’ lots of ’em needed hats.’
‘Where did they take on fresh supplies?’
‘Nashville, Tennessee.’
‘After they took on supplies in Nashville, they turned their ox team onto th’ Andrew Jackson Military Road and headed to Colbert Ferry on the Tennessee River. They’d sold up th’ homestead an’ its contents after their mama an’ daddy died of fever, an’ had all their belongin’s on that homemade covered wagon. Think of that. If we could put all our belongin’s on a wagon today, we’d be better off. Crossed th’ Tennessee River on a ferry an’ picked up th’ Old Natchez Trace to Jackson. We don’t know why they decided to use th’ Trace, as better roads were available by then, but they must have known what they were doin’. Why were they headed to Jackson?’
‘Uncle James knew somebody in Jackson.’ His mother and Nanny Howard had taken him to Jackson to shop at Kennington’s and get their silk stockings mended. Tommy had never been to Jackson or hardly even Oxford or Yazoo or anywhere.
‘So here they come in that wagon, can you see ’em comin’?’ His grandpa spit in the yard.
‘Yes, sir, I can.’ He spit, too.
‘Sometimes they’re ridin’, but mostly they’re walkin’, because those old wagons didn’t have any suspension system—they’d beat you to death. Whenever they could, they walked barefooted to save shoe leather, which I can tell you right now I wouldn’t have th’ courage to do, with all those copperheads slitherin’ every whichaway.’
He hated that he could see the copperheads plain as day, moving through leaf mold and shimmering along creek beds.
‘Well, sir, here they come with a team of oxen down that crooked ol’ Trace overhung with vines, and pocked with mud holes deep enough to sink your wagon to th’ axle. There was a lot for a young man and a young woman to look out for in th’ wilderness, but some say th’ worst thing was Indians. Not all th’ Chickasaw had cottoned to th’ cession idea, which I wouldn’t, either, if I was an Indian. Some stayed on th’ land and not a few liked makin’ trouble for whoever came along th’ Trace. Then there was th’ next worst thing, don’t you know.’
‘Th’ weather.’
‘Yes, sir. Th’ weather. They got held back by hard rains that didn’t let up for three weeks, and it was three weeks more before th’ ground dried up so they could press ahead. Most of their flour went bad with weevils and damp. No hot biscuits or hoe cakes, no dumplin’s in th’ soup pot. An’ pretty soon their jerked venison was runnin’ low an’ they were givin’ out of coffee. So what kind of rations did the good Lord provide?’
‘Berries, lots of berries. An’ bird eggs an’ rabbit an’ squirrel an’ a turkey gobbler. An’ for tea, they boiled up sassafras root, an’ chickory root for coffee.’
‘Just think about that good smell of turkey stewin’ under that tarp they set up to keep th’ rain out, an’ th’ Ol’ Trace still troubled with th’ next worst thing…’
‘Robbers an’ murderers.’
‘Yessir. Th’ Trace was still haunted by th’ memory of men like th’ Harpes, who butchered travelers and homesteaders all along the way. An’ now that th’ traffic had died down a good bit because of better roads, criminals were usin’ th’Trace as a hidey-hole. Just ponder how those good cookin’ smells might be th’ very ticket to draw out th’ lowlife.’
He imagined how a robber could have crouched in a tree right over his great-great-grandmother’s head—she could have been sitting right under the branches shelling pecans, not knowing he was up there biding his time ’til the turkey got done.
‘So what did Uncle James and Mary Jane do to keep safe from th’ perils of a fallen world?’
‘They prayed mornin’ an’ evenin’ an’ all times in between,’ he said.
‘Does it seem foolish to think somethin’ as simple as prayer could do even a mite of good against wild beasts, mad Indians, an’ murderers?’
‘No, sir. Psalm Seventy-two says, “He shall deliver th’ needy when he crieth; the poor also, and him that hath no helper.”’
‘Amen! And what happened?’
‘It turned out other people goin’ toward Jackson got stopped by th’ rain, and they all connected up ’til pretty soon there was a whole bunch of people that formed a camp that wouldn’t anybody try to rob.’
‘God’s grace on th’ Ol’ Trace. There’s many stories about that. So James an’ Mary Jane, they’re back in th’ wagon now, headed south. Th’ weather’s faired off an’ th’ wildflowers are bloomin’ an’ they’re on their way. You see ’em comin’?’ His grandpa spit.
He spit, too. ‘Yessir!’
They had stopped to water the oxen, and his great-great-grandma was sitting in the wagon on a pile of blankets, writing the story of their journey in the back of a big Bible. It had engravings of all the Old and New Testament stories, including Jesus preaching in the temple, an image which he had the honor to see anytime he wanted, as the very same Bible lay open to this picture in his grandpa’s glass-front bookcase. His imagination never let him see his great-great-grandma’s face, but she was wearing a brown dress, and the stock of a Springfield muzzle-loader poked out from under the quilts.
‘They’re comin’ on down to around where Tupelo is now, it was Harrisburg back then, and James, he pulls th’ wagon over in th’ bushes in case anybody wants to pass, an’ he walks back a little ways an’ steps behind a big rock. Then he pulls his britches down an’ he’s doin’ what a man has to do, when…’
It was his cue to tell the best part of the story. ‘When he looks up an’ a big ol’ black bear is standin’ at the edge of the woods.’
‘What did Miss Mary Jane say th’ bear was doin’?’
‘Studyin’ Uncle James.’
‘How close was th’ bear to her brother?’
‘Five yards.’
‘How tall was th’ bear?’
‘Better than six foot.’
‘Does James get up an’ run?’
‘No, sir, he didn’t move. He says in a normal voice, “Mary Jane, take care of this bear.”’
His grandpa laughed at the mimic. ‘Say on!’
‘She was seein’ all this from th’ back end of th’ wagon, where the rifle was lyin’ under th’ quilts. Quick as a flash, she grabbed up th’ rifle, which they kept loaded at all times, and sighted th’ bear. Then, before she got off a shot, th’ team shied an’ she kind of lost her balance and the ball went over th’ bear’s head. Th’ bear looked at th’ wagon like he was changin’ his plan, an’ she knew she didn’t have time to load again. So she stepped back and grabbed their muzzle-loadin’ pistol, which was lyin’ next to her Bible on th’ work box.’The hair stood up on his neck.
‘What’d she say?’ asked his grandpa.
‘She cocked th’ hammer an’ said, “Lord, You got to do this thing, amen.” By now th’ bear was comin’ for th’ wagon. He was gettin’ so close she could smell ’im when she fired th’ pistol.’
‘What did she say he smelled like?’
‘Leaf mold. Wet dirt. Berries an’ skunk.’
‘Where’d she shoot ‘im?’
‘Right between th’ eyes with a fifty-caliber ball.’
‘Good shot.’
‘But he kept on comin’.’
‘Lord have mercy.’
‘’Til he got right up to the wagon.’Though he knew the story like a book, his heart was beating faster. ‘Then he sort of just crumpled over and fell down. Dead as a doornail.’ Right here, he could never keep from feeling kind of sad.
‘If your great-great-grandma hadn’t pulled th’ trigger on that bear, you and I wouldn’t be sittin’ here tonight. Nossir, we wouldn’t even have been a twinkle in somebody’s eye.
‘An’ just look how many ways th’ good Lord was workin’ in this. He gave her th’ gumption and th’ wherewithal to kill that poor beast, which saved at least one life an’ maybe two—an’ on top of that, he threw in another portion of mercy and grace.’
‘Yessir, because they got to eat th’ bear,’ he said. ‘An’ what was left fed two more wagonloads.’
His grandpa shook his head, marveling. ‘Knee-deep in manna and quail! What comes next?’
‘Pretty soon after they shot th’ bear, they had a change of heart about where they were goin’. A man on th’ Trace told ’em Jackson already had two hatmakers…’
‘Competition!’
‘…and said he knew a good place that didn’t have any hatmakers at all.’
‘So what’d they do?’
‘They turned off th’ Trace an’ cut th’ team northwest to Holly Springs.’
‘Hot dog! Now you’re talkin’.’
His grandpa knocked the ashes from his pipe. ‘They pulled into Holly Springs on September th’ fourteenth, th’ year of our Lord eighteen hundred an’ thirty six, at three o’clock in the afternoon. They got busy buyin’ this land we’re sittin’ on, an’ buildin’ a dogtrot cabin down by th’ springs. Then James bought a little patch about where th’ square is now, and put up a shop an’ started makin’ hats with Mary Jane helpin’. Beaver hats, they were—warm, waterproof, an’ economical! Uncle James got his hides from th’ Chickasaw and some from th’ Choctaw. An’ all th’ time, people just swarmin’ into town like ants, nailin’ and hammerin’, diggin’ and hoein’, lawyerin’ and bankin’, midwifin’ and doctorin’.’
The dry summer grass was loud with crickets. His grandpa spit toward the grass to see if he could hit it. ‘You remember, now, not to spit in town.’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘Spittin’s for th’ country.’
‘Yes, sir. My turn again?’
“Your turn.’
‘’Til one day my Great-Great-Granddaddy Pinckney walked in th’ shop an’ took off his old beaver hat and said, “Ma’am, can you patch these holes? I was comin’ along the Trace on my little mare a while back when a rogue rifle ball passed clean through my hat—which I happened to be wearin’ at th’ time. As I heard it, a lady had fired two shots at a bear and this was th’ shot that missed.”
‘My double-great-grandma said, “Was that late August a year ago, by any chance?” And he said, “Yes, ma’am, I believe it was.” And she said, “Around about Harrisburg?” An’ he said “Yes, ma’am, it sure was.” An’ she said, “You got off a good deal better than th’ bear.”’
They laughed at this every time, out of respect.
‘Sometime before Christmas of 1837’—his grandpa liked to handle what he called the finale—‘Miss Mary Jane Bush, who by then had turned eighteen, gave Mr. Adam Pinckney Howard a gift crafted by her own hand. It was a fine, brand-new silk hat to make up for the damage she’d done—silk was startin’ to come in fashion and beaver was startin’ to go out—and he wore it, don’t you know…’—his grandpa held on to the last words of the story—‘to his nuptials.’
They always clapped at this, and whooped a little. A dog barked in the distance.
‘And…’ He nudged his grandpa with his elbow and wiggled his eyebrows.
‘And here we are!’ they shouted.
‘You’ve got this story down pat, son. When you come out again, we’ll start on the next installment. There’s a whole passel of fascinatin’ ancestors in that round, includin’ one who freed all his slaves. Then, on th’ next pass or two, we’ll include a young fella named Timothy Andrew Kavanagh. How would you like that?’
‘I’d like it.’
‘One of the verses your great-great-grandmother scribed in the back of her Bible was Deuteronomy, chapter four, verse nine.
‘“Be careful not to forget the things you have seen God do for you. Keep reminding yourself and tell your children and grandchildren, too.” Because she left us a record, one day you can do th’ tellin’ to your children and grandchildren.’
He couldn’t see how he would ever have children, much less grandchildren. Mostly because he would never get married in a hundred years.
A cloud covered the moon, his grandfather vanished. A match scraped across the surface of the step, flamed up, was carried to the bowl of the pipe—and there again was his grandfather’s face. ‘I’ll have one more sneak of tobacco, then we best fly up to roost.’
He realized that something had gnawed at him all through the story. As the wagon came down the Trace, the gnawing had hidden beneath the rumble of wheels and bed boards; it had hidden between the lines his double-great-grandmother was scribing in the Bible; he had recognized it again in the eyes of the bear.
‘What did my other grandpa do to my father?’
He hadn’t known he was going to ask the question that had exploded in his head for weeks. His sudden trembling was hard and uncontrollable, his teeth chattered.
Grandpa Yancey’s arm went around his shoulders and held him tight for a long time until some of the trembling stopped.
‘When your daddy was sixteen years old, his father gave him a beating, what you might call a horsewhippin’. It was…brutal. I’m sorry to say it, son, it’s hard to tell you this. Are you all right?’
‘Yes, sir.’ His teeth chattered like windup joke teeth.
‘It happened at a cattle auction in Jackson. The way your mother tells it, your grandpa got mad at a little colored boy who was hangin’ around the place and told your daddy to shut the boy up in a hot truck—th’ temperature was boilin’—an’ give him no water. I don’t know if your daddy handled it the best way, but I believe he did th’ right thing—he refused to obey those orders.
‘It was your grandpa’s auction at one of his barns, and he was up on a kind of a platform, don’t you know, with the auctioneer—an’ your daddy was up there, too. When Matthew wouldn’t do what he was told, your grandpa took a horsewhip that was hangin’ on the wall of the barn, an’ grabbed your daddy and told th’ auctioneer to hold ’im while…’
Grandpa Yancey cleared his throat. ‘I’m sorry, son, I’m sorry. Your mother told me I should tell you if you ever asked. She could never do it, because it hurts her and she knew it would hurt you. Best to hear it from someone who loves you before you hear it someplace else.’
He had never before suffered like this. As clearly as if he’d been there, he saw his young father on the platform, and the look on his face while the auctioneer held him.
‘That terrible whippin’ was bad enough. But the next worst thing is, it happened in public, in front of a whole crowd of people. Think how that kind of humiliation made him feel, I’m sure people remembered that awful sight for years to come. That’s a lot for a young person to handle.’
‘Yes, sir.’ Tears and snot were all over the place.
‘You can blow your nose on your shirttail, I won’t tell anybody.’
The trembling continued to come in waves he couldn’t control. Is there a next worst thing? he wanted to ask. Please don’t let there be a next worst thing.
‘Grandpa Kavanagh’s rage was what I’d call unquenchable. After that vicious sideshow he put on for Satan himself, he shoved your daddy off the platform, and his leg was broken in several places. It’s a low-down shame about th’ doctor they took him to—some quack who, as far as I can tell, didn’t know a bloomin’ thing about settin’ bones.’
In the black wood, the whippoorwill called and called, but he knew that counting didn’t matter anymore. He stood up suddenly, wanting to run and never stop running, but he had lost his breath and was suffocating.
‘Come on, son, let’s walk. We’ll go to the stump and back. Everything will be all right, it’s all gon’ be all right.’
His grandfather was practically dragging him across the yard, but he flung off his hand and ran as hard as he could across the moonlit field. He would run ’til he dropped somewhere, he didn’t care where. But what he really wanted to do was get in Louis’s truck and drive to Jackson and stab his other grandpa a hundred million times—in the eyes, in the heart, in his hideous face.
He would never tell his mother about this conversation. It was time he knew something secret and terrible like everyone else, it gave him power he wouldn’t otherwise have had. If anyone knew that he knew, they would realize that power belonged also to him, and try to take it from him.
Later, he asked his grandpa two questions.
‘Grandpa, did you tell Mama you told me?’
‘Not yet. Should I?’
‘Nossir. And Grandpa, when we get to th’ part of th’ story that has me in it, do we have to tell th’ part about what happened to my father?’
Grandpa Yancey’s eyes looked misty. ‘Only if you want to, son. Only if you want to.’


ELEVEN

“Come get you some breakfast.”
“The coffee sure smells good.”
“Ol’ T was a Sanka fien’ when we started out. I said, ‘Man, you can’t be drinkin’ no powdered coffee on this high-class job, we doin’ this gig with whole beans an’ a grinder.’ Cream an’ sugar right there.”
“Just black, thanks.” He took the steaming mug from Ray and eyed the breakfast buffet: sardines in a tin, saltines, and a saucer of cheddar cheese cut into cubes. “Believe I’ll catch something over town. How ’bout that rain?”
“Good rain. An’ how ’bout that Tater an’Tot?”
They laughed. Last night’s unexpected arrival had been easier than he imagined. Tater and Tot, whose breed mix was arcane, to say the least, sniffed Barnabas; Barnabas sniffed Tater and Tot. No baring of teeth, no flying of fur. After a decent meal and a dried beef tendon, all three had claimed a spot and lapsed into a drugged sleep.
“We’ll be waitin’ to hear how things go wit’ th’ phone call,” said Ray.
“Haven’t called him yet. Don’t know exactly when I’ll get back here, but I’ll pick up something for us at Frank’s.”
“Don’t do it. I’m itchin’ to cook t’night. You won’t be around much longer, I’m gon’ give you Mississippi Catfish Magic with Sauce Jacques.”
“Whoa.”
“Chef invented that down at th’ mansion fo’ th’ Southern Gov’nors’ Association. Had th’ first lady of Virginia, first lady of Tennessee, first lady of Arkansas, governor of South Ca’lina, you name it. Out in th’ mansion’s historic garden.”
“I’d be honored. But isn’t this the night you’re picking up your dentures?”
“I’ll pick ’em up after supper.”
“If you’re sure.”
“Won’t heat th’ skillet ’til I see you comin’. T says we gave you catfish las’ time—doin’ it t’night might be too much. I said ain’t no such thing as too much catfish.”
“Amen. What can I bring?”
“A stick of butter.”
“Consider it done.”
“Unsalted,” said Ray.
“Got it.”
He walked out to the front porch, where T stirred a can of stain. “Goin’ after th’ basement steps today. You sleep all right in your old room?”
“Can’t complain. I appreciate it more than you know.”
“Hope everything goes okay with your phone call. We’ll keep an eye on ’im so he don’t ramble with our boys.”
He’d fed and walked his dog, who would be spending the day at Whitefield. “I appreciate it,” he said again. “I appreciate everything.”
“Don’t mention it. You hear tonight’s menu?”
“Sauce Jacques?”
T laughed. “High-rollin’ out here in th’ piney woods.”
“Hope I’m not interfering too much with your kudzu project.”
T flipped his cigarette into the wheelbarrow. “Can’t hardly figure out what t’ do next. I’m lookin’ for interference.”
He braked the Mustang at the end of the driveway and checked his watch. Seven-forty. He fiddled with the radio dial. Noise and babblement.
George Macdonald had said what he needed to heed: You have a disagreeable duty to do at twelve o’clock. Do not blacken nine and ten and eleven, and all between, with the color of twelve.
He looked at the note and punched in the numbers.
“Hello?”
His heart pounded. “Is this Henry Winchester?”
“This is he.”
“Tim Kavanagh. I received your note asking me to call. Hope I’m not calling too early.”
“Not at all. Thank you, Reverend. I was hoping we could meet today.” Winchester’s voice was quiet, restrained. “It’s a matter of extreme importance.”
“Can you tell me more?”
“There’s someone who would like very much to see you. I don’t believe I should say more at this time.”
“You wrote to me in Mitford a few weeks ago?”
“Yes, sir, I did.”
“The message was certainly brief.”
“I wrote it just as it was dictated.”
“Do I know you?”
“No, sir. You don’t.”
“This is all quite peculiar, to say the least. You sent a total stranger an unsigned message of just two words, but what’s even more peculiar is, I let it talk me into driving more than six hundred miles.”
“Please be assured that great prayer was lifted over the contents of that simple message. We didn’t know whether you would come, but we fully believed you would. We’re deeply grateful, Reverend.”
“I believe you can understand, Mr. Winchester, why I feel uncertain.”
“If you’re certain of nothing else, Reverend Kavanagh, you can be certain that the Lord is in this.”
Parish counseling had given him some insight, after all, into character. The man sounded well-meaning, and fish or cut bait, it had to be done.
“Then I’m in it, too.”
“Thank you.” The relief in Winchester’s voice was obvious. “I heard you would be in Holly Springs only a short time, which is another reason for our urgency. If it would suit, we could meet at Frank King’s place today at one o’clock, and drive from there. I wish we could meet earlier, but I have…something important to take care of in Memphis.”
“Where are we going?” he asked.
“Out to the country about fifteen miles.”
“Well, then. One o’clock. Frank’s place.”
“I’ll be driving a blue Buick,” said Henry.
He pondered the conversation as he drove into town. His stomach was in an uproar—not enough sleep, no breakfast, too much caffeine, and a blasted long wait ’til he met Henry Winchester at Frank’s. On the upside, his sugar was stable.
He wheeled into a parking space near Tyson’s, and sat looking at the steeple of Christ Church. Now? No. Tomorrow.
A newspaper, that was the ticket. Just holding one of the blasted things in his hands offered an odd comfort. Then he had to take nourishment.
He walked to the courthouse and looked around until Tyson’s opened.
“How’s the new medication doing?” he asked Amy. “Any word yet?”
“It’ll take a while to work, but when I stopped by this mornin’, she was sleepin’ like a baby. Just layin’ there with her hands folded across her chest like she was in a coffin, it like to scared me to death. But I wish you could have seen her, she was so peaceful.”
“She was breathing?”
“Oh, yessir, I made sure to look an’ see if her chest was goin’ up an’ down. I decided not to wake her up, I mean, she’s been through an awful lot lately an’ I’m sure you know how hard it is to sleep good when you’re old.
“I should prob’ly call an’ make sure she’s awake—if she sleeps half th’ day she’ll never sleep a wink tonight. Stand right there, don’t move, I won’t be a sec.” She punched in a number and listened.
“It’s ringin’.”
Amy looked at him. “Still ringin’. I bet she’s not wearin’ her hearin’ aids. I don’t blame her, they make an awful screechin’ sound.
“Still ringin’. I wonder if I should go over there an’ check.” She punched the off button.
“I’m curious about something. Why do you care so much about Mrs. Lewis?”
Amy looked surprised. “I don’t know. I guess because she cares about me.”
“Aha.”
“I know she’s an awful pill, but speakin’ of pills, she’s been takin’ fourteen a day. Fourteen! But since th’ doctor changed things around yesterday, she’s only takin’ ten, that is such a blessin’. Richard says she’s practically kept th’ roof on this place.”
“Amy.”
“Yes, sir?”
“You’re a wonderful person.”
“Really?” Amy blushed. “I mean, thanks. I don’t think so, necessarily.”
The phone rang.
“Tyson’s Drug, this is Amy. Yes, ma’am, it was me. What were you doin’, I was worried to death.”
Amy gave him a wide-eyed look. “Goin’ through boxes? What in th’ world…Yes, ma’am, I’ve seen him. He’s standin’ right here lookin’ at me.
“I don’t know if he could do that. I mean, do you want him to come to your house?”
Amy put her hand over the mouthpiece. “She has somethin’ to show you. Can you go over there?”
The very thought made his heart fibrillate. “What could she possibly have to show me?”
“What could you possibly have to show him? he says. Really? That is truly amazing. It is such a small world!”
“What?” he said.
“She found some pictures of your mother.”
“Put your hand over the mouthpiece,” he whispered. “Does she still think I’m Father Crowley?” He had no need of pictures of the elder Mrs. Crowley.
“When she asked if I’d seen you, she said Madelaine Kavanagh’s boy.”
“Oh.”
“She thinks you should come.”
“Could she just give them to you and you could give them to me? I don’t want to go over there, I really don’t.” He heard the miserable whine in his voice. How could he walk into that woman’s house alone and unprotected, much less engage in civil conversation? End of discussion, he wasn’t going.
“She really thinks you should come.”
It was obvious that Amy thought so, too.
“He’s thinkin’ about it,” said Amy.
He motioned for her to put her hand over the mouthpiece. “I’ll do it. But only if you’ll go with me.”
“I’d better not, Father, but I’ll ask her to stick ’em in the door.”
“Brilliant.”
“Miz Lewis, could you stick th’ pictures in th’ door? Yes, ma’am, I think he must have a lot to do, bein’ here only a short time.
“She says you have to be sure an’ return the pictures. They’re promised to the historical society.”
“I’ll return them tomorrow morning, first thing.”
“They’re really valuable, she says. They’re goin’ to maybe do a display.”
“Got it.”
“She says you can not lose a single one.”
“Of course.”
A couple of blocks from Nanny Howard’s, he pulled into the driveway of a galleried brick house that had seen better times, and walked to the porch along an allée of boxwood troubled by mites.
The sight of Luola Dabney Randolph Lewis clutching a manila envelope and filling the doorway jamb to jamb literally took his breath. Dressed in a wrapper and gown, and wearing on her feet what appeared to be the hides of two enormous pink rabbits, she was the definitive “sight for sore eyes.”
“I saw you pull in. Don’t mind my looks, I was up half th’ night goin’ through boxes to find these prints of Madelaine’s gardens.”
“Thank you, that was more than good of you.”
“From 1940 to 1952, I covered th’ Pilgrimage with nothin’ but a Kodak. Twelve years of buyin’ film an’ orderin’ prints, all out of my own pocket an’ no thanks from anybody far as I recall. I took these in 1941—it was th’ only year I ordered eight-by-tens, which was a high compliment to what Madelaine scratched out of th’ dirt down at Whitefield.” She wagged her cane at him. “You have to promise to wash your hands before you look, so you don’t leave fingerprints.”
“I promise.”
“You what?” she shouted.
“I promise!”
“These are valuable historical documents, an’ human skin has oil in it. Old as you are, Father, you might forget to wash first. Do you cross your heart an’ hope to die?”
He crossed his heart.
She yanked a handkerchief from her pocket and blew her nose with force. “I kicked up enough dust to sink a ship lookin’ for these bloomin’ things.” She thrust the packet into his hands. “I hope you appreciate th’ trouble I went to.”
“I do. Thank you very much.”
She cupped her hand to her ear. “What’s that?”
“Thank you very much!”
“There are fourteen prints in there. Because of th’ dust, I didn’t look at every one, but there’s descriptions on th’ back. Lucy Gilchrest documented every picture I took—we were fixin’ to do a book to raise money for th’ garden club, but Lucy moved to Philadelphia to nurse her mother. Th’ Whitefield azalea groves are in there, an’ th’ hosta garden, an’ th’ fish pond, an’ I don’t know what all. Madelaine had the most beautiful gardens of th’ whole Pilgrimage whenever she showed. These are th’ first year, I don’t have time or patience to rummage around for th’ other years.”
He was walking backward. “Certainly not.”
“People were jealous, mind you, because your mother had fine gardens and was beautiful into th’ bargain. I hate speakin’ ill of th’ dead, but people like Louise Grant despised her for it and didn’t mind sayin’ so behind her back. I couldn’t stand th’ sight of Louise Grant, do you remember Louise?”
“No, ma’am.” Picking up speed.
“If my hair was combed out, I’d ask you in for cheese wafers, it’s a secret family recipe that came horseback from Virginia.”
“Bless you. No, thanks.”
“There’s gummy bears in th’ bread box if you’d care to have a handful.”
“I greatly appreciate it.” Off the porch and down the steps.
“In case I’m not up when you get here, stick ’em in th’ door an’ ring th’ bell.”
“I will. And thank you again.”
“If you’re not where you can wash your hands,” she shouted, “wipe ’em on your pants first, you hear?”
“Yes, ma’am!”
“If I’m up, I’ll show you th’ oil portrait of th’ General, he was a wonderful husband, never complained. His people settled Kentucky, they produced four senators, a congressman, seven preachers, five medical doctors…”
He vanished into the boxwood.
“…an’ a first cousin on his mother’s side invented th’ door-to-door diaper service.”
He dived into the Mustang, gunned the engine, and roared out of her driveway in reverse. A wrench in his gut reminded him he had to put something in his stomach pronto, he was ravenous.
He was driving by the courthouse when he saw Jim Houck standing at the gazebo as if waiting for someone. Before he could look away, they made eye contact. He instinctively threw up his hand in an awkward combination of a military salute and a wave from a parade car; Houck shot up his arm in response.
Though he was in a moving vehicle, the eye contact seemed to last a long time, long enough for him to see the expression on Houck’s face—longing, perhaps, or desperation. It was as if he’d been surprised in some raw feeling, and not quick enough to mask it.
He puzzled over the fleeting exchange as he circled the square for another look at the brick storage building next to his father’s office. The Shed, as they’d called it, was where he’d hid his “mischief,” as Louis liked to say.
He remembered what he’d charged for looking at the pinup calendar: four cents. ‘Wipe your hands,’ he told his customers. ‘Four cents an’ clean hands is th’ deal.’ He had won the calendar playing marbles with Otis Gibson, whose daddy owned a tire store and could get calendars even in wartime. That little foray into commerce had earned him close to three dollars over the course of two summers, and when business fell off, mainly because the boys he knew had all had their go at it, he’d torn out the pages and sold eleven of them for a nickel each. The page with the blond lady in the pink swimsuit standing on the wing of a B-24 Liberator he stashed beneath the newspaper that lined his sock drawer.
With the calendar venture under his belt, he hid a pack of Camels in the Shed, and after smoking one and throwing up his gizzard, he sold the remaining nineteen for a dime apiece. ‘A whole pack ain’t but twenty cent,’ said Rufe. ‘You cain’t git no dime a smoke.’ But in two months, he had a dollar and ninety cents, which was pure profit, since he’d found the unopened pack in the grass behind Booker’s. From this, he learned that people would do crazy things on a whim, like spend a dime for something worth a penny.
As an act of obedience, he had taken his grandmother’s advice about putting something aside, and had actually gotten to like the idea. There was also a bonus he hadn’t expected—the ladies at the bank treated him like Boss Tate every time he made a deposit.
He parked the Mustang at the curb and looked at the iconic building as if it were a kind of memorial.
Including the junk bicycle he’d sold for parts and the funny books he sometimes, though rarely, recycled for four cents apiece, his juvenile enterprises had added roughly eight dollars to his savings account. This encouraged him to project the amount he could expect to amass by his twelfth birthday, including what he was able to save back from Nanny Howard’s allotment—fifty-five bucks seemed likely, maybe sixty-five if he really hustled. Then he spent hours figuring out how he would spend it. A BB gun, definitely, though he’d have to keep it hidden, and a comb and brush set like Robert McGuirk had desperately wanted to give his mother. Or maybe he wouldn’t touch a penny of it ’til he was fifteen and old enough to get a driver’s license—then he would buy a flathead V-8.
He didn’t like to think about the cookie venture, which had been a total failure…

‘I’ll give you a whole nickel to make me two dozen cookies,’ he told Peggy.
‘What you want two dozen cookies fo’?’
‘To sell.’
‘I can’t be makin’ you cookies t’ sell ’less you aks yo’ mama.’
He asked his mother, who thought about it and finally said yes, enterprise was character-building and his idea to put the money in the bank was wise and farsighted, but only after he tithed his ten percent, of course, and he may have only one dozen, not two, given the sugar shortage.
He rode to town with his father, the paper sack between his legs. The scent of fresh-baked raisin-oatmeal cookies permeated the car, he was nearly drooling. He would not eat one if his life depended on it; he’d been invited to lick the bowl and spoon, which should be enough for anybody trying to make an honest dollar. Chances were, he could sell every single cookie at Booker’s, or if he couldn’t move the whole dozen there, he could count on the ladies at the bank to take what was left. They might even give him reorders. I’ll have two every Wednesday, Miz Cox might say. One for me and one for my husband, Bill. Miz Cox had winked at him two different times.
‘This is wartime,’ said his father, who never took his eyes off the road while driving.
‘Yessir.’
‘Wartime is not a time to pleasure ourselves.’
He didn’t understand.
‘The cookies,’ said his father. ‘People are starving by the tens of thousands.’
‘Yessir. But they’re not for me, they’re for sale.’
‘Who made them?’
‘Peggy.’
His father reached over and lifted the sack from between his knees and set it between them on the seat. Then he opened the sack, removed a cookie, and took a bite.
Two bites.
Gone.
When he reached for the bag, his father stayed his hand. ‘Leave it there.’
He watched his father’s hand enter the bag and exit with another cookie, which he ate as if he were as starved as all of Europe.
Almost immediately he ate yet another cookie, and another—not saying a word, but making an occasional grunting sound.
It was the first time he’d ever seen his father really like what he was eating. Once, when they were having Sunday dinner at Nanny’s, his father had said with obvious pride, ‘I don’t live to eat, I eat to live.’
Since he’d learned what happened at the cattle auction, he had tried hard to love his father more. But pity didn’t have the power he hoped it might, and all he felt was another kind of guilt for being unable to love the man who had suffered and seemed to like holding on to his suffering. He had finally figured out that what his father was doing was making everybody in his whole life pay for what had happened to him. He and his mother, especially, were the lambs in the thicket.
Crumbs on the seat.
Six whole cookies gone.
Thirty-six cents down the drain.
His father’s eyes looked dreamy. He was scared by the person driving the car, who didn’t act like his father at all.
When they arrived at the bank and parked on the square, the person driving the car turned and looked at him. ‘Don’t tell.’
‘Nossir.’
Sick with something like shame, he went to the Shed and sat on an old file box and methodically withdrew the rest of the cookies, one by one, and ate them, then upended the paper sack and sprinkled the crumbs on the floor for the rats…

At Frank’s, he ordered breakfast to go from someone who wasn’t Frank—two scrambled eggs, dry whole-wheat toast, link sausage with extra napkins to absorb the grease, and grits—and took the carryout box to Booker’s, where he sat on a wooden crate at the rear of the storeroom and ate like a field hand.
Nine-thirty. Three and a half hours to go.
He washed up at the ancient sink in the corner and walked to the window and tried to open it, but the sash wouldn’t budge. Sweating, he returned to the crate and shook the folds from the bandanna he’d bought from Red. He refolded it and put the thing around his nose and mouth and drew the ends behind his head and tied them. Dust made his sinuses drain like taps, and this envelope hadn’t seen daylight since the pharaohs came to power.
Before he drew the prints from the envelope, he stopped and prayed and tried to collect what seemed shattered in himself. All morning, he’d had the sensation of being lost—floating, but not free; he couldn’t put his finger on it. He was feeling his age in spades, but it was more than that—he wanted to bolt and run. His personal wizard, however, had nailed it: Life is short, and the road to Holly Springs is long. He wasn’t going anywhere—not yet.
As for what this trip might really mean, maybe he’d be able to figure it out later—on the road to North Carolina, back home in Mitford, or even hiking in Sligo in August with his living wife and alive-and-breathing travel companions, Walter and Katherine. Dear God, it helped to remember that the grave had not triumphed, he had a family—he would call Cynthia as soon as he got to the car, where he’d left his cell phone, and Walter—he’d call Walter, too, who would like to know his cousin was back in their old stomping grounds, that he’d seen Peggy Cramer, that Whitefield was getting a face-lift. Though Matthew Kavanagh had had an uneasy alliance with his brother, Walter’s father, both men had tolerated their boys spending time together, though the occasions were rare. Walter had twice spent a week at Whitefield, and he, Timothy, had taken the bus to Oxford for a week one summer. That was the summer they determined to be friends forever, no matter what their fathers had going on about a soured cotton deal that implicated their Grandpa Kavanagh.
He drew the prints from the envelope backside up.
April 14, 1941 Photo #12
Mrs. Matthew (Madelaine) Kavanagh, née Howard, entering her woodland azalea and dogwood grove at Whitefield, 4 mi east of courthouse. Whitefield boasts one of the most extensive private azalea gardens in Marshall County. Her frock of Irish linen is from Kennington’s in Jackson. Ice tea and lemon cookies were served on the porch. The first bus ever used by the Pilgrimage hauled visitors from the square for ten cents a piece, which will go to cover expenses. 131 people signed the Whitefield guest-book today. Temp. 72°. (Note bed of Iris sibirica in background, a stunning tetraploid that arranges beautifully with herbaceous peonies.) Photo by Luola Dabney Randolph Lewis. All rights reserved.

He turned the photograph over.
The old photos in the drawer back home were memorized and familiar, but this—he felt he was seeing his young mother for the first time. She stood beneath a canopy of ivory blossoms, her head slightly tilted back, her eyes squinting into the sun, laughing. He had loved nothing better than his mother’s laughter.
April 14, 1941 Photo #3
The fish pond at Whitefield, home of Mr. and Mrs. Matthew Kavanagh and their son, Timothy. The pretty pond grasses were transplanted from the wild and have not been identified. The limestone statue of the boy with a billy goat was a gift to Mrs. Kavanagh from HS Garden Club member, Mrs. Robert (Mae) Wilkerson, purchased during one of her trips to Paris. Photo by Luola Dabney Randolph Lewis. All rights reserved.

The boy in the statue was ‘buck-naked,’ as Louis had said, a fact which distressed his mother. Mrs. Wilkerson, a particularly liberal artist and club member, had effusively bestowed the thing on his mother, who saw nothing to do but partially conceal it behind pond grasses.
He remembered tossing a rock into the pond, and the pitch hadn’t gone well; he’d broken a horn off the goat.
Louis laughed. ‘You could of busted off somethin’ ’stead of a horn, an’ yo’ mama would like it mo’ better.’
‘Can you fix it back?’
‘You got to quit runnin’ t’ Louis ever’ time somethin’ go wrong. Someday you ain’t gon’ have no Louis t’ run to, then what you gon’ do?’
Louis had made him fix the blasted thing himself. Miraculously, the horn held fast over the years. After his mother’s death, he had given the statue to the garden club, along with two stone benches, a wrought-iron gate, and a pair of urns.
April 14, 1941 Photo #7
Mrs. Matthew (Madelaine) Kavanagh and her son, Timothy, soon to turn six yrs old in June, relax on their porch after Pilgrimage visitors have gone. Marge Gholson (HSGC Pres. 1937–39) brought the boy a book which he asked his mother to read aloud. She seemed very pleased to do so, though it had been a long day with 131 guests signing the register! Young Timothy says he wants to be an Indian chief or a preacher like his grandfather, Holly Springs’ beloved Rev Yancey Howard. Photo by Luola Dabney Randolph Lewis. All rights reserved.

He turned the photograph over.
He sat on his mother’s lap, a rare treat, in a rocking chair on their porch. He was gazing at the open book in her hands, and clearly happy. He could see that his mother was tired, but she, too, was happy—he knew it from the way she was holding her mouth. His mother’s mouth had been more expressive even than her eyes. He struggled to make some connection with the boy in the playsuit and well-shined shoes, but he could not. It seemed someone else’s life entirely.
His gaze roved their faces, as if he could etch the image onto his memory and keep it forever. Then he saw Peggy at the far end of the porch—she was shaking a tablecloth over the railing. He was moved by the late afternoon light shining through the cloth, and oddly startled by her presence.
Though her strong features and expressive eyes were indistinct in the photograph, he knew she had been striking, even comely. He was certain he hadn’t known that then, of course—she had just been Peggy to him. He held the fading image closer and looked at it a long time.
He turned the photograph over and read the inscription again. Peggy wasn’t acknowledged.
He sat for a while with the prints in his lap, his mind as absent as his mortal flesh was present.
April 14, 1941 Photo #10
Mr. and Mrs. Matthew Kavanagh in the hosta grove at Whitefield. Mrs. Kavanagh has planted fourteen different varieties in recent years, including giant and miniature. Mrs. Kavanagh claims to have no favorite, but admits to a special fondness for H. plantaginea owing to its sweet scent along a shady summer path in the woods. Photo by Luola Dabney Randolph Lewis. All rights reserved.

He was riveted by the power of the black-and-white image. His mother and father stood among the hostas, facing one another. Their presence was so palpable he felt they might at any moment live and move and have their being. A light breeze pressed his mother’s dress against her slender frame; she seemed weightless, ethereal. Each of his parents was clearly magnetized by the other; the intimacy was so real he felt intrusive.
He held the print closer and adjusted his glasses. On his father’s face was something he had never seen before—it was an expression of undeniable tenderness.
He stood suddenly and slid the prints back into the envelope.
“Whoa!” said Red. “This a stickup?”
“Give me your cash and make it snappy.”
“You barkin’ up th’ wrong tree. There ain’t any cash left by th’ time th’ government gets through with th’ small b’iness owner.”
He pulled the bandanna off his face and wiped his eyes and sneezed.
“Bless you,” said Red, taking a canned drink from a derelict refrigerator. “You want a drink while you’re here, help yourself. Honor system. Drop some change in th’ jar.”
“I appreciate it.” He blew his nose and stuffed the bandanna into his pocket. “What do you know about Jim Houck?”
Red popped the tab. “Loner. Won’t win any popularity contests.”
“Married? Family?”
“Twice. Three kids, a few grandkids. Left town a good many years ago, came back; can’t seem to find whatever he’s lookin’ for.”
He walked to the car and called home.
“Hey,” he said.
“Hey, yourself.”
“On the way out to Whitefield last night, I stopped by Frank King’s. Someone had left me a note.”
“Another note? Who?”
“A man named Henry Winchester.”
“Who is Henry Winchester?”
“I have no idea, except he’s the one who wrote me in Mitford. I talked to him on the phone this morning, he wants to meet this afternoon at one o’clock.”
“Where? And what for?”
“We’ll meet at Frank’s place, he says someone wants to see me, insists the whole thing is covered by prayer. We’ll drive out to the country about fifteen miles.”
She pondered this. “How do you feel about going off with a total stranger who lacks the courtesy to sign what he writes, much less tell you what he’s up to?”
“He sounds like an agreeable fellow. There’s nothing to worry about. I promise.”
“Take your cell phone.”
“Of course. Don’t worry.”
“I should have gone to Holly Springs with you, no matter what.”
“No. It’s as it should be. I’ve been in constant motion, which wouldn’t be good for you right now. I’ll call this afternoon as soon as we’re done. Sorry I didn’t call last night. I was whipped.”
“So was I, I was in bed at eight-thirty. I dreamed about you, darling.”
“Tell me everything.”
“You were wearing an aviator’s cap and sitting at the kitchen table.”
“And?”
“And I came in and sat down and you kissed my hand and suddenly the table lifted up and we went through the roof and were just floating around up there, easy as you please.”
“I kissed your hand? That’s it?”
“That’s it. It was nice to see you, sweetheart, you looked great in that cap. Oh. Breaking news: It’s here. Came yesterday with four men in back braces.”
“How is it?”
“Huge.”
“You’re a saint to let him do this.”
“Otherwise it would be just another room with lamps and tables, and chairs in a fabric I could never bear to look at, anyway. Harley and Dooley hauled everything to the basement, and good riddance.”
“When will the boys be over?”
“They’re coming for supper. They’ll use the back door, of course, so nothing will be revealed ’til after we eat. Dooley is beside himself with joy. He saw it yesterday afternoon and thinks you’ll approve.”
“Definitely. What are you feeding the legions?”
“Dooley asked for steak, Sammy requested pizza, Kenny wants fried chicken. So we’re having burgers with oven fries.”
“I’ll be right there,” he said.
“Are you eating properly?”
“I cannot tell a lie. I’m not. But I’ll be home before real damage is done. How’s Kenny?”
“Amazing. A truly amazing young man. Who would have dreamed Ed Sikes would drop Kenny off with his grandparents and he’d be raised by loving believers? I find it the most miraculous of all the miracles that brought the Barlowe family together.”
“Grace, and grace alone.” He still marveled at the recent upturn that reunited Dooley with all his siblings.
“Dooley has bought new clothes for himself and his brothers and little sister. He seems intent on sharing his wealth. And, of course, this wonderful surprise for Sammy will be fun for all of us.” Sammy was the high school dropout whose genius had surfaced in a pool room.
“What’s up with Dooley and Lace?”
“More of what’s always up with them—fear. Both are terrified of loving. They’re going to dinner and a movie tomorrow night. I’m praying.”
“I’m praying with you,” he said. “Summer is short.” He would like it if Lace and Dooley could come to an understanding and stick at it—though he’d been hard-pressed to do the same when he courted Cynthia. After months of misery, the fear had simply released him, like a hawk on the wing might suddenly release a chicken from its talons.
“Rats. I was just walking up the hall to the living room and turned my ankle a funny way. I’m seeing the doctor tomorrow, this boot is driving me nuts. I’ve been moaning and groaning to beat the band.”
“I’d be glad for a dose of your moaning and groaning. I miss you.”
“I miss you back. I’m starving for your hugs and kisses. Oh, good grief.”
“What?”
“I just popped in here to have another look. It’s bigger than I thought. We’ll have to be lowered by crane to make a shot, there’s hardly room to move around the darn thing.”
Dooley’s gift of a billiard table to his pool-shooting brother, Sammy, had established itself in their minuscule living room. Life would definitely never be the same.
He talked a little mush, as Dooley called it, with his wife before ringing off, and thought of calling Walter. Instead, he sat with the envelope of prints beside him on the passenger seat and stared unseeing at people moving on the sidewalk.
The point was to do it all—and after that, let it all go.
He cranked the engine and drove to Van Dorn and parked at the curb, then got out of the car and stood looking at the double front doors and up to the cross on the spire. The sky was perfectly blue and cloudless…

He had never before heard his parents fight, he’d heard only the long, loud silences.
He sat up, straining to make sense of the words that traveled through their closed door and across the hall.
‘Christ Church’ and ‘ignorant’ and ‘no more,’ he heard his father say. And later, his mother’s cry, ‘For the love of God, Matthew!’
He was holding his breath. He should go and help her. But his legs were paralyzed like Albert Hadley. He punched his right leg and felt the blow, it was not polio. It should be polio, he deserved polio for not being able to do anything about his father. He pummeled both legs with his fists, very hard and very fast, feeling the pain.
During the break between Sunday School and church the following morning, he was sitting in the front row at Walnut Grove Baptist with his mother, waiting for the service to begin. This was the church where his mother had been baptized and grown up, the church where his Grandpa Yancey had preached until he was asked to move to First Baptist in town. Everybody at Walnut Grove said how much they hated to see Yancey Howard go, he’d been the best of the best, they said, but they got a blessing in the end—after she married, his daughter, Madelaine, moved to the country and returned her letter to Walnut Grove. Everybody thought it was because she loved her old church, but he, Timothy, knew the truth. The truth was, his father didn’t like Baptists, and never let them have the car to drive into town on Sunday; they rode the half mile to Walnut Grove with the Blackburns, or sometimes they walked.
Mr. Blackburn, the organist, hammered out a last-minute rehearsal of the opening hymn; members of the choir scattered down the aisles and disappeared into the robing room. It was raining, a terrific downpour that someone said would last the day and into the night. He pretended to look at the rain lashing the windows, but cut his eyes toward his mother when he thought she wasn’t looking. She had wanted him to sit by her during the break instead of playing, as he usually did, in the church hall with his friends. He hated the awful sadness in his mother, he was seeing a lot of it lately. It might be a sin for someone so beautiful and kind to be so sad.
She turned her head sharply and looked directly into his eyes; he felt as if he’d been caught in a crime. Embarrassed for them both, he tried to look away, but could not. He knew only that there was a whole book of words in her eyes—she was trying to tell him something.
‘Let’s open our Bibles,’ she said over the roar of the organ. ‘Pastor Simon is taking his message from John’s Gospel, chapter three, verse three.’
He paged toward the Gospels, quick as a rabbit, wanting to beat his mother to the scripture.
‘I beat you,’ he said. He was looking into the sudden warmth of her smile when somebody grabbed the collar of his jacket and jerked him to his feet.
‘Matthew!’
He was nearly lifted from the floor as his father hauled him into the aisle and along the worn carpet to the door. ‘March,’ he was told.
He choked back the scream because he understood at once this was not real, this was a nightmare and he would soon wake up.
They drove into town, wet as dishrags, silent. His father’s hair was sopping, but the comb marks were still perfect, like the furrows Louis and Ol’ Damn Mule made in the vegetable garden.
After parking the Buick at the curb in front of Christ Church, his father turned and looked at his mother. ‘Henceforth,’ he said, ‘this is where the Kavanagh family will attend services.’


TWELVE

Walter…”
“Cousin!”
“You’ll never guess where I am.”
“Surely you haven’t ventured beyond the Mitford town limits?”
“I have.”
“This reenforces my view that miracles still happen. But you’re right—I’ll never guess. Where art thou?”
“I’m sitting on a bench outside Christ Church at Van Dorn and North Randolph.”
“In Holly Springs?”
“Our old stomping grounds.”
“I’m just picking myself up from the floor. Tell me everything.”
“Remember Rosie? Louis and Sally’s son?”
“I do. Little skinny guy. Great marble shooter.”
“I went to see him yesterday. He’s the spittin’ image of his father, it was like paying a visit to Louis. And I’m spending a couple of nights at the old place, at Whitefield.”
“Good heavens. How does it look?”
“Better than ever. Two fellows are fixing it up, top to bottom—they live there and have taken me in like family. Wish you were here. It’s wonderful.” He was surprised by the truth he’d just spoken—suddenly, it actually was wonderful to be in his hometown, sitting in the sun on a rain-washed summer morning, talking to his living kin. “I’ve seen Peggy Cramer.”
“No regrets there, I presume.”
“We had a good visit. A widow with seven grandchildren. A believer. Still beautiful. Asked my forgiveness, and I asked hers.”
“Glad to hear it. What on earth took you out there? Is Cynthia with you?”
“Nope. Brought Barnabas. You know about her ankle, of course. Again, sorry we had to cancel Ireland. Did you get your refunds?”
“By a hair. We’re on for the end of August.”
“Great. As for what took me out here, I’ll tell you that another time. It begs disbelief.”
“I don’t suppose Stafford’s is still open?”
“No, but Booker’s is, and Tyson’s, and Phillips Grocery still makes cheeseburgers.” He glanced at his watch. Noon.
“Amazing. I’m starved for a dose of something that hasn’t changed in a hundred years. Makes me want to fly down and join you. Any gardens left at Whitefield?”
“Just the old boxwood, nothing more. The washhouse is gone, of course; I think Mother took you out there once and gave you what-for.”
“I remember it well, which was undoubtedly her intention. I said the s-word. Just quoting, of course, what was written in plain view on the water tank.”
“Ah, yes.”
“She sent me to the forsythia bush after my own switch, had to strip the leaves off and present it ready to roll.”
It was good to laugh. “This trip comes with a reminder that life is short. We haven’t laid eyes on each other in…how long?”
“Since you and Cynthia tied the knot—nearly eight years.”
“I’m forgetting what you look like.”
“More and more like Woody Allen, I regret to say. But it’ll be great to meet again in August, to go slogging through sheep meadows, visiting the family castle. Pretty spooky place, by the way, I’ll take only a small portion of family castle this go-’round.”
“After Ireland, maybe we could fly down here—bring Cynthia and Katherine, check out our haunts in Oxford, have a picnic in your beloved Grove. What do you think?”
“Very appealing idea,” said Walter. “Very appealing.”
He entered the narthex and stood for a moment in its cool shadow. Little had changed, which, in his opinion, was one of the lesser, albeit important, gifts a church building could offer—timelessness in the midst of a time-obsessed world.
The black slate shelf. And the guest book. Still here.
He took a deep breath, then walked to the shelf and picked up the pen and inscribed the fact of his being—here, now.
July 3          Fr Timothy A. Kavanagh
Mitford, North Carolina…

Tommy was suspicious of the ability to memorize anything, especially verses from the Bible. ‘How many of ’em can you say?’ asked Tommy.
A lot. But he didn’t want Tommy to know it was a lot. ‘Maybe eight or ten,’ he said.
‘Do you b’lieve all ’at mess?’
He shrugged. ‘Kind of.’
‘If there’s a God, why can’t we do stuff together without you gettin’ your butt whipped?’
With all his heart, he wanted to say something to defend God, but he couldn’t think of anything. ‘Prob’ly God knows stuff we don’t know.’
Tommy said the word that had been painted on the water tower…

‘You’ve got an amazing boy, Matthew.’
The rector was talking with his father toward the rear of the nave; he sat apart on the gospel side in what had become the Kavanagh family pew, and thumbed through the hymn book.
‘Amazing in what way?’
‘Very learned about things of the Bible.’
‘No surprise. His mother, his grandmother, his grandfather, Archibald Simon at Walnut Grove—they’ve all kept after him like hounds after a hare.’
‘Are you aware of what he’s been able to take in?’
‘Not really.’
‘Timothy,’ said Father Polk.
‘Yes, sir?’
‘How many books in the Old Testament?’
He couldn’t count on his voice lately, so most of the time he kept his mouth shut. Totally to his surprise, it would go baritone on him, and people would fall out laughing, even Louis. He cleared his throat.
‘Thirty-nine.’
‘The New Testament?’
‘Twenty-seven.’
‘What’s the, let’s see, shortest verse in the Old Testament?’
Please, God. ‘First Chronicles one twenty-five.’
‘Can you recite it?’
‘“Eber, Peleg, Reu.”’
‘Did you know that, Matthew?’
‘Of course not, it isn’t worth knowing.’
‘True in the strict sense, of course, but in a practical sense, think how it trains one’s mind to commit to memory such incidentals.’
‘A waste of time.’
‘Timothy?’
‘Yes, sir?’
‘The, ah, middle verse of the Bible?’
He sucked in his gut. ‘Psalm One hundred an’ three, verses one and two.’
‘Would you give us the pleasure of reciting those verses?’
He sighed deeply. ‘“Bless the Lord, O my soul; and all that is within me, bless his holy name. Bless the Lord, O my soul, and forget not all his benefits.”’
‘Well done. Would you step back here, please?’
He walked up the aisle—his legs like water, his breath gone from him.
‘He also knows the longest verse in the Bible,’ said the rector. ‘Esther eight, verse nine. Want to hear it?’
‘These are ridiculous Sunday School games. For God’s sake, Father.’
‘You’re an amazement, Timothy. Just a few more questions and we’re finished. How’s that?’
He nodded, suddenly dumb as a doorknob. He had never done anything like this in front of his father, except for occasional recitations at the Sunday dinner table.
‘Tell us, Timothy, what is Holy Baptism?’
‘It’s a sacrament. It means God adopts us as His children. When this happens, we get to be members of Christ’s body and inheritors of the kingdom of God.’
‘Can you fill us in on the concept of prayer? What is that all about, anyway?’
‘Prayer is getting into relationship with God.’
‘Isn’t it about asking for things we want, and letting God know what’s what?’
‘No, sir. He already knows what we want and what we need. Prayer is about getting to know him, and worshipping him and trusting him, and thanking him.’ If he fainted in front of his father, much less his priest, he would hobo out of Holly Springs on the afternoon train and nobody would set eyes on him again.
‘Well done. Now. What is sin? People certainly dislike hearing about it, especially from the pulpit. What do you think sin is?’
Reverend Simon had caused him to suffer many times on this particular point. He knew what sin was. ‘Sin comes about because of its middle letter: i,’ he said in his old voice. ‘It’s the seeking of our own will instead of the will of God,’ he said in his new voice.
His father appeared impatient. The rector appeared delighted. ‘Is there any hope for us, Timothy, weak and foolish as we are?’
Though his face flamed, he felt a bold strength gathering in him. ‘Loving God is our only hope,’ he proclaimed in the new baritone. He realized how ardently he meant it. He hadn’t known he would mean it, but as he said it, he recognized the truth of it.
He sank into a pew, exhausted.
‘See there, Matthew? It’s obvious we’ve got something to learn from your boy.’
‘Surely you don’t believe all the drivel—like the virgin birth, for God’s sake, and the resurrection?’
‘I’m afraid I do believe it, and I proclaim it every Sunday in the Apostles’ Creed—just as you, by the way, also do. Perhaps you’d like to meet one day and discuss the great articles of our faith.’
‘That sort of thing is entirely your business.’
‘Well, then. I’m also very taken with Timothy’s current desire to help with the Berlin Airlift, he’s proposed a wonderful project for the Sunday School. Thirteen years old, mind you! At thirteen, I was empty-headed as a chicken.’
Father Polk turned to him and extended his hand. ‘So, Timothy! How would you like to be an acolyte?’
‘He’d like it very much,’ said his father.
He wouldn’t like any such thing. He wanted to go back to Walnut Grove, where he’d been happy. He didn’t want to wear a goofy robe and light candles in front of everybody. He’d been at Christ Church long enough to know that candles don’t always light, sometimes you have to try over and over while the other kids snicker and point like goons, and sometimes they won’t snuff out, either, which is even worse, plus acolytes were famous for going to sleep on the bench in front of God and everybody.
He wanted to be a Baptist in honor of his grandfather, and maybe one day a Baptist preacher, though his father would never heed anything a Baptist had to say—the Baptists with their covenantal ways were anathema to Matthew Kavanagh.
But he’d been thinking. Maybe if he was a priest, he could save his father’s soul. Maybe God would let him say what his father needed to hear, and everything would be different.
His heart beat dully as he took the rector’s hand and they shook.
It was done. Something irreversible was done…

He knelt in the pew his family had so long ago occupied—on the center aisle, gospel side, five rows back, with a view of the organ loft.
His heart was a stone; his shoulders ached as if he’d been heaving bricks over a wall. Clearly, he was tensing himself against whatever the Henry Winchester business might be, and the fear of running into someone who would dredge up the Martin Houck affair and call out the dogs all over again.
He put his arms on the back of the pew before him and rested his forehead on the cushion they made. The worst thing about this trip, really, was the fear it stirred in him. In truth, he seemed to be tending what C. S. Lewis called a “nursery of fears,” all of which he managed to deny very ably at home.
At home, he was the priest everybody loved, the fine fellow who made everyone feel good about themselves, when so often he felt only the misery of his own damage and derangement. He had even been called “perfect” on a couple of occasions, which had embarrassed and infuriated him.
At home, there were no Henry Winchesters—everything and everybody, give or take a few, were consistently proven factors.
At home, no one knew about or would ever allude to the trial that so effectively wounded his mother and burdened the family with shame and unknowing.
But for all that, Holly Springs was precisely where he belonged right now. He’d been journeying for seventy years to this place, this moment, this pew. It was God’s plan.
Enough, then. He’d come in to pray, seeking peace from the only one who could hear his heart and not despise him for it, the only one who could see him as a worm, yes, but love him still, because he’d been so fashioned that the hard chrysalis would soon shatter and the wings unfold, and he would ascend again and soar.
Chances were, the incident surrounding the trip to the country would turn out to be innocuous. The important thing was that he had come back at last to honor the dead. He would spend time at the cemetery tomorrow, clipping grass around the stones, watering and fertilizing the roses, getting settled in himself for the trip home.
He heard the front door open and close. Someone entered the narthex and walked into the nave. Whoever it was stood at the rear of the nave for a time before moving along the carpeted aisle and sitting in a pew directly across from him. He could tell it was a man by his movements, his walk; and he was a heavy smoker—he smelled it in his clothes.
He struggled to refocus his attention, asking God for the grace to take his mind off his mewling introspection. But he couldn’t focus. The close presence of the person across the aisle was agitating and unwelcome, as if some grave urgency had devoured the air. And why would anyone sit so near when the nave was as empty as the Easter tomb?
Aggravated, he raised his head and looked directly into the eyes of Jim Houck.
He had no idea what to say. He rose abruptly from the kneeler and sat in the pew as if awakened by force from sleep. Why are you here? What do you want from me? But he said nothing.
“Do you think your old man did it?”
He was stunned by Houck’s directness. The well-worn legion of stock answers flashed through his mind, and none of them, not one, would any longer suffice. He looked at the son of Martin Houck, to whom he was, in many ways, as connected as he’d ever been to Rosie or Tommy.
“I don’t know,” he said. “Many times I’ve wondered.”
“You can quit wonderin’.”
“What do you mean?”
“Daddy told me th’ truth before he died.”
Wait, he almost said, maybe I don’t want to know the truth.
“He hated your daddy’s guts, an’ when he slipped an’ fell, he said he knew before he hit th’ ground what he’d do—he’d nail Matthew Kavanagh for pushin’ ’im.”
He uttered an involuntary sound as if struck from behind; tears came on a wave of feeling that nearly overswept him. He stretched out his right hand, reaching for something, though he didn’t know what, and Jim Houck took it and gripped it as if he, too, were reaching for something but didn’t know what.
“My mother.” He couldn’t speak beyond that utterance.
Embarrassed, Jim Houck released his hand and stood in the aisle, awkward.
“I’m sorry about your mother. Sorry about your whole family. My daddy was in such rotten financial shape, he figured he had nothin’ to lose by accusin’ your ol’ man. You prob’ly know your daddy had a few enemies his ownself; I guess my daddy thought th’ judge an’ jury could be persuaded.
“I’ve never done much of anything right, but I knew it was right for me to tell you th’ truth an’ I didn’t see any reason to beat around th’ bush. I came up to Hill Crest th’ other day to tell you, but I chickened out an’ ended up actin’ like a hard-ass.”
He was a piñata, struck and shattered, the pieces still falling.
“All these years knowin’ th’ truth an’ knowin’ how bad it was for your people. I remember your gran’daddy, he treated me like I was somebody, he didn’t hold th’ lawsuit against me, he said it had nothin’ to do with me. He was what I wish I could be, but that ain’t gon’ happen.”
His mother’s suffering over that costly and humiliating incident had been for nothing.
Jim sat again in the pew across the aisle. “When Daddy lost th’ case, I was dog crap in this town. I hated your guts an’ your family’s guts for years. Even after Daddy told me th’ truth, I hated you because that’s what I was used to doin’, it took a long time to break m’self of that. I thought a lot about gettin’ even. If I’d known where to find you, I’d’ve burnt your barn down if you had one.”
“Never had one,” he said, ironic.
“They say a dog returns to its vomit, an’ here I am, back in th’ town I said I’d never set foot in again. Tryin’ to figure out my life, what th’ deal is, where I fit in. Knowin’ what really happened forced me to think along lines I’d never thought along, you might say. Seemed like if I could get one thing right, if I could tell you th’ truth, it’d be kind of like dominoes—th’ other stuff would start fallin’ in place.”
“Thank you for telling me.” He blew his nose, using his last handkerchief. The jury had found Matthew Kavanagh innocent, but his own son, his own wife, even Louis had in their hearts found him guilty.
“Why’d you come back?” asked Jim.
“Maybe this is why.” He was surprised that he felt no acrimony toward Jim Houck; they had both been imprisoned by a lie and they’d both served their time. Enough of accusation and anguish, it was done.
“I didn’t know if I’d ever see you again, then you showed up in Holly Springs. I guess that’s what you call coincidence.”
“I don’t believe in coincidence,” he said.
“Whatever.”
“God did this. He brought me back, and look what he had waiting: something I would never have known if I hadn’t done what I dreaded most. I believe he has something for you, too.” He hesitated, needing to be certain he meant what he wanted to say. “I’ll pray for you, Jim.”
“I could use it.”
They sat for a moment, silent.
“How about right now?” he said. “Up there.” He gestured toward the altar rail.
“I don’ know.”
“Painless,” he said.
“Painless?” said Jim. “I’ll take painless.”


THIRTEEN

He was at Frank’s place fifteen minutes ’til one.
“Tell me about Henry Winchester.”
“Nice guy. Comes in now an’ again, likes meatloaf.”
“Who doesn’t?”
“Usually goes home with a chicken-liver take-out, side of green limas, an’ coleslaw. Pretty quiet.”
“That’s all you know?”
“Started comin’ in a while back, I can’t hardly say when.”
“What does he look like?”
“Black guy. Light skin, dresses good, talks educated. Keeps ’is shoes shined, you could see yo’ face in ’is shoes. He one of th’ people you lookin’ fo’?”
“Yes, actually. A glass of tea, please. Unsweetened.” He foraged in his pocket for his wallet.
“Ain’t got unsweetened, ain’t gon’ git unsweetened. Can’t sell it.”
“You’re holdin’ on to the nation’s record for the most cases of diabetes?”
Frank laughed. “We’re holdin’ on, thass right.”
“Full bore, then. And give me a quick salad with oil and vinegar, no onions.”
“Got your oil an’ vinegar on th’ table.”
“And a piece of that lady’s pie. Blackberry.” Hallelujah.
“You loosenin’ up out here in ol’ Miss’ippi.”
He grinned. “The heat.” He liked being in a place where everything from forgetfulness to homicide might be blamed on the heat. “What does Henry Winchester do?”
“Railroad conductor. Th’ boss of th’ whole choo-choo. Seem like he retired a while back.”
“How old?”
“Late fifties, sixty, maybe.”
“You get that good rain last night?”
“My gauge said an inch and a quarter.”
He sat in the first booth, gulping his food and keeping an eye on the parking lot.
Five ’til one. Henry Winchester was early, too. When the blue Buick rolled in, he felt suddenly tentative, like a child going off to first grade. He wiped his mouth and dialed his wife.
“Here I go. Love you.”
“I’m praying,” she said. “Love you back.”
When he reached the blue Buick, Henry was standing by the passenger door. Six feet tall, on the slender side, kind eyes. He wore a sport coat and tie, as if to say this wasn’t a casual thing he was doing.
“Mr. Winchester?”
“Reverend Kavanagh?”
They shook hands. Henry’s grip was firm, his palm mildly damp.
“May I drive us, Reverend? Or would you like to follow me? I’ll sure be glad to drive us.”
He’d wondered about taking off to an unknown destination with a total stranger, but hadn’t figured out what to do about it.
“You know the way,” he said. “We’ll give my Mustang a rest, it’s hot on the heels of antiquity. How long do you think we might be?”
“I don’t know exactly, but I’ll be ready to bring you back anytime you say.”
Henry opened the passenger door before he could do it himself. As he got in, he eyed Henry Winchester’s shoes. Buffed to the max.
The Buick was old but clean, and the leather interior freshly polished; the surface of the seat squeaked as he sat down.
“The town looks good,” he said, attempting small talk as they drove around the square and headed south. The air conditioner roared against the escalating temperature.
“Coming along.”
“Frank tells me you’re a railroad conductor.”
“Yes, sir. I was.”
“Retired?”
“Pretty recently. You can retire from the railroad at age sixty.”
A bruise on Henry’s right hand. One on the right side of his face, near the chin. He realized he was staring and averted his eyes to the highway.
“Good rain last night,” he said.
“Yes, sir. Good rain.”
He perceived he wasn’t the only one who was going off to first grade for the first time. “Do you garden?”
“Just a little patch. I was glad to get the rain.”
“What are you growing?”
“Corn. Potatoes. Bush tomatoes. Cabbage. A few salad greens. I like to wilt th’ greens.”
“I know wilted greens, all right. Have to have cornbread with wilted greens.”
“Yessir.” Henry glanced at him. “Sure do.”
“My wife and I garden, but no vegetables. Not enough room unless we tear down the garage, which we’ve considered a time or two.”
He checked the needle. Holding steady on fifty-five; Henry concentrating on the road. They drove without talking for several minutes, with only the roar of the air conditioner breaking their silence.
“So, you like the trains.”
“I like th’ trains, sure do. Got trains in my blood. Went to college, thought I might go into business. But th’ trains…they’ll call you.”
“Frank says the conductor is the boss of the whole choo-choo.”
Henry laughed a little. “Tried to be.”
“I don’t know much about trains. Took the Panama Limited to Jackson one time. I was a boy. Always meant to do it again.”
“I worked the City of New Orleans for many years. It was a good run.”
“Never got tired of the same run?”
“Suppose I should have, but no, the passengers kept things interesting for me. I always liked meeting new people, observing their attitude when they came on board, and how the trip might have changed…Didn’t mean to go on.”
“Please go on. If there’s anything I like in this world, it’s a story. My grandpa was a great storyteller. How the trip might have changed…?”
“Changed their lives in some way.”
“Ah.”
“People feel affection for trains,” said Henry.
“Yes, I think you’re right. A link to the past, perhaps.”
“Link is a good word. Trains also link people to each other. Everybody today seems hungry for a sense of connection.”
“Hungry, yes.” Jim Houck. T Ray. He remembered Ray’s story about the basketball hoop, how the house where he grew up had vanished, all connections severed, as if it had never existed.
They were in the country now. Fields bordered the road; here and there, a house, an occasional horse grazing.
“May I ask if God called you to the priesthood?”
“I didn’t feel called in the usual sense, not in the beginning. In the beginning, I thought it was about being good, doing the right things, believing the right things. And, of course, it is about all that, but it really doesn’t work unless we’re in relationship with him. I was in my forties before God cracked open my heart and revealed himself to me and I surrendered my life to him. That was the breakthrough. Before that, I was merely a man with an agenda. After that, I was God’s man and it was his agenda. It changed everything.”
In a fleeting glance his way, he saw deep feeling in Henry’s eyes. “I was fourteen when I threw out my agenda and asked for his.”
“Fourteen. Saved yourself a world of trouble.”
Henry nodded. “I had good teachers.”
They rode in silence. Flat terrain. Temperature rising. Henry’s clock wasn’t working; he checked his watch and loosened his collar. The knowledge of his father’s innocence had rolled something away from the tomb of his chest, but the guilt of having convicted him was rolling it back. He prayed for forgiveness, and the grace to forgive himself.
They turned right at a mailbox bearing the name WINCHESTER and drove along a narrow dirt road through pine woods.
In the clearing at the end of the road stood an unpainted house, fastidiously kept and striking in appearance. Part of the yard was swept and bare; he hadn’t seen a swept yard since boyhood. An enormous car with tail fins was parked by the porch.
“My sister lives down the road and has a beauty shop in her home; she parks her car here to leave space for her customers.”
“Good plan.”
Henry switched off the motor and dropped his hands into his lap, looking suddenly spent. Bruising also on the left hand.
“Will we be going inside?”
“Yes, sir. We will.”
“Mr. Winchester, I admit I’m not one for surprises. Is there anything I should know before we go in?”
Henry slowly shifted on the seat and looked at him; the gravity of his expression was unsettling. “You’ll be told something you may not want to hear, and asked to do something you may not wish to do. I’d like you to know that none of this was my idea.”
“Whose idea was it?”
“My mother’s.”
“Who is your mother?”
“Peggy Lambert Winchester.”
The feeling wasn’t unlike diving off a board and striking the water on his belly.
“My mother wants to see you. It’s something she’s prayed about for a long time. It’s the most important thing in her life now, to see you again.”
Peggy. He managed, finally, to ask a civil question. “Her health?”
“Scheuermann’s kyphosis.”
“I’ve known a couple of parishioners with that form of kyphosis. Can be a good bit of pain associated with it.”
“Other than the kyphosis and keeping her sugar down, she’s in fine health. Mentally, she’s sharp and quick, with a memory far better than mine.”
“How old?”
“Gaining on ninety.”
“Ah.” He couldn’t find anything else to say.
“My mother has sacrificed greatly for me. I would do anything for her. So when she started asking God to show us how to find you, I was bound to help in any way I could.”
“Well, then.” He opened the passenger door; the humidity struck him full-force.
“We didn’t tell you beforehand, Reverend; she was afraid you wouldn’t come.”
“I see.” But, of course, he didn’t see.


FOURTEEN

They stepped beyond the drenching heat into the shade of a darkened room.
The windows were heavily draped; only a ribbon of light streamed across the floor. The air was sweet with the scent of coffee and cooked apples.
“Mama keeps it dark during the day. The heat.”
“Yes.”
“Please make yourself at home, Reverend. I’ll tell Mama you’re here.”
Bare floorboards, bleached with wear and scrubbing, gave light to the chiaroscuro of the enormous space. There seemed a holy calm over the commonplace things of the room—a dining table and chairs; a fireplace furnished with a vase of dried flowers; a bookcase heavy with books. An oscillating fan whirred and turned, soundless beneath the high ceiling.
On a table next to an upholstered chair, a lamp illumined a Bible and several framed photographs: a dark man with a mustache; Henry in a conductor’s uniform; Henry and a younger woman wearing a brooch on the lapel of her blue jacket; two young boys and a girl in school portraits.
Peggy—alive and well, and with a life other than any he’d ever imagined.
He tried to gather the explosion of feelings he’d experienced since leaving Mitford, tried to collect them into something focused and manageable, but he could not.
Lord. He found he couldn’t form words for prayer, but called on him all the same, as he’d always done when mute with grief or joy or wild speculation.
There was a whispering sound, and he turned and saw her, bent nearly double and aided by a cane, moving toward him in the dim light. It was her bare feet that whispered over the pine boards.
Her hand alighted in his, like the claw of a bird with bones so brittle they might shatter beneath his breath. There was a strong impulse to kneel, but he remained standing, awkward and tremulous, foraging for his handkerchief.
She looked up at him, into his eyes. The tall woman he’d known sixty years ago appeared as small as a child.
“I aks God to send you,” she said. Her voice was reedy, like the piping of a flute. “I knew he would.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Please come and sit,” she said.
She led him by the hand to the chair beside the table and the lighted lamp.
“May I help you?” He was a basket case.
“Oh, no. I’ve got my way of sittin’ down and gettin’ up.”
She lowered herself into the chair and stationed her cane against the arm. The osteoporosis had set her bones like the half portion of a paperclip. “You might take the footstool, most people do—pull it up close so I can get a good look at your face, the face I aks God to let me see again.”
He sat on the low stool and gazed at her, forgetting to breathe. Peggy.
A light kindled in her eyes. “I prayed for you all these years.”
“Yes, ma’am. Thank you.” He wouldn’t say that he’d stopped praying for her because, in his heart, she had died.
“I thank God for sending you, and I thank you for coming.” Tears coursed along her cheeks; she took a handkerchief from her dress pocket. “You’re han’some as can be.”
“Your eyes are playing tricks.”
“God have blessed me with second sight. You know what that is, second sight?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“I can see a chigger crawlin’ on a blackberry. But he didn’t leave a hair on this ol’ noggin, I’m bald as a hen egg.” She laid her hand for a moment on her red head scarf. “How is your health?”
“Good,” he said, skipping the canned response about diabetes. “Can’t complain.”
“You don’t look a bit like your Gran’pa Kavanagh. Some say you did as a boy, but now you look like your ownself.”
“Do you mean it?”
“I do mean it.” She made the slightest movement with her hand, as if to touch him, but did not. Even so, he felt the sensation of her fingertips on his cheek.
“You do got your mama’s pretty eyes.” She squinted at him. “An’ your Gran’pa Yancey’s mouth. Best thing is, you got your Gran’pa Yancey’s ways.”
It was a gift to believe her.
“I hope you’ll excuse my bare feet, an’ forgive me for treatin’ you like family. If Brother Grant knew I was entertainin’ a man of God barefooted, he’d be scandalized. I can’t bear th’ weight of shoes on my feet ’less I’m in church.”
“It’s good to be treated like family.”
“Reverend.” Henry’s quiet baritone sounded from across the room. “Will you have a glass of lemonade? Homemade this morning.”
“I’d like that. Many thanks.” He shouldn’t follow Frank’s blackberry pie with another blast of sugar, but he wouldn’t mention his diabetes if his life depended on it; he was sick of the very word.
“Be right up,” said Henry.
“Henry is a gentleman.”
“Yes, ma’am.” He was reminded that he’d never before said ma’am to Peggy; in his day, white children didn’t do that, it was the code.
“He’s educated, and he’s mingled with educated people.” She turned to the table and picked up the photograph of the dark man with the mustache.
“This was my husband, Dr. Packard Winchester. He was principal of a school for colored up in Memphis. He read all those books there, and more, to boot. He helped me learn things I’d always hungered to know. Packard Winchester was a wonderful husband, a devoted educator, and a fine father. We lost him way too soon.”
He took the framed photograph and gazed at it a moment. Kind. Benevolent. “He was good to you,” he said.
“Oh, yes. He was my angel from heaven, I miss him every day. And that’s our daughter, Sister, there with Henry. Sister has a beauty shop right down th’ road, and does real well; she raised three lovely children out of th’ beauty shop business, and has four grans. Sister helps Henry look after me.”
“Doesn’t look like you need much looking after.”
She chuckled. “Sister claims I run ’em ragged.” She touched her forehead. “I’m a little dizzy today, I didn’t sleep good last night.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Old age. And talkin’ to th’ Lord about this visit.”
“I didn’t know what to make of the note you sent me. But something powerful drew me here.”
“I prayed night an’ day on what to do, and th’ Lord finally directed me to write and aks you to come. He told me clear as a bell what to say and Henry wrote it down. Henry said, ‘Mama, seem like you ought to say more.’ But when we tried to say more, it was too much. So we wrote what the Lord said write.”
“How did you know where I was?”
“Henry found your name and address in a library book. It had a red cover and listed clergy.”
“How did you know I was clergy?”
“I guess I knew it in my heart. First we tried to find you in th’ Baptists, then we looked in th’ Episcopalians. I expected you’d gone one way or th’ other.”
“Why did you want me to come?”
“I’m gon’ tell you everything. Night might pass and I won’t be finished tellin’ you everything. Are you in a hurry?”
“I’m not in a hurry.”
“That’s good. People nowadays are always in a hurry.”
“Yes, ma’am. Would you tell me why you didn’t sign the note or say how to reach you?”
“I didn’t treat you and your fam’ly right. I thought if you knew who wanted you to come, you wouldn’t come. I hope you won’t be sorry for comin’.”
“Why would I be sorry?”
“I aks th’ Lord whether to tell the truth, or let things go on like they been going on.”
“He gave truth the go-ahead.”
“Yes. The go-ahead.”
Her eyes had no dim cloud of age; he recognized Peggy Lambert in her eyes.
“I want to ask your forgiveness for how I left you without sayin’ goodbye. You meant the world to me. I guess you couldn’t know it from how I acted, but you were like my own. An’ look how you saved my life that bad day. I thank you again.”
“It was the grace of God,” he said. “I didn’t know what I was doing.”
“You was the smartest little somebody I ever saw. I remember how you read your schoolbooks to me, hard as you could go, like learning was a nail you could drive in my hard head.
“Your mother helped me in more ways than I could ever say, but it was you who gave me the notion to get an actual education. What I got wasn’t all I needed, but I can read nearly every word in the King James, an’ spell Deuteronomy slick as grease.”
Thank God for laughter; some pressure went off his chest.
“But the thing that cut the deepest,” she said, “is that I left your mother without a word. There was nothing else I could do. I want you to know how sorry I was and still am, about leaving her.”
“I wanted to find you,” he said, “as much for her as for myself. I looked for you everywhere, and worried for years about what had happened. And of course you’re forgiven. Absolutely. Please know that.”
“I thank you.” She was silent for a time, then said, “Did she suffer at the end?”
“She passed very peacefully. I was with her.”
“Have you been back to the old place?”
“Yes, ma’am. I stayed there last night. In my old room.”
“You don’t mean it.”
“I do.”
“All her pretty gardens? They gone?”
“All gone.”
Peggy rested her head in her hands. She wore a slender gold band on her left hand.
“I visited Rosie yesterday,” he said. “We remembered you.”
She looked up. “Rosie Ponder? His people were good people. Has th’ Lord given you a wife?”
“Yes, ma’am. He kept me an old bachelor ’til I was sixty-two, and then…” He dug out his wallet and flipped it open. “Here’s what happened.”
He held the wallet out to her; she studied the image closely. “Great day! That is a beautiful woman.”
“Her name is Cynthia. She writes books for children.”
“Books! Packard would have loved to meet her.”
“In heaven,” he said.
“Yes! That’s right.”
“And this is my son.”
“A han’some boy. Han’some. But I don’t see any of your people in his looks.”
“Adopted. Just a few months ago. I raised him from the age of eleven.”
“Eleven.”
That’s how old I was when you left, he nearly said.
“I’m glad you have family—someone to love you, an’ even mo’ better, someone to love. You always had the most love in you.”
“When you went away, I thought something terrible might have happened with Cole Jenkins.”
“Cole Jenkins! Law help, I hadn’t thought about that ol’ darky in years. No, nothin’ like that.”
“Reverend.”
Henry had come into the room without a sound, and stood by the footstool. Two tall glasses of lemonade on a silver tray. Two white, starched napkins.
“Thank you,” he said. He took a perspiring glass and a napkin and passed them to Peggy, then took the other glass for his own. “I’d appreciate it if you’d call me Tim.”
Henry looked doubtful. “I don’t believe I ever called a clergyman by his first name.”
“If you practice,” he said, “it gets easier.”
A dark half-moon of perspiration stained the underarms of Henry’s jacket.
“I hope that means you’ll drop th’ Mr. Winchester.”
“Starting now. Henry.”
“Y’all gettin’ sociable,” said Peggy. “Makes th’ lemonade mo’ sweeter.”
Cold. And so heavy with sugar it made his molars ache. The ice clinked in the glass; it was the lemonade of his postwar boyhood. “Boy howdy. Who made this?”
“Henry made it. He can do most anything. Henry was a member of th’ Brotherhood of Sleepin’ Car Porters, he knows how to treat people. He was Employee of the Year two times runnin’.”
“Mama likes to remember me as a porter,” Henry said with obvious affection, “though the brotherhood merged with a larger union soon after I became a member. I went on to serve as a conductor for thirty-two years.”
“Henry, Reverend Kavanagh says he’s not in a hurry. Why don’t you get a glass of lemonade and sit with us a little bit?”
“No, ma’am, I don’t care for lemonade just now. I’ll just stand a minute.”
He could see the anxiety in Henry’s face, as if he’d aged, somehow, since Frank’s parking lot. Even in the dim light, he noticed the bruises again.
“Henry worked on th’ City of New Orleans. Mr. Arlo Guthrie put out a song about that train, it runs from Chicago all the way to the city it’s named after. There’s a northbound and a southbound, Henry worked northbound.”
Henry nodded. “A nine-hundred-and-twenty-six-mile run.”
“It’s a beautiful train. Henry and Sister took me on it for my eightieth. We ate Dover sole from china plates on a white tablecloth, an’ the dinin’ car people sang ‘Happy Birthday.’ They had movies on that train.”
“Mr. Elvis Presley rode with us now and again,” said Henry. “We once served him a barbecue sandwich for breakfast, he took it chopped. He ate it mighty fast and ordered two more; we gave him the fourth one on the house. Said it was the best barbecue he ever tasted, but said, don’t quote that around Memphis, they’d run him out on a rail.”
“Left Henry a hundred-dollar bill.”
Henry looked uneasy. “I’d best be getting back to…I’m just baking a pie for…later. When…that is, if you’ll have a piece.” He hurried from the room.
“Henry writes poetry,” said Peggy.
“Poetry!”
“He can do most anything, Reverend.”
“I believe it. Will you stop calling me Reverend?”
“It might be hard callin’ you Tim, it doesn’t seem right.”
“Timothy, then! That’s what God calls me. You can’t do better than that.”
Her laughter was reedy, girlish.
“How were you going to know when I showed up in Holly Springs?”
“I speculated you’d go directly to Booker’s. Somebody named Willie was Henry’s lookout at Booker’s, but before Henry heard from Willie that you’d come, Henry heard it at Frank’s. Henry came home yesterday and we talked, and he wrote the note and took it to Frank.”
“Only God could put that plan together.”
“It was all prayed about, every jot and every tittle. I wish everybody could understand what a powerful thing prayer is.” She was thoughtful for a moment. “There’s some that believe in him but don’t believe in prayer, did you know that?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Peggy sat forward in the chair and put her head in her hands.
The fan whirred to the left, then to the right, and back again. A deep tremor coursed through his body, and was spent as quickly as it had come. Something heavy had entered the room; he had no idea where this journey was headed.
She raised her head and looked at him.
“We’re goin’ to talk now,” she said.


FIFTEEN

“Back in the ol’ days, there was a question you always aks me—where was Peggy born, where did Peggy come from? You remember that?”
“I remember.”
“I was born in a turpentine camp close by Middleton, Georgia. Do you know what that is, a turpentine camp?”
“I don’t.”
“They gone with th’ wind now, thank th’ Lord in his mercy.” Something passed over her features like the shadow of a bird flying across water. “It was a camp way back in th’ piney woods. We called ’em th’ turpentine woods, where thirty or forty or maybe sixty people lived in rows of little jackleg shacks all spring an’ summer, an’ sometimes right through th’ year.
“I was my young mama’s first child, with four to come—Sam, Lona, Minnie, an’ sweet baby Jack. When I was seven years old, they put me to mindin’ babies. Cookin’, cleanin’, washin’, I did all that like a grown-up, so my mama could go weed boxes.
“When I was eight or so, they put me out in th’ trees rakin’ pine. I mostly worked with my little brother Sam. He was what they call retarded, but he kep’ up, bless his soul, he kep’ up. What I did, Sam did in behind me ’til he got it straight in his head.
“I learned to use a boxin’ axe to cut a box on th’ tree, down near the ground. Th’ sap would run in the box, up to a quart or more, an’ that was what we called dip turpentine; it was put in barrels and hauled to market. All durin’ the spring and summer when the sap was runnin’, some of it would catch on the face of a boxed tree where we’d scraped it. That caught sap would harden up and flake, so scrapers would go in durin’ the cold months, the off season, and gather it up in boxes and pack it in barrels and off it would go. They didn’ waste a thing, they even worked gum out of dead wood lyin’ on th’ ground.”
Peggy rested her elbows on her knees and bowed her head into her hands.
“There was a lot to workin’ th’ trees. Some camps had stills set up to cook gum, an’ kilns to make tar, my daddy ran a tar kiln. He also dipped when he could, he could dip up to two barrels a day, better than any man in camp. But whatever we did, it was hard labor six days a week, sunup to sundown, an’ all for such a mite of pay you could barely feed yourself.”
“What happened if you got sick?”
“If we got sick, we doctored ourselves. Sometimes with turpentine, but you had to be careful how you used it. Mama drank it now an’ again to kill parasites in her intestines—I was a grown woman before I learned that drinkin’ it can kill you.
“Course, it was real good for cuts, we all used it for cuts an’ scrapes. I remember a man named Toby, he was gamblin’ for a pack of Camel cigarettes—a fight broke out an’ somebody cut him eighteen times with a razor, they were bad cuts. He was a good worker, so they were goin’ to take him to a doctor over in th’ county, but he was scared of doctors, so he said, ‘Bring th’ turpentine an’ pour it on me.’ He was back in th’ trees in no time, that’s th’ gospel truth.
“Another thing you could do—if you had a sore throat or somethin’ bad goin’ on in your lungs, you could fry off some fatback an’ mix th’ grease with turpentine an’ rub it on your chest. Or you could rub it on plain to get rid of lice. Th’ camps were a bad place for lice and bedbugs—an’ a whole lot of other things there’s no use to talk about. But I’m goin’ on too long.”
“Not a bit. I want to hear everything.”
She raised her head and looked at him. “I beg your pardon for talkin’ with my head down, it seems disrespectful, but holdin’ my head up when I’m sittin’ aggravates these ol’ bones.”
“It’s okay, I understand.”
“Every bite we ate and all we wore, we had to buy at the company store because it was twelve miles to town an’ hardly anybody with a truck to ride in. They ran the prices at the store way up, so first thing you know, you didn’t get any pay a’tall because of your debt. Then, next thing you know, you owed th’ store such a big lick, you couldn’t manage to ever pay it back, so you got in a cycle like that an’ the rule was, you couldn’t quit camp ’til you paid up th’ store.”
“Could anyone leave?”
“Some made it out, but you wouldn’t want t’ run away, no. My daddy tried. He figured if he could get away, he could go make enough money to buy Mama an’ us children out. But th’ woods rider got him. A camp always had a woods rider. It was a high position, he was the boss of everything. He rode th’ woods on horseback, with a shotgun on one side an’ a rifle on the other.
“He used th’ shotgun on my daddy. Unless you were known to make trouble in camp, th’ woods rider didn’t shoot to kill, he didn’t want to lose a worker. But th’ shot got in him so bad, Daddy couldn’t ever work turpentine again. One of th’ buckshot ended up in his shoulder. There was a man in camp who could dig out shot, he jus’ went in through th’ hole in my daddy’s arm with a knife and dug around ’til he got it out. They made Mama an’ us children watch this brutal thing. The infection was so bad, we thought Daddy would lose his arm.
“Pretty soon, they ran us off from camp, just said, Get out an’ stay out. All we had was th’ clothes on our backs. It was a terrible price my daddy paid to get us free, but we were together an’ God took care of us, every one. Mama used to look around at Daddy and all her children an’ say, ‘All us got is God an’ us, an’ that’s enough.’
“We ended up at a farm where Daddy found a little work, he got so he couldn’t use but his one good arm, an’ Mama an’ I cooked and cleaned in Miz Prichard’s house. We were all livin’ in the barn, we had quilts an’ fresh hay to sleep on an’ I never regretted that time. It was a lovely time—smellin’ the hay, an’ th’ corn an’ molasses they mixed in th’ feed, an’ havin’ th’ company of the cows an’ horses an’ chickens. We even had an old mule that made us children laugh, his name was Nelson.
“I never forgot th’ sound of that barn at night when we were all layin’ down to sleep; th’ cows chewin’ cud, th’ horses breathin’, th’ ol’ mule snortin’ in his muley dreams—it seemed like God had sent his angels to watch around us and keep us safe. By then, my little sister, Lona, was lookin’ after th’ tots durin’ the day, and in th’ evenin’, we sat out in the barnyard an’ cooked over a little pit fire with two pots an’ a skillet. I was nine years old.
“One time a fox carried off one of Miz Prichard’s layin’ hens; Sam ran hollerin’ at th’ fox ’til he dropped th’ hen—its neck was broken. Sam took th’ hen around to Miz Pritchard an’ said, ‘Here’s your layin’ hen th’ ol’ fox run off with, it’s neck’s broke.’ Miz Pritchard looked at th’ hen, said, ‘Why, I believe that’s your layin’ hen, Sam. It sure looks like your layin’ hen.’
“Sam came runnin’ to th’ barn with that hen an’ we shucked off its feathers and singed the little hairs off th’ skin and popped it in that big cookin’ pot with a handful of wild onions, an’ you never saw such a time as we had. We jus’ went all out—made hoe cake and roasted up potatoes in th’ hot coals, an’ drank coffee with milk straight out of th’ cow, an’ after while, sucked on a honeycomb Sam found in a snag tree. It was th’ best meal I ever had in all my years, an’ me gainin’ on ninety.”
“I hear you!”
“One day Miz Prichard said she was goin’ to send us all to Miss’ippi in th’ back end of a truck. Th’ truck was goin’ out to pick up her widowed sister and her household goods an’ carry ’em home to Middleton. She said there would be work for us out there, an’ a place to stay.”
Peggy looked up at him and smiled a little. “It was a long road to Mississippi.”
“Sure enough.”
Her eyes were amber, with flecks of gold. “Jackson was where we went. And th’ place that took us in was right across th’ road from your Grandpa Kavanagh’s place.”
“You never told me that.”
“No use to tell you that, no use to tell about Peggy. There were too many broken parts of Peggy to talk about.
“Th’ most broken part back then came from losin’ baby Jack.” She closed her eyes and shook her head. “All us were playin’ in th’ yard. Mama kept a swep’ yard, it was smooth as linoleum, an’ Jack was crawlin’ around under that old yellow pine tree.
“Under that tree is where we set up our imaginary store. You could get anything you wanted in that store, and all for free. We hardly noticed that Ol’ Man Crowder was comin’ up th’ road whippin’ on his horse—he rode that horse in a criminal way. All of a sudden, he reined in at our place. He never reined in at our place before, it all happened so quick. Jack had crawled out in th’ yard…”
Peggy took a handkerchief from her dress pocket and pressed it to her eyes. For the first time, he heard the ticking of a clock in the room.
“It’s fresh,” she said. “Eighty years gone, an’ anytime I call it back, it’s fresh. That ol’ fool said he thought it was a little black dog in th’ yard an’ dogs knew how to get out th’ way of a horse.
“Th’ suffering made a mark that never left me and never will. For a long time after, Mama looked around at Daddy an’ her children and said, ‘All us got is us.’”
She turned and took her lemonade from the table and looked at his empty glass. “Our manners are gettin’ triflin’. Would you like more lemonade, Timothy? Henry made enough for a corn-shuckin’.”
He was glad to hear her speak his name. “No, ma’am. Thank you. How about you?”
“No, no.” She drank, thirsty; beads of perspiration rolled from the glass into her lap.
“Your grandpa raised cattle, I can’t remember what kind, seem like Holsteins, maybe. They were beautiful creatures to look at, movin’ over th’ pastures, lyin’ under trees, drinkin’ from th’ spring. They used to say you could count a man’s money by countin’ his cows. My daddy said Boss Kavanagh was rich as Croesus. Did you ever hear of Croesus?”
“He minted the first gold and silver coins, and is said to have parted Midas from a few. Seems like Aunt Lily used to say that, too.”
“I don’t know how Daddy knew about that saying, but he used it a good bit. Now an’ again, your gran’pa had a big cattle auction. People came from all over creation in fancy cars, old trucks, horseback, walkin’, drivin’ mule teams. Some came to buy an’ some to look. At auction time, they said nearly any ol’ body could go on Boss Kavanagh’s property an’ look his eyes full if he had a mind to.
“This day I’m tellin’ you about, they said Boss Kavanagh was puttin’ on a big show. Daddy would have gone, but he was sick in his chest, so Mama stayed home with him an’ Minnie. She said Sam an’ Lona could go with me if I’d mind ’em every minute an’ stay well back from th’ food.
“They put out a big feed at auction time, but no children or colored was allowed to touch anything at all, not a slice of bread, not a candy stick, nothin’, that was th’ rule. You ever been to a cattle auction?”
“No, ma’am. Never.”
“Great big ol’ heifers, an’ bulls big as Sister’s car out yonder. When they get in th’ show ring, they get to jumpin’ around, kickin’ up their heels, dirt an’ manure flyin’ every whichaway—you better keep back. It was very exciting to us Lambert children, very thrilling, better maybe than goin’ to th’ circus. An’ all those smells of food cookin’—it was hog meat roastin’ on a spit, an’ steaks fryin,’ an’ I don’ know what all, with a whole table full of whiskey an’ branch water, free to anybody with a green ticket.
“It was a hot day, th’ kind of heat that burns right through to your marrow, and th’ whiskey was a popular item. Even some of th’ women were throwin’ that whiskey down like a man, an’ everybody eyein’ th’ hog meat an’ those steaks fryin’.
“Before we left out th’ house, Mama sermonized the children. She told us plain an’ simple, ‘Touch a bite of rations an’ you’ll draw back a nub.’
“Sam couldn’t help from sometimes doin’ what he was told not to do. He wasn’t a bad boy, I declare he wasn’t. It was his brain, th’ way it worked. Tell him to do one thing, he was liable to up an’ do th’ direct opposite.
“The auction was goin’ on an’ people were standin’ around or sittin’ in chairs they’d toted, and th’ auctioneer and your gran’pa were up there on a kind of stage, talkin’ through a bullhorn. I saw somebody else up there, too, a handsome young white man.”
“My father.”
Peggy looked up. “Yes, your father.”
“He was sixteen,” he said.
“Yes. Sixteen. Do you know this story?”
“Grandpa Yancey told me.”
“I figured somebody would tell you sometime. I’d like to tell you th’ part you never heard.”
“I’d like to hear it,” he said. His mouth was dry as cotton.
“I tried to mind Mama and keep my eyes on th’ young ’uns, but I was so caught up—it was so much to see an’ smell an’ hear, they even had people playin’ banjos and fiddles, an’ somebody blowin’ cane. I think I just stood there, not even movin’ for a long time, but Sam an’ Lona, they went off ever’ whichaway.
“In a little bit, I heard a commotion over where th’ rations were cookin.’ An’ there went Sam streakin’ through the crowd with somethin’ under his shirt. Two great big white men were right in behind him.
“They caught Sam, and Sam didn’t fight or kick or even holler, he just looked around for me. I was frozen to the spot, an’ nothin’ I could do to save him.
“Boss Kavanagh hollered in that bullhorn, said, ‘Men, bring that boy over here. ’They took Sam to the foot of th’ stage.
“Boss Kavanagh looked down at Sam, he said, ‘Boy, what’s that under yo’ shirt?’
“Sam said, ‘Beefsteak.’
“Your gran’pa said, ‘Is it yo’ beef steak?’
“Sam said, ‘Is now.’
“The crowd laughed, an’ your gran’pa colored red as a beet. He turned to your daddy an’, still usin’ th’ bullhorn, said, ‘Matthew, go shut that nigger boy up in J.C.’s truck. Lock ’im in good an’ roll up th’ windows, an’ let that be a lesson to anybody else who needs it.’
“Your daddy said, ‘I won’t do it.’
“So you see, there was a little colored boy back-talkin’ him, an’ his own son back-talkin’ him—two in a row, right in front of everybody.
“Your gran’pa said, ‘Did you hear me?’ And your daddy said, ‘I won’t do it, let him go.’
“Did your Gran’pa Yancey tell what happened then?”
“Yes. He did.”
“After your daddy was pushed off th’ stage an’ broke his leg, he couldn’t get up. Those same white men came with an old door they’d been usin’ as a tabletop over two sawhorses. They laid him up on it. His leg was so broken, it flapped like th’ limb of a creek willow.
“When they carried him out to th’ truck on that door, th’ crowd parted in such a way that I was standin’ where they passed; I saw th’ blood soakin’ his shirt where he’d been whipped.
“As they went by, he looked straight in my eyes. Not many people look in the eyes of a barefooted ten-year-old pickaninny, but he did. And I knew that he saw me as a human being who had also known suffering.
“The power of that look and the depth of that feeling will be with me for the rest of my days; it shook me to my soul. It was as if God himself was in that look, and the whole of God’s grief for our brutality towards one another.
“I thought you should know that.”
He took Peggy’s hand and waited until he could speak. “What about Sam?”
“While all th’ commotion was goin’ on, Sam got away. When Lona an’ I tailed in home, there he was, happy an’ innocent as could be. He never really understood that he’d done something wrong; he just smelled meat cookin’ an’ couldn’t hold back.
“Somehow, he’d managed to hold on to that beefsteak. What he did was cut th’ meat in seven pieces, countin’ one for Jack, and put them on Mama’s best plate. We were so thankful your daddy hadn’t let him be shut up in that truck. When he passed th’ plate around for everybody to have their piece, not a word was spoken. It was my first Holy Communion.”
The splinter of light across the bare floor grew brighter. He sat holding her hand, their pulses beating strong in their palms.
“I’m glad to know that he defended Sam.” He had known this, after a fashion, from his grandpa’s story. But this version told him that and more. It was as if another piece of the jigsaw puzzle had slid into place, and a new, though as yet unidentifiable, image was emerging.
“Now I feel disrespectful,” he said, “but I must ask about the…facilities.”
“Down the hall, first door on your right. It’s Henry’s quarters. You can see your face in th’ floorboards.”
And he could.
When he returned to the living room, Peggy was standing by her chair.
“May I hold on to you?”
“Yes, ma’am. You bet.”
“My center of gravity done slipped forward. One these days, I’m gon’ tip over on my ol’ bald head.”
“Don’t even say it.”
She linked her arm in his, and led him to the south-facing window.
“Us can’t sit too long without stretchin’ good, we might get a blood clot.” She drew the draperies back and they looked out to the garden, a neat rectangle of potatoes, onions, gourd vines, beet tops, cabbage. The sunlight was nearly blinding.
“Off to th’ back, there’s Henry’s collard patch,” she said with obvious pride.
“Can’t get enough collards!”
“You never liked collards when you were little.”
It was good to be in the company of someone who’d known him as a child, who knew he hadn’t liked collards then.
“What did I like?”
Peggy chuckled. “You were crazy about fried chicken, an’ you sho liked cornbread—you could eat half a cake. Then there was baked beans an’ fried catfish and chocolate pie.”
“Oh, yes.”
“An’ hominy grits. You th’ only child I ever knew who liked hominy grits.”
“Yes,” he said, “but only with butter and lots of sugar. I sure did miss you, Peggy. And I have to tell you something. After you left, I was sad for a long time. And then I got mad. Plenty mad. I stayed mad a good while, but I got over it.”
She looked up at him and smiled. “I’m glad you got mad; it was good to get mad. And it was good to get over it.”
“Why did you leave?”
“Have we shook down that blood clot?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Let’s go sit, then. The good Lord aks me to tell you everything.”
She drew the draperies against the afternoon light; the room was dark again, and cool.
“That footstool must be gettin’ mighty hard. You could draw up that armchair right there. That’s it, pull it up close to me, an’ get that nice little pillow off th’ sofa—it’ll feel good to your back.”
He did her bidding; she was right.
“My daddy passed when I was fourteen. He’s buried on th’ farm across from your gran’pa’s old place.”
“I’m sorry.”
“He was a good man, I sho loved my daddy, we all did. Mama an’ us stayed on th’ farm a month or two, then they changed hands, so we moved to town. We had a dresser, a mirror, three chairs, and two bedsteads with corn-shuck mattresses to set up housekeepin’.”
“Did you ever see my father again before you moved?”
“I never did. Many times I looked for him to pass on the road, but I never saw him again. I heard he went off to what they call prep school, an’ then to Ole Miss. People said he lived at school an’ didn’t come home anymore.”
Like most people he’d known at Holly High, he’d wanted to go to Ole Miss, too, but early on he made the decision for Sewanee. He didn’t wish to go where his father had gone, he didn’t want to do anything that might, in some dangerous way, fashion his soul in the image of his father’s. Sewanee had been the right choice, and one that Father Polk, a Sewanee alumnus, eagerly supported. With Nanny Howard’s financial assistance and Father Polk’s enthusiasm on his side, his father had relented, though he bitterly disliked the notion of a Tennessee school.
“What was it like living in the big city of Jackson?”
“Oh, it was good in th’ beginnin’; it was th’ best thing we ever did. Lona and Minnie went to a school for colored, they could walk there every mornin’ with their lunch buckets, but with Sam th’ way he was, he couldn’t be in school. So he helped Mama an’ me take up th’ caterin’ business. We’d never heard of caterin’, we just knew people have to eat, and since they couldn’t come to us, we’d go to them.
“What I wanted to do worse than anything was go to school. I could write my name and do simple sums, but I couldn’t read. Oh, how I wanted to read like you used to read to me, just boundin’ along like a rabbit across an open field; but Mama couldn’t pull that big load all by herself.
“We got up way before daylight, Sam, too, an’ started makin’ sandwiches. Sam would put th’ mustard on, or th’ mayonnaise, we used Duke’s, an’ Mama would add in th’ ham an’ cheese, th’ lettuce an’ tomato, th’ peanut butter an’ jelly, an’ th’ baloney—we used two slices of baloney for good measure—pressed down an’ runnin’ over, like th’ Bible says. Then I wrapped everything good an’ tight an’ stacked ’em in a box an’ started off about seven o’clock, walkin’ two miles barefooted to save shoe leather.
“I went around to Kennington’s Department Store, an’ right there I could sell nearly all we made, just standin’ by the back door where the help went in. Those were some hungry people worked at Kennington’s! I’d sell out an’ walk home, an’ Mama an’ Sam would have another batch ready an’ back I’d go two miles to a big hole in th’ ground where they were fixin’ to put up a bank. Th’ men workin’ that job would buy me out an’ toss pennies an’ nickels in my box.
“I saw a lot of ladies go in Kennington’s, help as well as customers. They all dressed like they were glad to be somebody. So I started savin’ for a down payment on a second dress. I’d never bought a dress, Mama made our clothes out of feed sacks an’ th’ cast-off goods of people we stayed with.
“What with rent an’ rations an’ all, it took nearly a year to get my dress out of layaway. An’ when I got it, I didn’t even wear it. Don’t it beat all, that I wouldn’t wear that pretty dress, green with pink rickrack at th’ neck an’ pink-covered buttons down th’ front?
“I just kep’ wearin’ my ol’ dress—wash it, hang it up to dry, stick an iron to it, an’ go.
“One day, I finally figured out why I didn’t wear my new dress.”
“Let’s hear it.”
“It was too beautiful to wear.”
“Ah.”
“But I kept it hangin’ out where I could look at it.”
“Good idea.”
“I guess I didn’t know I was savin’ it—to wear th’ day I turned seventeen, an’ knocked on your grandmother’s door in Holly Springs.”
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“I said, Is Miz Howard home?
“She said, I’m Miz Howard, an’ who are you?
“I was tremblin’ like a leaf, I thought somebody my color would come to th’ back door. I said, Peggy Lambert, please, ma’am. I’m lookin’ for work if you have some.
“She said, What kind of work are you looking for? An’ I said, Any kind you have. Th’ sweat was rollin’ off me, I was so nervous. I remember standin’ with my arms stuck out at my sides, so I wouldn’t sweat on that pretty dress with th’ rickrack. I must’ve looked like a rooster gettin’ ready to crow.
“They tol’ me Miz Howard was good to colored, so it was th’ first place I knocked. But I was ready to knock all over town if I had to. Th’ Great Depression was goin’ on an’ work was hard to find. Hard to find.
“She said, Do you iron, Peggy? I said, Yes, ma’am. Do you cook? Yes, ma’am, I said, I’m a good, clean cook. Do you do floors and laundry? Oh, yes, ma’am, I does laundry, I does floors, I does it all. She said, You do it all. I said, Yes, ma’am, I does it all. She laughed. I didn’t know then what tickled her so. She had a nice, ringin’ little laugh.
“She said, When did you last eat, Peggy? I said, Yesterday mornin’. She said, An’ here it is two o’clock th’ next day. Step in and get you a bite.
“It was potato salad an’ a slice of fried yellow squash, I’ll never forget it; with a yeast roll an’ a nice glass of sweet tea. Th’ lady who was with your gran’ma for twenty-five years had passed two months back; your gran’ma had been prayin’ for God to send just th’ right one to take her place.”
“So Nanny prayed you to Holly Springs.”
She nodded. “That’s what she did. Surely did.
“In Jackson, they robbed me of my sandwich money three times. Th’ last time they beat me so bad, Mama was fixin’ to send me to th’ hospital, but I knew we couldn’t pay a hospital. So I said, Bring me some turpentine. Mama an’ the children had to hold me down. It burned so terribly from my head to my feet, I felt like my flesh was fryin’ in an iron skillet. I said, How’m I gon’ stand this, Mama?
“Mama said, Keep yo’ eyes on God. So I did. In all that agony, my eyes were opened in a very strange, new way, an’ I saw Jesus. He was hangin’ on th’ cross. He didn’t see me, but I could see him, plain as day. His suffering was so great that my own grew sweeter, an’ not too long after that, all th’ cuts an’ hurt places healed.
“These many years later, I can still see him on th’ cross, plain as day. Everything that has happened in my life has been a gift; I believe he has allowed me to share in his suffering.
“Mama said, We got to get you out this town, yo’ work keep you on th’ street, you need to be workin’ for a nice fam’ly in a nice house. I said, Where I’m gon’ go? She said, North. I said, No, ma’am, I’m scared of th’ North. She said, I mean north Miss’ippi.
“She heard of a place would take in colored girls to train for housekeepin’ work. They wanted a hundred dollars for that, an’ to boot, they would get you a job.
“You done trained me, I said. She said, No, ma’am, you are not trained, you was raised in a turpentine camp.
“Mama was makin’ hats by then, pretty hats, a lot of people came to her for their hats, an’ she said she could run things without me. I didn’t want to leave Sam an’ Lona an’ Minnie, they were bawlin’ an’ hangin’ on to me for dear life, but Mama said, Go on out this place, an’ come home when you can. I was sho scared, but I got on th’ bus with a change of clothes in my grip an’ a hundred an’ five dollars sewed in my jacket, an’ went up around Tupelo.”
Peggy raised her head and looked at him. “Right away, I saw th’ place was worse than a turpentine camp. But they already had my hundred dollars, they took it at th’ door. Mama would never have let me go if she’d known what it was. Maybe you can figure th’ kind of place it was; it wasn’t anything to do with housekeepin’, I can tell you that.”
“What did you do?”
“I ran out of there before they stole my five dollars an’ change of clothes. One of th’ girls said, Go to Holly Springs, they got big pretty houses over there. Look for Miz Howard on Salem Avenue. She said, I been meanin’ to go my ownself, but it’s too late.
“Too late, she said. An’ she was only fifteen!
“One time Sister said to me when I was talkin’ about somethin’, she said, Mama, this is more than I need to know. Is this more than you need to know?”
“I’ve waited years to know,” he said. “I want to hear everything God asked you to tell me.”
“Could you use a little bite of somethin’? What did you have for your dinner?”
“Salad and a piece of pie.”
“Salad don’t last long. We have pie if you can eat another piece.”
“Tell you what. You keep talking—and when you’re through, I’ll have the pie. How’s that?”
“That’s good.”
“How are you holding up?”
She smiled a little. “I’m gettin’ my second wind.”
“Me, too.”
“Where was I?”
“One of the so-called training school crowd sent you to Holly Springs, to Nanny’s house.”
“Your grandmother invited me into her beautiful home; I’d taken off my jacket so she could see my new dress, an’ left my grip in th’ privet hedge. I ate that nice dinner she gave me in little tiny bites, so she wouldn’ see me with my mouth full, an’ so I could answer if she aks me another question.
“She said, Peggy, you are a lovely girl with a wise heart, when can you begin? I said, Would right now be too soon, please, ma’am? I was afraid she might aks me to start th’ next day or th’ next week, an’ I wouldn’t have any place to stay. She said, Not a minute too soon, I’ll show you to your quarters.
“I was so happy, it like to scared me to death. A lovely girl with a wise heart—I had never heard such beautiful talk. I followed her along th’ gallery doin’ a little skip dance in my imagination.
“She made up a room at th’ back of th’ house, it was that old room off th’ porch, and gave me that bad little dog named Rooster to guard my door at night. She wanted me to feel safe in a new place. I had never met a white lady like her before. I thanked God for a nice, clean bed and a chest of drawers to put my things in. I didn’t feel I deserved it all—me, Peggy Lambert, born an’ raised in a turpentine camp.
“I was with your wonderful grandma a year and three months when your mother came to stay with your grandma an’ grandpa, because you were soon to be born. We were all excited about a little baby comin’ to be with us. Your mama never looked more beautiful, an’ she was already th’ prettiest woman in Holly Springs.”
“My father,” he said. “How did he feel about having a child?”
“He was proud, that’s what. An’ when he saw it was a boy, that did it. He was about to bust.”
“Honestly?”
“Honestly. You know your daddy picked out your Christian name.”
“Yes. After St. Paul’s boon companion.”
“And your mother picked out Andrew for your middle name. That was from a saint, too.”
“Teamwork.”
Maybe he had missed something. Maybe there had been good times, and he’d been blind to them. Why did he hate me? he wanted to ask, but he couldn’t say it.
“Your mama and daddy were sleepin’ in th’ front bedroom when th’ pains woke her up about one o’clock. She called for me, an’ when your daddy left to get Dr. Jordan, th’ whole house got out of bed an’ put on a pot of coffee an’ stirred around in their nightclothes, prayin’ for your mama an’ for a healthy baby.
“You were born at five o’clock sharp, we heard th’ clock strike as you came into th’ world, an’ let me tell you, you made a racket. Yo’ gran’pa said right off, Pulpit lungs! I thought that was some kind of disease.”
It was as if he’d come unplugged years ago, and he was getting plugged in again. His grandparents in their nightclothes, the smell of coffee percolating on the old range, the windows open to the June night—he’d never heard this part of the story before. The images it evoked were sharp and real to him.
“Your mama stayed at th’ house four weeks—your daddy came back and forth from Whitefield. Well, no use to hide it—I was plain crazy about you, yes, I was. You was my baby, too! You got th’ colic so bad, didn’t anybody get a wink of sleep for I don’t know how long. Your mama let me rock you all th’ way to th’ moon an’ back. Night after night, it was just you an’ me in that ol’ rockin’ chair, travelin’ around in my imagination to places I wanted to see: St. Louis, New Orleans, th’ Atlantic Ocean, th’ inside of Rust College.
“When th’ time started comin’ for you to go home to Whitefield, I was cryin’ every day an’ tryin’ to hide it. Then I heard your Nanny say to your daddy, Matthew, you can’t take a new mother an’ baby out to Whitefield with no help. Whitefield is a farm, and farms are hard work.
“Next thing you know, we were in that big black Buick—your daddy an’ mama in th’ front an’ me ridin’ in th’ back holdin’ you. You wore a little blue cap an’ slept all th’ way home over that rough country road.”
He’d never known this; he’d heard only that Peggy had once worked for Nanny.
“She turned me over to your mother, an’ paid my first year’s wages because your daddy was still gettin’ his law practice up an’ runnin’.”
“What did Nanny do for help?”
“She said she started prayin’ for God to send her some, an’ right off, Mitsy turned up.”
He smiled at that. “She was a saint in every sense of the word. Sacrifice was second nature to her.”
“She was a fine lady. Very fine.”
“When you met my father at Nanny’s, did you recognize each other from the cattle auction?”
She raised her head and looked at him. “Yes. We did.”
“Perhaps you looked much the same at seventeen.”
“Taller,” she said.
“Small world,” he said.
“Yes. Very small.”
“Were you happy with us, Peggy?”
“Yes. I was happy.”
“I remember Mother going with you to hear the a cappella choir at Rust College. You talked about it for a long time afterward.”
“It was one of th’ best things I ever did in my life, hearin’ that choir.”
“You liked your little house down the lane?”
“It was my first true home.”
“Several people tried to court you, Mother said.”
“They did. But livin’ in camp let me see how men could be with women, so I stayed back from all that. As best I could.”
“You devoted yourself to us.”
“Yes, I did.”
“What about your mother, your family? Did you see them when you lived with us?”
“My mama married again an’ he wasn’t a good man. No. He was a bad man. I couldn’t go home.”
“Sam and Minnie and Lona?”
“Minnie married an’ had two children, she passed ten years ago in New Orleans. When Mama passed, Lona took over th’ hat business; she lives out in Chicago, she’s eighty-six, an’ Sam…”
She closed her eyes and shook her head. He probably didn’t want to hear the answer, but he had to know. “Sam?”
“Sam played in th’ street a good bit, even when he got up in age. He was like a child all his life. I’d been with your mother about five years when he ran out chasin’ a ball; they say he didn’ see th’ truck.”
“I’m sorry.”
“So many things not to talk about when you used to aks me,” she said.
“Peggy.” He took her right hand in both of his; her palm was as smooth as the hide of an acorn. “Why did you leave without saying goodbye?”
She raised her head and looked at him directly; the lamplight on the red bandanna was a flame in the darkened room.
“I was carrying a child.
“I knew I would have to leave Whitefield. Not a living soul knew th’ truth, but your mother guessed. I was straightenin’ up th’ bedclothes in th’ hall closet when she came an’ found me. She was very calm. She said, You’re going to have a child.
“I said, Yes, ma’am. I never lied to your mother an’ I could not do it then.
“I covered my face with my hands for my shame, my terrible shame, but that was not enough covering. I sat on th’ closet floor and pulled a blanket over my head and wept. I wept for her, mostly, mostly for her, an’ for you. Your mother sat on the little stool that stayed in th’ closet an’ kept watch with me. She didn’t move, and she never said a word.
“I could tell, somehow, that she knew it was your father’s child.”
He felt as if he’d been injected with a paralyzing drug; he could not move his mouth nor avert his gaze from hers. He stared into her eyes as if looking down an interminably long corridor in which he might wander, lost, for all time.
“Your mother never said this to me, and I would not have said it to her.” She hesitated, sensing his feelings, letting him gather himself.
He’d spent seventy years journeying to the pew at Christ Church this morning. Now he’d arrived in this place—not a moment too soon or too late—only to find the shattered pieces falling again.
“The next morning, I left the little house I loved, an’ you, who I loved better than anything on earth, an’ your mother, the kindest woman I’d ever known. No one knew where I was goin’, an’ except for your mother, no one knew why I left. I took the clothes on my back an’ the Bible your mother gave me at Christmas.
“In all the days of my long life, I never hurt so deep as I hurt then, for the suffering I would bring to people who had been kind an’ loving to me.”
She appeared suddenly worn beyond telling, though her gaze was steady and certain. “I’m sorry to tell you this, so sorry to tell you this.”
He could feel himself running, see himself running.
“Are you sure?” he asked. “Absolutely sure?”
“Yes. I’m sure.”
“You said only Mother knew why you left.”
“Yes. Your father didn’t know.”
What was he to do with what she was telling him? Where was he to go with this? Lord, he prayed.
“Why are you telling me now, Peggy? Why tell me after all these years? Did you have the child? What happened to the child?”
He looked up as Henry came quietly into the room and stood beside Peggy. He had taken off his jacket and rolled up the sleeves of his white shirt; there were dark bruises on his arms.
“Henry is your father’s son,” she said.
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Henry’s face was gray. “I’m sorry. Truly sorry.”
“Henry didn’t want to do this,” said Peggy. “But it had to be done. I prayed that God would help you find it in your heart to understand.”
She looked at him intently; a weight pressed upon his brain. He was inclined to shake his head and somehow clear it, but he couldn’t.
“As a little boy, you often prayed for a brother,” said Peggy. “God in his wisdom answered your prayer, but in a hard way, I know.”
From somewhere above, he was gazing down on the room—at the top of the red bandanna, at Henry’s head and his shoulders sloping beneath it, at his own head with its balding patch—the three of them forming a kind of triangle in the lamplit room. The sense that he had somehow risen beyond himself lasted only a moment, yet it seemed to absorb his attention for a long time.
“Why are you telling me this?” he asked.
“My son cares for me when I’m ailin’, loves me when I’m unlovable, an’ made this old place like new—all that an’ more. Henry has done everything for me. An’ I’m willin’ to do anything for Henry.
“He has a disease I can’t pronounce an’ can’t spell, but it’s slowly killin’ him.”
Henry continued to stand, his coloring ashen.
“Please sit down,” he said to Henry. For God’s sake, sit down. He couldn’t bear to look for another moment at someone who was obviously exerting an effort to remain upright on his feet.
“I will, thank you.” Henry pulled a chair away from the dining table and sat, briefly closing his eyes.
“For a good while, Henry’s been weak as pond water, runnin’ fevers, feelin’ bad, not himself a’tall. He went up to Memphis in May, to a good doctor. They did tests.”
“What did they find?” he asked Henry.
“Acute myelogenous leukemia. There’s a lack of new red blood cells, and the white blood cell and platelet counts are very low.” Henry pushed a rolled-up sleeve above his elbow. “That’s the reason for the bruising. Essentially, my bone marrow isn’t producing enough new blood cells.”
“Some of his blood cells have cancer,” said Peggy. “They’re takin’ over his healthy cells. Th’ outcome of that is, Henry will die…if we don’t do somethin’.”
Henry looked at his mother, seemingly agonized.
“Henry needs a stem cell transplant.” Peggy was calm, even cool. “They used to call it a bone marrow transplant, but now they got a new way of doin’ it.”
The fan moved the air, the clock ticked. He was in a kind of free fall.
“Best thing is to have a brother or sister donate th’ stem cells,” she said. Peggy Lambert Winchester was a locomotive hurtling along the track, not stopping at the stations. She looked at him, her eyes wide, her breath short. “Sister can’t do it, too much heart problems, an’ anemic since she was a child.”
“You’re sure about the diagnosis?” he asked Henry.
“They drilled into my pelvis and pulled out bone marrow with a syringe. They’re sure.”
“What happens if you don’t get the transplant?”
“They say I could live for some months. A lot of transfusions and antibiotics. Chemo would help, but not for long.”
“What happens if you do get the transplant?”
“Rejection and infection can be serious problems,” said Henry, “along with the possibility of liver or kidney failure. And yet, there’s also the possibility that God would grant me a few more years, that I could live a normal life. Any way you look at it, there’s no guarantee of success. But I would take that. I would take it gladly.”
“You want me to donate the stem cells.”
“Yes,” said Peggy. “We do.” Tears spilled along her cheeks.
“When Mama began praying about this, I was completely against getting in touch with you. I tried to put myself in your shoes, and knew it was too much to ask. But God and Mama are a force to be reckoned with.
“I guess I never really believed you’d come, and that would be all right. I’ve lived a full life—I’ve met a lot of good people, seen beautiful places, and I know where I’m going when I pass.
“Then we heard you were in Holly Springs, and I knew God had answered a selfish prayer. I admit that, for the first time, I began to hope.
“I don’t want to leave Mama at this late stage, though Sister would do all she could to help. But I want you to know that I’m not expecting anything, I have no right to expect anything. It’s enough to meet you, Tim, to see you face to face. I’ve heard about you all my life, it was a comfort to know you were out there somewhere. You’ve always been…”—Henry paused, moved—“a brother to me.”
He was overwhelmed to think he’d been counted a brother to someone all these years, that God had used such a fragile scrap for binding.
“Would you be willin’ to talk to Henry’s doctor?” asked Peggy.
“I have diabetes,” he said. “Type Two. And I have a wife and son.” With or without a medical problem, he had no idea what the consequences could be. He had never heard of a stem cell transplant, only bone marrow transplants.
Peggy leaned toward him. “Would you be willin’?”
“I don’t know.” All he knew for certain was that he didn’t have time for a crisis; he was headed home to Mitford day after tomorrow. “I need time.”
Peggy pressed her fingers to her forehead. “An’ I need to lie down a little bit. I’m sorry for all this; we’d give anything if it could be some other way. Help me up, please, Henry.”
Henry helped his mother from the chair; she seemed even smaller than she had looked when they arrived hours, days, years ago.
“Excuse us,” said Henry. “I’ll be right back.”
“Take your time.”
He heard the ticking of the clock, and stared, unseeing, at the pool of light cast by the lamp onto the empty chair.
“We could walk outside if that would be all right.” Henry came back to the room, appearing eager to leave it again. “There’s a bench.”
They walked across the yard to the shade of an immense oak, passing beneath the drip line of the branches into a zone of cool, sweet air, and sat on the bench. The wire fence behind them was massed with honeysuckle and humming with bees.
“I can take you to Frank’s anytime you need to go.”
“I’ll wait ’til she gets up,” he said. “I couldn’t leave now.”
“This has worn on her,” said Henry. “And on you, too. I’m sorry.”
“No need to apologize. No need. It’s going to take time; it’s a great deal to take in.”
“Yes,” said Henry. “I’ve been taking in the fact that I had a half brother over a period of years, so I don’t feel the brunt of it as you do. But having you here in the flesh, and not in a dream or a story, that’s a great deal to take in for me.
“If you hadn’t come, this would be just another day, but Mama would have tried and that would have helped her, somehow. Of course, I didn’t know you when we sent that letter, and I couldn’t realize…I never really carried it forward to think how it would be painful for you—and even for me, though I have no right to say so. No one is taking anything from me, or asking anything of me. But it’s hard to be the cause of another’s suffering.”
“Did she love him?”
“Yes. She did.”
“A lot of questions come to mind. Did it go on a long time?”
“A few months, she said. She knew it was wrong, and had the potential to hurt a lot of people. She loved him, I think, because he was wounded—as she was. Perhaps the principal thing is that he wasn’t afraid of her.”
“Was he afraid of my mother?” He felt a stab of anger, and deep humiliation that a stranger might know more about his father than he had known.
“I think he may have been afraid of most everybody.”
Afraid. That wasn’t one of the words he’d use to define Matthew Kavanagh, though it suddenly seemed right. “Did he love your mother?”
“She thinks he felt safe with her. She said he used to come to her house at Whitefield and sit and cry like a baby. He never said why, he just sat there and wept. Then he’d get up and wash his face and hands and go home.
“He always told her he couldn’t stay long, because her house smelled like a nigger cabin and the smell would get in his clothes. She didn’t like that, as you can imagine, and made him explain himself. He said the smell he was talking about was of cold biscuits and stale ashes and ham grease and wood smoke. She said to me not long ago, How can you change the smell of wood smoke if you cook with wood? How can you change the smell of biscuits if that’s what you bake, and ham if that’s what you fry? That incident has stood out in her memory all these years.
“In the end, she believes he felt safe with her because she believed him when no one else seemed to.”
He meant the Houck trial. The truth was like a knife.
“Maybe he never let anyone see again the compassionate side that spared Sam his punishment,” said Henry. “Mama also loved him for what he did for Sam.”
He didn’t have to sit here asking these naked questions. He put one hand over his face and sat speechless and unmoving amid the humming of the bees.
“I’m thanking God for you, Tim, and asking him to give you strength and wisdom.”
He could not move his hand from his face—the touch, even of his own hand on his brow, was a kind of comfort. “I’m angry,” he said at last, “and sad, yes—that my father may have shown love and even tenderness to someone else.” His mother had longed for it, needed it, deserved it.
“He loved your mother.”
“How can you say that?” he snapped.
“I only know what Mama told me.” Henry’s voice was calm. “He loved your mother very much. He was proud of her, too, but he was afraid of her strong faith. He could never understand it; he could only see that it made her more whole than he felt he could ever be.”
“She also had the money in the family,” he told Henry. “God help us.” He saw his mother and father standing among the hostas, and the open, surrendered look on his father’s face. For a time, if only when the shutter exposed them in that fleeting and vulnerable moment, they had been happy.
He looked beyond the shade of the tree to the sun-bleached garden. “Did you ever see him?”
“I never did. When Mama left your family, she went down to Batesville to stay with people she’d known in camp. She met Packard Winchester there. Thank God for him; he was a wonderful father to me, the best of the best. We called him Papa. Mama probably told you he was principal of an academy for black children. After teaching and administrating all day, he made house calls to parents, helping them learn to read and write. Then he’d come home to Mama and Sister and me, and help us with our homework—we all had homework from Papa.
“He taught me a good bit of Latin. Of course, I’ve forgotten a good bit more.”
“They probably don’t use much Latin on the choo-choo,” he said.
Henry chuckled. “Not much, that’s right. Papa was careful to have me read the poets, too, including the black poets, though their work wasn’t easy to come by then. But no matter how hard Sister and I labored at our studies, he called Mama his favorite pupil.
“All this time, Mama was out working, doing whatever she could find, and saving to put me through college. Sister never wanted to go to college; she said they’d have to catch her first.
“When Papa died twenty years ago, we moved here; it was an old property of the Winchester family that needed a lot of work. Sister’s husband had left a long time back, so she came with us and made a new life down the road there.”
“When did you know about your biological father?”
“I was pretty young, maybe ten or twelve. Papa thought I should know the truth. He believed in the truth.”
“Did you ever want to find him?”
“Not really,” said Henry. “It would have embarrassed him and hurt me, so I never could see the use of it. May I ask how it was with the two of you?”
“His pain was agony to me. More than anything, I wanted him to know the love of Christ, to know it deeply and truly. It would have transformed him. But as far as I’m aware, he died without that assurance.
“I spent a long time at his bedside at the hospital, desperately hoping to persuade him of God’s love. I left to drive back to seminary, and he died only an hour or two later. I won’t know until heaven what the Holy Spirit did with any of that.
“Even knowing what an ungodly act it is to carry guilt, I’ve nonetheless carried a lot of it over the years. A good deal of it was because I tried to persuade my father before I was persuaded myself.
“It was years later before I surrendered my life to Christ. In the meantime, I had the words right, the outward behavior right, but my soul was lost. That simple.”
Henry nodded.
“Down deep, I think I loved him very much. But I spent a lot of time hating him, too. I’d like to be able to say that in a different way, maybe just say that I feared him, which I did. But in the end, the truth is that I often hated him. When I was young, I found something written by a seventeenth-century clergyman. ‘To be proud and inaccessible is to be timid and weak.’ It was the first description, outside my own, that I had of my father. It was a confirmation of sorts; I clung to that for a number of years as a pointed insight to his character.
“I never knew where to step with him. It seemed he despised me, and I could never understand the reason. I don’t think I’ll ever understand it.”
“Not everything can be understood or resolved,” said Henry. “But it all has to be faced, I think.”
“Maybe because my grandmother died when he was born, he never learned to love, never had a model for it. And my Grandfather Kavanagh was certainly not one to teach love or charity. As a believer, I still castigate myself for being unable to love my father unconditionally, with no looking back. It’s the looking back that causes me to stumble.
“Coming out to Holly Springs has done what talking about Sam does for your mother—it makes it all fresh again.”
“I also fought to love him,” said Henry. “Just in a different way and for different reasons.
“After I learned the truth, I used to crawl up under the house to think about him, it was a very private, very fragile thing. I thought that if I hid somewhere, I had a better chance of finding him. I’d write his name on my school tablet, and try to draw his face from the descriptions Mama gave me. I’d take the drawings in the house and ask her, Is this him?
“Mama would say make th’ nose a little longer or th’ forehead a little higher, something like that, and I’d go at it again. It was mighty hard to try and spin the face of my father out of thin air.
“I remember sounding out his name, Mister Matthew Kav-a-nagh, and sometimes, with great fear and trembling, I would whisper, Daddy. It was strange, and even scary, to think that a little black boy in the red dirt under an old house in Mississippi could call a prominent white man Daddy.
“The truth is always hard, but I’m glad Papa told me. Someone said, Out of every fresh cut springs new growth. It’s helped me in a lot of ways to know the truth.”
“I’d like you to know,” he told Henry, “that I’ve forgiven him. Again and again. Once done, of course, back comes the Enemy to persecute and prosecute, and I must ante up to God and forgive yet again.”
“There may be circumstances in this life,” said Henry, “that God uses to keep bringing us back to him, looking for his grace.”
“Yes.” They were quiet for a while; bees browsed in the hot perfume of honeysuckle. “You never married?”
“I planned to. I was forty, an old bachelor. I met Eva on the train. She was wearing a black hat with a red rose. I thought she was the prettiest lady I’d ever seen. As I said coming out in the car, lives can be changed on a train.”
“What happened?”
“Cancer. I wanted to marry her before she died, but she wouldn’t allow it. She wanted me to go on, and find someone else. She was a wonderful woman. There won’t be anyone else.”
“I’m sorry,” he said.
“And you?”
“Married when I was sixty-two. Adopted our son, Dooley, just a few months ago. If it weren’t for Dooley, maybe I couldn’t understand how your mother is going about this, and how urgently she wants your life to be spared. I would do the same for Dooley, of course. That’s just the way it is. I have no idea where this will lead, but I admire Peggy for her courage and faith.”
“Thank you for saying it.”
He glanced at Henry, then turned on the bench and gazed full into his face. “I’m looking for my father,” he explained.
“Yes.” Henry looked back at him. “Me, too.”
“You’re tall like he was. And there’s something about your eyes.”
“Mama says he was a handsome man.”
“Very. Your mother says you write poetry.”
“I do. Packard taught us a lot through poetry. He liked Paul Laurence Dunbar, said to be America’s first premier black poet, who wrote: ‘Like sentinels, the pines stand in the park; And hither hastening, like rakes that roam, With lamps to light their wayward footsteps home, The fireflies come stagg’ring down the dark.’”
“‘Stagg’ring down the dark,’” he said. “I like it.”
“I got a nickel for learning that; it was the first money I ever earned. Mama said you liked poetry as a boy.”
“All my life, really. I’d like to read something you’ve written, take something with me, if that would be, I don’t know, appropriate. I’ve never had a half brother before, so I hardly know what to do or say.”
Henry’s laughter was gentle, easy. “We’re in that boat together, all right. There’s a poem I’ll send with you, but let me confess I’m not much of a poet in the long run, I just take down what comes.”
“That will work,” he said.
“I wrote it while Mama was praying, asking God what he wanted her to do about contacting you. I’d never written about my mother before. I’d always written about trains and how it feels to move through the night past towns and people and lives we can never know.
“Mama was sitting with her back to the window that looks out to the garden. She had her Bible open on her lap, but she was reciting the words from memory, as she often does. I happened to look up from my book and saw something so remarkable that the breath went out of me like a shot.
“I saw my mother’s soul.
“I can’t explain it. I thought that writing the poem would capture it, but nothing came of the struggle to say what really happened or what it did to the air in the room.
“As I said, I’m not much of a poet. What went on in that moment escaped me, though I tried hard to catch it.”
“Poem or sermon,” he said, “all one can ever really do is try and catch it.”
They stood up from the bench. “She should be rested a little by now,” said Henry. “Then I’ll drive you back whenever you say.”
Peggy’s question burned in him as they went across the side yard and up the steps.
“Did you ever see the top of Mama’s head?” Henry asked.
“Never. She would never take that blasted head rag off. I always wanted to see what was under there.”
“I’ll ask her to show you before you leave. As a man of God, or even as someone who cared about my mother all those years ago, you should see it.”
They talked for a few minutes on the stoop. When they stepped inside, Henry went to his room and he found Peggy sitting in her chair.
“I could have slept ’til Judgment Day,” she said. “But I aks Jesus to wake me up in fifteen minutes, an’ he hit it right on th’ dot. He’s my alarm clock.”
“I’ve used that alarm clock myself, more than once,” he said, sitting on the footstool. “Peggy, I’m willing to talk to Henry’s doctor.”
She gazed at him for a moment as if in disbelief, then put her hand over her heart. “Thank you, Jesus,” she whispered. “Thank you, Timothy.” Tears pooled in her eyes.
“Henry’s calling his doctor now, to work out an appointment for me. I need to leave Holly Springs day after tomorrow; I’ll head up to Memphis and try to see him on the way home.”
“Did Henry tell you what his doctor said today?”
“He didn’t mention it.”
“He says we have to hurry, Timothy, we have to hurry.”
He took her hand and held it. “Please understand that I can’t promise anything, Peggy.”
“Yes. I know.”
“You can trust me to do as God asks. Right now I’m too muddled even to hear his voice. Do you understand?”
“I do, I surely do.”
“Remember when I used to ask you to take your head rag off?”
Her sudden smile was balm to him. “You was th’ aggravatin’est little weasel,” she said.
“I’m going to aggravate you some more. Would you let me see what’s under there? Must be a pot of gold. Maybe the Holy Grail we’ve all been scrambling around to find.”
She reached up at once and slid the scarf off and bowed her head to him.
Two long, ropy scars intersected at the top of her head to form a perfect cross.
“Dear God,” he said, stunned.
“This longest one”—she ran her forefinger over it—“is where th’ woods rider got me for bringin’ Daddy a cup of water. An’ this one’s where th’ Devil himself got me th’ time you saved my life.
“But it’s all in th’ past,” she said, consoling him. “All in th’ past. It’s been a reminder all these years of th’ one who suffered for me.”
He stood and leaned over and kissed the cross on top of her head. Then he placed his hand upon it and prayed for her, wordless.
When he sat again, she slipped the red scarf into place and adjusted the knot in the back. Her eyes were radiant. “All th’ hurt an’ all th’ sorrow—even losin’ Jack an’ Sam—it’s all covered by th’ blood of Jesus.”


EIGHTEEN

Butter.
He was halfway to Whitefield when he remembered.
He pulled off the road, turned around, and drove back to town, realizing he couldn’t go to Whitefield, not yet.
At the convenience store, he bought bottled water and a pound of butter, and asked for a bag of ice. He dumped the butter into the bag and secured it with a twist tie. Then he drove west as if running late for an appointment.
Twelve miles out, he turned off the highway to the state road and followed it for two miles. Then he turned down a narrow road, now graveled, to the entrance of Indian Camp.
The cattle gate was closed. Only twenty minutes from the square, he had gone back in time fifty years. He got out of the car and walked along a rutted track to the gate and looked in.
The house was still there.
The top portion of the brick chimney lay scattered in the weeds, and the roof had caved in. Windowpanes were broken or missing. Porch timbers had sagged toward the middle and collapsed.
As wired as if he’d downed a blast of espresso, he unwound the rusted chain, swung one gate open, then shut it behind him and rewound the chain.
People were shot for less than this.
His eyes searched the ground for fresh manure. Unbelievable how some things never change. Right over there. And there and there. Just like when he was a kid.
Where there were cows, there was very likely a bull. He’d had a mild confrontation a few years back when he and Cynthia hied to the country for a picnic. While lolling about on a quilt, he’d spied a bull and urged her to run for cover, which she did. Looking the bull in the eye and with no cape to unfurl, he had stood his ground until she climbed over the fence. The bull had turned and lumbered off down the hill, which he had found both a vast relief and an insult.
He looked across to the trees, where the Chickasaw princess had convened her annual summer camp. He thought for a moment he heard the drums, but it was the beating of his heart.
“Grandpa,” he whispered. “I’m back.”
He gazed toward the big meadow, where he’d run after Grandpa told him the story of the cattle auction, and realized that, in his mind, he was running, now, flat out across the broad avenue of fescue cropped short by cattle. Yes.
He turned and sprinted back to the gate and opened it and went to the car and unlocked the trunk and raised the lid and peeled off his clothes. He laid his pants on the trunk floor as carefully as he could, and followed with his jacket and shirt; he would need this outfit for Memphis. Then he foraged for the running clothes he always kept in the car, and put on the pants and drew the string, and pulled the top over his head and, standing on one foot and then the other, shucked off his loafers, put on the socks, and stuck his feet in the frayed running shoes. He tossed the loafers in the trunk and shut the lid.
Closing the gate behind him, he broke into an easy lope—not thinking, just moving. He didn’t want to stop and stretch, he would let his gait be the warm-up. Though he had jogged and run for years since the diabetes diagnosis, he hadn’t moved his limbs in weeks; he was stiff as a cadaver.
He took it easy through the wide, rough yard and past the old cornfield. Then he picked up speed as the ground leveled out to the meadow and he was onto the plain of stubble and weeds and cow pads and bugs simmering in the July inferno of northern Mississippi.
The sweat was already pouring.
He’d been a distance runner at Holly High, practicing five days a week after school, and driving the eight-mile round-trip in his 1948 Chevy pickup. He’d been pretty fast in high school, but the real thing broke through at Sewanee. Given a great coach and a great team, his one-, two-, and three-mile runs all improved, but the two-mile had been his best. He’d concentrated on it—literally eating, sleeping, and dreaming it—and usually brought it off well under ten minutes.
College was when he began running for his father. One afternoon on the track, the idea slid into his consciousness like the moon appearing from behind a cloud: He would run as Matthew Kavanagh might have run if he weren’t handicapped—and he would win.
The faster he ran, the more he’d been able to love his father without the stain of pity, anger, or remorse. There were times when his heart nearly burst with a fierce love that compelled him, drove him, to be first at the finish line. On these runs which left him exhausted physically, but high as a kite emotionally, he called his father ‘Dad.’ Dad, Dad, Dad, Dad, Dad, he thought, in rhythm with the pounding of his feet on the track. Allowing himself to think this common appellation made him uneasy at first. As it grew more familiar, it also became another way of loving the man who demanded to be called ‘Father.’ Indeed, it became a term of endearment and even intimacy. By the end of his sophomore year, he was winning big time for his dad.
It was rough going across the fields of Indian Camp; he was drenched. He reached in his pocket and pulled out his sweatband and put it on as he spied the cow track to the spring.
His heart hammered as he switched to the smooth-worn track and picked up speed down the slope toward the spring.
There was a sense in which he was glad his father may have had a heart and soul, that his life had been more than bitterness and personal defeat. But it was also inconvenient to have his opinions altered—Emerson had remarked on that. Now he was charged to see his father as more than one-dimensional, perhaps even the man of feeling he’d proved to be the night they walked around the barn together. It was Christmas Eve…

He was scared to do it alone. Tommy thought he was nuts; no way was he slipping out of his house on Christmas Eve, he said, and stumbling around in the dark wearing a sheet.
But it was important to do this; he wanted to know how it felt to journey through the night, across the fields toward that bright star, to be one of the very first in the whole world to honor the Babe. When Matthew Kavanagh found his son sitting on the porch, tremulous and shivering in his shepherd getup, he hadn’t offered to make the journey with him, but had looked at him curiously and gone in the house.
Somehow, he summoned the courage to do it alone, even knowing that cows were supposed to talk on Christmas Eve. The big drawback to this scheme was, if he heard their two old cows talking in the barn, he would die.
He reached the barn and touched its silvery, unpainted wood. More stars had come out, and he chose an especially big one to follow. Then he heard footsteps.
He whirled around, his heart racing, and in the twilight saw the figure of his father.
His father walked with him, then, neither of them speaking. When he stumbled over a castaway bucket and instinctively flung out his hand, his father caught it in his own and held it tight, and in the cold and velveteen darkness they continued around the silent barn, toward the house in which every window gleamed with light…

The track was hammered smooth as iron, though muddy in places from the late rain. He leaped the puddles and kept moving, his breath short but regular.
The peace was beginning to flow in, if only a little.
Thank you, Lord, for this inkling of what I hoped you’d give me. It’s a mere drop, but as you showed Blake, there’s an ocean in the drop, and I take it as your assurance.
Forgive my hard heart toward my dad. Forgive me for convicting him when he was innocent. And please help me love him not less, but all the more in everything I’ve learned this day.
I’ve got a lot to download on your mercy and grace. I’ve always rushed up to you and dumped whatever it was and hurried away, fascinated by my own busyness. I want to turn all this over to you slowly, carefully, examining every fragment as I pass it off, so there’ll never be any question about it again. Every time I’ve dumped and run, I’ve nearly always run back and snatched it out of your hands. Help me in this. And please, Lord, supply wisdom and grace to Henry and Peggy, and to Cynthia and me in any uncertainty that lies ahead.
Right now, I’m absolutely certain of only one thing—that you love us, and that’s where we all have to begin.
He saw Henry sitting exhausted behind the steering wheel as they said goodbye at Frank’s place. ‘You shouldn’t have driven me,’ he told Henry. ‘It’s all right,’ said Henry. ‘I wanted us to have time together.’
When he, Timothy, was sixty years old, no dog the size of a sofa had yet come into his life, no thrown-away boy with a galaxy of freckles, no good-looking next-door neighbor with legs that set the Main Street Grill on its head. He had been an old bachelor mired in his books, his armchair, and the fray of his parish. And look what had happened—his whole life had been changed forever.
There was no way in which he deserved to become the husband, indeed the soul mate, of a remarkable woman, and yet God Almighty had set her down in the yellow house across the hedge from the rectory, and there it was—a joy to be chosen or refused. He had almost refused.
And Dooley. When Dooley came to live with him, there had been no thought of refusing, though at the time he was completely clueless about the extraordinary rewards that lay ahead.
In like manner, Henry Winchester’s best years might lie before him—if he was given the chance to choose.
There were the cows at rest in the deep shade of trees near the water, looking at him, curious.
He stopped in his tracks and crossed himself.
There were twenty or thirty of them, and no bull as far as he could see. Sunlight filtered through the canopy of trees, casting patterns onto the dark sheen of their hides and the surface of the water. He dropped to his haunches and gazed at them. It was among the loveliest sights he’d ever witnessed.
He leadeth me beside the still waters, he restoreth my soul.
For some time he listened to his heavy breathing and the strong, healthy pounding of his heart, then got up and walked back to the old house, mopping his face with the tail of his sweatshirt.
Indian Camp had stayed in the family well over a hundred years. At his grandfather’s death, it had passed to his mother, Aunt Lily, and Uncle Clarence. At his mother’s death, her share of the sale had come to him—a considerable sum for a young clergyman. He had held on to it as if it were his family personified in assets, and done a little investing with the help of a bishop who had a keen sense of those things.
After moving to Mitford, he’d given most of it to the Children’s Hospital in Wesley, and used it freely as his priestly discretionary fund. He had bought the rectory with it, and done his bit to help remodel the yellow house. If anything should be left of it at his death, well, then, his wife didn’t need it and neither did Dooley, so he’d leave it to the Children’s Hospital, which would help toward adding a room or two, and updating the aging equipment.
He stood awhile, looking at the rotted stump of the tree where the snake once crawled from the attic to bask on a limb; at the porch where they’d sat talking, moon after moon…

‘Can you see ’em comin’, son?’
‘Yes, sir!’
‘Comin’ in that big Buick town car, black as coal an’ twice as shiny? Buy a black car, I always say, th’ choice of presidents an’ statesmen, an’ a heap easier to keep clean. That’s your daddy drivin’ an’ your mother, your beautiful mother, she’s holdin’ little Timmy on her lap. A year old, I’d say, right at a year, an’ drivin’ up Salem Avenue to Grandma and Grandpa Howard’s house where th’ little chap was born. Now they’re pullin’ in th’ driveway an’ your grandma and me, we’re standin’ on th’ porch wavin’ to beat th’ band.’
‘Granpa?’
‘Yes, sir?’
‘Are we happy?’
‘Oh, yes. Yes, we are. We’re all happy…’

As he approached the gate, he realized what had really happened since he’d come home to Holly Springs:
His own bear had lumbered up to the wagon.
He closed the gate and secured the chain without looking back at Indian Camp.
“Lord,” he said, as he walked to the car, “you got to do this thing, amen.”


NINETEEN

“Hate to tell you this,” said Ray. “Ol’ Barnabas rolled in somethin’.”
“Where is he?”
“Took hisself off to th’ basement like a gentleman. There’s a drain in th’ floor down there an’ I hooked you up a hose. Smells like skunk to me.” Ray grinned. “Other’n that, he had a real good time.”
After an arduous bout of canine grooming, he took off the running clothes, which had their own wicked odor, and hosed himself down, as well.
When had he been so exhausted? No wonder people waited forty years to go home again.
He fed Barnabas, and fell across the bed in his clean shirt and jeans and slept like the dead until someone knocked on the door.
T looked quizzical. “You okay?”
He hesitated, trying to find the answer, but couldn’t.
“Supper’s right around th’ corner,” said T. “Let your belt out, Ray’s puttin’ on th’ dog.”
He had no idea how he could make it through supper. Everything he was feeling was on his face, hanging out there in plain view, not to mention that he still smelled of skunk.
In the hall bathroom, he scrubbed his hands again and went downstairs. “How’d it go today?” Jovial, upbeat, that was the ticket. He could get through this.
“Basement steps done,” said T, “gutterin’ around back went up, an’ fixed th’ porch screen where I busted it out with a ladder.”
“Had a good day,” said Ray. “Caught enough to freeze some. You hungry?”
“Could gnaw a table leg.”
He sensed their questions hanging in the air: How did your day go? Did you talk to Henry Winchester? What was that all about?
“I’m really sorry about the skunk odor,” he said. “Thanks for your patience with us ol’ North Carolina boys. I have a half brother.” Belly flop, but he was in the water.
“Oh, yeah?” said T. “You hadn’ said anything about a half brother.”
“Didn’t know about him ’til today.” For the first time, he connected the dots. He could have a half brother from his father or his mother. “My dad,” he said.
There was a thoughtful silence.
“You ought to have a beer,” said T.
“If it was me, I’d have two,” said Ray.
Supper passed in the kind of blur some people ascribe to their wedding ceremony. He said nothing more about what he’d learned, and they didn’t ask—he concentrated on the meal, which was outstanding. How could he ever repay these good men who’d been sent by the Almighty as surely as manna had been sent for the tribes? Grace can’t be repaid, his wife was known to remind him.
He cleaned up the kitchen as Ray left for a trip to the dentist and T walked over to his garage lab with Tater and Tot. Then, mildly sheepish about what he was doing, he went upstairs and collapsed on the bed and slept ’til nine o’clock, waking to the sound of a light rain.
What would they say in Mitford? He saw J. C. Hogan staring at him, mouth open—not a pretty sight. Mule would try to say the right thing, whatever that might be, and end up botching the job. Percy Mosely would think his new hearing aid had gone haywire, and, to put a fine point on it, the news would spread through town like a rogue fire.
Then again, why would anyone need to know?
He woke Barnabas from his sleep of contrition and, in the downstairs hall, snapped on the red leash.
But he’d never had a consuming secret, except for the brief time he’d stayed mum about his engagement to Cynthia. How did one contain so large and important a secret as the existence of a brother, black or white, half or otherwise?
One contained a consuming secret by denying its existence, of course—though as a priest, hadn’t he seen enough acts of denial to last him a lifetime?
But all anyone wanted were his stem cells. Nobody had mentioned phoning on Sundays or getting together at family reunions. If he gave Henry what Henry needed, well, then, they were done, it was over—why even imagine what might be thought or said in Mitford, where none of this would ever be known unless he himself made it known?
In the rain, they walked to the edge of the woods, where Barnabas nosed a zoo of scents before giving in to the business at hand. They returned at last to the porch, his wet shirt a second skin.
In the end, what gored him like a knife was the betrayal of his mother. That’s really what he’d been trying to get at—the fact of Henry’s existence was primarily a shame to Madelaine Kavanagh.
Could he hold that against Henry? No. Could he hold it against Peggy? Yes, he could. But why? Did he want to add that baggage to his life in Christ, however imperfectly he may be living it? No. He did not. Well, then, he could hold it against his father, if he had to hold it against anyone at all; at this point, another stain on the memory of Matthew Kavanagh would hardly matter. But he didn’t want that, either. He was seventy years old, and what he really wanted was to let God do the judging from here on. Period.
He sat in a rocking chair, steaming like a clam in his damp clothes.
In a nutshell, Peggy had loved his father; he had a half brother. Why worry about what to do with it? For reasons he couldn’t completely understand, God was in this, and God would triumph. Period.
He liked putting periods where periods belonged.
Did he really need to be here through tomorrow night? He’d always thought the three-day rule for fish and guests should be amended to two-day.
He wondered if the Peabody would take dogs; he hadn’t checked with the Peabody on his way out here.
He pulled his cell phone from his pocket and went through the rigmarole of being hooked up to the hotel. Dogs were definitely not allowed, and he was definitely not spending another night at the Silver something or other. Scratch Plan B.
So how should tomorrow fall out? Hill Crest, of course, then he’d take the photographs back to Mrs. Lewis. Jim Houck—he’d promised to have coffee with Jim Houck, and he’d want to say goodbye to Amy, and maybe Red. Then there were Rosie and Sylvie; he had to take the picture of Louis and Ol’ Damn Mule to Rosie. As for Frank, maybe he’d stop by on the way out of town, plus, he’d just had a great idea.
So, no, he couldn’t leave a day early. He rocked a little, realizing the truth: He didn’t want to leave a day early.
He also didn’t want to call his wife and tell her what was going on, but the cell phone was burning a hole in his pocket. He’d rather wait ’til he talked with the doctor, so he could give her the full story.
But talk with the doctor or no, he had to call his wife, he always called his wife.
Fine, but he wouldn’t know what to say unless he spilled everything. It was against the rules to hide their feelings, and hadn’t he paid his dues, big time, to work up to that life-changing agreement?
But she would be worried if she knew he might be considering what Peggy wanted him to do.
Then again, he wasn’t really considering that, not until he knew more—much more.
Bottom line, he had to call his wife and tell her everything. Besides, she wasn’t the worrier in the family—he was.
“Hail to thee, blithe spirit,” he said.
“Hello, sweetheart. I was just going to call you.”
“Cynthia…”
“You’re going to tell me something,” she said, “but you want me to sit down first. I can hear it in your voice.”
She had the most remarkable propensity for this sort of thing.
“‘Are you sitting down?’ is what you always asked before you told someone you were going to marry me.” She laughed a little.
He could read her, as well—she was mildly uneasy.
“I have a half brother.”
She drew in her breath.
“It’s Henry Winchester, Peggy Lambert’s son.”
“Peggy!”
“She’s alive and well, I’ve just spent the afternoon with them.”
“Give me time, I’m…”
“So am I,” he said.
“I mean, I’m just floored. I must say, though, since family is so darned hard to come by, it might be a very good thing.”
His wife always won the medal for quick recovery. “I love you,” he said.
“I love you back, with all that is in me. What is he like?”
“Tall. Well-spoken. Genuine. Writes poetry.”
“Poetry!”
“Gentle. Nice-looking.”
“Like you.”
“Retired from the railroad; loved a woman named Eva who died of cancer.”
“What’s on your heart about this, Timothy?”
He told her the ruminating he’d done, the shock he’d felt and was still feeling.
“There’s something else,” he said. He told her that, too.
She had been holding her breath, and let it out. “I want to be with you when you talk to the doctor.”
“And how will you do that, for Pete’s sake? You can’t drive.”
“Not right now. But Dooley can.”
It was completely unnecessary for her to come, but he was thrilled.
“Great,” he said. “Wonderful. But you don’t have to.”
“I’ll call Dooley as soon as we hang up. We’ll be there. Where will we meet you?”
“I’m seeing the doctor Saturday morning at ten o’clock. That means you’ll need to leave first thing tomorrow, it’s a long drive—nine or ten hours with a break for lunch. Are you sure you want to do this?”
“I’m doing it.”
“I’ll call and make reservations for you and Dooley at the Peabody for Friday night, late arrival. Wish I could be there to meet you, but the Old Gentleman, you know, isn’t allowed. I’ll leave here early Saturday morning and see you at the hotel; we’ll go to his office together. Thanks be to God you’re coming.”
“I should have gone with you in the first place.”
“None of that guilt stuff,” he said. “It’s not allowed. What if Dooley can’t do it?”
“Can’t do it? Of course he can do it. He’ll want to do it. And if he doesn’t want to do it, I’ll make him do it.”
“In other words,” he said, grinning, “he’ll do it.”
“I can’t wait to see you,” she said. There was always a note of music in her voice.
“I’ll call him with directions—I think I came the quickest way.”
Grace, and grace alone. After their talk, he sat listening to the rain as if newly released from incarceration.
It was convenient in any circumstance to have an opinion, a settled view of things. But he couldn’t get at how he felt about what he’d learned today, or how it might change his life. ‘The truth must dazzle gradually,’ Emily Dickinson had written, ‘or every man be blind.’
“Mind a little comp’ny?”
“Hey, T. I’d appreciate your company.” He stood up. “Take the rocker.”
“We done took it one time. You sit. We were ridin’ by when some dude was off-loadin’ his truck into th’ dumpster. He dropped a sofa, two chairs, a table, this rocker, I don’ know what all in there. We loaded up Ray’s old truck an’ furnished th’ garage apartment.”
They laughed.
“What goes around comes around,” said T.
“There’s no way I can ever thank you for your kindness to me. You’re the balm in Gilead. What goes around does come around; one day, somehow, I hope to repay you.”
“Don’t mention it, we like havin’ you. Looks like you’re goin’ through some pretty heavy stuff. To my way of thinkin’, it helps to have somebody around when th’ cheese gets bindin’. If I was doin’ this job out here in th’ boonies by myself, they’d have t’ commit me.”
“Ray’s a great guy. You both got bingo. Where are th’ boys?”
“Slung up on their bed at th’ garage, with their feet in th’ air.”
Tree frogs. Rain shaking down among the leaves.
“I just had an idea,” he said. “I’m a pretty dab hand in the kitchen. Let me cook tomorrow night. Steak—and my wife’s scientifically tested oven fries. Got a grill?”
“Got a grill,” said T. “Sounds great. Ol’ Ray’s gon’ be over th’ moon, he’s had to eat his own cookin’ for four years. I burn water, you might say.”
“How’s it going out at the lab?”
“It ain’t goin’. See this place here?” T bent his head down and flicked his cigarette lighter. The small flame illumined a hairless spot the size of a jar lid on T’s crown.
“I hadn’t noticed it.”
“I’m taller’n you, that’s why. Three years I’ve messed with th’ notion that kudzu could do th’ job. I’ve used every formula in th’ book, an’ a couple dozen of my own. But it ain’t workin’.” T took a cigarette from behind his ear and lit it.
“Failure has been called the highway to success. When it starts working, count me your first customer.”
“I know good as I’m sittin’ here that kudzu is th’ next big thing. It’s gon’ be like gettin’ in on th’ ground floor of Co-Cola. But personally, I’m about done with it.”
“You’re giving it up?”
“Tonight I am. Tomorrow might be different.” T took a long drag off his cigarette.
“You ever talk to God about what you’re trying to do?”
“I guess I believe in God, but can’t say prayin’ has any attraction—if you don’t mind me sayin’ so.”
“Say on.”
“Seems like God makes us, puts us down here, an’ we’re on our own. Like, Okay, buddy, I give you a brain and two hands, let’s see what you can do with that. That’s th’ way I was raised by my old man, if you could call it raisin’.
“Look here, boy, he’d say, see that junk car I picked up for a hundred bucks? You make it run, now, you hear, but I ain’t givin’ you no money to do it with. One way or another, I’d get it runnin’, he’d jump in it an’ leave, come back a couple of weeks later, walkin’, with some crazy woman hangin’ on his arm.
“He was bad to drink, bad to fight, an’ hell to live with. But no use goin’ on about it.
“I finally got some sense an’ left home at sixteen, in behind my brother who’s two years older. He was a whole lot smarter than me, he’s th’ lawyer in Memphis who owns this place. Anyway, I hoboed out West an’ got a job with a rodeo. Near about killed myself right out of th’ box.”
T laughed a little.
“Some sonofagun cowboy said he’d give me ten bucks to ride this ol’ bull named Red. Said he was th’ rodeo pet, gentle as a lamb.”
“Uh-oh,” he said.
“Ol’ Red, he rode me around th’ ring one time, then a second time, t’ kind of show me off. Then he lit into savin’ that cowboy ten bucks. Torpedoed me into th’ stands an’ busted my head wide open. It was a crowd-pleaser.”
“Your father—is he still living?”
“If he is, he’s in a ditch somewhere.”
“Your mother?”
“Took off when I was ten. How ’bout your old man?”
“Deceased. He was a hard man, a broken man.”
“Broke breeds broke,” said T. “Try sayin’ that after a couple shooters of Jack Daniel’s.”
“Thank God I never messed with alcohol,” he said. “Not much, anyway. I got dog-drunk one night before a big track meet at Albany. Woke up in a pool of vomit—couldn’t run, could barely walk. I was completely dysfunctional and completely humiliated. Truth is, I didn’t have all the fun some people claim to have, or if I did, I couldn’t remember it. Sick an’ sorry, that was me. Right then, I knew one thing for sure. Alcohol wouldn’t be my downfall. There might be a downfall in the cards, but it wouldn’t be booze.”
“I broke myself of booze.”
He whistled. “Tough to get sober without help.”
“Tough to get sober with help,” said T. “Prob’ly ought to quit smokin’, too, like Ray did a while back. Man. Quit drinkin’, quit smokin’, quit messin’ with women. I might as well lay down an’ die. Never expected t’ end up some ol’ dude out in th’ sticks, playin’ gin rummy an’ watchin’ th’ History Channel.”
T took a drag off the cigarette and exhaled. “So tell me somethin’. Goin’ back to bein’ broke, how come you ain’t broke?”
“I am broke. What I’ve found in being a priest is that we’re all broken. Fallen is perhaps a more scriptural concept, but usually what falls gets broken, so it’s all the same.
“The upside is, he promises we’ll be made whole in heaven. ’Til then, we keep seeking him, keep trusting him, keep letting him have his way with us. That’s our job.”
“Yeah, fine, but what’s his job?”
“His job is to keep forgiving us and keep loving us. That’s why, when he gives us something tough to do, he doesn’t turn his back and walk away. He sticks with us, sees us through—but only if we ask him to. If we ask, he supplies everything we need to make our hundred-dollar car go like a scalded dog—to quote a friend of mine.”
“I don’t know about religion. It don’t make sense t’ me.”
“Too complicated, that’s why. I say, forget religion. What it’s about, T, is the two of you, you and him. Nothing more, nothing less. A lot of people wonder why they were born. I believe what scripture says, that he made us for his pleasure. You might say he made us because he wants somebody around, somebody like you and somebody like me. Kind of what you said a while ago. Pretty amazing that he would want me around, I can tell you that.”
T leaned his head against the back of the chair. “Too much for me, th’ whole deal of livin’.”
“I’m with you on that. Even with God in the picture, I still go through some hard stuff, and always will. But he’s in it with me, which makes all the difference.
“The bottom line is, it’s totally, fatally about surrender. That’s what it takes—throwing out your agenda and trusting his. I was in my forties before I really got it. I was a priest before I got it.”
“So how’d you get it?”
“One night, I came to the end of myself. I hit a wall and I couldn’t go over it or under it or around it or through it. Dead end. I’d been reading a good deal, trying to figure it out.
“I thought a lot about something a young French mathematician wrote. He said, ‘Let us weigh the gain and the loss, wagering that God is. Consider these alternatives—if you win, you win all. If you lose, you lose nothing. Do not hesitate, then, to wager that he is.’
“I’d been wagering a little here, a little there. That night, I wagered everything. I prayed a prayer that went something like this: Thank you, God, for loving me, and for sending your son to die for my sins. I sincerely repent of my sins and turn my entire life over to you. Amen.”
“That’s it?”
“That’s it.”
Barnabas growled as the headlights of a vehicle bounced along the gravel drive toward the house.
“Here comes ol’ Ray with a head full of teeth. Wait’ll you see these choppers, they’ll scare you to death.”
He smiled, oddly content. Considering tomorrow night’s menu, Ray’s timing was about as good as it could get.


TWENTY

She was waiting for him; he saw the curtains move.
Abandon hope, all ye who enter here. There would be no depositing of his delivery and running like a hare; no, indeed, this was life in the raw.
He checked his watch. Eight o’clock. He had five minutes, max, to endure fire from the Lewis cannons.
Fortunately, he’d met the florist having coffee on the square and she offered to open her shop. Bearing a dozen coral gladioli in one hand and the prints in the other, he rang the bell as directed.
Garbed in her wrapper and gown, Luola Dabney Randolph Lewis charged out the door on her cane, bearing a paper cone of coffee grounds. “I didn’ sleep a wink last night, not one wink, so excuse my looks,” she shouted. “Did you wash your hands first?”
“Yes, ma’am, I did.”
“Do y’all use coffee grounds on your potted plants?”
“No, ma’am. But I hear it can produce a mass of blooms.”
“A mess of brooms?”
“A mass of blooms!”
“Maxwell House,” she said, dumping the contents of the cone into an urn filled with unidentifiable nursery stock. “French roast. I’ll have begonias big as dinner plates. I don’t like coffee anymore, th’ medication makes my mouth taste like Reynolds Wrap; but I perk it anyhow, for the plants, then drink th’ whole pot to keep from wastin’ it. Waste not, want not, idn’t that how Madelaine raised you?”
“Yes, ma’am.” He proffered the flowers. “I brought you these as a token of my thanks.”
She cupped a hand to her ear and shouted, “As a what?”
“As a token of my thanks!”
She stared at them as if they had wronged her.
“Glads,” she muttered, snatching them from his hand. “I’ll stick ’em in a jar in th’ kitchen, comp’ny never goes back there. Do you think we can get a nice exhibit out of those eight-by-tens?”
“Absolutely. They’re wonderful. I greatly appreciate seeing them. Thank you.”
“I ought to give you one,” she said, looking at him as if searching for a reason to do it.
“I wouldn’t want to take—”
“Go on an’ pick one. But I’ll have to approve which one.” She wagged the glads at a decrepit rocker. “Sit down right there, but watch it, it tips back if you’re not careful. It threw a Baptist preacher on th’ floor, he was fillin’ in from Charleston.”
He withdrew the prints from the envelope and paged through while she stood over him, breathing heavily. He knew exactly which one he wanted.
“There!” she shouted. “That one. That’s th’ one I might give you.”
The statue in the pond grasses.
“That statue was never anything but trouble. When we did th’ big garden in th’ park, we had to plant a bush in front of it to keep th’ town council happy.”
“Aha.”
“It wadn’t our fault th’ bush died in a hard freeze an’ exposed th’ whole business to th’ good Lord an’ everybody. It’s stored in Sue Riley’s basement. Do you want it back? I’m sure you could get it back, since it was you who gave it. It’s a shame not to use it.”
“No, thank you, I must get moving. I leave early tomorrow.”
“Except for th’ goat, I think it’s a copy of David’s Michelangelo. It’s th’ way God made th’ opposite sex, for pity’s sake. As far as I know, nobody in Paris ever planted a bush in front of th’ real thing.”
He laid the prints on the table and bolted from the rocker.
“Where’s your dog?”
“In the car.”
“Don’t let ’im in my yard,” she said.
“No, ma’am.”
He was heading for the steps.
“They say dogs in New York do whatever they want to in people’s yards and you have to scoop it up and carry it home in a ziplock bag.”
“That’s what they say. Well, goodbye, Mrs. Lewis, and—”
“Hold on!” she said, waving the photos at him. “You didn’t pick one.”
He wheeled around and took the prints and searched through quickly. “This one,” he said. Please.
She squinted at it, then smoked him over, dubious. “Will you take care of it? You won’t put it in a drawer, will you? Some people toss pictures in a drawer every whichaway, you ought to see some people’s picture drawers.”
“I’ll take care of it. I promise.”
“Well, go on an’ take it, then, an’ think of me when you look at it. I always believed your daddy was innocent.”
“Thank you! Thank you very much, Mrs. Lewis, and God bless you. I’ll never put it in a drawer, we have just the frame for it. Sterling. Hallmarked!” He was inspired to kiss her hand, but restrained himself. Too European for Holly Springs, much less clergy.
“Come back when you can stay longer!” she shouted.
He disappeared into the boxwood and raced to the car, slightly breathless.
Four minutes.
At Hill Crest, he roared through the entrance and up the hill as if pursued. He had rounds to make.
He parked beneath a sycamore at the edge of the lane and cranked the front windows down so his dog could get a breeze. Then he went around to the trunk and took out the bucket of tools which also contained a dozen roses, and headed for the blackjack oak.
Rain sparkled among the leaves and spangled the broad cushion of grass.
He had read in Second Timothy this morning, believing, as he had since a boy, that St. Paul had somehow directed the letter to him as well as to the earlier Timothy.
To Timothy, my dearly beloved son: Grace, mercy, and peace, from God the Father and Christ Jesus our Lord.
After years of delving the contents, he knew the epistle by heart.
For God hath not given us the spirit of fear; but of power, and of love, and of a sound mind.
He realized that each time he went to the letters, he possessed some looming apprehension of one sort or another to which this verse inevitably pointed.
There was no doubt in his heart or mind; it was very clear that he wanted to help Henry. But the thought of risking anything at all was tough to swallow.
He had stood at the window in his old room this morning and asked for the grace to let his fear go.
He checked his watch, wondering where Cynthia and Dooley might be—probably gaining on Johnson City, maybe even bound for Knoxville.
The roses had gone wild, waving their canes in the air like a choir of Pentecostals. He wouldn’t do anything serious, it was the wrong season. “Just a little off the sides,” he said, pulling on his pruning gloves.
He would begin at the left-hand corner of the fence, working his way to his mother’s grave and then to his father’s urn. He would pay his respects at last.
“Yoo-hoo!”
Jessica Raney loped toward him in a straw hat, waving a manila envelope.
“Look what I found!” She was slightly out of breath, and beaming. “I guess you think I live here.”
He laughed. “Not yet, please.”
“I was hopin’ I’d find you, I was just thrilled when I saw your car parked out there. Abracadabra!” She pulled a photograph from the envelope and handed it to him.
His father. Standing in the foreground, talking to someone off-camera, and laughing. Behind him, and slightly out of focus, Peggy set a bowl on the picnic table as a woman with her back to the camera stood talking to someone wearing an apron.
“See how your daddy’s hair photographed? Real silvery, almost like a platinum print. I thought th’ way he was more dressed up than everybody made a nice contrast, an’ look at th’ composition of th’ people behind him, I think that worked sort of well. That’s your Peggy who ran away. That’s Miz Floyd in th’ apron, her husband worked in our dairy. An’ I don’t know who that is with her back to the camera.”
“My mother.” He remembered the dress. Light blue, with a pattern of pink hibiscus flowers, from Kennington’s.
“Double bingo!” she said, elated. “It’s all yours! An’ guess what.”
“I give up.”
“Did anybody ever tell y’all your daddy’s last words?”
He felt the beating of his heart. His mother had never made any reference to last words.
“Remember I was at th’ hospital that day, an’ th’ nurse I went to take something to was your daddy’s nurse. I called her last night to say you were in Holly Springs, and she remembered what your daddy said before he died. She said you left to go back to school, and a little bit later she went in to make him comfortable. She said your daddy stared at her a long time and then he said…”
A light perspiration broke onto his forehead. If he ever got out of Holly Springs alive and in his right mind, it would be a miracle.
“…then he said, He was right. He was right.”
He looked at the pruning gloves, at the wear on the fingertips, at the way the end of the right glove thumb allowed his own to poke through.
“I thought you should know that,” she said, “in case nobody ever told you. People say stuff all th’ time before they die, and a whole lot of it never gets back to th’ family. When my grandmother died, th’ last thing she said was, They’re callin’ my number, it’s number eighty-six.”
Tears streamed along her cheeks. “I loved my grandmother to pieces, she was so sweet and kind. I wasn’t with her at the end. I was goin’ th’ next day, but she passed in th’ night, th’ nurse was holdin’ her hand. She’s buried over by th’ dogwoods across th’ lane.”
He removed a glove and wiped his eyes with the heel of his hand. Would this never end?
He embraced her and patted her back, which somehow relieved the wrench in him, and stood away from her and saw the girl whose family owned the dairy with the silos visible from his back yard, the girl who sent him a card when his rabbits died.
“You’re terrific,” he said. “You’re terrific.”
“I brought th’ picture in case you were here. I think God wanted you to be here.”
“Absolutely. No doubt.”
“I’ve got to run, my Nellie’s in th’ car. We’re drivin’ to Oxford to see my aunt today, she’s th’ last of my mother’s side.”
He had nothing to give her, no way to return the grace she had extended to him. “May I pray for you?” he asked.
“I would be honored,” she said.
He took her hands in his and asked God to continue his watch over her, and to bless her for blessing her childhood friend and neighbor, and gave thanks for the gift of their old friendship and her generosity, and the long life of her aunt, and she kissed him on the cheek and walked toward the lane where her car was parked, and turned around and waved and called out, “I think I still have a crush on you!,” and he lifted his hand and waved back, and she was gone.


TWENTY-ONE

Flags.
Bunting.
Traffic.
The town looked like a postcard that Tyson’s could sell by the gross.
“Happy Fourth of July,” he said to Amy. “Shouldn’t you be getting ready for a barbecue somewhere?”
“I always work on the Fourth,” she said, obviously proud of it. “But only ’til eleven.”
“I’ll take three postcards with the cotton wagons, three with the gazebos, and what else do you have of the courthouse?”
“We have a Fourth of July card, but they were fixin’ the clock that year, and the hands are missin’.”
“C’est la vie. I’ll take a couple. Any handkerchiefs?”
“No handkerchiefs in ages. How about a little pack of Kleenex to stick in your pocket?”
He was through bawling—absolutely, completely done—but it might be handy for the glove compartment. “Barnabas and I are leaving in the morning; we wanted to say goodbye.”
“I’ll miss y’all.” She came around the counter to scratch his dog behind the ears.
“We’ll miss you, Amy. Thanks to you, I met Mrs. Lewis. When I stopped by this morning, she gave me a photograph of my parents.”
“She did?”
“It’s a great treasure. A wonderful gift.”
“That is so nice of her. I know she has this really dark side, but she has a really bright side, too.”
“Like the moon. And don’t we all?”
“Did she sleep last night?”
“Not a wink, she said.”
“Did she have any breakfast?”
“I don’t know. Probably. She was putting coffee grounds on her begonias.”
“That’s great!” she said, clearly hopeful. “Will you ever come back?”
“Definitely. And I’ll bring family next time. Thanks for your kindness; it means a lot. You’ve been one of the highlights of this trip.”
She blushed. “What about your paper? Don’t you need a paper this mornin’?”
“Believe I’ll pass.” He would see his family in the morning, and because of that, he didn’t feel the need of anything, really. A small joy was stirring in him.
“I’ll drop you a card,” he said. “What would you like it on—the cotton wagons, the gazebos, or the Fourth of July number?”
“Oh, my gosh,” she said. “How about all three? Kind of spaced out, over a period of time. I love to get mail.”
“Consider it done. How about writing back with all the scandal?”
“Oh,” she said, laughing, “we never have any of that in Holly Springs.”
At Booker’s, he found Red doing a window display—galvanized watering cans, galvanized tubs, galvanized troughs, galvanized buckets.
“My galvanized window,” said Red.
“We’re leaving early tomorrow, it was a pleasure to be at Booker’s again. I smoked my first cigarette, earned my first wages, heard my first off-color joke right here.”
“Ought t’ put up a memorial plaque over th’ seed bins. Speakin’ of jokes, I got a priest joke for you if you wouldn’t take it wrong. I only tell clean, but I can’t say th’ same for some of th’ roughnecks we get in here.”
“Fire away.”
“This Irish priest is drivin’ through Miss’ippi and gets stopped around Holly Springs for speedin’. Th’ state trooper smells alcohol on his breath an’ sees an empty wine bottle on th’ floor of th’ car.
“Trooper says, ‘Sir, you been drinkin’?’
“Priest says, ‘Just water.’
“Trooper says, ‘How come I smell wine?’
“Priest looks down at th’ bottle, says, ‘I can’t believe it. He’s done it again!’”
He laughed.
“Hope that wadn’t too sacrilegious.”
“Actually, there’s a very good sermon in that joke. I’ll make a note.”
“You ought t’ come on home, it’s th’ goin’ thing t’ get back t’ your roots. My wife’s after me to sell th’ business an’ move to Kentucky, but I’m stayin’ put. I wadn’t more than six months old when my family pulled out of Louisville—no roots in that.”
“I’ve had a good go at my roots this trip,” he said. “The kind of hospitality I grew up with is still alive and kicking, that’s for sure.”
“You find anybody you were lookin’ for?”
“I did. And some I wasn’t looking for.”
Red let Barnabas sniff the back of his hand. “My groundhoggers were askin’ about you.”
“Give those guys my best.”
“Said they have somethin’ for you. When you pullin’ out?”
“In the morning. Seven o’clock sharp.”
“I’ll be in th’ stockroom. Knock on th’ back door; it’ll be here.”
“I don’t suppose I could guess what it is?” Scary.
“Don’t have a clue. But they been workin’ on it a good bit.”
What could he say? “I’ll swing by.”
He was headed for the door when he saw Will and threw up his hand.
“How those taps doin’?”
“You’re talking to Fred Astaire. Take it easy, Will, I’ll see you next trip.”
He walked to Christ Church and followed the signs to the office, but couldn’t locate anyone. Blast. July Fourth. He kept forgetting. Hanging on the knob of what he presumed to be the rector’s office door, he found a needle-pointed message:
SCOTLAND OR BUST
A vacuum cleaner roared somewhere in the building. He tore a scrap of paper from the notepad on the desk outside the office, wrote a signed promissory note, and placed it under a paperweight. That would keep him honest; he’d put a check in the mail as soon as he got home.
He went around to the Baptists, found the office, and pulled out his wallet.
“I’d like to make a gift in my grandfather’s name,” he told the church secretary, who was his age and then some.
“I’m not supposed to be here,” she said.
“Where are you supposed to be?”
“Churnin’ ice cream. I just came in to make copies of ‘America the Beautiful,’ we’re havin’ a sing-along before th’ fireworks tonight.”
“Will you take a credit card?”
She held out her hand, grinning. “Baptists take money in any form, and aren’t ashamed to ask for it, either.”
“That’s the spirit,” he said, giving her the card. “I’m making a gift in memory of my grandfather, who preached here for many years.”
“Who was your grandfather?”
“Yancey Howard.”
“Yancey Howard? Great day!”
“You knew him?”
“He baptized me in the creek at Walnut Grove, along with all my brothers and sisters. We loved him to death.”
“My guess is, he loved you back.”
“How much do you want to give? And how would you like us to designate it?”
He told her the amount and thought for a moment. “Ask your pastor to use it for those who’re up against it.”
“For…those…who…are…up…against…it,” she said, writing it down. “Are you Miz Madelaine’s boy?”
Boy. That was worth the ten-hour drive right there. “I am.”
“I remember she had our Sunday School class to your house one time on a field trip. Your mother gave the lesson; it was about how God looks on his children as an orchard or a garden—how he has to prune us, sometimes, which really, really hurts, but that’s what produces more flowers and more fruit. I never forgot that lesson about pruning.”
He signed the card slip. “Did we know each other then?”
“I hate to say this.”
“Say it,” he said.
“I don’t remember you at all.”
That put a grin on his face all the way to Frank’s parking lot.
He pulled out his phone and dialed.
“Hey, Dad.”
“Hey, son.” Maybe not his flesh-and-blood son, but his gut-and-heart-and-spleen son. “Where are you?”
“I-40 west out of Knoxville.”
“You’re making good time.”
“Great time.”
“Don’t be usin’ your lead foot on this trip.”
“No way.”
“Call me when you stop.” He wasn’t a fan of jabbering on a phone to someone who was driving.
“Yes, sir.”
“Love you both,” he said.
What had he heard in Dooley’s voice? Relief? A good night’s sleep? Whatever it was, he liked the sound of it.
He was right. He was right.
Did that mean what he wanted it to mean?
Did it mean he’d been given the grace to speak of God’s love in a way his father could hear and believe? How could those particular words have meant anything else?
His father’s soul delivered unto God. He mused on this miraculous possibility. Then again, how could he ever know the true meaning of that short but emphatic confession? Maybe it meant Timothy was right, maybe it meant Christ was right, or who knows, maybe it meant the doctor was right.
It would be revealed in heaven, of course, but he wanted to know now, wanted to believe his father’s spirit was, as George Macdonald said, “in continuous touch with God.”
He’d worked for decades to set up certain beliefs and rationales about his early years, shaping and molding the clay, as it were, until its form was, at least, tolerable. Perhaps what he’d heard from Jessica suggested more shaping and molding to be done. He couldn’t say; time would tell.
Jim Houck was waiting in the front booth.
“How’s it goin’?” asked Jim.
“Great,” he said, sliding into the booth. “I’m headed out first thing tomorrow.” He filled a mug with coffee from the beat-up carafe. “How about you?”
“Settled another piece of Daddy’s dust yesterday.”
“Glad to hear it.”
“He left a good bit for me to settle if I want to keep livin’ here. Seems like once I got over that big hump with you, it’s easier goin’. How’s comin’ back been for you?”
He didn’t have a pat answer; not yet, anyway. “To say the least, it’s given me a new perspective. I’ve got a lot of sorting out to do. Think you’ll stick here?”
“Have to stick somewhere. My old man left me a tract of land east of town, about twenty-five acres. Might build me a house, maybe set a trailer on it.”
“I’d like to keep in touch,” he said.
Jim reached in his jacket pocket and drew out a business card. “Call my cell phone anytime.”
He looked at the card. “You sell Fords.”
“Try to.”
“Here’s my home number,” he said, pushing his own card across the table. “You’re more likely to reach me there most days. I want to say again how much I appreciate knowing the truth.”
“Felt better after tellin’ it. It’s been like tryin’ to swallow somethin’ that won’t go down.”
“Same here. One stone, two birds. I’ll be praying for you, Jim.”
“I can use it. Did I mention my old man went by th’ hospital t’ see your dad?”
“You didn’t tell me.”
“Couldn’t remember if I did. I was pretty torn up, pretty nervous that day in church.”
The doctor had felt reasonably positive about his patient’s survival, though the recent stroke had been a setback. They might have to take him up to Memphis, but overall, the prospects for a certain level of recovery weren’t bad.
Holding his father’s hand, he’d delivered a passionate homily which he believed would change Matthew Kavanagh’s heart for eternity. Though his father had turned his head away, he gripped his son’s hand for a long time. No further words were spoken.
He waited, praying silently, then kissed his father on the forehead and left for Sewanee. He remembered the drive back as an agony of grief and self-doubt, and was devastated when the call came from his mother. Walking into his rented room near the seminary campus, he heard the phone ringing, and knew instinctively who it was, and why.
“They said your dad was in bad shape, so my ol’ man went by to say he was sorry. Said it was layin’ on him so heavy, he had to do it to get a minute’s peace. Didn’t want to, but had to. Said he told your daddy he still thought he was a s.o.b. th’ way he handled his cotton dealin’s, but he was sorry he put him an’ his family through th’ grinder. My old man was glad he went, said your dad passed that same day.”
He was right.
So maybe that meant Martin Houck was right. He sat back in the booth, weary of knowing too much and understanding too little.
Jim set his coffee mug on the table. “I’d like to say it one more time. I’m sorry.”
“Thank you. I forgive your father.”
They shook hands, holding each other’s gaze for a moment. He and Jim had come back seeking the same thing—connections. They had a shared past, and whether or not they ever saw each other again, they were bound together in some fraternal way that was more mysterious, if not deeper, than blood.
He was even further, now, from knowing the meaning of his father’s last words. Nor could he really care anymore what Martin Houck had done to the Kavanagh family. It was history. It was all history.
On the way to Rosie’s house, he sniffed vagrant smoke rising off grilling barbecue; passed cars and trucks flying the Stars and Stripes.
He knocked on the door, which set Zippy off, big time.
“Get in here,” said Rosie, “we been lookin’ fo’ you. Where’s that big dog?”
“In the car.”
“Bring ’im on in.”
Something was cooking in Sylvie’s kitchen; the aroma made his knees weak. He fetched his dog, doing what Peggy had called a “skip dance” in his imagination.
“Butter beans,” said Sylvie, “an’ wilted lettuce an’ onion with a little side meat fried out crisp an’ crumbled on top.”
“Don’t forget th’ cornbread you brownin’ in th’ oven.” Rosie was smiling like Louis, proud and easy like Louis.
He sat with them at their kitchen table by a window that looked out to a bank of summer phlox. “Here’s what must have happened,” he said. “Coming from town, I was hit by a truck an’ died and went to heaven.” He was starving for butter beans and wilted lettuce and cornbread, starving for something deep and lost and rarely found.
Sylvie smiled a little. “Won’t know ’til you taste it whether it’s heaven or th’ other place.”
“I promise I didn’t show up at lunchtime on purpose. I’m leaving tomorrow and on the run, and…” What could he say?
Rosie laughed. “You gon’ have t’ eat two helpin’s to make up fo’ comin’ in on us.”
It was three o’clock when Rosie and Sylvie walked with him to the car.
“We’re still brothers?”
“Still brothers,” said Rosie. “Always gon’ be.”
“I’ll call you. I’ll keep in touch. That’s a promise.”
“I’m gon’ put Daddy an’ Ol’ Damn Mule on th’ wall next to th’ shotgun.”
“Perfect,” he said. “That reminds me.” He took the yo-yo from the glove compartment and handed it to Rosie. “Remember this?”
“Looky here.” Rosie was awed, reverent.
“Whip a new string on there and you’re back in business.”
“Been lost…”—Rosie calculated—“goin’ on sixty years.”
“Bet you can still make it sleep.”
“Bet I’m gon’ try. You comin’ back to ol’ Holly Springs?”
“I’m comin’ back.”
Rosie was suddenly crying. “You ain’t got another forty years to stay gone.” He embraced Rosie—and Louis and Sally and all the brothers, and all the good of all the past.
“You’re always welcome,” said Sylvie. “Welcome as th’ flowers in May.”
His grandmother used to say that.
There was no way he was ripping open the packet of tissues. He drove away, wiping his eyes on the back of his hand.
At the grocery store, he located the meat case and punched the bell.
“Three steaks,” he said to the butcher. “Your best.”
“That’d be Angus. Filet, T-bone, ribeye, or porterhouse?”
“That’s a hard one.”
“Grillin’ or broilin’?”
“Grilling.”
“Porterhouse. How thick?”
“Two inches.”
It was payback time at Whitefield.
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“You’re hired,” said Ray.
T flicked his cigarette into the wheelbarrow. “All you got t’ do is cook four nights a week an’ put in a rose bed for m’ brother’s ol’ lady. Th’ pay ain’t much, but you can keep your room.”
“Sorry, boys, but I’m under long-term contract.”
“Jus’ as well,” Ray told T. “He said he don’t even play gin rummy.”
“Jigsaw puzzles are about all the excitement I can stand—but thanks for the offer.”
Barnabas snored at his feet; Tater and Tot nosed about the yard.
“Back at th’ mansion,” said Ray, “they used t’ have entertainment after supper.”
“We could do our joke,” said T.
Ray grinned. “Ain’t got but one joke we can tell a preacher.” Ray cleared his throat. “An invisible man married an invisible woman.”
“Yeah,” said T, “an’ their kids wadn’t much to look at, either.”
“T dug that up with th’ leg bone of a dinosaur.”
“Not bad,” he said. Uncle Billy Watson would be turning over in his grave.
“That’s our complete entertainment package,” said T. “All she wrote. Good supper; we thank you.”
“You nailed th’ fries, that’s f’ sho.”
“My wife worked on the recipe for months ’til she finally had a breakthrough. What did the trick was soaking the cut fries in cold water, and using a heavy bake sheet.”
“Speakin’ of breakthrough,” said T, “I’m back on my hair cream. I had a killer idea last night. I’m gon’ hit it again over th’ weekend; it’s gon’ work.”
“Glad to hear it. I’ll start thinking about a name, maybe give it some thought on our way up the road.”
“Better get over to Graceland while you’re in Memphis,” said T. “Th’ Trophy Room’ll bring tears to a glass eye an’ I ain’t kiddin’ you. Awards from all over th’ world, anywhere you can think of. Everybody loved Elvis.”
“Three things you got to see fo’ you pass,” said Ray. “Th’ Grand Canyon. Niagara Falls. An’ Graceland.”
“There’s a lineup for you,” he said.
Ray grinned. “Top three.”
He couldn’t get used to Ray with teeth.
“It sold out a while back,” said T. “Fifty-five million smackers. You never know what changes might go down.”
He’d never paid much attention to Elvis, but he wouldn’t want to say so—not here, anyway.
Ray removed a denture and stared at it. “Seem like he give me somebody else’s uppers—this plate crowdin’ m’ mouth.”
“Set ’em up there on th’ rail awhile,” said T. “Takes you a day or two to get used to havin’ teeth again. He dropped his uppers off a twelve-foot ladder onto a concrete slab. Buckshot did somethin’ to ’is lowers.”
“Eatin’ squirrel,” said Ray. “I’m layin’ off wild game an’ stickin’ to fish. Fish is good fo’ th’ brain.”
“Don’t get too smart on me, you’ll be shuckin’ this job an’ goin’ to live in th’ islands.”
Three men laughing on a porch in Mississippi. He could do worse. There was a lot to be said for sitting out here with the cicadas, talking about dentures, watching fireflies “stagg’ring down the dark.” Shootin’ the breeze, was what they used to call it.
“I’m flyin’ up to roost,” said Ray. “My back’s botherin’ me t’night.”
“You gon’ miss th’ fireworks,” said T.
“I’ll catch ’em from my front window. Somebody jump in this rockin’ chair, this is a good chair.”
“Take your teeth. You don’t want ’em settin’ out here all night.”
He would miss these guys. “Thanks for everything, Ray. See you in the morning at checkout time.”
In the yard, Ray turned and threw up his hand. “Don’t let th’ bedbugs bite.”
They watched as he vanished along the path, Tater and Tot at his heels.
T lit a cigarette. “Been good havin’ you.”
“Thanks. It was good being here. Very good.”
“You comin’ back?”
“I’m coming back.”
“If my cream works out, I prob’ly won’t be here when you get back. If it don’t work out, my brother asked me to stay an’ caretake th’ place. But I don’ know about that.”
“Could be a good deal either way,” he said.
T smoked. The rocker creaked.
He realized he wanted to talk about the extraordinary thing that had blindsided him. “The little house that fell in—”
A muffled boom, as of cannon, sounded across four flat miles. The western sky was a flame of orange.
“Yeah?”
“I told you about the woman who lived there—she’s the mother of my half brother.”
Boom. Saffron washed the sky.
“She’s still alive. We had a long visit.”
“How was it?” asked T.
“Good. His name is Henry Winchester.” He was quiet for a time. “I always wanted a brother.”
“My brother can be a pain in th’ ass, but he’s sure saved mine a few times.”
“Henry needs a stem cell transplant. From a sibling.”
“You bein’ th’ siblin’?”
“He has a sister, but her health isn’t good.”
“What about your di’betes?”
“My wife and son drove into Memphis around six this evening. We’ll see the doctor tomorrow, try to get a grip on where this thing is going, how the diabetes figures in. Then we’ll head home. Depending on the circumstances, I may come back to Memphis for…whatever needs to be done.”
Cigarette ash burned against the milky twilight. “How you feelin’ about th’ whole deal?”
“Like I’ve been hit upside th’ head.”
“Pissed?”
“Maybe that’ll come later. But I don’t think so.”
“How does knowin’ God help you out in a case like this?”
“I believe he has a purpose for everything. I believe he’ll bring good out of this, maybe even in a way I won’t like very much. It’s his call, not mine.”
“Seems like any God a’tall would want you down here bustin’ a gut, not leavin’ it all up to him.”
“Seems like. But it doesn’t work that way. We’ve got to let him do the heavy lifting. We’ve got to grunt, that’s for sure, but we’ve got to let him lift. The challenge is to trust him. Right now, I’m trusting him. Running a little scared, but trusting him.”
“How do you take havin’ a brother that’s half black?”
“He’s a good man. I like him. As for introducing him around back home, I’m not there yet.”
“Ol’ Ray an’ me are kind of like brothers. Brothers without th’ baggage, you might say.”
“He’ll die without a transplant.” Sapphire and crimson bloomed in the sky above the distant courthouse. “On the other hand, he could die with a transplant.”
They didn’t talk for what seemed a long time.
He leaned his head against the back of the chair and closed his eyes. He would let this day, and those before it, go for now—he felt as if one shock and stupefaction after another had been wound onto a spool in the region of his heart; he wanted nothing more than to let it all wind off.
He surrendered himself to the loud, symphonic night, to the insistent cry of tree frogs, cicadas, and insects as exotic and unidentifiable as those of a rain forest—the sounds seemed to soak into his pores. How different this Mississippi night was from a mountain night. In the mountains, which he loved, the sounds of evening seemed to arrive from a great distance, razor-sharp and clean. Here, the night sounds were close, complex, many-layered, seductive.
A rivulet of sweat trickled along his spine; the stairs to his room seemed far away and steep, very steep.
“Nothin’ to lose?” asked T.
He was startled by the question, then he remembered.
“Nothing,” he said.
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A single truth possessed many facets.
He realized that having a brother meant Cynthia had a brother-in-law. It meant Dooley had an uncle. And if he chose to give the name of his closest living relative when asked, it would not be Walter, but Henry. The domino factor would have a good run.
After a quick egg biscuit at Frank’s, he knocked on Booker’s stockroom door.
“Here you go,” said Red, handing off a cooler.
Without lifting the lid, he knew. He was headed to Memphis with a groundhog.
“Cheer up,” said Red. “You gon’ like it. Have a good trip an’ come on back, I’ll put you t’ work.”
Was he going to keep the cooler cool or put the top down like he’d planned?
He put the top down and drove north, taking a shortcut through the country to the highway. He felt like a teenager headed for a heavy date.
“You’re everything to me,” he said when they talked last night. “Wife, sister, mother, sweetheart, friend.” If there was anything more, she was that, too.
He had once called her brave, which puzzled her. “Brave in the face of life,” he explained. And plenty brave, into the bargain, to marry Tim Kavanagh.
God had reserved for him a woman marked by suffering—as a child emotionally abandoned by her parents, and later as a woman cast aside by a philandering husband.
Her suffering had led her to a life in Christ, and in that fusion was created everything he’d ever hoped for in a mate—compassion, tenderness, honesty, depth, and nearly always, high good humor. She was the only woman he could have loved, though he never dreamed he might enjoy for his own such a composition of characteristics and a spirit marked by so many influences, including worldly success.
Indeed, he’d had no idea how to manage a woman like Cynthia Coppersmith, and so he stepped back from management, as did she, and somehow they had merged their lives.
He remembered the fight to hold on to his pitiable bachelorhood. Where would he turn, now, if not to her?
Chesterton had been wise to that sort of thing: ‘There are no words to express the abyss between isolation and having one ally. It may be conceded to the mathematician that four is twice two. But two is not twice one; two is two thousand times one.’
At the side of the road, he saw a busted-open watermelon sitting on a stump in front of a hand-lettered sign:
FRESH PRODUCE 
STOP IN
He slowed down, eyeing the cool flesh of the melon, flesh the color of crepe myrtle blooms. It was calling him, sure enough. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d dived into a watermelon.
He passed the sign, drove a few hundred yards up the road, then hung a right into a driveway, turned around, and headed back.
As he pulled onto the gravel in front of the produce stand, a man appeared at the door of a house a few yards away. The screen door slapped behind him.
“Mornin’ to you.”
“Good morning. My mouth’s waterin’ for watermelon. That’s a tempting promotion on your stump.”
“Fresh-picked an’ homegrown. We don’t sell nothin’ ain’t grown local.”
Cantaloupe. He chose one and sniffed the end born from the vine. It was redolent with the ripe scent of its seeded, peach-colored flesh. He was salivating.
“I’d like a cantaloupe to have tomorrow, and a ripe watermelon to get into tonight.” He supposed they’d be driving straight from the meeting with the doctor, since Barnabas would have no place to lay his head in Memphis.
“This ’un right here’s yo’ watermelon.” The man thumped a small, green-striped globe. “Listen at that.”
No left thumb.
His mouth was hanging open. He closed it and took a deep breath.
“Would you mind if I guessed how you lost that thumb?”
“You guess how I lost this thumb, that melon don’t cost you a red cent. Give you one guess.”
“One guess,” he said.
“Yessir, one guess.” The man looked downright entertained by the prospect. “You get it right, you got you a sweet, ripe melon picked this mornin’.”
“Deal.” He was trembling a little. “You lost that thumb whacking the head off a chicken.”
The man looked astonished. “Thass right. Sho did.”
He also looked disappointed that the game was ending so abruptly.
“A cat got your thumb and ran off to the barn with it.”
“You got it right ag’in. How you know that?”
“Let’s see.” He scratched his head. “When you were ten years old, you lived on Gholson Avenue in Holly Springs.”
“Sho as you born, I did. How you do that?”
“There was a piano in Miss Lula’s parlor.”
“This some kind of magic trick?”
“I busted the vase an’ you took th’ whippin’ for it.”
“La-a-a-w have mercy. You th’ little white boy I minded that time.”
“It’s me.” They both guffawed. He pounded Willie on the back, Willie pounded him on the back.
“How many years?” asked Willie.
“A hundred,” he said.
“This beat all.”
“I’ve prayed ever since for the chance to thank you for what you did for me. It must have been a terrible whipping they gave you.”
Willie grinned. “No whippin’ a’tall. None a’tall. Miz Lula, she didn’ let nobody whip me. If they was any whippin’ t’ do, she done it her ownself. My mama, she could put you in th’ bed from a whippin’, so one time Miz Lula said, From now on, I gon’ be th’ boss of whippin’ this chile.
“Nossir, all I done was tell Miz Lula you didn’t go t’ do it. I said you was a good boy, an’ yo’ daddy was gon’ tear yo’ head off, I could see it in ’is face. So th’ Lord give me th’ notion t’ say I done it.”
“Thank you, Willie. Thank you.” He was jubilant. “Thank you more than I can say. I’ve never forgotten that time; I was miserable about it. I went back to Miz Lula’s after she died, trying to find out what happened to you.”
“They sent me up here to my gran’maw, she lived in that ol’ house in th’ woods over yonder. She lef’ me twelve acres of good land. I work a acre or two of melon an’ cantaloupe every year, with a few squash an’ tomatoes. Where you live at?”
“North Carolina. In the mountains.”
“You get back to Holly Springs much?”
“First time in over thirty-eight years.”
“How is it bein’ back? I was fixin’ t’ leave a time or two, but never got aroun’ to it.”
“It’s good,” he said. “It’s good to be back. And now it’s even better.”
“You ought t’ go on an’ eat that melon right here. Jus’ set down at th’ table, I’ll cut it fo’ you—an’ there’s th’ salt.”
“I’ll have to go through it pretty quick, I’m meeting a good-lookin’ woman in Memphis.” He pulled a five from his wallet. “Can’t let you give it to me, I cheated.”
“Nossir, I’m givin’ you that melon; it got yo’ name on it.”
“I’d like to pay.”
“No way you gon’ pay.”
He sat down at the picnic table, enthralled.
“I’ve got an idea,” he said to Willie. “Let’s eat it together.”
A few miles up the road, his hat blew off into a cornfield. Maybe he should stop and retrieve it; it was a perfectly good hat. But what was a hat when he’d found Willie after sixty-plus years? What was a hat when his wife and son were waiting? What was a hat when he had a brother whose life was on the line? The small things in his life were getting smaller by the minute.
He thought he heard a siren and glanced in the rearview mirror, then realized the sound was coming from the car.
He’d never been intimate with the inner workings of an automobile. He knew only that he didn’t like the sound, which was like something winding up to fly apart.
He pulled off the road and sat for a moment, then checked his watch. Cynthia was expecting him at nine o’clock, a little more than an hour away.
He was innocent as a babe about what to do; he’d once given up automobiles for Lent, and for eight years had used his two feet, which had worked just fine.
Where was Lew Boyd’s Exxon when he needed it? He had no idea what Lew’s number was in Mitford, and lacked the patience to get it. Sweat stung his eyes. Barnabas looked doleful.
He took out his wallet, found Jim Houck’s card, and punched the digits. Houck was a Ford man, he should know these things.
“What’s it soundin’ like?”
Feeling foolish, he duplicated the sound as best he could.
“Fan belt,” said Jim.
“Or maybe it’s more like this.” He had another embarrassing go at vocalizing the problem.
“Could be your alternator or your water pump. Is your red light on?”
“No red light.”
“What’s th’ temperature gauge read?”
“Let’s see.” He squinted at the dash. “Somewhere between one-eighty and two hundred.”
“That’s normal. Now start your engine. Hold th’ phone to it an’ let me listen.”
He started the engine and popped the hood. Right there was the full extent of his skill with a car.
The sound was earsplitting. “What do you think?”
“I think it’s your fan belt. If it’s your alternator, it’ll run for a little while on th’ juice in your battery. If it’s your water pump, it’ll start throwin’ steam an’ you’re not goin’ anywhere t’ speak of. On th’ other hand, if it’s your fan belt an’ it breaks, th’ amp gauge will drop back an’ th’ temperature will shoot up.”
He got in the car and switched off the engine. “Can I get to Memphis?”
“How important is it to get there?”
“Urgent. Critical. Do or die.”
“You might make it. Keep your eye on th’ gauges—amp an’ temperature. If it looks like trouble, I’m givin’ you th’ number of a dealership this side of Memphis. They’re open Saturday mornin’, they could bring you a belt or haul you in, whatever you need. I’ll give ’em a jingle, say you’ll be callin’ or comin’ in.”
“Thanks, Jim. Thanks.”
“I’d come ride with you, but I got a customer and he’s got cash.”
“I’ll be fine.”
“This guy’s either gon’ roll out of here in a loaded Crown Victoria or I’ll never lay eyes on ’im again. Here’s th’ number of th’ dealership if you need t’ call. They’re on your right about five miles south of town, next to a burger place. An’, Tim, call me and let me know how it’s goin’—I’ll run up there if you need me.”
Dooley was a college student, he’d still be dead to the world after the long haul from Mitford to Memphis. What could Dooley do, anyway? And why alarm Cynthia?
He looked at his dog, started the engine, and, over the clamor, shouted a petition. Given its focus and brevity, the prayer of his double-great-grandmother definitely had merits.
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He’d come up the road on a wing and a prayer, drenched with sweat and clenching his jaws ’til his molars ached.
Leon, the assistant service manager, gave him a thumbs-up. “All you need is a new fan belt. It’ll take Eddie about forty-five minutes to slap it on, you’ll be good to go.”
“That’s great, Leon. Terrific.” He’d meet Cynthia in front of the hotel and they’d drive straight to the doctor’s office.
Forty-five minutes later, he was paying the bill and marveling. He had no memory of any service to any of his cars ever being accomplished in the time predicted. This was history in the making.
He turned on the a/c and sat in the Mustang looking at a map of Memphis and the route to the hotel. He undid another shirt button and held his hand in front of the vent. Warm air. He’d fiddle with it later.
He was pulling out of the lot when the grinding and squealing began. He drove two blocks, firm in his belief that the noise would stop. It didn’t. He recalled being mildly suspicious of “slapping on” a fan belt.
At a traffic light, the driver in the next car gave him a rude stare. The volume was deafening; his dog escaped from the front seat to the back.
He turned around and drove to the dealership, pulled into the service garage, and stood by his car until someone, anyone, made an appearance.
He called Cynthia’s hotel room and told her to sit tight, then tried the cell phone number written on the back of the doctor’s card and got a series of beeps. He vaguely remembered this as some kind of paging technology, and, feeling awkward, hung up.
Leon was clearly disappointed to see him.
“There’s a new noise, something I never heard before. It started,” he said with emphasis, “after you installed the fan belt.” He reached in and switched on the ignition to demonstrate, then switched it off out of respect for his dog.
Leon looked mournful. “Eddie’s stepped out for a sausage biscuit.”
“Can’t somebody else take a look?”
“Don’t have anybody else. This is Saturday. We’re open ’til noon as a courtesy to our customers—it’s a new promotion deal we’re tryin’.”
“You’re open as a courtesy to your customers, but there’s nobody here to provide service?”
Leon pondered this.
“When is Eddie coming back?”
“Fifteen, maybe twenty minutes. Dependin’ on traffic.”
There was no balm in Gilead. None.
“Any idea what it could be?”
“Sounds to me like th’ clutch on your air compressor.”
“Can you look under the hood?”
“I’m not allowed t’ do diagnostic.”
“Can I drive it?”
“I wouldn’t if I was you.”
“If it’s the compressor, what kind of time will it take to fix it?”
“Can’t say ’til we look at it. It’s an ’84, we’ll have to order the parts. I’d say two, maybe three days minimum to get you rollin’.”
Two or three days minimum. If he was ever going to have a stroke, this would be the time.
“I’ve got to get out of here,” he said. “Period.”
“Come back Monday mornin’ first thing, I’ll work you in.”
“You said I shouldn’t drive it.”
“You can leave it, we’ll lock it up for you.”
He studied the metal rafters, choosing his words. “This new promotional deal you’re trying out?”
“Yeah?”
“It’s not working.”
He called Dooley’s cell phone, got no answer, and left a message that he needed to be picked up and delivered to the doctor’s office, ASAP. He sat in the Mustang, mopping his face with the tissues from Amy’s travel pack. Thank heaven for Dooley’s crew cab, there would be room for Barnabas. He rang Cynthia’s room. Busy. He left a message
He dialed the doctor’s number.
“Tim Kavanagh?”
“Yes, Doctor, I regret that I’ll be late for our appointment this morning, I’ve had car trouble and I’m waiting for a ride to your office. My sincere apologies, I know how important this is.”
“Don’t think about it. I’ve got some catching up to do; I’ll be here ’til noon. Ring the bell at the door, I’ll give you the buzzer, straight down the hall.”
He hadn’t really looked at the doctor’s card and didn’t remember if Henry had mentioned him by name. He flipped the card over.
Jack R. Sutton, M.D.
Director, Stem Cell Transplant Program

He found Leon. “Where’s Eddie?”
“Called in a minute ago. He’s stuck in traffic.”
“I need a taxi.”
Leon removed his ball cap and scratched his head. “Guess I could give you our courtesy car service, if it’s jus’ one-way.”
“It’s just one-way.”
“Car service is part of our new promotional deal,” said Leon.
He kept his mouth shut, gave his dog water, counted the time.
Ten minutes. Fifteen. Twenty. When the black town car glided up, he and Barnabas clambered in. “Peabody Hotel,” he said to the driver.
He had been perfectly happy sitting on the porch at Whitefield shooting the breeze. And now this piece of insanity, which made a busted compressor look trifling: The doctor who may be siphoning his bone marrow was the guy who once hated his guts for cruising around in a Thunderbird convertible with Peggy Cramer.
Jack Sutton, of all people. It was incredible. More than that, it was comedic. But he wasn’t laughing.
“That’s a dog and a half,” said the driver.
“True.” He heard this comment all the time; why couldn’t people come up with something new, for crying out loud? The air in the car was flash-freezing the sweat on his forehead. Odd that Sutton had called him by name but clearly hadn’t recognized or remembered who he was.
He fiddled with the vent.
“Too warm?” asked the driver. “Too cold?”
“Too cold.” His whole system felt out of order, scrambled.
“I’ll turn the temp up a couple of notches, how’s that?”
He spoke to the rearview mirror, in which he could see the driver’s eyes. “Good. Great.” Blue. Squinty.
He tapped his foot, impatient. Nervous as a cat, his grandmother would have said. He kept forgetting that ardent, unrelenting prayer had brought him out here. He kept forgetting that God was in this.
“Car trouble?”
“First a fan belt, now maybe the clutch on the air compressor.”
“That was your Mustang ragtop?”
“Yes.”
“Sharp little ride.”
“Thanks. My wife bought it for me.”
“What year?”
“Eighty-four.” He suddenly remembered the cooler sitting on the backseat. Two days in a locked car at ninety-five degrees and rising. What next?
The phone rang in his pocket. In the dark interior of the town car, he could read the lighted I.D.
“Hey, buddy.”
“Hey, Dad. Got your message, I’m on my way.”
“Have you left the hotel?”
“In the parking lot.”
“Had to leave the car in the shop, they gave me a car service. I’m headed to the Peabody. I’ll be there in…”
“Twenty minutes,” said the driver.
“Twenty minutes. Cynthia’s line was busy; ask her to meet me out front. Can you give us a lift to the doctor’s office? Barnabas can ride in your crew cab.”
There was awkward pause. “Sure.”
“Thanks, son.”
“See you in twenty.”
“First time in Memphis?” asked the driver.
“First time in thirty-eight years.” He had seen his father’s Memphis lawyer about an issue in his mother’s will before heading back to his parish duties.
“Memphis isn’t the same town I knew as a kid,” said the driver.
“How’s the barbecue these days?”
“I’ll write a couple of names down when we get to the hotel. Still the best, no contest. You been to Graceland?”
“Never.”
“Ought to go.”
“That’s what I hear.”
He thought about Dooley’s hesitation to drive them to the doctor’s office. Maybe he’d had something else to do.
“Nice dog.”
“The best, no contest.” He was talking to the driver’s eyes in the rearview mirror.
“We have an old lab, she’s a real sweetheart. She sticks with me an’ th’ cat sticks with my wife. Uppity creature; I never could get the hang of cats.”
“A fellow named Robert Heinlein said, ‘Women and cats will do as they please, and men and dogs should relax and get used to the idea.’ Are you a Memphis native?”
“Holly Springs. Right down the road.”
“Small world. Me, too.”
“I’ve been back to Holly Springs a few times. When I was in Vietnam, I didn’t know if I’d ever get back there or anywhere else. Die young an’ make a good-lookin’ corpse was my plan, but God had other plans.”
As the driver braked for a traffic light, he sat forward to see more of the driver’s face in the rearview mirror.
In what felt like slow motion, the driver turned around to look at his passenger. They stared at each other, wordless. The driver raised his right hand, and he raised his.
They pressed their thumbs together twice.
Hooked their little fingers for two beats.
Slapped their palms together two times.
Knocked their right fists together twice.
Spoke the secret word.
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A very brisk walk, he thought as the doctor came along the hall.
In fact, it looked as if Jack Sutton hadn’t aged at all. Had the clock stood still for Jack Sutton, while racing ahead for Tim Kavanagh? Sutton must have had work done—a lot of work. As for himself, his jowls sagged, his chin bagged; he felt a hundred and two in the shade.
They were greeted with a handshake. “Jack Sutton, Father.”
“My wife, Cynthia.”
“Thank you,” she said, “for taking time from your weekend.”
“Glad to do it. Henry’s one of my favorite patients. What’s with the moon boot?”
“I missed a porch step,” said Cynthia. “Two, actually.”
“Did that myself once. In my case, however, I missed the entire porch, but it’s a long story.”
No way was this the Jack Sutton he’d known, who would be seventy if he was a day.
Holding hands, he and Cynthia followed Sutton along the hall to his office.
“Are you by any chance from Holly Springs?” he asked.
“My dad is from Holly Springs, I was born in Memphis.”
“A junior, then.”
“We have different middle names, actually. Dad’s an Edward, I’m a Randolph.”
Oncology had afforded the young Sutton an impressive view of downtown Memphis.
“I knew your dad,” he said, “we were in high school together. How is he?” Somewhere, the elder Sutton’s jowls were sagging like his own. A comforting thought.
“Not good. Cancer of the prostate.”
“I’m sorry.”
“So am I. He practiced here for more than thirty years. Retired only a few months ago. Please sit down.”
“I remember your dad as the handsomest fellow at Holly High. You’re his spittin’ image, as they say.”
“I take that as a compliment.” The doctor sat in a chair opposite them and gazed at him intently. “So how does it feel to have a brother?”
He hadn’t yet been able to put words to it. “It’s a lot to take in. I…always wanted a brother.”
“I always wanted a sister. Got two brothers instead. Good guys; a nephrologist and an architect. In any case, if you had to have a half brother come at you out of the blue, Henry would definitely get my vote.”
“I’m diabetic,” he said. “Type Two.”
“You’re managing it?”
“Yes. Pretty well.”
“Most likely not a problem. Generally, there’s nothing life-threatening in the donation of stem cells if you’re in reasonably good shape. We’d give you a thorough donor workup and do blood and lab work, of course. What we’ll need, bottom line, is an identical match of blood types. Without that, we go nowhere.”
“I hear you drill into the bone, then siphon the marrow with a syringe.” There it was; that’s what he’d been skittish about.
“That’s for a biopsy. We wouldn’t take actual marrow from you, only blood. The older method is to remove bone marrow from the donor and transplant it to the recipient. Now we use a procedure called apheresis, which centrifugates the blood—spins it, actually, so the heavier particles, the red cells, fall to the bottom, and the lighter particles form a very thin layer on top—a layer of white blood cells including the stem cells—the gold, the cream. We siphon off the white layer, and that’s the infusion we give to the recipient.”
“What are the chances of an identical match?”
“With full brothers, the chance is only one in four. With half brothers, the chances are slim. Very slim. Maybe five percent.”
“But worth moving ahead?”
“No question. To put it plainly, you’re all we’ve got. If you find you’re willing to do it, I can fast-track it. We could start doing blood work first thing Monday morning; we’ll go from there, see what we have.
“If everything looks good, we’d get Henry up to Memphis and start the chemo immediately. Then we’d start mobilizing your white blood cells with a shot a day for five days. If it looks like we’re getting what we need, we’d do your apheresis.”
He and Cynthia looked at each other. The centrifugation had already begun—his head was spinning.
“Apheresis,” said Cynthia. “Is that what you said?”
“Yes.”
“Is it painful? Risky in any way?”
“Neither. The donor loses some red blood cells in the process, but only a few, and they’re rapidly replenished. Apheresis is actually a pretty comfortable procedure. We insert a catheter in each arm—it’s double-barreled to spin more blood, faster—and put the donor in a recliner for five or six hours. If you need it, we could give you a mild anesthesia, but that’s rarely needed. Meanwhile, your family comes to visit, you read the newspaper, watch TV—there are worse ways to spend a few hours. We could have you on the road the following day.”
“When would the infusion happen?”
“The same day. Soon after the apheresis.”
Jack Sutton leaned forward. “I don’t know if you can spare the time, Father, but between you and me, Henry doesn’t have any time to spare.”
The little boy under the house—as Henry talked, he’d been under there with him, both of them searching for their father.
Cynthia appeared skeptical. “From the donor’s standpoint, it sounds too good to be true.”
“The suffering,” said Jack Sutton, “is done by the recipient.”
“Tell us about that,” he said.
“During the five days we’re mobilizing your stem cells, Henry would receive chemo—perhaps even radiation therapy. He could have a high level of nausea and a good bit of vomiting. Plus myalgias, diarrhea, shaking chills—not to mention a terrific physical exhaustion.
“Later, there’s always the risk of kidney or liver failure. I’m sorry to sound grim, but these are the facts.
“The point of the chemo, of course, is to do away with his immune system. We handcuff it, you might say, so the chemo can create space in his own bone marrow for your stem cells. Once your cells start circulating in Henry’s system, we’re on our way. Then we pray for them to engraft.”
He realized he would want to be there as his cells flowed into the life stream of another human soul.
“Can anyone other than your team be in the room with him?”
“When we suppress his immune system, he’ll have no way to fight infection, so we’ll have to isolate him. The air in the room is filtered, and anyone who goes in wears gloves and a mask. He could have some visitation, yes, but limited and monitored. It’s a delicate piece of business all around.”
“The engrafting—how long does it take?”
“Ten to fourteen days.”
“If all goes well, how much time before he can go home?”
“If he tolerates the transplant and his blood counts return, roughly four weeks.”
Why was he hesitating? The issue was closed.
“Without your help,” said Jack Sutton, “he’ll always need chemo. When he grows resistant to it, as he inevitably will, the cancer cells will increase. I’d give him a year, maybe less.”
“And with my help?”
“If you’re a match, if your cells engraft in his marrow, it’s very possible that he could lead a normal life.”
“Consider it done,” he said.
They were walking through the foyer after leaving Sutton’s office, where he’d felt dim-witted, trapped in a dream. As Cynthia stepped into a patch of light from the windows, something sharp and new suddenly awakened in him.
He took her hand and pulled her to him. “You dazzle me,” he said.
“Long time, no see, darling.”
She folded her arms around his neck and touched his nose with hers. “Dooley has a surprise for you.”
“You’re all the surprise I need.” He took her face in his hands and kissed her.
Home wasn’t Holly Springs; home wasn’t Mitford. Home was his wife.


TWENTY-SIX

“We’ve got it all worked out, Dad.”
He and Cynthia and Dooley sat in the hotel dining room with his surprise. Lace Harper was a great beauty, no doubt about it. He looked at the two of them, his red-haired son and this extraordinary young woman who had earned her early education from the bookmobile. Merely to gaze upon this pair moved him deeply.
“Are you completely in favor of Dooley’s scheme?” he asked Lace.
“Yes, sir. Completely. I slept for twelve hours last night.”
“It might have been longer,” said Cynthia, “but I snored and woke her up.”
“Fourteen hours for me,” said Dooley. “I’m good to go. We’ll finish lunch and head back with Barnabas; that’ll put us at Meadowgate by eleven tonight. Which means I can help Hal castrate steers at High Ridge Farm in the morning.”
“That’s something to hurry back for, all right.”
Dooley grinned. “You got to do it all.”
“I like your plan. Barnabas is always happy at Meadowgate. How’s the pool table working out?”
“Great. Thanks for letting us put it in the living room.”
“You have Cynthia’s generosity to thank for that.”
“Lace shot a game, she was pretty good.”
He liked looking at Lace and Dooley, who were looking at each other. “When we get home to Mitford, we’ll all shoot pool ’til the cows come home. I’ll bring barbecue.”
“Chopped,” said Dooley.
“Sliced,” said Lace.
“Both,” said his wife. “I love barbecue.”
He dug out his wallet and handed over a bill. Dooley Kavanagh was worth big money since the inheritance from Miss Sadie, but it felt good to give his son a few bucks.
“You don’t have to.”
“I know. Get yourself a nice dinner, no fast food. There’s a great Mexican place the other side of Knoxville. You can practice your Spanish.”
“Muchas gracias, Papito. And at one o’clock”—Dooley glanced at his watch—“hasta la vista.”
“I wondered,” he said, “why you had to think twice about picking me up at the dealership.”
“I knew Barn would take up most of the cab, and we couldn’t all fit on the front seat. So we decided to save the surprise ’til after the doctor’s visit.”
“You can surprise me anytime with Lace Harper. Seeing you two together is a profound blessing.”
“We love you both,” said Cynthia, “and want the best for you in everything.”
Dooley took Lace’s hand. It was the most open display of affection he’d ever seen Dooley make toward the girl who once slammed him in the ribs for swiping her hat.
“I promise to pray for you and Henry,” said Lace. “I think it’s wonderful you have a brother.”
Lace had a brother with the character traits of her malevolent father; there had been no contact in years. “You’ll like him; he has fine sensibilities—and he writes poetry. Are you still writing?”
“Yes. But mostly just letters to Dooley.” Her cheeks colored.
“Love each other,” he said. “Whatever you decide to do with your lives, love each other.
“Loving can be hard. Sometimes we don’t feel loving, but it isn’t all about feeling. Very often it’s about will. Practice that if you can.” He thought he may have said too much, but he looked into their eyes, and knew he had not.
Under the hotel canopy, he prayed for their safe travel and gave the Old Gentleman a good scratch behind the ears. Watching the red truck pull away, he felt oddly bereft. His dog had been his right arm, his confessor, his soul mate on this trip.
Cynthia looked at him and smiled. “My turn now,” she said, reading his mind.
They lay in bed on Sunday morning, watching the slow illumination of the sheers at the window.
“First light,” he said. He’d read that Thomas Jefferson arose at first light, never deigning to wait until sunrise.
“I love first light.”
“The ducks,” he mused. The Peabody was famous for its twice-daily march of mallards from the elevator to the fountain in the lobby. “We must see the ducks.”
“Absolutely. I love ducks.”
He rolled onto his side and looked at her lying next to him. “What don’t you love, Kavanagh?”
“Road food, magazine ink that comes off on my skirt, and lovers who can’t find the courage to love.”
“We’ll be married eight years in September, and you’re still ticked with me for taking so long to make up my mind.”
Her smile was ironic. “No use crying over spilled milk. But it does help me understand their relationship. Dooley hasn’t an ounce of your blood in his veins, yet his approach to love is very like yours.”
“Fear, you mean?”
“Yes.”
“With both parents abandoning him, why shouldn’t he be fearful?”
“I didn’t say he shouldn’t be, I mean that he simply is. Just as you were. You were abandoned, too—by your father, by Peggy.”
“And you, by your parents and then Elliott. So how did you know how to love in spite of that?”
“Perhaps because I had nothing to protect, nothing to lose by loving. You had your life as a bachelor to protect. It was a good life, you said, and I saw you living it and knew that it was good and deep and true. And of course you had your congregation to protect—after God, they came first, as they would with any shepherd worth his crust.
“But I didn’t need to protect my calling, I find it improves with loving. And my heart—yes, it was broken as a child and then by Elliott, but God had healed it, and I knew it could never be truly broken again. So, if I had any fear when I found I was in love with you, it was only the fear of not measuring up to all you’d been protecting.”
He never knew which way to step when they talked about these things. He lifted her hand and kissed it. “All we can do is watch and wait.”
“What you said to them yesterday was perfect.”
“It was you who taught me that.”
She plumped the pillow and propped herself up on her elbows. “We could have breakfast in bed.”
Seventy years old and still blushing at the thought of a waiter serving him breakfast in bed. “That would be great,” he said, trying to mean it.
“Life is so full of the unknown, Timothy. Wouldn’t it be lovely if we could absolutely count on Henry to grow strong and keep writing poetry and raising collards and beets?”
“Speaking of which.” He threw the covers back and went to the closet and dug around in his duffel bag. He’d been eager to read it soon after Henry gave it to him, but the notion had escaped his befuddled mind.
“Look,” he said, climbing back in bed. “It’s one of Henry’s poems. He wrote it while Peggy was praying about how to contact me and what to say. He says she often sits with the Bible open on her knees while she recites the text from memory.”
“Read to us,” she said.
He unfolded the handwritten pages and scanned the words; a chill ran along his spine. His brother’s poetry.
By the open window
in April afternoon light,
my mother’s brown head—
bald as a river rock
beneath the scarred cross—
bends over pages worn slick
by the oil of years.

Dignified and solemn,
the supplications of the Prophet
assemble themselves in
the hall of her memory.
She closes her eyes and
summons them forth; they
speak with power and might.

Bless the Lord O my soul
and all that is within me
bless His holy name.

O Lord, I will praise Thee;
though You were angry with me,
Your anger was turned away,
and You comforted me.

God and God alone is my salvation;
I will trust and not be afraid:
for the Lord God Jehovah
is my strength and my song.

Stirred by a breeze from the garden,
the white curtain drifts onto her shoulder
like a mantle of snow.
Shadows quicken in darkened corners;
light trembles in the mirror of the floor.

Mighty God Jehovah,
blessed Lord Jesus,
I aks you—
let these old ears hear
a word behind me saying,
This is the way, Peggy, walk you in it.

There comes a scent
as of wash dried on the line
and hurried inside before
a summer storm.
I am at home in the long silence.

Then the old prophet speaks:
The Lord has written the letter.
She closes the Book
and sits small as a child
on the hardback chair.
I go to her
and kiss the graven cross
on the dome
of her brown head
and say, Amen, Mama,
and amen.

Somewhere an early church bell pealed.
He dropped the pages onto the blanket and took Cynthia’s hand. They sat for a long time, their eyes closed, as the morning light increased.


TWENTY-SEVEN

Since his lab work and Henry’s admission to the hospital, time had been one long siege, with few markers to distinguish the days.
That his blood had proved an identical match was “miraculous,” according to Jack Sutton. But when he gave the news to Peggy by phone, she wasn’t surprised or incredulous—it was, she said, the news she’d been expecting.
Masked and gloved and fervent in prayer, he visited Henry each morning and again in the early evening. Afterward, he had a walk and then dinner with Cynthia. Now allowed to drink, she had lost no time in renting a car and amusing herself at the library, a museum, and the bookstores. On Wednesday, Sutton initiated the series of shots that would mobilize his bone marrow to produce more cells. The days seemed vague as shadows, though punctuated by unexpected moments of clarity, and a heightened awareness of breathing, thinking, living.
His body felt the wallop of the shots. His bones ached as with flu; he maintained a low-grade fever and ate sparingly. He wanted only to be at his post in the recliner, getting the thing done. Henry Winchester was fighting for his life while Tim Kavanagh merely proffered his arm for a daily needle.
Sutton’s comments on Henry’s reaction to the chemo were mixed. “I’ve seen worse,” he said. “But not much worse.”
To hear the laundry list of side effects expected during Henry’s chemo had been one thing; watching him suffer the effects was another. The chills were racking, and the nausea so severe that he, Timothy, unsnapped his tab collar and twice used the toilet for his own heaving. He begged God to give him a portion of the agony, then realized this petition had been fulfilled. Blood answered to blood—on some incalculable level of his being, there was an agony quite his own—it was an excruciating sense of helplessness in the face of suffering.
When he had left his father’s bedside, he had in a sense let him go. Unless God Himself ordained it, he would not let Henry go.
He alerted his bishop to the need for petitions throughout the diocese.
“I’ll tell you everything later. Right now, pray for Henry Winchester to accept a stem cell transplant and live a normal life. Henry Winchester, yes. Pray as if he were your brother.”
He called Lord’s Chapel in Mitford and talked with Father Talbot’s version of Emma Newland.
“Get the word out,” he said, “that someone close to me is in a struggle for his life. His name is Henry Winchester. Write his name down, please. Call the churches in town, especially Bill Sprouse at First Baptist, and thanks.”
He rang his friends at Whitecap Island, then called the young curate serving Holy Trinity on the high ridge beyond Mitford.
“Especially ask Agnes and Clarence for prayer; devote time on Sunday to special petitions. Many thanks. And the preacher down at Green Valley Baptist—ask him, too, if you would; he’s a prayerful fellow. Winchester, yes. Henry. Someone important to me. Please.”
He was marshaling troops, he was calling up regiments; this was war.


TWENTY-EIGHT

His wife smoked him over, eyeing first the back of his head, then the front. “It isn’t exactly your John the Baptist look.”
“Good. Great.”
“But it’s definitely going there.”
He remembered this pronouncement when, on a mission to the drugstore, he saw a shop advertising walkin haircuts. Though he felt the several uneasy side effects of the shots, he couldn’t lie around the hotel like a lizard. Getting a haircut would divert his mind.
Jolene was immediately available, and obviously glad to see him.
“My wife said to take a little off the sides and get it off my collar.” He felt five years old relaying this message; he must learn to seize control of such matters himself.
“Has your wife ever cut your hair?”
“No. Maybe once. Not a good idea.”
Jolene draped him with a cape. “It looks to me like your sides need thinnin’, not cuttin’.”
“Fine.”
“They’re a little poufy.”
“So I’ve been told.”
“I learned about hair from my grandma,” said Jolene. “She cut my hair ’til I was out of high school.”
“My grandma cut mine ’til I was twelve. Before I turned eight, it was on the house. After that, I had to mow her yard in exchange for barbering.”
Jolene laughed. “I don’t know what we’d do without grandmas.”
“Amen to that.”
“My grandma was so good-hearted, it’s no wonder God picked her out for an Elvis experience.”
“An Elvis experience?”
“It’s th’ greatest story of our whole family. I mean, none of my kin was ever cousin to Daniel Boone or kidnapped by Indians, or anything you could really talk about to people.
“I called my grandma Mam. When it happened, she was exactly my size: five-foot-two an’ weighin’ a hundred an’ sixteen. She just loved Elvis an’ wanted to express her love in—you know—a Christian way. So she baked him a cake.”
“That’ll do it.”
“I don’t know if caramel was his favorite, but that’s what she baked—a caramel cake. It was two-layer, an’ with th’ pecans she put on top, it cost three dollars for th’ makin’s. I don’t know if your family was ever like mine, but we didn’t have three dollars to just fling around, you know?
“But anyway, Mam baked Elvis this cake, but she didn’t have any way to take it up to Graceland. I mean, she didn’t have a car. So she walked four miles to Graceland, an’ the gate was closed. She was just devastated. She thought th’ gate would prob’ly be open since it was broad daylight.
“She took it over there in a nice carrier that belonged to a neighbor, so it wouldn’t get dust or car fumes or anything on it. Th’ neighbor didn’t want to let her use th’ carrier, but since it was for Elvis, she said okay, but bring it back, it cost a ton of money.
“Well, she couldn’t just stand at th’ gate ’til th’ cows came home. She saw there was enough room to push the cake under th’ fence, but only if she took it out of th’ carrier. So she took it out of th’ carrier and pushed th’ cake under on th’ cardboard round, an’ then she climbed over th’ gate. She went over th’ gate because it had better toeholds than th’ fence, an’, course, she had to take her shoes off to do it, they were high heels. Well, not exactly high anymore—Mam was so strapped, she’d walked th’ heels off all her shoes, they were more like flats, you know?
“But when she got over to th’ other side, she realized th’ cake carrier was still settin’ in th’ grass on the front side. She didn’t want to take a buck-naked cake up to the house, it wouldn’t look right, so she crawled back over the gate and got th’ carrier. That was not easy to do, you know? I mean, have you ever seen that gate?”
“I’ve never been to Graceland.”
“You’ve never been to Graceland?”
“Not once.”
“I can’t believe it. Are you not from around here?”
“I’m from North Carolina.”
“Well, that’s no excuse, I can tell you that right now. You have got to go. Who’d want to die without goin’ to Graceland?”
“I don’t know,” he said.
“I can just see my little Mam walkin’ up that driveway in her flat heels an’ knockin’ on th’ door. She said she was scared to death, she couldn’t believe she’d got that far without runnin’ back home like th’ devil was chasin’ ’er. An’ who do you think opened th’ door?”
She looked at him in the mirror, expectant, but he couldn’t come up with anything.
“Elvis,” she said. “Himself. He’d been out ridin’ his horse in th’ back yard an’ thought it was maybe his, what do you call it, his, you know, person who shoes horses.”
“Farrier.”
“But it wadn’t, it was Mam. He said, Who are you?
“She said, I brought you a cake.
“He said, What kind?
“She said, Caramel two-layer. From scratch.
“He said, Come in.
“Can you believe it? Come in. Elvis. Th’ King. An’ my little Mam right there in ’is house. He took her in th’ livin’ room, it had white shag carpet an’ still does to this day. He showed her this glass-top table, said, Set it right there, I’ll be back. She said he was wearin’ a cowboy getup with a hat an’ boots an’ all. It was before he gained weight, which I personally think was fluid.
“He went off and came back with a knife and two paper napkins. He cut th’ cake an’ gave her a piece, then he took a piece an’ they sat on th’ sofa while they ate.
“An’ you know what they talked about? They talked about her—my little Mam. He said, What do you do? She said, Wait tables. He said, Where at? She told him th’ place, I forget th’ name, they tore it down. He said, Where do you live at? She told him she lived with her grandma, told him exactly which corner an’ everything, an’ that it was a white house with blue shutters.
“He said, How’d you get over here?
“She said, Walked.
“He said, How’d you get in th’ gate?
“She said, Climbed over—but pushed th’ cake under th’ fence.
“He said, This is really good cake.
“She said he ate another piece and offered her one, but she didn’t take it, she had really nice manners. He gave her his autograph on a paper napkin an’ walked her to the door an’ said, Thank you for comin’, an’ goodbye, little darlin’.
“Goodbye, little darlin’. Can you feature that?”
His sides were definitely flatter. “That’s a wonderful story,” he said.
“But that’s not all. Oh, no, that’s just th’ beginnin’.
“She hated she’d forgot th’ cake carrier, because it was her neighbor’s, but who could remember their cake carrier when you’re up at Graceland hangin’ around with Elvis? She figured she’d have to buy a replacement, though Lord knows, she shouldn’t have to, bein’ it was settin’ up at Graceland—a fact which her neighbor could brag about for th’ rest of her life.
“Two days later, she opened th’ front door of my great-grandma’s house, and what do you think was settin’ in th’ front yard?”
Her cheeks colored. “A baby-blue Eldorado Cadillac.”
“Was Elvis in it?”
“Wadn’t nobody in it. It had a big ol’ red bow tied on th’ hood, an’ a big sign stuck under th’ win’shield wipers sayin’ LITTLE DARLIN. An’ guess what was settin’ on th’ front seat.”
“I give up.”
“Th’ cake carrier.”
“I’ll be darned.”
“She was just thrilled; she said it was the best thing ever happened in her whole life, includin’ marryin’ my grandpaw when she was fifteen.”
He shook his head, incredulous. “He just gave her a Cadillac?”
“Out of th’ goodness of his heart. He had a heart as big as Texas, even Alaska. An’ you know what?”
“What?”
“Mam couldn’t drive a lick. She lived to be sixty-six and never did learn to drive a car.”
“What did she do with the Cadillac?”
Jolene’s eyes flashed with anger. “That’s another story.”
“Doesn’t have a happy ending, then.”
“No. Not one bit. I don’t tell that part.”
“Well, I certainly enjoyed the part you did tell. Thank you.”
She removed the cape and whisked the hair from his collar.
“I tell it as a tribute to Mam for her thoughtful ways, and a tribute to Elvis for bein’ a very kind man—a very great man. A lot of so-called intelligent people don’t think he was a great man—but,” she said, looking fierce, “they would be wrong.”
“I believe you,” he said.
“Are you comin’ back to Memphis anytime soon?”
“Maybe.”
“I’m here every day but Monday. You need somebody to give you a good conditioner. We rub in this really nice cream, then put a plastic bag over your head. All you do is lay back for five minutes an’ take it easy.”
“A bag over my head.”
“Not your whole head.”
“I’ll remember that,” he said.


TWENTY-NINE

What his wife dubbed Reclining Day, roughly in the tradition, say, of the church calendar’s Rogation Day, had arrived at last, and thus he was reclining.
“‘With the knife the tree he girdled, just beneath its lowest branches.’” He hadn’t meant to say that at all. You look great in red—that’s what he meant to say. His wife never wore red; he liked red.
Cynthia raised one eyebrow. “We know who’s going to have all the fun today.”
“A little anxious?” the nurse had asked.
“A little, yes.” A lot, actually. Though Sutton had called apheresis “a benign procedure,” he had slept in quick, edgy doses and waked up anxious and off-kilter.
The nurse had requested a pill of some kind, and he didn’t protest. “It’ll settle you down,” she said. “You’re going to be just fine. Dr. Sutton usually puts a newspaper in the room; you can kick back, watch a game show—I’d be glad to swap places.”
First thing this morning, he’d gone in to Henry. His color wasn’t good, not at all, and he was too weak to talk. Yet he had looked up with evident pleasure, and smiled a little. “Tim,” he whispered.
Henry’s weight was dropping fast, the skin flattened against his cheekbones.
Henry whispered again, but he didn’t catch it. He leaned closer. “May God watch over you.”
“And you,” he said. Touching Henry wasn’t allowed; he felt as if his hands had been amputated.
Now, tethered to the machine in the exam room of a dialysis unit, he pondered Henry’s spirit of surrender in this horrific circumstance. Henry was doing what the English clergyman Jeremy Taylor had promoted with great passion.
Nothing is intolerable that is necessary, Taylor had written. Now God has bound thy trouble upon thee, with a design to try thee, and with purposes to reward and crown thee. These cords thou canst not break; and therefore lie thou down gently, and suffer the hand of God to do what He pleases.
“‘With purposes to reward and crown thee,’” he said to his wife. “Very important to keep in mind.”
Cynthia looked up from reading the newspaper and smiled. No, actually, it was a grin. “What was that pill they gave you?”
“Did they give me a pill?”
“I spoke with Leon about the car,” she said. “He found a cooler on the backseat and took it home and put it in his freezer—to give you when we pick up the car.”
No balm. No way, nohow.
“But his mother-in-law was visiting, and found the cooler in the freezer, and…” She looked at him oddly. “And?”
“She roasted the groundhogs.”
“Hallelujah.” He would have applauded, but with a catheter in each arm and the mandate to keep his arms flat, he was limited.
“He said he’s really sorry.”
“Too late for sorry.”
“He said they were the best he ever tasted. He’ll put in new floor mats absolutely free.”
“Deal.”
“Is there something you haven’t told me?”
“You won’t believe it.”
“I love things I won’t believe.”
“Later,” he said. “As entertainment on the drive home. Which reminds me—I need something to write on.”
She browsed through her carryall, which appeared to be living up to its name. She had been to a bookstore and bought whatever caught her fancy, including Wendell Berry, Graham Greene, Thomas Merton, and Annie Dillard. “How about a sheet from my sketchbook?”
“I was thinking a card, maybe. To say thanks to Smokey and the boys.”
“Who?”
“You know—th’ fellows in th’ cammo.”
“I’ve had a wonderful idea.” She was clearly interested in changing the subject. “You said you wanted to come back in a couple of weeks to see Henry. How about letting Dooley drive you?” “Oh, no. It’s fine. I can do it.”
“But he would love to do it; I know he would.”
“He has his own life.”
“He hasn’t spent much time with his dad in years; and think how nice it would be for you. Besides, how long has it been since the two of you spent ten hours together in a truck?”
He laughed. “Never.” It was an odd idea. But he liked it. Maybe he’d think about it.
A nurse flew into the room. A flying nurse. Well, not precisely flying, but moving quickly nonetheless, as nurses tend to do.
“You have visitors,” she said. “Just checking to see if it’s all right.”
“Oh, yes,” said Cynthia, “we love visitors.”
He tried to sit up straight to see who was coming in, but he couldn’t sit up straight. Blast. It was because the chair was reclining. Of course. He lay back and craned his neck toward the door and there was the red head rag. There was Peggy.
“Peggy,” he said, unbelieving.
A nurse rolled her toward him in a wheelchair, her cane lay across her knees.
“I aks Brother Grant to bring me to Memphis to see how you doin’.”
“Doing well, very well. My goodness—all the way to Memphis.” His brain was churned butter; he wanted to stand up, but couldn’t seem to manage it. “Have you seen Henry?”
“We’re fixin’ to go down there. First, we wanted to see th’ one makes it all possible for Henry to get better.”
“Peggy Winchester, my wife, Cynthia.”
Cynthia was embracing Peggy and bawling like a kid. His wife would weep at the drop of a hat.
“It’s mo’ better to see you in th’ flesh, you’re a beautiful lady.”
“It’s wonderful to see you, Peggy, we thought we might have to wait until heaven.”
“Feels like heaven right here, with what you all are doin’ for us. God goin’ to bless you for it, but Henry and I’ll never be able to thank you enough. Never.”
Please don’t say that, he thought. It isn’t done yet, it’s just beginning.
“Is this the young man I found in my graveyard?”
A bass-baritone voice, offstage to the right. Then an elegant, elderly black man stood before him. A black man in a black suit, carrying a black book.
“This is our preacher, Brother Grant,” said Peggy. “He says he met you as a little chap, when you were lookin’ for me.”
It was a wonderful life. To have a stage play right in this room, with real people acting real parts. And he’d thought the reward only a newspaper.
“I retired out where Peggy and Henry live, and took on a little church some years ago. Like Jacob, they won’t let me go ’til I bless them.” Brother Grant laughed. The sound of his laughter was a kind of nourishment.
“Brother Grant is older than me,” said Peggy. “He’s ninety-three.”
“And still looking fit,” he said, marveling.
Brother Grant smiled. “Psalm One-sixteen says, ‘The Lord preserveth the simple.’ Do you remember that day in the graveyard?”
“I remember it well. I bawled and you stood by me—you were a consolation. I thought you might be an angel, but the black suit threw me off.”
“Been wearing black before th’ Lord all these years. It was the best way I knew to keep away from flashy clothes and live out John three-thirty.”
“‘He must increase,’” he quoted, “‘but I must decrease.’”
“That’s it,” said the old man.
“You all drove up here by yourselves?”
“Yessir, we did. We took it slow and easy.”
“Brother Grant got what he calls pulled,” said Peggy.
“Pulled? You mean…”
“Brother Grant got a warnin’ for drivin’ thirty-five miles in a fifty-five mile zone.”
“Young policeman leaned in my window an’ said, ‘Do you know why I’m stopping you?’ I said, ‘Yessir, I’m th’ only one you could catch.’”
Everybody in the play was laughing.
“It’s a miracle,” he said. “A miracle.” Brother Grant, of all people. And Peggy.
“God stays busy with miracles,” said Brother Grant. “Some people don’t believe miracles still happen every day.”
“They’re missin’ out,” said Peggy.
“Amen,” said Cynthia.
“Bless God!” said Brother Grant.
“If you let us,” Peggy told him, “we’ll come back in a little bit an’ Brother Grant will lay hands on you.”
“Thank you.” He felt like a child, a very small child. “Please come back.”
When they left, he closed his eyes for a time, incredulous and happy.
“I’m happy with you,” said Cynthia. “We could be happy always if we always trusted God.”
“There’s the rub. Remember the quote from Elizabeth Goudge that stayed pinned over your drawing board for an eon?
“‘She had long accepted the fact that happiness is like swallows in spring. It may come and nest under your eaves or it may not. You cannot command it. When you expect to be happy, you are not…’”
She joined her voice with his. “‘…and when you don’t expect to be happy, there is suddenly Easter in your soul, though it be midwinter.’”
They smiled foolishly at one another.
“When you were in New York for such a long time,” he said, “I’d go to your house to ‘check on things,’ as I called it. I really went to seek out your smell, and touch your paint boxes, and read the words that helped me realize again how happy you made me. You had given me the Easter I didn’t deserve.”
“Easter is never deserved,” she said. “I’d never before given anyone Easter; if I gave it to you, it was by grace alone.”
He studied his wife intently. He must tell her how terrific she was looking in red. General Henry…“General Henry E. Williamson!” he exclaimed.
More laughter. He was liking this machine with its double-barreled thingamajig.
“You’re far too much fun, sweetheart. I’m going down for coffee, want some?”
“Not in Styrofoam, please.” As a clergyman, he had paid his dues with coffee in Styrofoam.
“In Royal Worcester, then? Or Spode?”
“Meissen, if they’ve got it.”
He heard his wife speaking to a nurse at the door. “I’ll have what he’s having.”
He wondered if Jack Sutton knew he had a half sister and was an uncle to three children in Manhattan. Perhaps he knew, but never spoke about it.
It stood to reason that there were lots of half sisters and brothers out there. Miss Sadie had had two of her own, one from each parent, and both entirely unknown to her. By an extraordinary turn of events, her much younger paternal half sister now rented the rectory next door to him in Mitford. He remembered that Miss Sadie, who thought herself an only child, had longed for family, when all the while, family abounded.
He was examining the ceiling with some interest when the door pushed open. “You in here, Tim?”
“I’m in here.”
“How’s it goin’?”
“Couldn’t be better. Glad to see you, buddy, thanks for coming. Pull up a chair.”
Tommy moved a chair next to the recliner. Like everyone else in their age category, Tommy Noles was shrinking. And white-haired. And wrinkled, to boot. It was very odd to see Tommy with wrinkles.
“How fast will that thing go?” asked Tommy.
He mashed a button on the remote, and was suddenly sitting upright. “Goes like a scalded dog.”
When Tommy grinned, his blue eyes disappeared, just like old times. “I can’t believe this, Tim. My wife can’t, either. She’s heard all about you. This means a lot.” Tears dimmed Tommy’s eyes. “A lot.”
Life was short; ask questions. “How come you ran out on us all those years ago?”
“Had to.”
“I understand,” he said. “I ran out on people, too.”
“You probably know what happened to my mom and dad—they drank themselves to death. It was already pretty bad when we lived up the road from your place. By the time I went to college, they were goin’ off the deep end—and so was I. I never talked about what went on at my house; I was always tryin’ to protect them, and myself. I thought if you knew how things were, you wouldn’t let me be your friend anymore.”
“You were the best friend I had,” he said. “Nothing could have changed that. Actually, we were both hiding something—you, because you knew what was going on with your parents, and I, because I had no idea what was going on with mine. Kids didn’t know how to talk about such things back then, and probably still don’t.”
“I felt there was a kind of hell in me all those years,” said Tommy, “and the only way to get it out was to get it scared out. I joined the Army and ended up a foot soldier in the ten-thousand-day war—Twenty-fifth Infantry Division.”
He inevitably felt shame when talking with a Vietnam vet, as he had been openly opposed to the war.
“Military could get anything they wanted in ’Nam, and what I wanted was alcohol. I didn’t mess with other drugs; alcohol was the familiar ease, it ran in my blood, it was milk for a cryin’ baby. I figured I’d drink myself to death, it was the family way. But it seemed like a chicken way out in the face of all the suffering we saw.
“I was pretty cocky, I’d do most anything. ‘Get Noles to do it,’ they’d say. ‘Noles’ll do it.’ Fed my ego.
“We started lookin’ at what th’ Vietcong did with tunnel systems. You wouldn’t believe it—a lot of ’em were multi-level, constructed with wood an’ clay, an’ they ran all th’ way to Saigon. Huge, some of ’em, hard to locate, an’ so deep you couldn’t destroy one with artillery or air strikes—a good many survived th’ B-52 attacks. You should’ve seen what they had down there—hospitals, kitchens, sleepin’ chambers, weapons storage, food bunkers, you name it. Some were like towns.
“A commander couldn’t order a man into a tunnel, it was strictly volunteer, and out of th’ volunteers he handpicked his teams. I’d heard plenty of stories from guys who went in—they called ’em tunnel rats—an’ knew that a lot of ’em never came out. But I figured I could do it; I was th’ right size for it—a hundred and twenty pounds drippin’ wet—an’ th’ kind who didn’t give a rat’s ass.
“I knew there’d be pit vipers down there, scorpions, fire ants, spiders, bats—I hated th’ bats, they’d fly right at you, get all over you. Man. I still dream about th’ bats. But what scared us th’ worst was gettin’ buried alive in a cave-in. It happened a lot, and whoever made it out had to go in an’ recover th’ dead.
“But th’ cave-ins were a maybe. What we knew for a fact was sooner or later we’d meet somebody down there; we’d see his eyes shinin’ in th’ dark an’ hear th’ pin bein’ pulled out of his grenade.
“First thing I did was resign myself to th’ fact I was goin’ to die. I was older than th’ rest of th’ guys, but so what—they say the oldest soldier killed in ’Nam was sixty-two.
“One day, we located a trapdoor; th’ commander wanted a team to investigate. I volunteered.
“It was like droppin’ into hell. I knew if I could survive th’ first one, I could probably make th’ next one. I worked th’ tunnels for two years with my buddy Rance Ortega. He was half Mexican, half Brit, an’ a hundred percent gung ho. Rance was my rabbit’s foot, th’ best in th’ division.
“Non gratum anus rodentum: Not worth a rat’s ass. That’s th’ motto they gave the boys who worked th’ tunnels, and that pretty much nailed it. If you thought too much of yourself, you’d better stay on solid ground. You had to go down th’ hole as a nothin’, a zero, or you’d never make it out.
“Course, what got a lot of th’ guys wasn’t snakes or grenades or th’ VC, it was panic. We hauled ’em out screamin’, sometimes totally gone, totally.
“I remember one of our rats crawlin’ in to investigate a tunnel. We attached a rope to him. He got a little ways in, we felt the rope jerk, that meant he wanted to come out. When we pulled him out, he’d been decapitated.”
Tommy’s hand was shaking as he took a tissue from the box on the nightstand and wiped his eyes. “I don’t talk about this, not to anybody. But I wanted you to know. It was important for me to tell you why I left an’ you never heard from me. Thank God you climbed in my backseat th’ other day. I thought I might have to die without tellin’ you what went down.
“I knew the tunnels were where I’d been headed all my life. It was either goin’ to scare hell out of me an’ save my ass, or they’d be ship-pin’ me home COD.”
“What kind of protection were you going in with?”
“A knife, a standard-issue Army flashlight, and a Colt .45. Later, I traded up to a nine-millimeter German Luger. Big difference.”
“That’s it?”
“That’s it. Most of the time I went in with Rance, but sometimes I worked alone, against th’ rules. You know what I thought about a lot when I was workin’ a tunnel? You.”
“Me?”
“I was crawlin’ horizontally, but it was like you an’ me goin’ up th’ tank ladder. You were bustin’ up that ladder like a monkey, not lookin’ back. I stayed right behind you, but I was scared to death—th’ wind was rattlin’ us around like a couple of old socks. So I played this head game in th’ tunnels, that I was followin’ you up th’ ladder, an’ it made me feel safe—don’t ask me why.”
“Don’t ask me why, either. I was scared out of my wits climbing that ladder.”
“But you never seemed to be scared, you seemed to have it all together all th’ time. I was always th’ one haulin’ my scattered parts around in a basket.”
“I don’t understand that,” he said. “You were the best Indian fighter in the fort, you would do anything.”
“I would do anything because I was a zero. You were a ten.”
“No, I was never a ten. A four, maybe. Maybe.”
“It probably won’t surprise you to know that my whole life was turned around in a tunnel—in a rice bunker fifty feet below th’ Iron Triangle. I’d gone in with Rance; I had a hunch that somethin’ was goin’ to happen that night—we pretty much went in at night because the VC occupied th’ tunnels pretty heavy during the day. They’d made me a platoon leader, it was a big deal for me. Maybe I figured I didn’t deserve it, that somehow I’d have to pay for it. Maybe it was my time to hit a booby trap, maybe trip the wire that opened the door on a crate of snakes, or hit a mine that would blow both of us to Saigon an’ back. I could feel the panic comin’ an’ knew if I lost it, if I went mental, Rance would drag me out of there an’ I’d never work a tunnel again. Nobody would ever say again, Send Noles, or Noles is th’ best rat we got; they’d be sayin’, Poor sonofagun, he’s too old, he can’t cut it anymore, send th’ bugger home.
“That’s when I called out to God. And he answered.
“Since I didn’t know then that God is everywhere, I was pretty blown away that he was in th’ tunnels, just like some guys found him in a foxhole back in the two big ones.
“In a way, it was kind of like a cave-in—this great big peace just kind of dumped in on me, washed in on me like a wave. It was powerful; it was like nothin’ I’d ever known or felt in my life. Rance felt it, too. ‘It’s God,’ I said. He said somethin’ I won’t repeat, he didn’t want anything to do with God; ol’ Rance was enough for Rance.
“That night I told God if he’d get me out of th’ jungle alive, I’d straighten up. I got to tell you, I didn’t know what I was talkin’ about, I didn’t know how to straighten up. It was foreign to me.
“When I came home from ’Nam, I was hookin’ Johnny Walker hot an’ heavy for about five years. Looked like I was gon’ to kill myself, after all. In World War One, they called it shell shock. Second time around, they called it battle fatigue. After ’Nam, it was post-traumatic stress disorder. There was help back then, but it was hard to find—nobody wanted to mess with th’ guys comin’ home, and I wouldn’t have taken help if they handed it to me on a silver platter.
“But no use runnin’ on about it. What happened was, he hung on to me. I knew he wouldn’t let me go. And he didn’t.
“I go to AA every Wednesday,” said Tommy, “an’ meet once a week with four guys who served in ’Nam, one’s a chaplain. It helps a lot.
“Things are pretty good now. But I’ve got to confess somethin’, Tim. I’m th’ one who told we climbed th’ tank; I was about to bust, I couldn’t hold it in. I leaked it to Jimmy Swanson an’ he blabbed it all over town. I’ve always felt rotten that I broke my word to you and you took a really bad whippin’ for it. I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay. I forgive you. But don’t let it happen again.”
He knew what laughter was: It was manna.
Tommy took a small box from his jacket pocket. “I wanted you to see this,” he said, lifting the lid.
“The Bronze Star?”
“That’s it.”
He wiped his eyes with the heel of his hand. ‘Or every man be blind,’ he thought. “I’m proud of you, Tommy. Thank you.” He couldn’t find words. “Thank you.”
“An’ I’ve got somethin’ for you.” Tommy took an envelope from the breast pocket of his driver’s uniform. “To you from me; no need to open it now. I want you to use it and give me a report.” Tommy’s blue eyes disappeared in the old Noles grin.
“Consider it done,” he said.
“I talk to people sometimes when I’m drivin’; talk about God, what he can do for us if we let ’im. You made a whole career out of talkin’ about God—except you get to talk to bigger numbers.”
“Numbers don’t matter. One soul at a time is enough. Is plenty.”
“I’ve got to bust out of here, I’m pickin’ up a rock band at the airport. They booked my stretch through Wednesday; I don’t get a stretch job every day. If you get back to Memphis, I want you to meet my wife, Shirley, she’s a lifesaver. An’ my two kids an’ grandkids. And what th’ hey, I’d like you to meet my dog, too.”
“We’ll be back,” he said. “We’ll do it. We’ll keep you faithfully in our prayers. God be with you, brother.”
Tommy Noles. Lost and found. He didn’t want to let him go.
At the door, Tommy turned and held up his thumb. “That’s where I whacked myself with my knife, remember?”
He wiggled his thumb. “I remember.”
They spoke the secret word.


THIRTY

He’d read the newspaper editorials, gotten hooked up to a calcium drip, called for the urinal, had his blood pressure taken, and eaten a cup of yogurt. There was only so much you could do on Reclining Day, especially if your wife had taken herself off to the Maternity Ward to gaze at infants.
“Maybe someday, but only maybe, I’ll do a book about babies,” she said before leaving. He saw the look in her eyes, and knew exactly what the look meant—she would definitely be doing such a book.
He tried to feel his blood running around in a circle, but he didn’t feel anything different. He felt a nap coming on.
“Hey, Tim.”
“T! Hey, yourself. What in the world are you doing in Memphis?” T’s pompadour was looking good. Shiny.
“Had to come up for shutter hinges, a couple of light fixtures, this an’ that. When you called an’ said you’d be strapped in a chair a few hours, thought I’d drop by. What’s goin’ on?”
“Not much. They’re just running my blood around in a circle, that’s how they collect stem cells these days.”
“How’s Henry?”
“Have a seat, T. Struggling.”
“Sorry to hear it. Keep us posted.” T paused, respectful. “Ray’s in th’ hall.”
“What’s he doing in the hall?”
“Said he told you how he’d never come to Memphis again, no matter what; said he didn’t want to give you a heart attack while you’re hooked up to machinery.”
“Ray!” he hollered. “Get in here!”
Ray walked in, grinning. “This my las’ time in Memphis.”
“Right. Good to see you, buddy, thanks for coming.”
“We got to look out for our first big customer,” said Ray.
T stooped over the chair and pointed to the top of his head. “Feel this,” he said.
He raised his forefinger and felt it.
“Fuzzy.”
“Dern right. Fuzzy as a peach. About a week, an’ we got fuzzy. It’s gon’ work.”
“Good timing. I might have a name for you.” He’d finagled it out of his feeble brain one night at the hotel.
“Shoot,” said T.
“But remember I’m a preacher. I’m no marketing maven.”
“Yeah,” said Ray, “but bein’ a preacher puts you in sales, an’ that’s good enough for us.”
“Let’s start with packaging, so when I get to the name, you can, you know, imagine the way the name will look to the consumer.”
“Good deal,” said T.
“A white tube.”
“We’re with you,” said T.
“Blue lettering. I read a study that said men like the color blue—has authority.”
“What about women?” said Ray. “We don’t want t’ lose out on that demographic.”
“I didn’t get that far,” he said. “But I’ll keep it in mind. For the lettering, I’d use bold type. Sans serif.” He’d done pew bulletins, he knew this stuff. “Sans serif is more contemporary, though I’m a serif man, myself. Okay. Here’s the name…”
You could hear a pin drop.
“Mo’ Hair.”
“I don’t get it,” said Ray.
“Try again,” said T. “If you don’t mind.”
“Okay. You’ll like this. Hair to Spare.”
“Man!” said T. “Hair to Spare. That’s it. I like it. I really like it. What do you think, Ray?”
Ray’s grin displayed the majority of his recent dental work. “Got your Kudzu King an’ Marketin’ Maven right here in one room.”
“Ship me a case,” he said.
“Hair to Spare,” said T. “Right on th’ money. Glad I asked you t’ think about it.”
“Cast yo’ bread on th’ water,” said Ray, “an’ some days it come back buttered toast.”
“We need t’ bust out of here, my brother’s comin’ tomorrow with a SUV full of lawyers and fishin’ rods.”
“There ought to be a joke in that.”
“We got shutters to hang, light fixtures to put up—”
“But first, we got barbecue to eat,” said Ray. “Right down th’ street.”
“Aw, man, I wadn’t gon’ tell ’im that,” said T.
“You’re breakin’ my heart, boys.”
“Chopped,” said T.
“Baby backs,” said Ray.
“Get out of here,” he said.
A nurse flew in. “Grand Central Station,” she said, none too pleased.
“No rest for th’ wicked, an’ th’ righteous don’t need none.”
“You’re chipper.”
“How do I turn on the TV?”
She snatched the remote and hit a button; the screen displayed what appeared to be a tractor-pulling contest.
“No, wait,” he said. “I don’t want to watch TV, I never watch TV except for 60 Minutes. How do you turn it off?”
She hit a button, the screen went black.
“How much longer?”
“Two hours,” she said. “Forty-five minutes if you’re lucky.”
She jiggled something, plugged in something, hummed to herself.
“Is that ‘Delta Dawn’?” he asked.
“Is what delta dawn?”
“What you’re singing.”
“I’m not singing.”
“I mean, humming. Weren’t you humming?”
“Not that I know of.”
“Excuse me,” he said.
He was exhausted. He opened his mouth to yawn, but couldn’t get the job done. “‘First he built a lodge for fasting,’” he said, “‘Built a wigwam in the forest, By the shining Big-Sea-Water, In the blithe and pleasant Spring-time.’” He was on the water in a canoe. Very blithe and pleasant.
“Now look,” said the nurse, “you’ve pulled your IV out.”
“I didn’t pull my IV out, did you pull my IV out?”
“Oh, good grief,” she said.
“Is he misbehaving?” Now his wife was flying in.
“I don’t know what they gave him,” said the nurse.
“A cookie,” he said.
“See what I mean?” The nurse jammed the needle in again.
“His doctor at home,” said Cynthia, “claims he’s sensitive to certain types of medication.”
“They did give me a cookie; it was somebody’s birthday, for Pete’s sake.” He wasn’t going to take this anymore.
He seemed to remember that Peggy and the tall black man in a black suit had come in and read from the black book; he’d felt something warm on top of his head, he had tingled when he was touched. Then maybe he’d gone to sleep.
His eyes searched the small room for his wife and he remembered she’d left again, to sign papers. Had he told her how great she looked in red?
“Okay, sweetie.”
This was definitely a nurse he hadn’t seen before. She was unplugging, unhooking, very busy. He rather hated to get unplugged; sitting here had been blithe and pleasant, very blithe.
“You have family?” the nurse asked.
“Oh, yes. My wife. My son. My dog.”
“Brothers and sisters?”
“Yes, yes.”
“What do they do?”
What do they do? “Let’s see. One is a retired railroad conductor; he had the northbound run on the City of New Orleans.” He imagined the train racing along the track, people waving.
“I went on that train when I was little,” she said. “My grandmother took me to New Orleans to see my aunt. She had fourteen cats.”
“One is a Vietnam vet and owns his own car service. And one is retired from school sanitation.”
“Um-hmmm,” said the nurse.
“There’s one who sells cars, I can’t remember his name right now. He’s trying to figure out where he fits in.”
“A perfect description of my husband, bless ’is heart.”
“And T, he can do it all, you name it—plumbing, electrical, dig for dinosaurs.”
“Wow,” said the nurse. Off came the IV bandages, hair and all.
“And there’s Ray, of course.” He wanted to complete the list; he was worn out. “He’s cooked for presidents, movie stars, tycoons, you name it. You should taste his catfish.”
“Yum, love catfish. Hush puppies, coleslaw, th’ works.”
“Billy. Billy. Willie runs a produce stand at the side of the road. His grandmother left him her farm; he’s missing a thumb.”
She held his wrist and looked at her watch.
“And my wife, she’s my sister…”
“Oh, boy.”
“…in Christ, of course. Let’s see. Peggy. Peggy’s gaining on ninety, but she can still see a chigger crawling on a blackberry. Then there’s Rosie…”
“Very interesting family.” The nurse yanked something from the wall. “Large.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he said. Very large and interesting family.


THIRTY-ONE

“You’ve done it again, Tim.”
Henry lay with his eyes closed, drowsy from the sedatives given to inhibit nausea during the infusion.
“What have I done?”
“Saved my life twice. By saving my mother’s life, you made mine possible—and now, this. Somehow, I believe I’m going to make it.”
I believe that with you, he wanted to say, but it was too soon; too much hard ground lay ahead.
The IV bag was currently emptying something vital of himself and their father into Henry’s bloodstream. It was the end of a long journey; it was the beginning.
Henry turned his head on the pillow and looked at him. “Mama told me about the time you cut down the Christmas tree. She said you spent three nights at her house; you slept on a pallet by the fireplace.”
The memory was vivid, it might have been yesterday. Cornbread and milk in a mason jar…
“She said that’s when your mother miscarried your little brother—right here in this hospital.”
Dear God. Of course. How was it he’d never guessed? In all the years since, no one had spoken a word to him about a matter of such great importance. ‘It may not be the answer we’re expecting,’ his mother told him when he prayed for a brother, ‘but God always answers.’
“I’m sorry if I said the wrong thing, Tim. I thought you knew.”
“No, you said the right thing. It’s okay.” Sixty-four years between loss and gain. What goes around comes around.
“You’ve had a lot thrown at you in a mighty short time,” said Henry. “The way you’re able to handle the truth is something to see. It reminds me of a Dunbar poem that Papa taught us children—he called it a poem about attitude.
“‘A crust of bread and a corner to sleep in, A minute to smile and an hour to weep in, A pint of joy to a peck of trouble, And never a laugh but the moans come double. And that is life. A crust and a corner that love makes precious, With a smile to warm and tears to refresh us, And joy seems sweeter when cares come after, And a moan is the finest of foils for laugher. And that is life.’”
He adjusted the paper mask, which he loathed wearing.
“Which reminds me of something in turn. Samuel Rutherford wrote, ‘Whenever I find myself in the cellar of affliction, I always look about for the wine.’”
“I’m certainly looking about for the wine.”
“I’m looking for it with you, Henry.” That he could say, that he could surely say. “How are you feeling?”
“My soul is easy.”
“Nausea?”
“Not too bad right now.”
“I have something to show you.” He took the photograph from the manila envelope and held it up for Henry to see.
He noticed that his hand trembled, animating the women beneath the cherry tree.
“You’ll never again have to try and spin his face from air.”
Unable to speak, Henry fixed his gaze on the image of Matthew Kavanagh.
Afternoon light slanted through the window blind; illumined the face of the laughing man, the bowl in the brown woman’s hand.
“A mole by his left eye—and looks like a gold tooth.” Henry was reading the runes of their father’s face.
“It was.”
“That’s a nice jacket.”
“I remember that jacket,” he said. “It was blue. Mother liked him to wear blue; she thought it looked good with his silver hair.”
“Beautiful head of hair. Is that something on his lapel?”
He squinted at the lapel. It seemed he might touch it, feel the weave of the linen. “A daisy, perhaps. Mother sometimes put a flower in his buttonhole.”
“He’s wearing a tie,” said Henry. “Yet this looks like they were in the country.”
“We were at a dairy farm up the road. It was before the war ended; they invited the neighbors for a covered-dish. Dad always dressed up, he wasn’t a fan of shirtsleeves unless he was working in the field with Louis.”
“And there’s Mama.”
“Probably setting out a bowl of her good potato salad.”
“So young,” said Henry. “Everyone is so young.”
“That’s my mother in the dress with the hibiscus flowers.” Her long, dark hair was caught up in a figure eight on the back of her head. She once looked at herself in the mirror before leaving the house in that dress and turned to him and asked, ‘Timothy, do you think this dress is too exotic for Holly Springs?’
“‘No, ma’am,’ he said. ‘It’s not too exotic for anything.’ He’d been pleased to know she trusted him with a word like exotic.
Tears misted Henry’s eyes. “They were beautiful, all of them.”
“A dear lady I was in school with took that picture. She believes God charged her to give it to me, and I’m charged to give it to you.”
“Thank you.” Fatigued by the exertion, Henry closed his eyes. “Thank you.”
“I’ll put it back in the envelope,” he said. “It’ll be in this drawer when you’re allowed to touch it. Try to sleep. I’ll be sitting right here when you wake up.”
As earnestly as he’d yearned for his father to love him, he had wanted to be able to love his father. Perhaps now he could love his father in Henry—and even in himself. Certainly he could love the man in the hosta grove who looked at his wife with such unguarded tenderness. He could love the man who paid a dear price to protect a young black boy from harm. He could love the man who had taken his son’s hand and walked around the barn on the frozen eve of Christmas.
Feeling the weight of his own exertions, he sat in the chair by the window and dozed until the nurse came in and removed the empty IV bag.
Before the infusion, he’d been allowed to administer the sacraments, which had given them both an ineffable calm. Now that the infusion was complete, the sense of helplessness returned.
“I can only pray,” he said, standing again by the bed.
“But that’s enough. More than enough.”
“Many people are lifting petitions for God’s mercy and grace in the life of Henry Winchester. This prayer simply beseeches God to hear all of us who’re praying, and grant answers according to his will.”
He adjusted the mask again, and bowed his head and recited the old prayer he’d esteemed since seminary.
“Almighty God, who has promised to hear the petitions of those who ask in your son’s name: we beseech you mercifully to incline your ear to us who have made our prayers and supplications unto you, and grant that those things which we have faithfully asked according to your will, may effectually be obtained to the relief of our necessity, and to the setting forth of your glory.”
He made the sign of the cross over Henry. “In the name of the father and of the son and of the holy spirit.” He pronounced the word in the Baptist manner, with the long a: “Amen.”
“Amen,” said Henry.
He was worn through utterly, there was nothing more to give or be gained.
“Even if we don’t see each other again,” said Henry, “I’d like you to know I will thank God for you the rest of my life.”
“Not see each other again?” He tried to swallow the knot in his throat. “I guess I forgot to tell you: I’ll be back in two weeks. You aren’t shuckin’ me off so easy.”
“Brother Grant and some of the deacons will be driving up before long; Sister’s coming every Sunday, and one of my old conductor buddies lives down at Ripley. I’ll be fine. You don’t have to come back if it’s trouble.”
“I ask you, Henry: What would the world be without trouble? Dunbar wouldn’t have had a blasted thing to say. Besides, I’m hoping to bring your nephew to see you.”
“A nephew.” Henry smiled. “It hardly seems real. But Cynthia is mighty real; a remarkable lady—beautiful inside and out.”
“Alis volat propiis.”
Henry pondered this. “She flies with her own wings.”
“Nailed it,” he said, grinning. “She liked the Langston Hughes you recited—it was a striking contrast to the Longfellow I’ve been blabbing. Well. I’m on my way, then. We’ll head out early tomorrow, but I’ll call the nurses’ station tonight—have them wake you up to ask how you’re doing. They’re fond of that sort of thing. By the way, I need to take some barbecue home. Do you happen to know where Elvis got his barbecue?”
“Everywhere he could, would be my guess.”
He laughed. “I’ll touch base every day. Remember that half of western North Carolina is praying for you.”
“Don’t worry about me,” said Henry. “As long as I keep looking about for the wine, I’ll be fine.”
“You’re a poet and don’t know it.”
“Deus te custodiat, Tim.”
“Deus tecum fratercule,” he said.
As he walked from the room, a nurse was standing at the open door with a plastic cup of pills. “Law help, what were y’all sayin’?”
“Henry said, ‘May God watch over you.’ I said, ‘God be with you, my brother.’”
“What was that language?”
“Latin.”
“Oh, phoo,” she said, “I can speak Latin. Ere-whay are-yay ou-yay oin-gay?”
“To the lobby to pick up my wife, and off to North Carolina in the morning.”
“O-gay afely-say.”
“Ake-tay are-cay of-ay enry-Hay.”
She laughed. “E-way ill-way. Ome-cay ack-bay.”
He saluted. “Oon-say.”
He met Jack Sutton in the hall.
“The technologist says it’s going well.”
“Yes,” he said.
“I’m on my way to see him, I hear he’s comfortable.”
“I think so, yes. Again—when will we know if the cells are engrafting?”
“Ten to fourteen days,” said Sutton. “Then we’ll find out whether we’re going uphill both ways or headed for a breakthrough.”
He’d like to think Jack knew he had a sister. Maybe he’d been in New York, say, for a medical convention; maybe he’d called her and they’d had lunch together, each searching the other’s face for clues to the mystery of their father. There were a thousand ways it might have happened, or could happen yet.
“I’ll be back in two weeks,” he said.
“Good medicine.”
“I’ll stay in touch.”
“You’ve been great, Tim. There was about a five percent chance your blood would be a match, and look what happened.”
“Grace,” he said.
“Plus you had enough cells to get the job done, which is no small feat for someone in your age category. We’ve all done everything we know to do; it’s up to God. Travel safely, call me anytime.”
“Thank you, Jack.” They shook hands. “You’re in our prayers. My regards to your dad.”
“Sure thing.”
In his imagination, he was already in his pajama bottoms in the bed at the hotel—the draperies closed, his wife reading in the chair with her feet on the hassock, the thermostat on seventy, the fan on auto.
He found her sitting in a corner of the waiting room, her nose in a book.
“Kavanagh! E’re-way out-ay of-ay ere-hay.”
She looked up at him and laughed; he saw the naked gladness in her eyes. “You definitely got your money’s worth with that pill,” she said.


THIRTY-TWO

It was as if he’d passed through a dark tunnel into a blaze of light.
He knew what day it was; he noticed the weather; he realized he was ravenously hungry, and he was appalled at the condition of the clothes he’d been wearing for so many days, albeit with the extra shirt and pants Cynthia brought from home.
“Have poached eggs on unbuttered toast if you must,” he said as they sat in the hotel dining room, “but I’m having a full-bore J. C. Hogan.”
“What might that be, sweetheart?”
“Two scrambled eggs, a rasher of bacon, grits, biscuits, link sausage—and a bowl of fruit.”
“I’ll look the other way,” she said. “But just this once.”
“How ’bout those floor mats?”
“‘Go, Tigers’? Someone got the short end, and I don’t think it was Leon.”
While the valet service was bringing their car around and Cynthia was using the facilities, he called Walter.
“Walter, it’s your cousin. Are you sitting down?”
“The last time you asked me this, you’d gotten engaged at the tender age of sixty-two. You can’t top that.”
“I’ll let you be the judge.” He paused a moment for effect. “You have another cousin.”
There was a long silence in New Jersey as Walter examined reason and logic. “Another cousin? Come on. How in heaven’s name could that happen?”
He told him.
“I called Walter,” he said, as the Mustang arrived at the hotel entrance. “He’s very keen on the idea of another cousin.”
“Dominoes all over the place.”
“By the way, before we leave Memphis, there’s something important we must do.”
She glanced at her watch. “You wanted to get out of town by eight-thirty.”
“I’ve changed my mind. Vita brevis.”
“Life…?”
“…is short.”
He checked his jacket pocket, which contained Tommy’s envelope and the two tickets. Then, feeling an idiotic grin spreading over his face, he offered her his arm.
“The party’s not over,” he said. “We’re going to Graceland.”


AFTERWORD

Henry Winchester was released from the hospital and returned home six weeks after the infusion of stem cells harvested from his half brother.
The current prognosis is good.
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