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Introduction to the Novel Learning Series



The purpose of the Novel Learning Series is threefold:




	1. to provide you with an opportunity to read and analyze a novel independently,


	2. to provide study questions and writing prompts that are aligned with the Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts, and


	3. to prepare you for rigorous high-stakes tests such as the SAT and ACT by providing multiple-choice questions that are similar in both form and content to the questions on those tests.





The first part of this book contains the novel A Walk to Remember, which is divided into seven sections for the purpose of this guide: the prologue, chapters 1 and 2; chapters 3 and 4; chapters 5 and 6; chapters 7, 8, and 9; chapters 10 and 11; and chapters 12 and 13. After each of these seven sections of the novel, there is a series of multiple-choice questions. You should read the chapters of the novel first, and then answer the questions. The information following each question explains how to answer the preceding question. If you are confident in your answer, use this information to confirm your thought process. If you are unsure of how to answer the question, the explanation can guide your decision-making process.


The final part of this guide contains critical reading questions related to a given passage, short answer assignments, and essay assignments. A rubric—a list of various essay elements and descriptions used to gauge quality in essay responses—is also provided. The rubric and the guide to understanding the rubric are designed to walk you through the writing process as you organize your thoughts and craft your response.


At this time, read the prologue, and answer the questions that follow.















Prologue



When I was seventeen, my life changed forever.


I know that there are people who wonder about me when I say this. They look at me strangely as if trying to fathom what could have happened back then, though I seldom bother to explain. Because I’ve lived here for most of my life, I don’t feel that I have to unless it’s on my terms, and that would take more time than most people are willing to give me. My story can’t be summed up in two or three sentences; it can’t be packaged into something neat and simple that people would immediately understand. Despite the passage of forty years, the people still living here who knew me that year accept my lack of explanation without question. My story in some ways is their story because it was something that all of us lived through.


It was I, however, who was closest to it.


I’m fifty-seven years old, but even now I can remember everything from that year, down to the smallest details. I relive that year often in my mind, bringing it back to life, and I realize that when I do, I always feel a strange combination of sadness and joy. There are moments when I wish I could roll back the clock and take all the sadness away, but I have the feeling that if I did, the joy would be gone as well. So I take the memories as they come, accepting them all, letting them guide me whenever I can. This happens more often than I let on.


It is April 12, in the last year before the millennium, and as I leave my house, I glance around. The sky is overcast and gray, but as I move down the street, I notice that the dogwoods and azaleas are blooming. I zip my jacket just a little. The temperature is cool, though I know it’s only a matter of weeks before it will settle in to something comfortable and the gray skies give way to the kind of days that make North Carolina one of the most beautiful places in the world.


With a sigh, I feel it all coming back to me. I close my eyes and the years begin to move in reverse, slowly ticking backward, like the hands of a clock rotating in the wrong direction. As if through someone else’s eyes, I watch myself grow younger; I see my hair changing from gray to brown, I feel the wrinkles around my eyes begin to smooth, my arms and legs grow sinewy. Lessons I’ve learned with age grow dimmer, and my innocence returns as that eventful year approaches.


Then, like me, the world begins to change: Roads narrow and some become gravel, suburban sprawl has been replaced with farmland, downtown streets teem with people, looking in windows as they pass Sweeney’s bakery and Palka’s meat shop. Men wear hats, women wear dresses. At the courthouse up the street, the bell tower rings…


I open my eyes and pause. I am standing outside the Baptist church, and when I stare at the gable, I know exactly who I am.


My name is Landon Carter, and I’m seventeen years old.


This is my story; I promise to leave nothing out.


First you will smile, and then you will cry—don’t say you haven’t been warned.



Questions and Explanations for the Prologue



The questions in this book serve multiple purposes. Not only are they designed to check your comprehension and understanding of A Walk to Remember, they also encourage you to think critically about the literary text. It’s important not only to know what happens in the novel, but to be able to analyze the text and make connections outside of it. In addition, the questions check your knowledge of essential literary terms and your knowledge of standard grammar and usage rules, as well as your vocabulary. The formats of the questions mirror those found in important standardized tests, such as the ACT and SAT.


You should do your best to answer each question. If you are having difficulty, a detailed explanation to guide your reasoning process is provided after each question. It is designed to teach you how to answer the question rather than just providing you the correct answer. Reading the explanation will be beneficial even if you are certain of your response; use it to verify that you have the correct response.


The ten questions on the prologue focus on grammar and usage, vocabulary, literary terms, characterization, and style. Some of the questions combine two or more of these areas, requiring you to synthesize your knowledge, make inferences, and interpret the text. The questions are designed to determine both your current level of understanding of the novel and your ability to answer higher-level questions.




The following sentence tests your ability to recognize grammar and usage errors. The sentence contains either a single error or no error at all. If the sentence contains an error, select the one underlined part that must be changed to make the sentence correct. If there is no error, select answer choice D.







	1. Between 1959 to 1999, Landon lived with the memories of the events that occurred when he was seventeen years old. No error








A. to






B. lived with






C. that






D. No error




In order to answer this question, you must discern what is being asked. Choice A requires knowing the difference between using to and and for inclusive dates; choice B is questioning the tense of the verb live, and choice C requires you to differentiate between that and which.


For choice A, recognize that two expressions exist to discuss a range of dates. The word and is used with the word between, and the word to is used with the word from. Which is being used here?


For choice B, recognize that the past tense is used to express action or make a statement about something that occurred in the past, and the present tense is used to express action that is occurring now, at the present time. Determine whether there is an appropriate usage of tense.


For choice C, determine whether the information in the clause that occurred when he was seventeen years old is essential to the sentence or not.




The following two questions test your vocabulary. Choose the word or set of words that, when inserted in the sentence, best fits the meaning of the sentence as a whole.







	2. Landon’s description of his town as it was forty years ago initially sounds _______, but he makes it clear that this narrative is going to be _______.







A. strange… prudent






B. idealized… realistic






C. quaint… graphic






D. hostile… pleasant




In addition to understanding the vocabulary words in the answers, you can determine the relationship between the words as determined by reading the context clues in the sentence. The words initially and but indicate that the correct answers will have contrasting, if not opposite, definitions.


Strange means curious, odd, or queer; prudent means wise in practical affairs, discreet. Idealized suggests that he’s seeing the past through rose-colored glasses, a conception of perfection; realistic refers to the presentation of things as they really are. Something quaint has an old-fashioned attractiveness and charm, and something graphic is a vivid account. A hostile account would be antagonistic, and a pleasant account would be agreeable and enjoyable.




	3. Landon’s teenage muscles are tough, firm, and strong; thus, his description of his teenage self includes the word _______.







A. sinewy






B. lanky






C. fibrous






D. corporeal




The purpose of this question is to discern differences between words that might be considered synonyms—different words that have similar meanings. The context clues in the sentence will help differentiate among the choices. Sinewy means muscular and brawny. Lanky is bony and gaunt. Fibrous means resembling fibers. And corporeal means referring to the body. Although more than one of these terms may accurately describe Landon’s teenage self, which is the best choice based on the other information in the sentence?




Question 4 tests your knowledge of literary terms.







	4. Landon begins the story by telling us that his life changed when he was seventeen years old, thus preparing readers for the profound events that he will never forget. The opening sentence refers to a time in the past, an event that occurred long before the current time period. This is an example of what literary device?







A. flashback






B. foreshadowing






C. hyperbole






D. onomatopoeia




This question is checking your knowledge of essential literary terms. A flashback is an event or a scene that takes place before the current time. For example, in Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban, when the Dementors frighten Harry, he experiences memories of his parents’ deaths. That scene is a flashback. Foreshadowing is the providing of hints or clues to future events. For example, in Romeo and Juliet, when Benvolio suggests to Romeo that finding a new female beauty may help Romeo get over his love for Rosaline, that foreshadows Romeo’s falling in love with Juliet when he sees her later in the play. Hyperbole is an overexaggeration used to illustrate a point. For example, if someone says, “I told you a million times what that is,” you know that this person really didn’t tell you a million times, just many, many times. And onomatopoeia is the use of a word that suggests the very sound it describes, like the noise made by the breakfast cereal Rice Krispies (Snap, Crackle, Pop) or the sound of a firework explosion—kaboom.




Question 5 asks you to determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in the text.







	
5. Landon’s assertion that “I promise to leave nothing out” is an indication that:







A. he feels compelled to finally tell the truth






B. none of the details are sketchy






C. he is suffering from an early onset of Alzheimer’s






D. he wants to be considered a reliable narrator




In order to answer a question like this, you must read all the answers to determine which one is the best possible answer. Sometimes, a part of an answer will be incorrect, thus eliminating that choice; other times an answer may be correct, but it will not be as complete or thorough as another option.


The key word in choice A is compelled. You must determine whether Landon’s promise is the result of some pressure or sense of duty that he is currently feeling. For choice B, you must determine if it is possible for someone to “leave nothing out,” yet still be sketchy on a couple of the details.


Choice C may or may not be true, but is the onset of Alzheimer’s an indication that he won’t leave anything out? A reliable narrator distances himself from the personal relationships and events in order to provide a more objective account. A desire to be a reliable narrator would not necessarily indicate that the objective is met.




Question 6 asks you to use textual evidence to draw a conclusion regarding character development.







	6. What generalization can you make about Landon’s character from reading the prologue?







A. He is truthful and straightforward.






B. He is insensitive to the memories of what occurred when he was seventeen years old.






C. He wishes it would be the beginning of spring.






D. He is flippant and supercilious.




We know from reading the prologue that Landon clearly states, “This is my story,” and he promises to leave nothing out. As readers, we are invited to share Landon’s narrative through the memories held within his mind’s eye. Landon is direct as he foreshadows both the sadness and joy that took place throughout the story he is about to relate. For choice A, consider whether the prologue is both truthful and straightforward. For choice B, you need to determine whether an insensitive character would feel the roller coaster of emotions Landon experiences while reminiscing. For choice C, think about the following: Although there is an indication of springtime—dogwoods and azaleas were beginning to bloom and in a few weeks the weather would be more comfortable—does this information reveal anything about Landon’s character? For choice D, consider that someone who is flippant is disrespectful and lacking in seriousness, and someone who is supercilious is haughtily disdainful.




Question 7 tests your knowledge of literary terms.







	7. The prologue, and the entire novel, is told in the form of a:







A. biography






B. flashback






C. ballad






D. simile




This question also checks your knowledge of essential literary terms. Choice A is biography, which is a true account of the series of events making up a person’s life and is considered nonfiction. Choice B is flashback, a narrative technique that incorporates an event or a series of events that occurred prior to the current time. Choice C is ballad, a form of poetry that tells a story. And choice D is simile, a figure of speech in which two unlike objects are compared using the words like, as, or than.




Question 8 asks you to analyze the impact of specific details on meaning.







	8. What is the most important significance of including the following details in the prologue: “Men wear hats, women wear dresses”?







A. They reveal Landon’s distaste for the fashion of his youth, thus developing his character.






B. These details help establish the setting.






C. They provide an intimacy to Landon’s narrative voice.






D. They thematically support the idea of memory and its importance in our lives.




All the information provided by the author or a character, stated either directly or indirectly, comprises the details. Different details are included or excluded, depending on an author’s purpose. The type of details themselves will enable you to determine their purpose in a particular passage.


In order for choice A to be correct, there needs to be a sense of distaste for the information. Is there? Remember that choice B, establishing setting, refers to both time and place. Choice C requires you to differentiate between objectivity and intimacy. Objectivity—being able to relate the facts without an emotional involvement, thus being objective—is not the same as intimacy, which is a sense of familiarity, a personal connection. Both objectivity and intimacy can be used to describe a narrative voice. In order for details to support a theme, the theme must be stated, either directly or indirectly. In order for choice D to be correct, you must decide if there is enough information to determine a thematic statement about the topic of memory.




Question 9 asks you to analyze the point of view and analyze the impact of specific details on character development.







	9. The prologue is best described as being told from the point of view of:







A. a bitter old man who has avoided his neighbors for years but is finally ready to speak






B. an omniscient and objective narrator






C. a man who wishes to share the most profound experience of his life






D. an obsequious middle-aged man who is accustomed to entertaining others




The key word in choice A is bitter, one who is intensely antagonistic and hostile. First you must determine if Landon is bitter, and then determine if the rest of the answer is true. For choice B, realize that an omniscient narrator is a third-person narrator who by definition is all-knowing. Choice C requires you to know that a profound experience penetrates the depths of one’s being. And for choice D, you need to know that one who is obsequious is characterized by being dutiful and fawning. Which of these choices is the best description of Landon and his point of view?




Question 10 asks you to analyze how an author’s choices contribute to overall structure and meaning.







	10. Stylistically, the three single-sentence paragraphs that conclude the prologue do all of the following EXCEPT:







A. build suspense






B. establish the narrative voice






C. create the mood for the novel






D. reveal the primary conflict of the plot




Building suspense means adding excitement and interest to the narrative, providing the readers with a desire and interest to keep reading to find out what is going to happen. The narrative voice refers to the way the story is being told—through the diction, details, imagery, tone, and syntax that is used to create the sentences. The mood is the atmosphere, the emotional aura that surrounds the setting and is based on the details, images, and sounds. The conflict is the problem. Conflict is either internal, external, or a combination of the two. Clearly, the final three sentences of the prologue are doing three of these choices. You can determine the correct answer by either eliminating the choices you know are accurate descriptions or realizing which one is a false description.















Chapter 1



In 1958, Beaufort, North Carolina, which is located on the coast near Morehead City, was a place like many other small southern towns. It was the kind of place where the humidity rose so high in the summer that walking out to get the mail made a person feel as if he needed a shower, and kids walked around barefoot from April through October beneath oak trees draped in Spanish moss. People waved from their cars whenever they saw someone on the street whether they knew him or not, and the air smelled of pine, salt, and sea, a scent unique to the Carolinas. For many of the people there, fishing in the Pamlico Sound or crabbing in the Neuse River was a way of life, and boats were moored wherever you saw the Intracoastal Waterway. Only three channels came in on the television, though television was never important to those of us who grew up there. Instead our lives were centered around the churches, of which there were eighteen within the town limits alone. They went by names like the Fellowship Hall Christian Church, the Church of the Forgiven People, the Church of Sunday Atonement, and then, of course, there were the Baptist churches. When I was growing up, it was far and away the most popular denomination around, and there were Baptist churches on practically every corner of town, though each considered itself superior to the others. There were Baptist churches of every type—Freewill Baptists, Southern Baptists, Congregational Baptists, Missionary Baptists, Independent Baptists… well, you get the picture.


Back then, the big event of the year was sponsored by the Baptist church downtown—Southern, if you really want to know—in conjunction with the local high school. Every year they put on their Christmas pageant at the Beaufort Playhouse, which was actually a play that had been written by Hegbert Sullivan, a minister who’d been with the church since Moses parted the Red Sea. Okay, maybe he wasn’t that old, but he was old enough that you could almost see through the guy’s skin. It was sort of clammy all the time, and translucent—kids would swear they actually saw the blood flowing through his veins—and his hair was as white as those bunnies you see in pet stores around Easter.


Anyway, he wrote this play called The Christmas Angel, because he didn’t want to keep on performing that old Charles Dickens classic A Christmas Carol. In his mind Scrooge was a heathen, who came to his redemption only because he saw ghosts, not angels—and who was to say whether they’d been sent by God, anyway? And who was to say he wouldn’t revert to his sinful ways if they hadn’t been sent directly from heaven? The play didn’t exactly tell you in the end—it sort of plays into faith and all—but Hegbert didn’t trust ghosts if they weren’t actually sent by God, which wasn’t explained in plain language, and this was his big problem with it. A few years back he’d changed the end of the play—sort of followed it up with his own version, complete with old man Scrooge becoming a preacher and all, heading off to Jerusalem to find the place where Jesus once taught the scribes. It didn’t fly too well—not even to the congregation, who sat in the audience staring wide-eyed at the spectacle—and the newspaper said things like “Though it was certainly interesting, it wasn’t exactly the play we’ve all come to know and love…”


So Hegbert decided to try his hand at writing his own play. He’d written his own sermons his whole life, and some of them, we had to admit, were actually interesting, especially when he talked about the “wrath of God coming down on the fornicators” and all that good stuff. That really got his blood boiling, I’ll tell you, when he talked about the fornicators. That was his real hot spot. When we were younger, my friends and I would hide behind the trees and shout, “Hegbert is a fornicator!” when we saw him walking down the street, and we’d giggle like idiots, like we were the wittiest creatures ever to inhabit the planet.


Old Hegbert, he’d stop dead in his tracks and his ears would perk up—I swear to God, they actually moved—and he’d turn this bright shade of red, like he’d just drunk gasoline, and the big green veins in his neck would start sticking out all over, like those maps of the Amazon River that you see in National Geographic. He’d peer from side to side, his eyes narrowing into slits as he searched for us, and then, just as suddenly, he’d start to go pale again, back to that fishy skin, right before our eyes. Boy, it was something to watch, that’s for sure.


So we’d be hiding behind a tree and Hegbert (what kind of parents name their kid Hegbert, anyway?) would stand there waiting for us to give ourselves up, as if he thought we’d be that stupid. We’d put our hands over our mouths to keep from laughing out loud, but somehow he’d always zero in on us. He’d be turning from side to side, and then he’d stop, those beady eyes coming right at us, right through the tree. “I know who you are, Landon Carter,” he’d say, “and the Lord knows, too.” He’d let that sink in for a minute or so, and then he’d finally head off again, and during the sermon that weekend he’d stare right at us and say something like “God is merciful to children, but the children must be worthy as well.” And we’d sort of lower ourselves in the seats, not from embarrassment, but to hide a new round of giggles. Hegbert didn’t understand us at all, which was really sort of strange, being that he had a kid and all. But then again, she was a girl. More on that, though, later.


Anyway, like I said, Hegbert wrote The Christmas Angel one year and decided to put on that play instead. The play itself wasn’t bad, actually, which surprised everyone the first year it was performed. It’s basically the story of a man who had lost his wife a few years back. This guy, Tom Thornton, used to be real religious, but he had a crisis of faith after his wife died during childbirth. He’s raising this little girl all on his own, but he hasn’t been the greatest father, and what the little girl really wants for Christmas is a special music box with an angel engraved on top, a picture of which she’d cut out from an old catalog. The guy searches long and hard to find the gift, but he can’t find it anywhere. So it’s Christmas Eve and he’s still searching, and while he’s out looking through the stores, he comes across a strange woman he’s never seen before, and she promises to help him find the gift for his daughter. First, though, they help this homeless person (back then they were called bums, by the way), then they stop at an orphanage to see some kids, then visit a lonely old woman who just wanted some company on Christmas Eve. At this point the mysterious woman asks Tom Thornton what he wants for Christmas, and he says that he wants his wife back. She brings him to the city fountain and tells him to look in the water and he’ll find what he’s looking for. When he looks in the water, he sees the face of his little girl, and he breaks down and cries right there. While he’s sobbing, the mysterious lady runs off, and Tom Thornton searches but can’t find her anywhere. Eventually he heads home, the lessons from the evening playing in his mind. He walks into his little girl’s room, and her sleeping figure makes him realize that she’s all he has left of his wife, and he starts to cry again because he knows he hasn’t been a good enough father to her. The next morning, magically, the music box is underneath the tree, and the angel that’s engraved on it looks exactly like the woman he’d seen the night before.


So it wasn’t that bad, really. If truth be told, people cried buckets whenever they saw it. The play sold out every year it was performed, and due to its popularity, Hegbert eventually had to move it from the church to the Beaufort Playhouse, which had a lot more seating. By the time I was a senior in high school, the performances ran twice to packed houses, which, considering who actually performed it, was a story in and of itself.


You see, Hegbert wanted young people to perform the play—seniors in high school, not the theater group. I reckon he thought it would be a good learning experience before the seniors headed off to college and came face-to-face with all the fornicators. He was that kind of guy, you know, always wanting to save us from temptation. He wanted us to know that God is out there watching you, even when you’re away from home, and that if you put your trust in God, you’ll be all right in the end. It was a lesson that I would eventually learn in time, though it wasn’t Hegbert who taught me.


As I said before, Beaufort was fairly typical as far as southern towns went, though it did have an interesting history. Blackbeard the pirate once owned a house there, and his ship, Queen Anne’s Revenge, is supposedly buried somewhere in the sand just offshore. Recently some archaeologists or oceanographers or whoever looks for stuff like that said they found it, but no one’s certain just yet, being that it sank over 250 years ago and you can’t exactly reach into the glove compartment and check the registration. Beaufort’s come a long way since the 1950s, but it’s still not exactly a major metropolis or anything. Beaufort was, and always will be, on the smallish side, but when I was growing up, it barely warranted a place on the map. To put it into perspective, the congressional district that included Beaufort covered the entire eastern part of the state—some twenty thousand square miles—and there wasn’t a single town with more than twenty-five thousand people. Even compared with those towns, Beaufort was regarded as being on the small side. Everything east of Raleigh and north of Wilmington, all the way to the Virginia border, was the district my father represented.


I suppose you’ve heard of him. He’s sort of a legend, even now. His name is Worth Carter, and he was a congressman for almost thirty years. His slogan every other year during the election season was “Worth Carter represents———,” and the person was supposed to fill in the city name where he or she lived. I can remember, driving on trips when me and Mom had to make our appearances to show the people he was a true family man, that we’d see those bumper stickers, stenciled in with names like Otway and Chocawinity and Seven Springs. Nowadays stuff like that wouldn’t fly, but back then that was fairly sophisticated publicity. I imagine if he tried to do that now, people opposing him would insert all sorts of foul language in the blank space, but we never saw it once. Okay, maybe once. A farmer from Duplin County once wrote the word shit in the blank space, and when my mom saw it, she covered my eyes and said a prayer asking for forgiveness for the poor ignorant bastard. She didn’t say exactly those words, but I got the gist of it.


So my father, Mr. Congressman, was a bigwig, and everyone but everyone knew it, including old man Hegbert. Now, the two of them didn’t get along, not at all, despite the fact that my father went to Hegbert’s church whenever he was in town, which to be frank wasn’t all that often. Hegbert, in addition to his belief that fornicators were destined to clean the urinals in hell, also believed that communism was “a sickness that doomed mankind to heathenhood.” Even though heathenhood wasn’t a word—I can’t find it in any dictionary—the congregation knew what he meant. They also knew that he was directing his words specifically to my father, who would sit with his eyes closed and pretend not to listen. My father was on one of the House committees that oversaw the “Red influence” supposedly infiltrating every aspect of the country, including national defense, higher education, and even tobacco farming. You have to remember that this was during the cold war; tensions were running high, and we North Carolinians needed something to bring it down to a more personal level. My father had consistently looked for facts, which were irrelevant to people like Hegbert.


Afterward, when my father would come home after the service, he’d say something like “Reverend Sullivan was in rare form today. I hope you heard that part about the Scripture where Jesus was talking about the poor…”


Yeah, sure, Dad…


My father tried to defuse situations whenever possible. I think that’s why he stayed in Congress for so long. The guy could kiss the ugliest babies known to mankind and still come up with something nice to say. “He’s such a gentle child,” he’d say when a baby had a giant head, or, “I’ll bet she’s the sweetest girl in the world,” if she had a birthmark over her entire face. One time a lady showed up with a kid in a wheelchair. My father took one look at him and said, “I’ll bet you ten to one that you’re the smartest kid in your class.” And he was! Yeah, my father was great at stuff like that. He could fling it with the best of ’em, that’s for sure. And he wasn’t such a bad guy, not really, especially if you consider the fact that he didn’t beat me or anything.


But he wasn’t there for me growing up. I hate to say that because nowadays people claim that sort of stuff even if their parent was around and use it to excuse their behavior. My dad… he didn’t love me… that’s why I became a stripper and performed on The Jerry Springer Show… I’m not using it to excuse the person I’ve become, I’m simply saying it as a fact. My father was gone nine months of the year, living out of town in a Washington, D.C., apartment three hundred miles away. My mother didn’t go with him because both of them wanted me to grow up “the same way they had.”


Of course, my father’s father took him hunting and fishing, taught him to play ball, showed up for birthday parties, all that small stuff that adds up to quite a bit before adulthood. My father, on the other hand, was a stranger, someone I barely knew at all. For the first five years of my life I thought all fathers lived somewhere else. It wasn’t until my best friend, Eric Hunter, asked me in kindergarten who that guy was who showed up at my house the night before that I realized something wasn’t quite right about the situation.


“He’s my father,” I said proudly.


“Oh,” Eric said as he rifled through my lunch-box, looking for my Milky Way, “I didn’t know you had a father.”


Talk about something whacking you straight in the face.


So, I grew up under the care of my mother. Now she was a nice lady, sweet and gentle, the kind of mother most people dream about. But she wasn’t, nor could she ever be, a manly influence in my life, and that fact, coupled with my growing disillusionment with my father, made me become something of a rebel, even at a young age. Not a bad one, mind you. Me and my friends might sneak out late and soap up car windows now and then or eat boiled peanuts in the graveyard behind the church, but in the fifties that was the kind of thing that made other parents shake their heads and whisper to their children, “You don’t want to be like that Carter boy. He’s on the fast track to prison.”


Me. A bad boy. For eating boiled peanuts in the graveyard. Go figure.


Anyway, my father and Hegbert didn’t get along, but it wasn’t only because of politics. No, it seems that my father and Hegbert knew each other from way back when. Hegbert was about twenty years older than my father, and back before he was a minister, he used to work for my father’s father. My grandfather—even though he spent lots of time with my father—was a true bastard if there ever was one. He was the one, by the way, who made the family fortune, but I don’t want you to imagine him as the sort of man who slaved over his business, working diligently and watching it grow, prospering slowly over time. My grandfather was much shrewder than that. The way he made his money was simple—he started as a bootlegger, accumulating wealth throughout Prohibition by running rum up from Cuba. Then he began buying land and hiring sharecroppers to work it. He took ninety percent of the money the sharecroppers made on their tobacco crop, then loaned them money whenever they needed it at ridiculous interest rates. Of course, he never intended to collect the money—instead he would foreclose on any land or equipment they happened to own. Then, in what he called “his moment of inspiration,” he started a bank called Carter Banking and Loan. The only other bank in a two-county radius had mysteriously burned down, and with the onset of the Depression, it never reopened. Though everyone knew what had really happened, not a word was ever spoken for fear of retribution, and their fear was well placed. The bank wasn’t the only building that had mysteriously burned down.


His interest rates were outrageous, and little by little he began amassing more land and property as people defaulted on their loans. When the Depression hit hardest, he foreclosed on dozens of businesses throughout the county while retaining the original owners to continue to work on salary, paying them just enough to keep them where they were, because they had nowhere else to go. He told them that when the economy improved, he’d sell their business back to them, and people always believed him.


Never once, however, did he keep his promise. In the end he controlled a vast portion of the county’s economy, and he abused his clout in every way imaginable.


I’d like to tell you he eventually went to a terrible death, but he didn’t. He died at a ripe-old age while sleeping with his mistress on his yacht off the Cayman Islands. He’d outlived both his wives and his only son. Some end for a guy like that, huh? Life, I’ve learned, is never fair. If people teach anything in school, that should be it.


But back to the story… Hegbert, once he realized what a bastard my grandfather really was, quit working for him and went into the ministry, then came back to Beaufort and started ministering in the same church we attended. He spent his first few years perfecting his fire-and-brimstone act with monthly sermons on the evils of the greedy, and this left him scant time for anything else. He was forty-three before he ever got married; he was fifty-five when his daughter, Jamie Sullivan, was born. His wife, a wispy little thing twenty years younger than he, went through six miscarriages before Jamie was born, and in the end she died in childbirth, making Hegbert a widower who had to raise a daughter on his own.


Hence, of course, the story behind the play.


People knew the story even before the play was first performed. It was one of those stories that made its rounds whenever Hegbert had to baptize a baby or attend a funeral. Everyone knew about it, and that’s why, I think, so many people got emotional whenever they saw the Christmas play. They knew it was based on something that happened in real life, which gave it special meaning.


Jamie Sullivan was a senior in high school, just like me, and she’d already been chosen to play the angel, not that anyone else even had a chance. This, of course, made the play extra special that year. It was going to be a big deal, maybe the biggest ever—at least in Miss Garber’s mind. She was the drama teacher, and she was already glowing about the possibilities the first time I met her in class.


Now, I hadn’t really planned on taking drama that year. I really hadn’t, but it was either that or chemistry II. The thing was, I thought it would be a blow-off class, especially when compared with my other option. No papers, no tests, no tables where I’d have to memorize protons and neutrons and combine elements in their proper formulas… what could possibly be better for a high school senior? It seemed like a sure thing, and when I signed up for it, I thought I’d just be able to sleep through most every class, which, considering my late night peanut eating, was fairly important at the time.


On the first day of class I was one of the last to arrive, coming in just a few seconds before the bell rang, and I took a seat in the back of the room. Miss Garber had her back turned to the class, and she was busy writing her name in big cursive letters, as if we didn’t know who she was. Everyone knew her—it was impossible not to. She was big, at least six feet two, with flaming red hair and pale skin that showed her freckles well into her forties. She was also overweight—I’d say honestly she pushed two fifty—and she had a fondness for wearing flower-patterned muumuus. She had thick, dark, horn-rimmed glasses, and she greeted every one with, “Helloooooo,” sort of singing the last syllable. Miss Garber was one of a kind, that’s for sure, and she was single, which made it even worse. A guy, no matter how old, couldn’t help but feel sorry for a gal like her.


Beneath her name she wrote the goals she wanted to accomplish that year. “Self-confidence” was number one, followed by “Self-awareness” and, third, “Self-fulfillment.” Miss Garber was big into the “self” stuff, which put her really ahead of the curve as far as psychotherapy is concerned, though she probably didn’t realize it at the time. Miss Garber was a pioneer in that field. Maybe it had something to do with the way she looked; maybe she was just trying to feel better about herself.


But I digress.


It wasn’t until the class started that I noticed something unusual. Though Beaufort High School wasn’t large, I knew for a fact that it was pretty much split fifty-fifty between males and females, which was why I was surprised when I saw that this class was at least ninety percent female. There was only one other male in the class, which to my thinking was a good thing, and for a moment I felt flush with a “look out world, here I come” kind of feeling. Girls, girls, girls… I couldn’t help but think. Girls and girls and no tests in sight.


Okay, so I wasn’t the most forward-thinking guy on the block.


So Miss Garber brings up the Christmas play and tells everyone that Jamie Sullivan is going to be the angel that year. Miss Garber started clapping right away—she was a member of the church, too—and there were a lot of people who thought she was gunning for Hegbert in a romantic sort of way. The first time I heard it, I remember thinking that it was a good thing they were too old to have children, if they ever did get together. Imagine—translucent with freckles? The very thought gave everyone shudders, but of course, no one ever said anything about it, at least within hearing distance of Miss Garber and Hegbert. Gossip is one thing, hurtful gossip is completely another, and even in high school we weren’t that mean.


Miss Garber kept on clapping, all alone for a while, until all of us finally joined in, because it was obvious that was what she wanted. “Stand up, Jamie,” she said. So Jamie stood up and turned around, and Miss Garber started clapping even faster, as if she were standing in the presence of a bona fide movie star.


Now Jamie Sullivan was a nice girl. She really was. Beaufort was small enough that it had only one elementary school, so we’d been in the same classes our entire lives, and I’d be lying if I said I never talked to her. Once, in second grade, she’d sat in the seat right next to me for the whole year, and we’d even had a few conversations, but it didn’t mean that I spent a lot of time hanging out with her in my spare time, even back then. Who I saw in school was one thing; who I saw after school was something completely different, and Jamie had never been on my social calendar.


It’s not that Jamie was unattractive—don’t get me wrong. She wasn’t hideous or anything like that. Fortunately she’d taken after her mother, who, based on the pictures I’d seen, wasn’t half-bad, especially considering who she ended up marrying. But Jamie wasn’t exactly what I considered attractive, either. Despite the fact that she was thin, with honey blond hair and soft blue eyes, most of the time she looked sort of… plain, and that was when you noticed her at all. Jamie didn’t care much about outward appearances, because she was always looking for things like “inner beauty,” and I suppose that’s part of the reason she looked the way she did. For as long as I’d known her—and this was going way back, remember—she’d always worn her hair in a tight bun, almost like a spinster, without a stitch of makeup on her face. Coupled with her usual brown cardigan and plaid skirt, she always looked as though she were on her way to interview for a job at the library. We used to think it was just a phase and that she’d eventually grow out of it, but she never had. Even through our first three years of high school, she hadn’t changed at all. The only thing that had changed was the size of her clothes.


But it wasn’t just the way Jamie looked that made her different; it was also the way she acted. Jamie didn’t spend any time hanging out at Cecil’s Diner or going to slumber parties with other girls, and I knew for a fact that she’d never had a boyfriend her entire life. Old Hegbert would probably have had a heart attack if she had. But even if by some odd turn of events Hegbert had allowed it, it still wouldn’t have mattered. Jamie carried her Bible wherever she went, and if her looks and Hegbert didn’t keep the boys away, the Bible sure as heck did. Now, I liked the Bible as much as the next teenage boy, but Jamie seemed to enjoy it in a way that was completely foreign to me. Not only did she go to vacation Bible school every August, but she would read the Bible during lunch break at school. In my mind that just wasn’t normal, even if she was the minister’s daughter. No matter how you sliced it, reading Paul’s letters to the Ephesians wasn’t nearly as much fun as flirting, if you know what I mean.


But Jamie didn’t stop there. Because of all her Bible reading, or maybe because of Hegbert’s influence, Jamie believed it was important to help others, and helping others is exactly what she did. I knew she volunteered at the orphanage in Morehead City, but for her that simply wasn’t enough. She was always in charge of one fund-raiser or another, helping everyone from the Boy Scouts to the Indian Princesses, and I know that when she was fourteen, she spent part of her summer painting the outside of an elderly neighbor’s house. Jamie was the kind of girl who would pull weeds in someone’s garden without being asked or stop traffic to help little kids cross the road. She’d save her allowance to buy a new basketball for the orphans, or she’d turn around and drop the money into the church basket on Sunday. She was, in other words, the kind of girl who made the rest of us look bad, and whenever she glanced my way, I couldn’t help but feel guilty, even though I hadn’t done anything wrong.


Nor did Jamie limit her good deeds to people. If she ever came across a wounded animal, for instance, she’d try to help it, too. Opossums, squirrels, dogs, cats, frogs… it didn’t matter to her. Dr. Rawlings, the vet, knew her by sight, and he’d shake his head whenever he saw her walking up to the door carrying a cardboard box with yet another critter inside. He’d take off his eyeglasses and wipe them with his handkerchief while Jamie explained how she’d found the poor creature and what had happened to it. “He was hit by a car, Dr. Rawlings. I think it was in the Lord’s plan to have me find him and try to save him. You’ll help me, won’t you?”


With Jamie, everything was in the Lord’s plan. That was another thing. She always mentioned the Lord’s plan whenever you talked to her, no matter what the subject. The baseball game’s rained out? Must be the Lord’s plan to prevent something worse from happening. A surprise trigonometry quiz that everyone in class fails? Must be in the Lord’s plan to give us challenges. Anyway, you get the picture.


Then, of course, there was the whole Hegbert situation, and this didn’t help her at all. Being the minister’s daughter couldn’t have been easy, but she made it seem as if it were the most natural thing in the world and that she was lucky to have been blessed in that way. That’s how she used to say it, too. “I’ve been so blessed to have a father like mine.” Whenever she said it, all we could do was shake our heads and wonder what planet she actually came from.


Despite all these other strikes, though, the one thing that really drove me crazy about her was the fact that she was always so damn cheerful, no matter what was happening around her. I swear, that girl never said a bad thing about anything or anyone, even to those of us who weren’t that nice to her. She would hum to herself as she walked down the street, she would wave to strangers driving by in their cars. Sometimes ladies would come running out of their house if they saw her walking by, offering her pumpkin bread if they’d been baking all day or lemonade if the sun was high in the sky. It seemed as if every adult in town adored her. “She’s such a nice young lady,” they’d say whenever Jamie’s name came up. “The world would be a better place if there were more people like her.”


But my friends and I didn’t quite see it that way. In our minds, one Jamie Sullivan was plenty.


I was thinking about all this while Jamie stood in front of us on the first day of drama class, and I admit that I wasn’t much interested in seeing her. But strangely, when Jamie turned to face us, I kind of got a shock, like I was sitting on a loose wire or something. She wore a plaid skirt with a white blouse under the same brown cardigan sweater I’d seen a million times, but there were two new bumps on her chest that the sweater couldn’t hide that I swore hadn’t been there just three months earlier. She’d never worn makeup and she still didn’t, but she had a tan, probably from Bible school, and for the first time she looked—well, almost pretty. Of course, I dismissed that thought right away, but as she looked around the room, she stopped and smiled right at me, obviously glad to see that I was in the class. It wasn’t until later that I would learn the reason why.
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