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1



For three days running the weathermen on the Nashville TV stations had been warning of a “storm watch” in middle Tennessee. And everyone in Cress County knew they weren’t talking about a little rain coming. It was tornado weather, and country people weren’t fooled by that network doubletalk. In order to forestall panic, the TV news never mentioned the word tornado until one had actually been sighted. But fast as a tornado traveled, by then it was too late anyway.

From the afternoon shade of her front porch, Lillie Burdette scanned the sky uneasily for a faraway funnel of dust and wind. Usually tornado weather came earlier, in late August. It was a little freakish this last weekend in September, but it was impossible not to recognize it. The air was humid and utterly still. Everything you looked at seemed unnaturally sunlit, and yet the sky was hung low with dark clouds. It was hot as blazes, but, now and then, a cold breeze would trickle over your skin and make you shiver.

Across the road from Lillie’s front yard was a field, bounded by a split-rail fence, and an old horse liked to graze there. Normally the sloe-eyed beast would plant itself in one spot and scarcely lift its lazy head from its nibbling. Today the old farm animal paced the fence, head up, eyes fearful, as if it too were watching the skies.

Animals could always sense it, Lillie thought. It made them restless. She herself had never actually seen a tornado hit. She’d felt the rustle and seen the blackening of the sky that preceded it. And, as a child, she’d always hoped one would come, just for the thrill of it. Like all the other kids, she’d heard the tales of those who had survived one. Bessie Hill, who was old, used to tell about the one time she was alone in the house and a tornado struck. It was evening, and all the lights had gone out, as so often happened in Cress County given wind or rain. She’d decided to get into bed, since she had no lights, but after a while a huge gust blew her front door open, latch and all. She rushed out to the living room to try to push the front door closed, and when she was in the living room the twister lifted up a tree in her yard and put it right through the roof and her bedroom ceiling.

I must be getting old, Lillie thought with a shiver. I’d rather it didn’t come anywhere near here anymore. A car passed by slowly, and the occupants waved. Lillie shielded her eyes with her hand and waved back, even though she did not recognize the passersby. It was customary, in Felton, Tennessee, to greet those you met, whether or not you had ever been introduced. There were more cars than usual today, passing on the road between her front yard and her neighbor’s field across the way. But that was normal for a Founders Day.

Another Founders Day. She could remember attending that early-autumn celebration for the last thirty years, ever since she’d been a child of four. It was like marking another year of your life gone. I suppose that’s probably it, that, and the weather, she thought, trying to account for the melancholy mood which had been with her since she awoke, anxious and sweaty that morning, in time to see the first pale streaks in the sky. Another year gone and somehow the day never held the pleasure, the excitement, it had when she was young.

“Mom, your timer dinged.”

“Oh, thanks, honey,” Lillie said. She picked up her watering can and dumped the last of its contents into the impatiens that hung in a basket under the rafters of her porch. “Could you do me a favor and pop those layers out of the pans. That’s what I had it set for.”

“Okay, in a minute. First, tell me how I look.”

Lillie lowered the watering can and turned toward the front door. The face of her daughter Michele appeared suspended, like a luminous moon, behind the screen. Michele reached down, pushed open the door, and wedged the hoopskirt she was wearing through the doorframe.

The hoop sprang open and Michele twirled awkwardly out onto the front porch. Her long, shiny brown hair separated over her narrow shoulders and met the puffed sleeves of the old-fashioned dress. The rose-pink of the gown was too deep a color for her, and she did not fill out the lacy décolletage, but her eyes were bright with pleasure at her image of herself, and the skirt rustled pleasantly as she bounced it around her.

Lillie’s spirits rose at the sight of her. “You look beautiful,” she exclaimed. “You found it.”

“Well, I could hardly miss it,” said Michele, “hanging on the door to my closet.”

“But it looks perfect on you,” said Lillie. She reached down and plucked at the skirt, fluffing it out. “You look like a dream.”

“I feel kind of stupid in it. And it’s so hot. I can’t believe they wore these things all the time in the old days.”

“It’s not usually this hot Founders Day,” said Lillie. “I wish this weather would break. It makes everybody irritable. You know, this hoopskirt actually belonged to my great-grandmother—”

“I know, I know,” said Michele, who had heard the old story about a hundred times, “and your grandma made this dress for you for the pageant when you were my age.”

Lillie gazed at her daughter. The rose-pink had been shrewdly chosen for Lillie by her mother to emphasize the dark hair, cherry-stained lips and cheeks, and creamy complexion characteristic of some Southern beauties; her coloring made her look like something plucked from a chocolate box. Her mother had always prided herself on her eye for clothes and makeup. But it had been her grandmother, now long dead, who had lovingly stitched the dress for her. And now she felt an ache of happiness, akin to pain, to see her own daughter in that special dress. Her healthy, clear-eyed child, whom the doctors had said would not live to leave the hospital on the day she was born.

She did not understand the medical terms the doctors hurled at her as she lay recovering from Michele’s birth in her hospital bed. A sympathetic nurse told her as gently as possible that her infant daughter would probably need a series of operations on her heart. The first weeks after Michele’s birth were just a blur of anguish to her now. She remembered a frantic ambulance ride to Vanderbilt Hospital in Nashville, where a team of doctors operated all night on her baby. And then life formed into a pattern that would hold for years—a pilgrimage from one faraway hospital to another, one specialist after another, following an elusive trail of hope that had finally led to health, to normalcy, by the time Michele had reached her teens.

Michele held the bodice of the dress out in front of her in two dainty points. “I don’t exactly do it justice,” she observed ruefully.

Lillie smiled. Michele would always be on the small, fragile side. It was a legacy of her illness. But she was sturdy now, no longer frail. “Don’t complain,” said Lillie. “You never have to worry about getting fat. And with your cheekbones, you’ll probably end up in a fashion magazine someday.”

Michele grimaced but was pleased. She tossed her hair back off her shoulders. “I’m bringing my shorts to change into as soon as the dumb pageant is over. It’s so sticky today.”

“I know,” Lillie said fretfully. “That sky looks mean.”

Michele’s eyes lit up. “Yeah. Maybe there’ll be a tornado.”

“Well, don’t sound so darn pleased about it,” said Lillie. “Now scoot. In the house. I’ve got to get those layers out.”

“Oh, I forgot about them,” said Michele, sweeping into the house in front of her mother, feigning annoyance as she gently lifted the skirt and hoop up so she could walk. She perched on a kitchen stool, fussily retying the bows on her sleeves as Lillie put her cake together for the picnic supper.

The back door opened and Pink Burdette came into the kitchen. He was dressed in a pale-green plaid jacket and tie, despite the heat. He was a large man whose waistline had gotten away from him now that he was in his mid-forties. His round, even-

featured face was damp, and there was perspiration visible through the thinning strawberry-blond hair on his scalp. His glance fell on the cake Lillie was fixing. “What’s this?” he asked in mock amazement. “Don’t tell me we’re giving food away. People could be paying good money for this.”

“Look at Michele. Doesn’t she look nice?” Lillie said, ignoring the jibe at her catering business. Pink had never wanted her to work, and he kept up a running line of jokes about it to mask—unsuccessfully, Lillie thought—his uneasiness.

“Let’s see,” Pink said.

Michele slid awkwardly off the stool and twirled around for Pink’s approval.

“Right pretty,” said Pink. “Just like Gone With the Wind.”

“Are you and Grayson about ready to go?” Lillie asked her husband.

“Yeah. I’ve just been out there tossing a few to Grayson. Warm him up for the big game. Goddamn, it’s close out there today.”

“Why don’t you leave off the jacket?” Lillie asked, although she knew the answer in advance.

“There’ll be people there I do business with,” Pink replied. “I think they prefer to see a man looking a sight more dignified.”

He walked over and tasted the frosting on the bowl. “Up, wait a minute. I think I owe you a quarter for this.” He winked at Michele, who made a face. She had heard all the jokes before. Unlike Pink, she thought it was neat that her mother had a business.

“We’d better be going,” Lillie said purposefully. “Why don’t you call Grayson, see if he wants a ride.”

Pink walked to the back door, opened it, and called out. “Son, come along. That team needs you over there to shape them up.” He turned and announced, “He’s coming.” Then he turned back and gazed out the door until Grayson appeared and glided in past his father.

Grayson was actually Grayson Jr., although Pink had acquired his homely nickname in the cradle and no one, it seemed, had ever dignified him with the use of his given name. He vowed that his son would not meet the same fate, and he resisted using even the shortened version of “Gray” for his boy. He need not have worried. From the first, Grayson’s elegant name suited him, and remained unsullied by pejorative nicknames. Despite the heat of the day, Grayson’s uniform did not appear to be damp, and his thick, wheat-blond hair fell softly on his broad, clear forehead. He blinked his deep blue eyes a few times, to adjust to the relative darkness of the house, and then staggered backward, clutching his head.

“What is this?” he cried out. “A fairy princess.”

“Shut up, Gray,” said Michele.

“Michele is in the pageant,” Lillie said.

“And you,” Pink said earnestly, locking the back door and approaching his son, “are going to lead that team to the all-county championship today. Anybody who is anybody in this county is going to be there today. That includes the president of the bank, who just happens to be chairman of the Rotary scholarship committee.”

“Oh, Pink, for goodness sakes,” Lillie exclaimed. “He’s only a sophomore. He doesn’t need to be worrying about scholarships yet. Besides, the game is supposed to be fun.”

“Lillie,” Pink said patiently, “in case you haven’t noticed, this is the game we’ve been working toward all summer. This is it. If we win this one we’re all-county champions. Not to mention that Sterling Grisard, the bank president, just happened to play Grayson’s position when he was on the Felton team years ago.”

“Well, sir,” Grayson said, “I do mean to win.”

“You go up to Sterling after the game and introduce yourself. I’ll be there to kind of smooth the way. We want him to know who the team’s star player is.”

Grayson nodded and flicked the ball lazily back and forth, hand to mitt, as Pink outlined his plan.

“Why does everything have to have a hidden motive?” Lillie asked. “Here, Michele, take this cake to the car.”

Pink buttoned his snug sports jacket carefully. “We are only talking about being friendly and sociable, and presenting ourselves in the best possible light.”

Michele picked up the cake gingerly and held it away from the rose-colored gown. “What if he loses?” she drawled.

“Catch, Michele,” said Grayson, pretending to toss the ball at his sister.

Michele started and then wailed, “Grayson,” but there was only feigned distress in her tone. At fifteen, Grayson Burdette was already the kind of boy that any girl, even his own sister, enjoyed being teased by. Grayson laughed, pleased with his joke, and tossed the ball into his own mitt, the muscles in his forearms working visibly under the olive skin covered with silky down.

“Yessir,” said Gray. “I believe I’ll just walk right up to Mr. Grisard, introduce myself, and tell him that I am the son of the busiest little caterer in Cress County, and his bank lent my mama the money to get started with.” He winked at his mother.

“Don’t say that!” Pink exclaimed.

“He’s teasing,” Lillie said. “Come on. Michele, are your clothes for changing in the car yet?”

“I have to get them,” Michele replied.

“Well, go on then,” Lillie said. “The pageant is on first. You best be there on time.”

“Will you take this, Gray?” Michele asked, holding out the cake plate to her brother.

“Sure,” he said, tucking his mitt under his arm. “Hurry up.”

Although the site of the festivities was less than a half a mile away, they would never have thought of walking. In Cress County the sight of an adult walking down the road, unless he was carrying a gas can to or from a service station, was virtually an indication of mental illness. Pink kept his five-year-old Oldsmobile in mint condition, always washed and waxed, and it did stand out among the old pickups and battered sedans parked by most of the partygoers in the grassy field that served as a lot near the entrance to Briar Hill. They all got out of the car and stood for a moment, absorbing the festive atmosphere and sighting familiar faces. Then they started up the incline toward the Briar Hill House.

Despite its modest name, the mansion at Briar Hill was the pride of the town of Felton. The Briar Hill plantation had been one of the largest in Tennessee, but after World War I the family had been unable to keep the house, and no one who could afford to buy seemed to want to settle there. The old plantation house and grounds had gone steadily to seed until some ambitious town councilmen managed to reclaim it some years back and make a park out of it. The grounds were large and well kept by local volunteers, but the centerpiece was the house, which boasted pillars, balconies, climbing trellises, and French doors as well as a relatively new paint job. The town could not afford to restore the inside of the house, so various workmen had collaborated on rehabbing it to suit the needs of the many local groups that met there through all the months of the year in which central heating wasn’t required. Their practical improvements included covering the old wooden floors with inexpensive burnt-orange carpeting of a particularly durable fiber, installing a cafeteria complete with folding metal chairs and long tables, and furnishing the rest with donations from people’s homes and catalog pieces acquired after green stamp drives. Although the rooms of the old mansion bore little resemblance to the elegant salons of its antebellum glory days, the Briar Hill House was once again the seat of county society.

Lillie led the way through the open doors of the mansion into the cool, dark vestibule. She looked down at her watch. “What time does the pageant start?”

“Fifteen minutes,” said Michele. “I have to go and line up.”

“We’ll get a seat,” Lillie said. “Give this cake to one of the ladies in the kitchen when you pass it. And have fun.”

Greeting friends and acquaintances as they passed, Pink led the way to the grand ballroom, which had been filled with rows of metal chairs facing a wooden platform that served as the stage. Pink found three seats together at the end of a row and they all sat down.

Every year the pageant was the official kick-off of the day’s festivities. It was always the same from year to year—a short little play wherein boys dressed as Confederate soldiers and girls in antebellum gowns gave a loose reenactment of the founding of their hometown. Felton’s founding actually predated the Civil War by many years, but recorded history of the place was scant, and everyone preferred the costumes of the Civil War era. Besides, no Southern celebration was truly complete without some evocation of the Confederacy, which, despite what most Northerners might be content to believe, was still cherished as the glory of the South.

The appearance of the high-school music teacher, Gay Jones, at the upright piano signaled the beginning of the pageant. A collective sigh emanated from the crowd as the first chords of “Dixie” were struck.

Lillie, who was wedged between Pink and Grayson, sat forward in her seat, straining to see Michele as the high-school girls streamed onto the stage in their gowns to the appreciative murmurs of the audience. Lillie waved to Michele, who just rolled her eyes and looked away from her family. Out of the corner of her eye Lillie saw Gray tug at the flounce on the gown of Allene Starnes, a pretty, redheaded girl in his class, as she passed by. Allene blushed, pretended to glare at him, and nearly stumbled on the steps leading to the stage. The boys came on stage from the other side, resplendent in their Confederate uniform reproductions.

Each of the girls was partnered with a soldier. Lillie beamed as she watched Michele cross the stage and take the arm of a tall, gangly boy whose brief, shy smile revealed braces on his teeth. Michele was perfectly at ease on the stage, speaking out clearly and deftly fielding the blundered cues of her mumbling partner, smiling all the while. She gets it from her father, Lillie thought. She looks like she was born on that stage.

From the audience, the rose-pink gown seemed to glow, giving Michele’s young complexion the radiance of a magnolia blossom. Lillie could recall exactly how it felt to wear that gown. The weight of the skirts, the tickle of the lacy bodice, the narrow waist, the sense that you were transformed, a feast for the eyes, a rose.

Pink leaned over and whispered to Lillie, “Takes me back to the year you were in the pageant. You looked so pretty I couldn’t take my eyes off of you.”

Lillie flashed her husband a guilty smile, for she had just been remembering the admiring gaze in the eyes of her partner that long-ago day. Jordan Hill’s deep-brown playful eyes had fastened on her with a yearning warmed by his sleepy dimpled smile.

“Everybody and his brother is here today,” Pink said. “I think I may be able to drum up a little business.”

Lillie nudged him in the side to be quiet and applauded wildly with the rest of the audience as the self-conscious belles and their make-believe swains hurried through their lines and sang with rousing enthusiasm a Stephen Foster tune before clambering off the stage with considerably less dignity than they had claimed it. As the applause died away, Lillie felt a rush of foolish, sentimental tears filling her eyes. During all those years of doctors and hospitals, and Michele’s tiny hand gripping hers, she had scarcely dared to think ahead to the next day, much less to dream that one day her daughter would be up there on that stage, a lovely young woman in her mother’s rose-pink gown.

Pink got up and stretched. “Well, I’ve got to get out there and get to visiting,” he said. To Pink, every gathering, no matter how social it might be, was a business opportunity. A real-estate salesman in a county where people spent generations on the same land, his oft-repeated motto was “I have to hustle.”

Lillie wiped her eyes and stood up. She was used to him by now. He would grab a person’s hand extended in greeting and cling to it, asking in a familiar voice about mortgage refinancing and whether they might not be better off letting just a corner of the farm go, especially when he could get them the best price for it.

They strolled together out the French doors and into the brightness of the afternoon. “You go ahead,” said Lillie. “I want to find Brenda.” Brenda Daniels, her oldest friend and her partner in the catering business, was a three-time divorcée who had used the settlement from her last, brief marriage to get the business going and lure Lillie into it. She had caught Lillie at a good time. Michele was finally healthy, and both children were past the age where they needed her constant attention. The business had been a perfect channel for her restless energy. Lillie could hardly remember a day going by in their lives when she and Brenda had not talked together at least once. She turned to Grayson. “What time does the game start?”

“In a few minutes. I’ve got to get over to the field and warm up.”

“I’ll be right over,” said Lillie. “Good luck.”

Pink cocked his hand as if it were a revolver and squinted down his forefinger at Grayson. “Knock ’em dead, shooter. I’m counting on you.” Pink kneaded his son’s shoulder with one large hand and then smacked him gently on the back to send him on his way, as he turned around to scout for a potential customer.

Lillie watched her son lope off in the direction of the baseball diamond. Allene Starnes materialized out of the crowd, still wearing her ballgown, and Gray stopped short to speak to her, one knee bent, his hat pulled down so that only his lazy, summery smile was visible under the shadow of the brim.

Lillie gazed at him a little wistfully. He seemed to have none of the insecurities and doubts so common to other boys his age. At least he never spoke of them to her. Perhaps he confided in Pink. From the day he was born and Pink scooped him up from her arms in the hospital and gazed hungrily down into his soft, innocent face, he had belonged to Pink somehow. Grayson had been the kind of child whose life seemed to unfold in a smooth arc of perfection. His was an easy birth, and he spoke his first words early and could point with clarity to what he wanted. He took his first steps, into Pink’s waiting arms, when he was only eight months old. School was easy for him, and he was always one of those surprisingly coordinated children who got things right on the first try. What disappointments, what frustrations, he may have had, he brought them instinctively to Pink, who always was waiting. Their bond was a blessing to Lillie, who spent most of her time just trying to keep Michele from succumbing to one deadly episode after another in those days. But now, looking at her son, already so grown-up, she felt a sense of loss. Already he was taking up with girls, and soon he’d be a grown man and gone, and she felt as if she had never really possessed him.

Snap out of it, she chided herself. You’re going to ruin the day with your moping. And it’s just the oppressiveness of the air getting to you, the low sky weighing you down. Lillie began to walk slowly in the direction of the baseball diamond. She kept an eye out for Brenda, but there was no sign of her. Lillie thought she knew what that meant. Brenda had gone up to Nashville the day before to do some shopping, and like as not had looked up that married studio musician whom she had vowed never to spend another night with. Lillie secretly suspected that Brenda enjoyed the drama of these doomed affairs. Although she never came right out and said it, Brenda clearly regarded Lillie’s life as far too humdrum for her tastes.

Lillie wiped her damp forehead and fanned herself with the program from the pageant. Everyone she greeted on her way to the ball field had the same thing on their minds. “Can’t recall a Founders Day hot as this one,” said Bessie Hill, brushing Lillie’s cheek with her papery old lips.

“Twister weather if I ever seen it,” intoned Bomar Flood, the local pharmacist, as Lillie squeezed his damp hand and moved on. As she came up on the diamond, she saw Pink buttonholing an old farmer who was wearing overalls and the ubiquitous “Cat” cap pushed up on his forehead. They were standing just off the first-base line, and Pink had one eye cast on the game, which was just beginning.

Lillie felt a protective surge of warmth for her husband. It was true that he was not the kind of man who inspired poetry and fireworks. But he had come into her life at a time when she was desperate and frightened. He had promised to take care of her, and he had. He worked hard, he doted on the children, and he lived with her moods without complaint. She was grateful to have him for her husband. She knew plenty of women who wished they could say as much, she thought.

Pink spotted Lillie and waved to her. “Come on, our boy’s about to get up to bat.” Lillie walked up beside him and took a seat on the bleachers next to where Pink stood. The old farmer took the opportunity to excuse himself from Pink’s importuning pitch. Lillie perched on the edge of the seat and shaded her eyes with her hand as Grayson stepped up to the plate.

Royce Ansley, the county sheriff, dressed in short sleeves and an olive-drab tie, walked up just then and stood beside Pink. In his fifties, Royce had the physique of a man half his age and the bearing of the soldier he had once been. He wore his graying hair in a crew cut, as he had ever since Lillie could remember. His black shoes shone like patent leather. “That’s Gray, isn’t it?” he asked.

“Number eighteen,” Pink said proudly.

“Hi, Sheriff,” Lillie said. Royce nodded and smiled at her. She could not remember a time when Royce had not been a law officer in Felton. When she was a young girl she had thought him sort of a romantic figure, gruff and silent. He had been an eligible bachelor until he was nearly forty, invited to many a home-cooked meal by mothers hopeful for their daughters. When he finally did marry, it was to a girl from Memphis, and for some years he was as happy as a boy. Lillie turned her attention back to the game. Gray was assuming his stance, squinting purposefully into the distance. Lillie noticed several girls, including Allene, lined up behind the cage, giggling and preening, their eyes on her son. As the pitch came toward him, Gray drew the bat back and swung it fluidly, his body moving with the grace of a natural athlete. The bat connected solidly with the ball, and it sailed out far into the field, sending the outfielders scrambling after it in a ditch below the railroad tracks that bordered the diamond. Cheers erupted as Grayson made his turn around the bases.

“He’s a fine hitter,” Royce observed as Pink pounded his fist into his hand in glee and restrained a war whoop.

“Yay, Grayson,” Lillie called out as she applauded. As the cheers quieted and the pitcher from the Welbyville team tried to regain his composure, Lillie turned to the sheriff. “How ya doing?” she asked.

“Fine, thanks.”

“Tyler playing today?”

The sheriff frowned. “He was supposed to play. I don’t see him on the bench though.” There was a tightness in his voice when he mentioned his son. The strife between Royce and his seventeen-year-old son was well known around town, having erupted in public on several occasions. Ever since Tyler’s mother had died, when the boy was twelve, he had run a little wild.

Lillie decided to change the subject. “I hope the lawbreakers give you a rest today,” she said, “so you can enjoy the festivities.”

“Oh, I guarantee you I’ll be busy tonight. I’ll have every bunk at the county jail filled with drunk and disorderlies. People get to celebrating a little too hard,” Royce said dryly.

“I suppose so,” said Lillie.

“I can’t get over that boy of mine,” Pink interjected, tearing his eyes away from Gray, who had been soundly thumped on the back and had his hand pumped by every teammate. “If it was just baseball you could understand it, but I’m telling you, it’s every sport he plays. And it’s not just sports, either. He’s got the brains too. Way to go, Grayson,” Pink cried as the boy caught his eye and waved. “There is nothing that boy can’t do, isn’t that so, honey?”

“His daddy’s pride and joy,” Lillie said, almost apologetically, to Royce.

“He’s got a right to be proud,” said Royce. “Grayson’s a fine boy.”

“Mom, Mom, I need the keys to the car.”

Lillie turned and saw Michele coming toward them, trailing her gown through the dusty grass. “Hello, Sheriff Ansley,” she said politely.

“Hello, Michele.”

“What do you want the car keys for?”

“To get my clothes. They’re in that bag in the trunk.”

“Oh, all right. Pink—”

“Hmmm…” Pink turned around. “Oh, there’s the belle of the ball. You did real good in the pageant, honey.”

“Thanks, Dad. I need to get in the trunk.”

Pink handed her the car keys. “Bring ’em right back,” he said. “You should have got here sooner. You missed it. Grayson just hit a homer.”

“Oh, that’s great,” Michele said in a bored voice. She was used to her brother’s accomplishments, and was even proud of them, but Pink’s excess of enthusiasm always affected her adversely, so that she acted indifferent. She turned to the sheriff. “Is Tyler here?” she asked casually.

“He was supposed to play,” said the sheriff.

“Oh, there he is, Royce,” Lillie said. As soon as she said it, she wished she could take it back. Tyler was in uniform, but the shirt hung out of the back of his pants and the uniform looked as if he had rolled in the dirt in it. Tyler leaned over to select a bat, and when he stood up he staggered a little before he could catch himself. The coach came up to him and held his arm, speaking to him with a serious expression on his face, but Tyler waved him away with a limp hand and walked carefully toward the plate. He leaned over into his stance and licked his lips as he tried to focus his eyes on the pitcher. Tyler was a tall, well-built boy, nearly his father’s size, with long dark hair and a fleshy, sensuous face that was usually creased into a scowl.

Tyler jerked his chin at the pitcher to indicate that he should go ahead. The pitcher wound up and sent one flying across the plate. Tyler swung wildly after the ball was already in the catcher’s mitt, and nearly lost his balance. The coach came out to the plate, calling out, “That’s enough.” He grabbed Tyler by the arm and spoke quickly into his ear.

“He must be sick,” said Michele.

Lillie held her breath. She could see the muscles in Royce’s jaw working furiously as Tyler protested and tried to shrug off the coach. A couple of other players came up and surrounded Tyler, who was shaking his head with his eyes closed. Two of the boys took him by the arms, but Tyler angrily shook them off and walked unsteadily off the baseline.

“That’s not fair,” said Michele. “They won’t even give him a chance.”

Lillie marveled a little at her daughter’s naïveté. It was clear to everyone from the silence in the bleachers that Tyler was high on something. But to Michele he was just another underdog to root for. It was Michele’s natural tendency, Lillie thought fondly. Any runt of the litter, any stray cat, was her daughter’s natural ally. She cried at the news reports on the poor and, to Pink’s complete annoyance, wore black armbands whenever there was a prison execution. The troubled Tyler Ansley was a cause made to order for Michele.

Lillie did not want to look at Royce. She knew he would be pale from the disgrace of it. She wished she could make the whole incident disappear for him. The next batter got up and started for the plate. Lillie was trying to think what to say when she was saved by Wallace Reynolds, Sheriff Ansley’s deputy, running up to the diamond with a grim expression on his face.

“Sheriff,” Wallace said in a low, anxious voice, “you better get back to your car. Francis has been trying to reach you on the radio. There’s been a break at the county jail.”

A murmur went up from the people nearby and then a loud buzz as the news was passed down the bleachers. Lillie and Pink exchanged a glance of surprise, and Lillie put a hand on Michele’s shoulder.

“All right, Wallace. You follow me up there,” said Royce. Without another word he turned and hurried in the direction of his patrol car.

“What happened?” Pink asked as the deputy hesitated a moment to catch his breath. A group of people left their seats and had gathered around them.

Wallace shook his head. “I don’t know.”

“What did Francis say?” asked a man seated in front of Lillie. Francis Dunham, as everyone knew, was the dispatcher at the county jail, and had been for about twenty years. “Who was it?”

“I told you,” Wallace said, “I don’t know what happened. I got to get up there myself.” Wallace began to shoulder his way through the crowd and was pelted with anxious questions, which he waved away.

“Folks, folks, the game,” pleaded the coach, who had jogged over. The players, unaware of the cause of all the excitement, watched the knot of buzzing spectators in bewilderment.

“He’s right,” said a woman in red toreador pants. “The sheriff will get ’em. Nothing we can do about it.” There were nods all around as the group of people dispersed and resumed their seats. The next batter stepped up to the plate.

Lillie looked across the diamond and saw that Tyler Ansley was gone. That was lucky timing for him, she thought. Saved by the bell. She turned her attention back to the game as Michele went off toward the car to retrieve her clothes.

The day’s festivities went on without further incident, although the sheriff and his deputy did not reappear at the picnic. Various contradictory reports filtered back about who, what, and how many were involved in the jailbreak. Somewhere between the time that the Felton team captured the county championship from Welbyville and the women started serving up the plates of cornbread, ribs, and chicken, the sky darkened threateningly and then a wave of cool breezes began breaking over the picnickers, and the air cleared. The crowd, already cheerful, became buoyant. Everyone helped clean up, agreeing that the food was better than it had ever been. Then, since night was falling, a country band began to set up inside the grand ballroom, and the floor was cleared of chairs for dancing. As soon as the band struck up its first tune, Pink tugged Lillie by the arm.

“I think it’s time we got on home, honey. I’ve got property to show tomorrow.” He looked suspiciously at Lillie’s tapping toe. “You don’t want to stay, do you?”

Lillie watched the band for a minute and then looked away. “No, not really. You think it’s safe to leave the kids with those convicts running around loose?”

“Sheriff’s probably caught up with them by now. Anyway, they’re not going to come around here, with all these people,” said Pink.

“You’re right,” Lillie said. “We best tell them we’re leaving though.”

They did not have to look far for Grayson. He was already out on the dance floor, guiding an animated Allene Starnes in the country swing. Pink caught his eye and the boy came over, still holding Allene by the hand.

“Your mother and I are going home now, son.”

“Okay, I’ll see you later.”

“Not too late. Be home by eleven,” said Lillie.

“Eleven-thirty,” said Gray.

“All right,” said Pink, beaming up at Grayson, whose blond hair was haloed by the light from the electric candles glowing in sconces all around the old ballroom.

“Walk home with your sister,” Lillie said. “I don’t want you walking home alone, either of you.”

“Mom, don’t worry,” Gray said. “Where is she, anyway?”

“I don’t know. I’m going to go find her,” Lillie replied.

“I’ll meet you at the car,” said Pink.

Lillie wandered through the crowd still outside the ballroom doors. She saw Brenda, who had arrived in time to share supper with them full of tales of a wild evening with the musician in Nashville the night before. Brenda was talking now with Bill Mosher, a pudgy guy who worked at the bank. Lillie could tell by the glazed expression on her friend’s face and her static smile that Brenda was getting ready to bolt for home to sit by that phone. Lillie smiled and moved on, knowing she would hear all about it tomorrow.

She caught sight of her daughter, standing alone and sipping a Coke.

“Michele,” she said, “you all by yourself?”

“I’m waiting for Cherie. She’s inside, in the ladies’ room.”

“Well, Dad and I are leaving now. Do you want a ride?”

“Nah. I’m going to stay. I put my dress in the car. Will you take it in for me?”

“Sure. Are you gonna dance?”

Michele shrugged. “Probably just watch. We’re meeting Debbie and Bonnie inside.”

“All right,” said Lillie. “Have fun. But be home by eleven-thirty. Find Grayson and walk home with him. Or call us for a ride.”

“Mom, I’m not a baby, for heaven’s sakes. Here comes Cherie back.”

“I’ll bet some nice fellas are going to get you girls out there dancing,” said Lillie.

Michele cocked an eyebrow at her friend Cherie. “Miracles do happen,” she said. They both started to laugh.

Lillie had the impulse to hug her, but she didn’t want to embarrass her in front of Cherie. “See you at home,” she said.

“Bye, Mom.”

Lillie walked slowly back to the car, savoring the cool, idle evening breeze brushing her face, riffling her hair. Pink already had the motor running and the air-conditioning on. The car was positively chilly. They drove home in silence. As they pulled in the driveway and got out of the car, Lillie could hear the strains of the Tennessee Waltz wafting up from Briar Hill. She gathered up the rustling skirts of Michele’s costume from the backseat.

“Well, it turned out real nice this year,” said Lillie, standing on the front lawn in the moonlight. “Thank heavens that storm didn’t come.”

“Yes, it was nice,” Pink said. “And that was some game today. How about that boy of ours? He played like he was in the majors.”

“He’s a real good player,” Lillie said. “But, Pink, you shouldn’t be telling him all the time. He’s going to get conceited.”

“I can’t help it.” Pink sighed. “I just want everyone to know that’s my boy out there. He’s so darn good at everything. I tell you, honey, he’s gonna have the world on a string someday. There were always a few boys like that in high school, or wherever you went. I used to always envy boys like that.”

“You did all right for yourself,” Lillie said loyally.

Pink sniffed. “Yeah, well. I don’t kid myself. I do okay. I make a living for us.”

“Come on, Pink. You’re a respected businessman in this town. Why, I remember when you first started calling on me, how impressed I was with you in that jacket and tie, always on the go. Making one deal after another.”

“I had a lot of dreams in those days,” Pink said wistfully. “It’s just that things haven’t changed all that much since then.”

“Why don’t we sit up on the porch for a little while? We can still hear the music from the park,” Lillie said gently.

Pink roused himself and shook his head. “Oh, I believe I’ll go in the house and have a cold beer. The beer down there at Briar Hill wasn’t cold enough to suit me. Warm as piss, if you must know. Besides,” he said, “I wouldn’t sit in those old rockers of your grandmother’s on principle.”

Lillie yawned and giggled at the same time, readying herself for the familiar tirade.

“They ruin the whole appearance of the front of the house. Here I buy you a house you could be proud of if you plunked it right down in the center of Nashville, and you put out these rickety old rockers that makes it look—”

“Like a bunch of country bumpkins live here. I know,” she said.

Pink smiled ruefully. “You’re used to me.”

Lillie sat herself down in one of the rockers and let out a sigh of relaxation. “I guess I am,” she said. “I’ll be in in a few minutes. Will you take this dress in, Pink?”

Pink nodded and took it from her as he went inside. She heard the TV come on in the living room and she put her head back in the chair. The air smelled uncommonly sweet to her, and the night was still, except for the faraway sounds of the band. The long day in the sun made her feel tired all over. She closed her eyes and felt herself drifting off as she rocked. In a few minutes she was asleep.

She was awakened by Pink, shaking her on the shoulder.

“It’s getting late,” he said. “I’m going after those kids.”

Lillie bolted up in the rocker, clutching the arms, disoriented and alarmed. “What time is it?”

“It’s after eleven,” said Pink.

“But we told them eleven-thirty,” Lillie said.

“Well, I’m going anyway. I just heard on the news they haven’t got that guy yet who broke out this afternoon. And he’s a bad apple. Ronnie Lee Partin. Those kids have got no business wandering around at this hour. Especially Michele.”

“No, you’re right,” said Lillie. She tried to force her foggy brain to focus. “Ronnie Lee Partin. Was he the one that held up that restaurant on Route 31…”

“…and pistol-whipped the manager and shot the cashier. Right, that’s the one,” Pink said. “Besides, I just want to get them back in this house so I can go to bed in peace.” He jangled the car keys.

Lillie knew from long experience that Pink was an alarmist when it came to the children. But it was a quality that endeared him to her. She realized that the night was silent, that the music had stopped from the park. “You’re right,” she said. “Do you want me to come with you?”

“No. You stay here in case one of them calls. Michele may have gone to a girlfriend’s house. I’ll be back soon.”

Lillie watched her husband get into his car and drive off in the direction of Briar Hill. The kids will be fuming, she thought, when he shows up before their curfew, but it wouldn’t be the first time. She opened the front door and went into the house. The TV was still on. She shut it off and sat down in her corner of the sofa. A stack of magazines were piled up in a basket beside her. It seemed as good a time as any to go through them. She and Brenda regularly culled recipes from women’s magazines for the business. They were always looking for a good new casserole or dessert to try on their customers. Lillie put a stack in her lap, picked up the scissors from the end table, and began flipping and clipping. Her eyes roved restlessly over the pages until they lit, accidentally, on an article called “Soap Opera Dreamboats” in a woman’s magazine she bought regularly at the supermarket checkout. Jordan Hill, “who plays Paul Manville on Secret Lives,” smiled out of the page, his deep-brown eyes still bright, although a little weary after all these years. She had read the article hastily when it first came out. An article about Jordan was always news in Felton. And people were quick to make sure she knew about it. She could see them looking for her reaction. Lillie stared down at the picture, her fingers poised to turn the page if Pink appeared at the door. There was gray at Jordan’s temples now, and he had long ago grown a thick, well-groomed mustache, but he still looked young and careless to her. She looked up at the mantelpiece at Michele’s picture, Grayson framed beside her, just as the clock on the mantel struck twelve.

Lillie turned the page and tried to focus on the recipes, but they all began to run together, the ingredients all sounding the same. Finally she set the magazines down. She rubbed her arms absently and stood up. She wandered down the hall to the kitchen, opened the refrigerator, and thought about having a glass of iced tea. Then she closed the door again. Her eyes went automatically to the clock over the refrigerator. It read nearly twelve-thirty.

“It’s nothing,” she said aloud. “It’s Founders Day.” It was a given that kids stayed out late on Founders Day. She remembered it from her own youth. She especially remembered the year she was seventeen. She and Jordan Hill had gone off and sat in the front seat of his father’s pickup truck in the clearing by the Boy Scout camp until two-thirty in the morning. They would have been there all night if the superintendent of the camp hadn’t heard his dogs barking and come out and shooed them away. Her father had hit her with his belt when she finally came home. The one and only time she could ever remember him hitting her. She didn’t know it then, but the cancer was already in him, eating away at him. He knew he was going to die, and he was frantic about her. She bit her lip at the memory. Those last few months, those last rushed attempts at love and discipline, to try to leave an impression that would last while there was still time. All parents do it, she thought. When we finally know they’re safe, we strike out at them for the worry they caused us.

She had walked back into the living room and now she returned to the mantel. She picked up the double heart-shaped frame. On one side was a photo of Michele, on the other, Grayson. She looked from one to the other, then carefully set the frame back down.

She sat down in Pink’s chair with her back to the door and stared at the blank TV screen. The telephone was on a table beside her.

Lillie looked down at it now. Ring, she thought. Somebody call and tell me that everything is all right.

It’s nothing, she reminded herself. Nothing. Any guy who broke out of jail this afternoon is long gone by now. Miles from here. And all the kids stay out late on Founders Day. Pink is probably just having a hard time rounding them up. He doesn’t know where the kids go. And when he finds them they’ll be humiliated to have their father come after them like that, herding them home. There was no reason to worry in a town like this one. This was the safest town in the world.

She picked up the county newspaper and tried to read it, but the words didn’t make any sense. She threw it down again, stood up, and began to pace through the house. Every so often she would go to the front door and look out at the empty moonlit lawn and the quiet field beyond the street. Each time she came back and looked at the clock, it seemed that another ten or fifteen minutes had passed. She began to clench and unclench her fists as she paced, as if to mimic the beating of her cold heart.

“Please, God,” she said aloud, “don’t scare me like this.”

Just then she heard the crunch of gravel in the driveway and the sound of a car’s engine. Her heart lifted and she ran back to the living-room window. Then, through the gauze curtains that were closed between the open drapes, she saw a filmy blue light flashing out in front of the house and heard the faint squawk of a police radio.

Lillie stopped dead in the middle of the floor. The blue light went out, but the crackle of the radio could still be heard as well as the slamming of car doors. Pink’s weary tread scraped the concrete slab of the front porch, and then the door opened. He looked up at her and then looked away.

Lillie did not scream or cry out. She stared silently as Pink came in, followed by Grayson, and then, his head bowed as if entering a church, the sheriff, Royce Ansley. Lillie’s eyes darted from one to the other. She could see that Grayson was crying, ruddy tear tracks streaking the smooth face. Pink’s complexion was a sickly gray. He was trembling all over.

“Where’s Michele?” she asked in a hoarse, unnaturally calm voice that sounded strange to her own ears. “Couldn’t you find her?”

Pink gripped his forehead with a sweaty hand, as if to still something clamoring behind it. He swallowed hard and licked his colorless lips.

“Grayson,” Lillie demanded. “Where is your sister? You were supposed to walk her home.”

Grayson lowered his head and tears splashed down on his shirt, and his heaving chest as he sobbed out, “I…know…I…was…”

Royce Ansley stepped forward and took Lillie by the arms. “You have to sit down,” he said. He began to push her toward Pink’s chair. She could see that his eyes were bright, as if with tears, but his voice was steady, his expression impassive.

“Why?” she said. But she knew why. Already she could feel the blood draining from her head, the lightness, the weakness in her limbs, a darkening around the edge of her vision as he propelled her backward.

“Lillie, I have something terrible to tell you. Michele is dead, Lillie. I’m so sorry.”

“Dead,” Lillie whispered. “No.”

“Yes,” Royce said firmly. “She was…apparently someone…killed her.”

Crouched in the chair, Lillie tried to breathe, but the darkness was closing in on her now, and in the silence she could hear her heart pounding, pounding. Her arms were numb, her hands limp and cold in her lap. She could feel her eyes roll back, and then Royce was pushing her head down, lowering it between her knees.

“Breathe,” she heard him saying from far away. “Breathe deep. Grayson, go get your mother a glass of water.”

Lillie felt the tingle of blood returning to her head, but she did not look up. She kept her eyes closed and willed time to go back. It need only go back ten minutes. She would raise her head and see things as they really were. The door was opening and Pink was ushering them in, Grayson and Michele, scolding them. Slowly she raised her head. She saw the sheriff’s somber face and catastrophe distorting the features of her husband.

“Pink,” she whispered, for that was all the sound her weakened body could make. “Help me. Oh, my God. Say it’s not true.”

Pink tore his eyes from hers and stared at the back of the sofa. He had to tell it. He spoke carefully, but his eyes reflected the horror of what they had seen. “I found Grayson at Briar Hill with a couple of the boys, oh, a few minutes after I left the house,” he said. “Grayson and the others, they hadn’t seen her. I picked Grayson up and we went looking for her. I drove around and around. We looked everywhere. Finally we went down to the river over near the stone bridge, you know, Three Arches, and we…there we found her. Well, actually the sheriff had already found her. He was out looking for Partin. But instead he found…Michele.” Pink’s voice cracked as he spoke her name. “She was there, by the river, in some bushes….” Tears began to fall from his eyes now, and his body shook violently. Pink looked up at his wife, his eyes and voice filled with tears. “I was too late. I’m sorry, honey,” he said, his words slurred with sobs. “Too late.”

Lillie pushed herself up from the chair and went to her husband. She buried herself against him. Grayson entered the room, carrying the glass of water. She reached out an arm and he came to her embrace.

“No, no,” she said. “You didn’t know. You couldn’t have known. Oh, my God,” she wailed, “how could anyone hurt her? She was just a baby. She never hurt anybody. My little girl.” She had an image in her mind of Michele at the dance that night waving good-bye. She had failed to hug her in front of her friends. Her heart felt as if it was being crushed inside of her.

Pink struggled out of her embrace. “I feel sick,” he said. “Let me sit.”

Lillie clung to his arm and he fell heavily onto the sofa. She sat down beside him. Gray offered her the glass of water, but she turned it away. He stood helplessly by, with panic in his eyes.

Royce Ansley stood up. “I have to get back down there. There’s a deputy with her now, and the coroner is on his way.” He could see that his words were passing virtually unheard by the stricken couple on the couch. “I’ll let you know when we know anything.”

Lillie blinked up at him. “Oh, all right,” she said in a numb, distracted voice. She got up from the sofa and started to shuffle toward the door as if to see him out.

“Never mind,” Royce said quickly. “Please, please, sit down.”

Lillie looked up at him. “Maybe it isn’t Michele,” she said.

“I’ll be in touch with you,” Royce repeated gently. “Meanwhile, somebody better call her daddy. Let him know what happened.”

Lillie nodded. “I’ll call him,” she said in a dull voice. Jordan Hill had a right to know. He was Michele’s natural father, after all. And in fact, he had tried to be a real father to her in the last ten years or so. Calling her. Sending her presents. Having her come to New York to visit him.

It was an hour later in New York City. Nearly two in the morning. Lillie wondered if she would be awakening him with those words. Michele is dead. For so long she had lived in fear of those same words. She had bedded down in cots beside Michele’s hospital bed, and she had prayed that no one would waken her in the night with those words. And now, when the danger was long since past, when her guard was relaxed, the news had come, striking her, stunning her with the force of a whirlwind.

She would call Jordan. She would awaken him and say the words, but they were not real. She could not feel the reality of it. Despite all the evidence around her, she thought she might look out the door again and see her daughter coming up the steps, dragging the skirts of a rose-pink ballgown, her child’s face glowing like a bright oval wafer in the moonlight.
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It was two in the morning but Jordan Hill was not asleep, although he pretended to be. The girl in the bed beside him sat up and shook her head so that her abundant, wavy hair, the color of a brown-edged sugar cookie, resumed the windblown shape it had lost by being matted on the pillow. She reached down to the end of the bed for his shirt, which lay crumpled there, and pulled it on but didn’t bother to button it. After climbing out of the bed, the girl walked gingerly across the bare wooden floor, past the waist-high bookcases that served as a divider between the bed and the combination living room–kitchen in the long, narrow studio apartment. Bending down to reach the half refrigerator below the sink, she suddenly let out a shriek.
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