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Chapter 1


2000

The sky was filled with light. 

The fireworks were spectacular, for a little town, that first Fourth of July of the new century. Bursts of color rained sparkles and left faces down below brilliant, full of wonder. All of it unforgettable, for a moment. 

But not far down the street, a smaller flash of light was unforgettable in the way that can last a lifetime. 

A single gunshot at the Back Home Market changed everything for the clerk who was shot, the juvenile delinquent who pulled the trigger, and the Baptist preacher’s son who ran away, leaving everything he knew and loved, sure it was forever. 

The fireworks whistled and boomed as the unlikely pair arrived at the market to buy beer — Joe Ray, in trouble since he was twelve, and Connor, the youngest of the preacher’s kids, all “Yes sir” and “Thank you ma’am” since he could talk. 

The parking lot was empty when they pulled up in Joe Ray’s battered truck. There were no customers inside, just the clerk behind the counter, looking at a girlie magazine. Joe Ray had bragged, “Raleigh, he’s the black guy at the Back Home, he’d sell me his sister if I asked.” 

Connor could see through his big talk, a boy not yet eighteen trying to stretch himself into a man. Joe Ray Loomis, bad teeth and broken knuckles. But in Mercer County, the only beer a nineteen-year-old could buy was root beer, so Connor went along with the younger kid. He was a little buzzed already from the beer somebody had sneaked into the picnic at the City Park. And he had a thirst in him, burning from knowing he couldn’t have the girl he wanted.

Joe Ray said, “Get the beer, preacher boy,” and he marched up to the counter, slapped it hard, and said, “Hey, bud. Put your girlfriend down.” 

Raleigh, propped on a high stool behind the counter, darted Connor a wary glance. Back at Joe Ray, he mumbled, “You didn’t say nothing about him.”

“Don’t worry. This is between you and me,” Joe Ray said.

Connor slouched past the chips and candy and burnt coffee to the back of the store. At the cooler, he felt that first cold whisper, something wrong about this. But he was nineteen and bruised up down deep, and he hadn’t learned yet to listen to what some would call conscience. His daddy would say an angel was watching over him, but that angel hadn’t done him much good lately.

So he kept walking, straight toward trouble.

Connor grabbed two sixes. He turned into the aisle past a Little Debbies rack and had a clear view of the check-out counter. Of Raleigh’s face. Of Joe Ray’s back. Of the gun. 

Joe Ray had a gun turned cockeyed the way he must’ve seen gang bangers do it in the movies. A gun pointed at Raleigh.

Connor yelled, “No-o-o-o-o!” and Joe Ray’s arm jerked and the gun popped.

Just one shot. A pop, like a firework exploding too close. Raleigh howled and fell off the stool, crumpling to the floor. 

Joe Ray raised the gun and stared at it, like a snake handler surprised by the snake bite.

Connor dropped the beer and ran down the aisle. “You stupid sonofabitch! You shot him!” He heard Raleigh wailing behind the counter and got a glimpse of him holding his leg, blood oozing between his fingers. Blood splattered on the wall. Connor remembered just enough about praying to murmur, “God... please... please don’t let him die.”

Joe Ray made a sound. A cry, like he was the wounded one. He suddenly seemed much younger, just a scared kid, in the moment before he stumbled away.

Connor stood looking at the clerk, all that blood, like his life was spilling from him right there. Then Connor looked at Joe Ray, heading toward the truck. 

And he had to decide. 

Next thing he was in the truck, screaming, “What the hell, man? You crazy?”

Joe Ray cursed under his breath. His hands trembled as he tried to light a Marlboro. “Wasn’t s’posed to go down like that.” He made a fist and punched the dash. “Nothing ever happens like it’s s’posed to!”

Connor stared at the explosions of light above the City Park.

Fireworks fade away into darkness, but a gunshot can change light to dark in a heartbeat. And in that forever kind of dark, it’s always so hard to find your way home.

Joe Ray turned the key and the engine caught. And the old truck carried the juvie and the preacher’s son out into the darkness.

 

Montpier, set like a jewel in the rolling Tennessee hills, was a patriotic little town, a God-fearing town, a love-your-neighbor town. The Fourth of July was serious business and it took the whole day to observe it properly.

The parade at noon had kicked off the celebration of freedom. There were flags waving along the parade route and fresh-faced majorettes high-stepping. There were earnest high school band members hitting mostly right notes on their Sousa renditions. And there were the men from the VFW, marching proudly in the uniforms they wore when they were eighteen that strained across their eighty-year-old bellies, others stooped, their eyes cloudy with memory, and all of them sweating. It was hot. It was always blistering hot on the Fourth of July.

An afternoon in the City Park always followed the parade. Horseshoes for the old men and softball for the young men, mamas fussing over babies that yowled from heat rash, and little boys chasing each other with sticks. And then the picnic, the best chicken in Mercer County and deviled eggs that might have been out in the sun too long. 

As the languid afternoon slid into a gentle twilight and then dusk, the fireflies came out. Children ran about trying to capture the little flashes of light, if only to let them go again to dance against the darkening sky. The chatter grew expectant as volunteers from the fire department left for the far side of the park to man the fireworks. 

Some observant residents of Montpier would remember seeing Connor Burdette and Joe Ray Loomis high-tailing it out of the park about that time and wondering why anybody would want to leave when the big fireworks show was about to start. Thinking back on it, remembering that old truck spinning gravel, some said they knew it was trouble, sure enough.

 

That day had all the makings of a small-town, old-fashioned Fourth of July, time-honored traditions that carried on without much change in the years to come. As time passed, no one could quite remember which year it was that the mayor, Grand Marshal of the parade, fainted from heat, and paramedics arrived, but on his orders took him to his house for shade and sweet tea. Or which year a rainstorm blew up out of nowhere and upended the 4-H Club’s float, and a goat ran free through the streets. But always, as the town walked itself home in the dark after a day of celebration, someone would bring up the shooting at the Back Home Market. And though memories faded, like one of the old Polaroid photos that has lost its sharp colors, Montpier remembered which year it happened. For the first Fourth of July of the brand new century to be stained, like blood on the wall of the Back Home Market, it seemed like a bad sign. 

And the memory was still a raw, open wound for the Burdettes, Connor’s family, who hung on to the notion that somewhere he was alive and might eventually come home, though years passed without a word from him. Daniel, the Baptist preacher, feared he’d been too hard on his son when Connor began to stray from the straight and narrow. And Kitty, Connor’s mama, wouldn’t think of letting their new cell phones replace the landline, because that was the number her boy knew like he knew his own birthday. 

Russ, his brother, didn’t like to imagine the terrible things that could’ve happened to Connor, but anger was a stronger force than worry. Anger that a brother would vanish like that, like he’d never felt a thing for the blood and love between them.

Russ’s wife Nikki tried not to think of him at all, but sometimes she couldn’t help it. She thought of how broken he was, and she thought she was the only one who knew why, but she could never say.

Connor’s sister Ivy, who knew he understood that she would keep any secret, kept thinking that of all the family, she would be the one her little brother would reach out to, somehow he’d contact her, just to let her know he was alive, he was all right. But he didn’t. 

And then there was Lady Burdette, the mighty matriarch of the Burdette family. No one who knew her could have imagined how often disturbing visions of her grandson visited her in the blackest hours of night, how she longed to find him, and how, toward the end of her life, she resolved, I’ll do it, by God. I will. 




Chapter 2


Ten Years After the Shooting

Lady Burdette had spent her long life confident in her bones that she knew what everybody else ought to do. Quick to voice her strident opinions on finance and medicine and politics — and other people’s personal matters, how ridiculous it was to nurse a baby that already had a mouthful of teeth. “Is she gonna bring him home for lunch when he starts to school?” Most everybody she knew was making wrong turns. She was the only one with the map. 

But anyone who meddled in Lady’s business had better have a goddamned good reason. She didn’t care much for lawyers or doctors or preachers — her son notwithstanding — but they were all sometimes a necessary evil.

Don Petrie, her lawyer, had drawn up a new will for her. On Monday, the week before July Fourth, it was ready for her signature. Over the disorderly paperwork on his desk, he fixed her with his keen gray eyes. “Against my better judgment,” he said, his deep, rich voice so out of kilter with the rest of his bony self. Pale with sparse white hair, so fragile looking, he looked like a stiff north wind could blow him over. But that voice, the sound of authority: “Are you absolutely sure you want to do this, Lady?”

She snatched the pen from the girl with downcast eyes who was going to witness the document, and scrawled her signature. “There! I know exactly what I’m doing,” she said.

 

Three days later, coming home from the country club, Lady was not so rock-solid sure of herself. She had no doubts about her heir. It wasn’t that. Lady Burdette understood money. She’d been using money her entire life to push people around, but this... this was a pull. Something pulling at the bottom of her heart. And when she closed her eyes, she’d heard it whispering in her blood, singing in her bones. This was not a thinking thing. It was a feeling thing that could not be argued with or talked down. 

But something had gone wrong that she couldn’t quite put out of her mind. 

Don Petrie had clasped his hand over his heart and put on a wounded face when she’d mentioned the need for absolute confidentiality. “Lady. Lady, have you ever heard a murmur from anybody to make you doubt my discretion?” He went on, swelling up like a July tick. “And what about the work I’ve done for you? All these years? Have you had any complaint?” 

No. For more than fifty years, Don had handled her business and Jack’s, before he died. She trusted him, as far as she trusted anybody. But the girl, the witness, was another story.

Now Lady took the stairs as quickly as she could manage, clutching the handrail with one hand, her purse with the other. At the top of the staircase she paused to catch her breath. It felt as if every one of her eighty-four years was laying heavy on her lungs. Just last summer she was on the tennis courts twice a week, paying no attention to her heart. Till she had to. These days, when she went to the Country Club, it was to have a martini with her old doubles partner and nod to the pretentious thirty-somethings she used to trounce with her wicked lobs.

Still breathing hard, she went to her bedside table and took out her copy of the will that she’d read again last night. She flipped to the signature page and saw what had been troubling her. It took the air out of her. She sank to the side of the bed and whispered, “Damnation,” seeing the name of the witness, remembering that girl when she was one of a pack of runny nose kids, children of a no-good daddy and a mama that had no spine. The pretty girl, her mama made over, had pulled herself up to the kind of life her people would never have dreamed of. A paralegal for Don Petrie was no small thing. But that didn’t mean she was trustworthy.

Lady pushed back a strand of white hair and tucked it into her French twist. She yanked off her earrings, dropped them on the bedside table, and dug out her phone from her purse. She pressed a number and finally heard, “This is Ivy. Leave a message.” 

Lady huffed. She didn’t do that voicemail thing unless she had to. She sure didn’t want to sound desperate, just urgent. Everyone counted on Lady’s independence. Maybe she ought not involve family at all... but wasn’t this all about family? And if she had to trust anybody, Ivy was the one. Smartest of the whole lot, Ivy could appreciate the storm on the horizon.

So Lady left a message. 

As she laid her phone on the bed beside her, a voice from downstairs startled her. She wasn’t certain what she’d heard. Silence took over for a moment, and Lady thought she might have imagined the sound. Surely she hadn’t left the door unlocked, but she’d rushed inside, anxious to look at the will, and lately, she was forgetful sometimes.

Again, “Lady? Lady! Are you here?” It was not her imagination.

And no mistaking the contempt behind the words. Same as when they’d talked on the phone at the club. But Lady had thought there would be more time.

People had the notion that she was tough, but truth be told, Lady Burdette had grown to despise confrontations. She could still whittle someone down to size, most times, but she could tell her tongue, once sharp as a scalpel, had grown blunt. It was discouraging. She used to never doubt herself.

“Yes, yes, I’m up here.” The voice that came out of her was an old woman’s she barely recognized. She rolled up the copy of the will, held it in her fist and raised it like a club, but she suddenly felt older than she’d ever imagined she would feel. Too old now, too weary, for the fireworks she knew were about to ignite her family, and explode.

Oh, she knew it would happen. She’d just imagined it wouldn’t happen till she was dead.

 

 




Chapter 3


The ache was always there when Ivy thought of Connor. A kind of phantom pain. Like a missing arm or leg that still hurt. Only this was a missing brother. Lost? Or was he dead? The Fourth of July only made it worse, and the holiday was coming up Tuesday. 

But that afternoon, Ivy Burdette wasn’t dwelling on the Fourth of July. She wasn’t dwelling on her Twenty-first Century Lit class or the student who had whispered to her that she was pregnant, and her parents were pressing her to go away to some place for girls in trouble, like some character from a Victorian novel. The summer term was nearly half over at the community college, the dread of Ivy’s future looming over her, but she wasn’t dwelling on that, either. Her mind was stuck on Lady.

Ivy had checked her voicemail at the end of class, as students checked theirs. One message, a message from her grandmother. “I need to see you... Now this is just between you and me...” Knowing Lady dispensed advice freely but rarely asked for it, Ivy tried to imagine what had prompted the message. What could she need from Ivy? And though Ivy had kept many secrets, she would never have expected her grandmother to confide in her.

She could remember only one other time that Lady had called her. Ever. Last year, trying out her new cell phone, apparently calling everyone she knew. “They say it’s a Me-phone or something like that,” she’d said. A smile curled the corners of Ivy’s lips as she thought about it. In that conversation, her grandmother happened to mention that she’d won her division of tennis singles in the State Senior Olympics, her opponent a young upstart, seventy-three years old. 

Ivy and Lady didn’t call each other simply to chat. They weren’t close, never had been close. And yet — this message. 

The last student waved and called out, “See you Tuesday. Have a happy Fourth!” Happy was not a word Ivy associated with the Fourth, but she waved back and said, “You, too.”

Now the classroom was empty. Ivy touched speaker and listened again as she crammed test papers into her canvas bag.

“I need to see you.” The strong voice was insistent, just short of demanding, but Ivy imagined Lady didn’t often leave messages; the cadence had that kind of awkwardness. The old voice started to waver, even as it rose to a higher pitch. “Now this is just between you and me, Ivy, you hear?” Lady sounded every day of her eighty-four years when she said, “It’s important. I don’t know what to do.”

 

Ivy headed to the stairs at the end of the hall. The Humanities Building was a two-floor rectangular brick box, like the other buildings on the Cumberland Regional Community College campus. No arches or bell towers here. No modern glass and steel. This was not a university with chests of money. Community college! the unimpressive buildings seemed to shout.

Ivy wouldn’t have taken the sluggish elevator, but there was Gwenna Wallis, holding the door open for her. The Humanities secretary was a chunky fifty-something, five feet tall in high heels. She could benefit from a little exercise. Nine inches taller, Ivy smiled down at Gwenna as she stepped into the elevator, thinking she could’ve been to the parking lot by the time they’d reach the ground floor, trying to hide her impatience. She needed to get to Lady’s house.

“Serendipity,” Gwenna said in a voice hinting of secrecy. Ivy gave her a dubious glance. The elevator doors closed with a bump. “Good thing I needed a cigarette, same time your class was over,” Gwenna said.

As cryptic as Lady’s message, Ivy thought. She didn’t say it, but Gwenna would’ve known who Lady was. Everyone in Montpier, in fact everyone in Mercer County, knew Lady Burdette or knew of her, if, for no other reason, because of her vehement Letters to the Editor printed periodically in the Mercer Gazette. The Burdettes were Democrats in a county of Republicans, seventy percent Republican, but Lady criticized Democrats, too. She didn’t spare anyone she felt was being a “dolt,” a favorite word of hers. The Gazette loved her letters.

As the elevator began its laborious descent, Gwenna said, “Would you be interested in a full-time position here, Ivy?”

The secretary had no authority to pose such a question, but according to campus gossip, reported as gospel-truth, Gwenna was much more than a secretary to Dr. Keller, Dean of the Humanities. Someone had told Ivy, “Gwenna knows where the bodies are buried. Dr. Keller had better keep her satisfied.”

“I’m just here for the summer,” Ivy said. 

“So you say.” Gwenna gave a knowing look. Ivy felt a surge of discomfort, not exactly embarrassment or irritation, just a keen awareness that everybody in Montpier knew everybody else’s business, and no doubt the talk was Ivy Burdette came back home to lick her wounds. And she guessed it was the truth.

Gwenna, to her credit, didn’t press the point. She added a breezy “Keep it under your hat till it’s official, but looks like we’ll have an opening for a full-time English position in the fall. Patty Rayburn’s retiring. Moving to Phoenix. Can you imagine — that gosh-awful heat?”

The elevator lurched to a stop and groaned. The doors opened. Gwenna led the way down the hall. She walked fast for someone with her short legs, but it was an easy pace for Ivy, tall and long-legged and a runner. “Thanks for the heads up,” she said. 

“I’ll keep you posted.” Gwenna dug in her purse, coming up with a pack of Virginia Slims, and they left the air-conditioning for a blast of heat that felt like a punch in the face.

As she walked to her car, Ivy tried to call Lady to let her know she was on her way. The call went to voicemail. Lady was hard of hearing and too vain to get a hearing aid. If the phone was in a distant room or another floor of the large Burdette family home, Lady might not hear it ring. Ivy wasn’t alarmed. The whole thing just felt peculiar. But then so was her grandmother.

Cumberland Regional Community College was eleven miles outside the Montpier city limits, connected by a four-lane highway that the State of Tennessee had built in the seventies to accommodate all the traffic to the new college. Now, nearly forty years later, Ivy drove home at what would be rush hour in places like Nashville without a glimpse of another car for five whole minutes. Her mind flew to these thoughts on the quiet drive. The only radio stations she could get were talk radio of the Rush Limbaugh variety or local preachers, none as reasonable as her father, or decent country music from Nashville stations that cut out, like cell phone service, at certain dips in the valley. 

It was a pretty, peaceful drive, through farm land and woods. June rains had made the vegetation a brilliant green, more like the first growth of spring than summer. Ivy contemplated the beauty of the hills and valleys and pastures, which she hadn’t appreciated before she left. When she was a senior at Montpier High School and Wexler-Fitzhugh Bible College had offered her a full scholarship, partly because of her grades and partly because she was a Baptist preacher’s daughter, she couldn’t wait to live on the Gulf Coast. She’d gone from undergrad to grad student to teaching assistant, to full-time faculty, to tenure track. Then the bottom fell out of what might have been a promising, even rewarding, career. Because she fell in love. It was bad enough that her fiancé was a liar and a cheater. Worse that he was the Academic Vice-President. 

Ivy loved the Gulf, the white, sugary sand, the mild winters, and she had loved Preston Gorman for five years. She had loved him in spite of rumors and doubts, loved him until she could no longer lie to herself, after she caught him in bed with the red-haired grad student. And even though that one was just the latest in a long line of co-eds, Ivy couldn’t say absolutely that she didn’t love him still, in some twisted way.

It was a Southern thing, Ivy guessed, to come home with tail tucked in when life got too hard. Lick her wounds, yes, then go back. She’d been offered the summer class because of someone her daddy knew. She’d never dreamed it might lead to a full-time position. Now, well, it was something to think about. At Wexler-Fitzhugh, she’d never again have the Academic VP’s support. She could forget tenure. Preston would love to get rid of her. He’d said as much. No remorse, just a promise: “I’ll see you get a good reference if you apply somewhere else.” 

Ivy came to the square, the town center, dominated by a red brick 19th century courthouse. She had noticed, coming back this time, that the building seemed worn and weary, that it had shrunk from the courthouse in her memory. The empty parking spaces told the sad story of the businesses on the square. Some had moved to the commercial strip on the north side of town, near the bypass that was still a painful subject to those whose businesses on the square had gone under. Lady Burdette had written a Letter to the Editor stating an opinion shared by many, that the bypass was as unnecessary as the highway between Montpier and the college. Furthermore, Lady said, the road builders had the State Building Commission in their pockets. 

From the square, Ivy headed west toward Lady’s house, just outside the city limits. She pulled into the shaded driveway that climbed upward and made a turn before it revealed the house that was hidden from the road. A grand old house befitting the grand old lady who lived there. The landscaping was impeccable, as always, clipped shrubs and colorful annuals lining the stone walkway that led to the porch — the portico, Lady called it. Everyone used the front door. 

Ivy rang the bell. No answer. She tried again. Even hard of hearing as Lady was, even if she was napping, she would surely hear the doorbell. Ivy pressed it a few more times, with more urgency. She tried the big brass door handle, then called again. Again, she was sent to voicemail. This time she left a message: “Where are you, Lady? I’m at your front door.” Her tone was what her grandmother would call petulant. She couldn’t imagine anything was wrong, but she couldn’t just turn and go away, not knowing. Anybody else might, but not Ivy. 

She walked around the house. If the back door was locked and she couldn’t find a key under a flower pot or some other obvious place, she’d call her father. Lady had never given anyone a key except Daniel Burdette, her only son.

Ivy got as far as the garage and thought it was worth a peek to check on Lady’s car. The free-standing structure was some distance from the house. The garage was big enough for two cars, but Lady owned just one, a Chrysler the size of a tank. She’d driven a Chrysler for as long as Ivy could remember, trading it in for a newer model from time to time but never a brand-new car. The essence of frugality, Lady Burdette, for all her money. After Ivy’s grandfather died, Lady sold his nearly-new Suburban to Ivy’s brother, Russ. That had been a bit of a sore spot with Russ. He’d thought she was going to give him his grandfather’s car. He should have known better. No one could accuse Lady of being generous with her grandchildren.

Ivy peered through the small window of one of the garage doors and let out a heavy sigh. Irritation — mixed with relief. She hadn’t realized how anxious she’d been, unable to rouse Lady. 

The Chrysler was not there. Lady, who had seemed so eager to see her a couple of hours ago, had gone somewhere. Probably forgot all about calling Ivy, sounding such an alarm. Ivy left another message for her grandmother’s voicemail as she walked to her car: “I’m leaving your house now, Lady. Call me when you get home. Let me know everything’s OK.” 

She wondered if her grandmother was getting dementia. 

 




Chapter 4


Every time the phone rang, Kitty Burdette felt her heart speed up. Just for a moment, she felt hope tug at her, felt a prayer rise in her: Dear God, let it be him. Always listening for her youngest son’s voice: Mama — it’s me. That old phone, hanging on the wall in the kitchen, didn’t just connect her to the people in her life. It connected her to hope. She and Daniel had both bought new smart phones but they didn’t give out those numbers freely. Calls came in on the landline every day, and every day, with every heart-aching ring, Kitty let herself hope it was Connor. 

She knew he was alive. But she couldn’t tell anyone else in the family, not even Daniel. Sometimes she thought she couldn’t bear that secret anymore, that kind of betrayal, but she had to. She couldn’t risk driving Connor away forever.

“Daniel’s not at the church. Thursday’s his day to visit shut-ins,” she said to the plumber who was supposed to fix the ladies’ toilet at First Baptist. “Just as long as it’s working Sunday.” 

Sacks of produce from the farmer’s market sat in a line, kitchen counter full of home-grown vegetables and fruits. Corn needed to be shucked, beans needed to be strung, and mothers needed to worry. The worry climbed down into the bottom of her heart where it lay turning over and over. Kitty had let herself get carried away at the farmer’s market. Stressful times, times something heavy was weighing on her, she found working in the kitchen and digging in her flower bed gave her the greatest relief. 

Most of the corn and green beans would wind up in the new freezer at the church. First Baptist had the best-stocked food pantry in Montpier, and a $5,000 commercial freezer that would make any restaurant proud. Daniel had fought for it. Some of the deacons believed Daniel’s social programs took away from what ought to be the church’s mission. And what might be the church’s mission, if not to do good? Daniel had asked them. Frank Steele, chairman of the deacons, argued that in these times the church ought to be standing against the enemies of Christianity, those “free money liberals trying to destroy the morals of our country.” Frank, known as the Colonel, had persuaded a vocal handful of deacons that carried more weight than they should. They chimed in, “Amen!” Take a political stand from the pulpit is what they meant, and Daniel refused. So the deacons voted not to put the freezer in the budget. 

Every time Kitty thought about how her husband had handled that dispute, it sent a warm rush through her. He went to the Bible. He preached a stirring sermon one Sunday, taking his text from a scripture every good Baptist knew. Matthew 25, where Jesus was teaching about feeding the poor, clothing the needy, taking in the stranger, visiting the prisoner. If you’ve done it to one of the least of these, you’ve done it to me. Kitty told Daniel she could almost hear a grumble from the pew where the Colonel sat with his cronies and his young new wife. Daniel said it was the sound of a conscience wrestling down its own weakness. 

Daniel didn’t have to ask the congregation for money. After the Sunday service and in the next few weeks, people started giving him checks designated for the freezer. All in all, $4,300 came in. Kitty and Daniel took $700 out of their savings to make up the rest. 

Sometimes Kitty had to marvel that she’d wound up a preacher’s wife. And that the life suited her so well. Her daddy, a general practitioner in Durbin Falls, used to joke about the boys that hung around his tall, willowy daughter. Couldn’t beat them off with a stick, he said. Kitty had expected to marry a doctor, like him, or a lawyer or banker. She almost did marry a banker’s son, Johnnie Polk, whose father was president of the Mercer County Farmers and Merchants Bank. Johnnie claimed to be a descendent of President James K. Polk, for all that was worth.

Kitty’s senior year of high school, her daddy’s big heart suddenly stopped. Still trying to manage the persistent ache of grief, she watched her mama, always a little unstable, slowly give in to the crazy at her core and finally head to Alabama with Milburn Vick, the county school superintendent. He left his wife and three children, the oldest daughter, Kitty’s best friend Helen. 

Kitty’s world shattered. A world once defined by her father, beloved in Durbin Falls, in all of Mercer County, really, now defined by her mother’s scandal. It was a wonder she graduated at all. Or that she got a clerical job at the courthouse. Hired out of respect for her daddy.

And then, Kitty went a little wild.

She and her brother Boone remained in their parents’ house. Boone was four years older, but he was no parent. His drinking buddy Johnnie Polk was home from college that summer, working at his daddy’s bank, and Boone had a job pumping gas. Weekends, though, Kitty might have been living in a fraternity house. Beer and whiskey flowing freely. A rowdy crowd Johnnie knew from college. Older girls who were pretty, stylish, had the perfumed smell of money, but Kitty knew what her daddy would say about the likes of them. “Fast and loose. Not a cupful of common sense in the whole lot.” Even so, Kitty found herself admiring their careless ways. She watched how they lit up a cigarette, threw back a shot of whiskey, draped themselves around the boys. And she learned a thing or two about life on the low side. 

It wasn’t long before she was Johnnie’s girl. Though he was seldom sober, always a flask on him, Kitty was drawn to his Paul Newman good looks and his worldliness. And his prospects. She had crossed so many lines that his assurance she wouldn’t get pregnant, he’d take care of it, was good enough. Even better, he said he loved her, and then, that he wanted to marry her. 

The September night before he returned to college, in the back seat of his GTO, as The Thomas Crown Affair played on the drive-in’s screen, Johnnie vowed he would have a ring for her at Christmas. “At the end of every semester,” he said, “Daddy gives me money for not flunking out.” He’d already blown his reward money for spring semester.

Though he didn’t actually ask or even put a dime-store ring on her finger, Kitty said yes. Engaged! It felt she’d latched onto something solid after she’d been left adrift in the world.

She didn’t know yet that she was about to meet Daniel Burdette.

One day, Helen Vick came with her mother to the courthouse, and the girls who had once been best friends met in the hall in front of the ladies’ room as Helen was going in. They looked hard at each other.

“We’re losing our house,” Helen said, finally.

For a moment longer, the girls stood there, silent. And then they threw their arms around each other and began to weep. Helen had weathered the scandal better than Kitty. It was Helen who got Kitty back into church. It was Helen who invited her to go along to a Young Christians Assembly at a Baptist camp one weekend that fall.

And there she met Daniel.

It took just one long weekend of Daniel Burdette, late-night walks around the lake, talks about God, life and death — and love — and the very idea of sharing a marriage bed with Johnnie Polk seemed like infidelity. She had already given some essential part of herself to Daniel. 

Kitty didn’t tell Daniel about the banker’s son. She went home and immediately broke it off with Johnnie in a letter. His letters had never been heartfelt, like hers, and each was shorter than the last. Kitty had been feeling the temperature drop. Now the only thing that mattered was what Daniel would think of her. Almost every day letters flew between her and Daniel, and each confirmed what she’d known from the beginning. They belonged together.

That winter, Kitty’s mother came home, took to her bed, and died before spring.

The day of the funeral, Daniel was there, comforting Kitty, saying all the right things. And that night, he asked her to be his wife.

Kitty had to tell him about Johnnie Polk. She had to tell him everything before she could say yes because Daniel would be expecting a “nice girl,” one who remained a virgin until marriage. “We were engaged,” she said, but not with conviction.

Even now, in the parsonage’s kitchen, Kitty could see Daniel’s brows pull together. Hear the hurt in his voice. The awful silence. And then, “Why didn’t you tell me at the Assembly?” 

“I was afraid, Daniel,” she said. “I couldn’t imagine marrying Johnnie. Not after I met you. And I couldn’t bear it that you might not want me because I’d been... not completely honest.” The word was deceitful but she couldn’t say it. Even at that juncture, with all they meant to each other, Kitty had trembled, fearing Daniel would never trust her again.

After the longest time, he had reached for her hand. “Kitty,” he said, in a voice she knew now he used only for those he loved most, “we can’t keep secrets from each other anymore.”

Truth untold is the shadow of a lie, Kitty knew. And now she’d done again what she promised she would never do.

 

Kitty set the sack of peaches aside. Some of them would find their way into a cobbler tonight. Peach cobbler, Ivy’s favorite dessert. Kitty’s children each had their favorites. Russ’s was pecan pie. And Connor — his was chocolate cream pie with meringue two inches high. Kitty hadn’t made a chocolate cream pie since that Fourth of July, ten years ago.

Now the Fourth was a test Kitty had to pass every year. Daniel and Ivy, too, she imagined. Russ, she didn’t know. Before Connor went away, something was going on with him and Russ. But all these years, Russ never said a word about it. Once, when he was a little boy, Russ had an inch-long splinter in his foot. Would’ve gone gangrene if Kitty hadn’t noticed his limp. It was impossible to know what her oldest son was thinking. Always had been.

Kitty was peeling peaches when Ivy came in.

“Mama, do you think Lady’s getting dementia?” was the first thing Ivy said.

Kitty said, “Seems to me she’s like she’s always been — you know.” 

Neither had to say eccentric. They both laughed a little. 

Ivy told her about Lady’s message and how her car was gone when Ivy went to her house, but Kitty was not convinced there was anything wrong with her mother-in-law’s mind. “Something probably came up, and she didn’t have the good grace to call you back and save you a trip.” Kitty exchanged a look with Ivy, and neither said any more about Lady. 

 

The First Baptist parsonage that was the Burdettes’ home had a small kitchen typical of 1920s bungalows. The kitchen was Kitty’s domain. She didn’t allow anyone to get in her way. She let Ivy set the table, then said, “I’m making BLTs for supper. Nothing else for you to do.”

The bacon was sizzling when Daniel came in. He gave her a peck on the cheek and poured himself a cup of coffee. Daniel drank gallons of coffee throughout the day and evening. Kitty couldn’t tell it ever bothered him.

He took his place at the table and wrapped both hands wrapped around his cup. Squinting, he stared into the coffee as if it held an answer to some profound question. Kitty, who always knew when something was on her husband’s mind, asked, “What is it?” 

“I’d like to do something for Lonnie Briscoe and his little children,” Daniel said.

Kitty didn’t look up from the skillet as Daniel told that Lonnie Briscoe’s wife had run off with a vinyl siding salesman, and Lonnie was trying to hang on to his job, driving a truck. “Four children, not even school age. Cute little rascals,” Daniel said. “Lonnie’s stepmother tries to help out when he’s on the road. She came by the church today for clothes. Had to nearly pry it out of her that they needed food, too. A proud woman, Amanda. She had all four with her.” 

Daniel’s voice began to sound like it was pulling up the world, but Kitty wouldn’t let herself be drawn in. Her mind had flown to the past. The Briscoes, Lonnie’s parents. One of those families living on a shoestring, on government aid, maybe a daddy in the picture who might have been disabled. Hard to remember. It was their connection with Joe Ray Loomis that made Kitty’s spine stiffen. “You’ve got too much forgiveness in you, Daniel,” she said.

“Lonnie and his kids have done nothing to forgive,” Daniel said. “You know that, Kitty.”

That was his way, the way he had of soothing all of them. 

Bits and pieces came back to her as she lifted bacon onto a platter. All that had bubbled up when Joe Ray Loomis and Connor got into trouble. The sympathy around town for Joe Ray, arrested after Connor left. Sympathy because his daddy had beat his mama to death and burned the body. A gruesome murder, unspeakably terrible. Joe Ray’s mama and Lonnie’s mama were sisters, so the Briscoes raised him with their kids. Wild as a bobcat, people said, but the Briscoes took him in because he was family. Kitty thought how different her family’s lives would have been if Joe Ray had gone off to foster care somewhere when his daddy got life in prison.

“I can’t forgive Joe Ray,” Kitty said. “How he lied about Connor, and people believed him! I know Connor didn’t bring a gun to the market. He didn’t shoot that clerk. Not my son!”

“Kitty,” Daniel said. Just that word, his voice so gentle that she had to turn her face toward him and meet his gaze. 

After a moment, a private moment, filled with all that their years together had forged between them, she said, “I know Lonnie’s children shouldn’t suffer.” And then, “I can make up a basket of produce, but you’ll have to deliver it, Daniel.”

 




Chapter 5


Ivy kept hearing Lady’s message, like a song you couldn’t get out of your head. What had Lady meant? Ivy supposed her mama could be right. Something came up and Lady didn’t have the good grace to call back. Ivy knew as well as anyone how inconsiderate her grandmother could be. But this had a different feel to it. Her call went to voicemail yet again. 

“Where are you, Lady? Are you all right? We’re getting a little worried.” 

Ivy had left three messages now. That ought to be good enough. She imagined Lady at the club for cocktails and dinner with her tennis friends. “Would you listen to this?” she’d laugh, and play Ivy’s message. “My granddaughter needs a man, that’s what.”

The man she’d had, or thought she’d had, used to say, “Lighten up, Ivy, for God’s sake. Lighten up.” Turned out they’d had vastly different ideas about what it meant to be responsible. 

She propped a pillow against the headboard and stretched out her legs. To her mama’s credit, Ivy’s room no longer looked like it belonged to an eighteen-year-old about to leave home. The unframed art posters, the mottos she’d lived by that seemed so trite, now at thirty-two, so stunted and lifeless — all gone. “Try to be a rainbow in someone’s cloud” popped into her mind. It embarrassed her. She didn’t know who she felt worse for, the naïve girl or the weary woman. 

No more pink-flowered wallpaper. The walls were painted a cool barely-blue. Kitty had replaced the frilly curtains with shades and the Laura Ashley bedding with an upmarket duvet. When Ivy had returned in May, there was no room in the small closet. It was full of trinkets from the chest of drawers and dresser, all boxed up. Ivy got to choose what to keep and what to toss. Just like life, she guessed. Always leaving part of you behind for the new invention of yourself. 

She’d tossed everything except a couple of sweet artifacts. A music box from her tenth birthday that played “Edelweiss” only slightly out of tune. A half-filled bottle of some cheap perfume that reminded her of summer dances, of boys that smelled like Juicy Fruit and beer, of dreaming about how love might someday feel. 

It looked like her mama hadn’t touched the shelves of books in her bookcase. Books from high-school literature classes. Romance novels. All she’d needed to know about history and calculus and love. And there were the books on fireflies that she used to read, thinking someday she might want to study fireflies. They seemed so frail and full of light, so broken, but still always quietly beating against each evening’s deepening darkness. 

Wexler-Fitzhugh had no department for studying anything like fireflies. And the longer she stayed at the college, the darker those halls became.

Only two framed photos remained in the bookcase, the rest stored in drawers. One was of Ivy and her parents, the day she received her master’s degree. It was August, Connor gone one month, all of their smiles trying too hard. The other, a picture of her and her brothers on moving-in day, the summer before she started junior high. Like Russ, who was going into high school, she was sulking in the photo, both of them figuring their lives were over since they’d been ripped out of their comfort zone, just so their parents could come “home” to Mercer County. But Connor, peering over the top of a box he carried, wore the expression that Ivy remembered so well. That beaming openness to whatever might come next and a willingness to believe it would be fine. Confidence that life was a straight line and happiness was just a matter of time. 

Sure, moving to a new town wasn’t such a big deal when you were eight years old, but most kids wouldn’t have made it look so easy. Connor was riding bikes with boys in his new neighborhood that very afternoon. His disposition was just naturally sunny. Until it wasn’t.

The Fourth of July always brought back a flood of memories, sweet and painful. Even the sweet memories were painful. 

Ivy had not opened the door of Connor’s room since she’d been back. She suspected her mama had not so much as picked up a stray sock since the day Connor left. Sometimes she put her ear to the wall that separated their rooms, hoping she might hear the echo of her brother.

She smelled bacon and heard her daddy’s voice, and then she heard a little trill of a laugh from her mama. Ivy crossed the room, but at the door she stopped and for a moment just listened to the consoling back and forth of her parents’ voices and hoped this Fourth of July would be easier for all of them. It had been ten years, after all. 

 

Ivy’s parents had always lingered at the supper table, even in the days when they’d had to excuse their three fidgety children. Ivy had come to understand that there was so much more to the ritual than just letting their food digest. Her daddy, his earnest face, and her mama with her smiling eyes, leaning toward each other. Ivy joined them after she had cleared the table, brought back a cup of coffee for herself and refilled her father’s cup.

Her phone’s ping jolted her. She grabbed it, thinking, Lady, finally! It was just a colleague from Wexler-Fitzhugh texting about a tenure meeting, but now Lady was back in her mind. The notion that her grandmother was just out at the club was losing steam. Lady didn’t like to drive at night — and it would soon be dark. Ivy couldn’t keep this a secret.

“Listen.” She held out her phone for her parents, and Lady’s voice came on. 

Her daddy asked, “When did you get that message?” She told him what she’d told her mama. He got a familiar furrow in his brow that Ivy took as a mild rebuke. He scooted his chair back. It made a loud scraping sound. 

“I think we ought to go see about Lady,” he said.

 

As the car climbed the winding drive, Ivy could see a light coming from behind the house, but before she could feel too optimistic, her daddy said, “Those back yard lights are on an automatic timer. I made her do it. It’s so secluded back there, too easy for burglars.” 

Neither had said much on the short drive. Ivy was second-guessing herself. She should’ve told him earlier that Lady was not responding. He was protective of his mother, as much as Lady would allow. Ivy sensed there was an edge of worry to his silence, the set of his jaw.

He pulled up next to the garage, switched on the pocket-size flashlight he’d brought from the car and shined it through one of the garage door’s small windows. “Her car’s gone,” he said, put away the light, and took long strides toward the kitchen. Ivy followed, something comforting in having him take charge, even for someone as self-sufficient as Ivy liked to believe she was.

The back porch was well lit. Her daddy turned off the flashlight, stuck it in his pocket, and found the key to open the kitchen door. “I’ve tried to get her to put in an alarm. It was like pulling teeth to get the yard lights,” he said. “I swear, she’s the most stubborn woman I know.” 

He flipped the switch next to the door, and the kitchen flooded with light. 

Later, when Ivy would remember the next couple of minutes, she’d wonder why she’d stopped just inside the kitchen, why she’d remained motionless except for the sweep of her gaze as she studied everything, when it all seemed perfectly normal, except that Lady was absent. Had she suspected what was coming, how the ground was about to shift? She would wonder if her daddy had suspected, too. She would remember how resolutely he’d headed to the dining room, straight through and on to the foyer. Ivy heard the cadence of his footsteps change. Slow at first, then faster. And his voice — a groan, and then, “Ivy, don’t come in here!” 

She didn’t obey her father.

Where the curved staircase spilled into the foyer, Lady’s body lay sprawled on the floor. 
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