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DEDICATION

When I began writing the Mitford series more than a decade ago, I needed to know where my main character, Father Timothy Andrew Kavanagh, had been born and raised. He was decidedly southern in his speech, behavior, and personal affinities, but what part of the south had shaped and influenced him?
I spread a map of America on the floor of my writing room, and proceeded to eliminate every southern state but Mississippi (which I had never visited). Then my gaze roved its towns and cities for a place name with music in it. When I found Holly Springs, the decision was immediate: Tim Kavanagh was from Holly Springs, Mississippi, population 8,000, and the burying place of so many illustrious war dead that the town cemetery is also known as Little Arlington.
I never dreamed I’d actually visit this gem of the Deep South. Then, nine novels and more than a decade later, I knew I must set a book in my character’s birthplace—and find the missing pieces of his early life.
In Holly Springs, I not only found the missing pieces, but something rare and wondrous. I found people who value their deep connections and shared history, and are willing to forgive each other their trespasses. Without exception, they’re proud of their town and its more than sixty antebellum homes; proud of Rust College, their century-old institution of learning; and proud of the beauty that surrounds them on every side. Beauty is important in this fragile life, and Holly Springs has no lack of it. Nor was there any lack of warmth and generosity in the welcome I received.
Indeed, I am able to say, as Paige Benton Brown has said, “Mississippi isn’t a state, it’s a family.”
If that sounds overly sentimental, so be it. I found it true.
Though this novel is set in a real town, no actual Holly Springs personalities make their appearance in these pages. However, some of the places mentioned herein are quite real. I chose to cast Tyson Drug, Booker Hardware, and Phillips Grocery because all are familiar landmarks in Holly Springs today, as well as an important part of the culture in Father Tim’s youth. Other actual landmarks referenced in Home to Holly Springs include Airliewood, Fant Place, Christ Church, First Baptist, First Presbyterian, the Utley Building, the train station, Hill Crest Cemetery, Stafford’s, the birthplace of Ida Wells, and the impressive brick and limestone Greek Revival courthouse which anchors the town square. The Peabody Hotel in Memphis is yet another actual landmark appearing in this work. However, even when a real place appears, the events portrayed are fictitious.
I hope my friends in Holly Springs will forgive any blunders, historical or otherwise, contained in this work, and know that it is dedicated with profound regard to all who call Holly Springs home.
Jan Karon 
October 2007


Home to
Holly Springs

ONE

A preacher with a lead foot, driving a red Mustang convertible with the top down, could make a state patrolman pretty testy.
He checked the rearview mirror. Though he was the only car on the highway, he slowed to fifty-five.
It was nearly fourteen years since he’d been nailed for speeding, though he had, in the meantime, been given a warning. Of course, the warning had been delivered while he was still driving his primeval Buick. Not only had the decrepitude of his car inclined the officer’s compassion toward clergy in general, but he’d looked pretty astounded that the vehicle could even do seventy in a fifty-five mile zone.
He glanced toward the passenger seat. His travel companion, now occasionally known as the Old Gentleman, was obviously enjoying the wind in his face.
Perhaps he should feel guilty about making this trip with his best friend instead of his wife. But hadn’t she practically booted him out the door?
‘Go!’ she said, hobbling about in her ankle cast. ‘Go, and be as the butterfly!’
He had tested her a couple of times, to make certain he could bust out of there for five or six days and remain within the loose confines of her good will.
‘What about food supplies, since you can’t drive?’
‘Darling, this is Mitford. They will swarm to bring covered dishes to the wife of their all-time favorite priest.’
‘Swarm, will they? Just to be safe, I’ll lay in victuals.’
‘Don’t, please. Just go. Go and be as—’
‘You already said that.’
‘Well, and I mean it. Butterflies have a very short life span. If they’re ever going back to Mississippi to settle certain issues of the heart, they have to hop to it. And enjoy the trip while they’re at it, of course.’
His wife was a children’s book author and illustrator and had her own way of looking at things.
‘What about the trash?’
‘Sammy or Kenny will carry it out, they’re right next door. Or even Harley will do it. I can’t even make enough trash for all those fellows to carry out.’
‘What if you get, you know, scared or something?’
‘Scared or something? Have you ever known me to be scared or something?’
He had, actually, but they’d been lost in a wild cave at the time.
She’d given him that grin of hers, and blasted him with the cornflower blue of her eyes. And here he was.
Kudzu.
Everywhere.
He didn’t remember such vast stretches of his old terrain being carpeted with the stuff.
It was seldom seen in the mountains of North Carolina. Too cold, he supposed, for the flowering perennial vine from the Orient; it was the boiling summers and mild winters of Mississippi that worked the charm. What the government had planted in the thirties to prevent erosion had done its job, and then some.
He turned the radio on and roamed the dial, looking for a country station. This wasn’t a Mozart kind of trip.
“…I’m goin’ to Jackson, and that’s a fact, yeah, we’re goin’ to Jackson, ain’t ever comin’ back…”
Johnny Cash and June Carter were going to Jackson, he was going to Holly Springs.
He hung a right at the first exit to his hometown, relieved that he hadn’t felt it yet—the surge of sorrow or dread or even cold disinterest that he’d feared since the note arrived and he’d decided to make this journey. As they drove out of Mitford yesterday morning, he’d steeled himself for the appearance of some long-suppressed emotion that would overtake him straight out of the box. But it hadn’t happened.
It might have assailed him last night in the motel room, more than five hundred miles from his wife, as he crawled, unwilling, beneath a blanket reeking of stale tobacco smoke.
There had also been a window of opportunity this morning when, downing an egg biscuit on the south side of Memphis, he’d felt suddenly panicked—ready to get behind the wheel and head back the way he’d come. But he’d caught such feelings red-handed and refused to give in to them. What he was doing had to be done, even if it produced despair, which was probable, or grief, which was likely, or anger, which was almost certain.
A few stores. Acres of kudzu.
“Brigadier General Samuel Benton,” he said, speaking to his dog. It would be a miracle if he could remember the names of all the generals buried in Hill Crest Cemetery in Holly Springs.
“Brigadier General Winfield S. Featherston, Brigadier General Christopher…”
Brigadier General Christopher…
Zero. He’d have to recall this particular surname before the long, solemn train of names could move forward as they’d done in his fifth-grade recitation of Hill Crest’s illustrious dead. The recitation had won five gold stars and, to his amazement, the momentary deference of his father.
He didn’t recognize this road, which was a modern translation of the old 78. But then, after an absence of thirty-eight years and four months, he hadn’t expected to recognize this or any other road leading into his hometown.
He touched his shirt pocket, making certain he’d remembered to bring his cell phone, and heard the sharp crackle of the envelope stuffed behind the phone. Finding the envelope in the mailbox a couple of weeks ago had literally knocked the wind out of him, like a punch in the solar plexus.
He showed it to Cynthia, along with the lined sheet of paper it contained.
She Who Loves a Mystery studied them both. She did that odd thing with her mouth that she often did when thinking, then leaned her head to one side as if listening to some inner informant.
‘The handwriting appears to come from another era,’ she said, giving her final verdict on the two-word epistle. ‘It seems somehow…genteel.’
Genteel. He had always credited his wife with knowing stuff that others, himself included, couldn’t know. For a couple of days, they attempted reasonable conclusions, finally deciding there were no reasonable conclusions. Ultimately, the whole thing veered down a bank into the bushes.
‘It’s from Peggy Cramer,’ said Cynthia, ‘your old girlfriend with the turquoise convertible. Perhaps her poor husband has croaked, and she’d like to see you again.
‘Or it’s from Jessica Raney, the one who adored you when you raised rabbits. She never married, and because signing up with eHarmony requires a computer, which she doesn’t have and never will, she sent this note.’
‘You’re nuts.’
‘You told me you kept her card in your sock drawer until you went away to college.’
He regretted his nauseating habit of telling his wife everything.
‘And here’s another distinct possibility.’
‘More fodder from the deep wells of unconscious cerebration!’
‘It could have come from your first movie date. You said you felt terrible that her parents had to sit across the street drinking coffee for two hours. The movie was…wait, don’t tell me. Flying Tigers.’
He was amazed, and oddly pleased, that she remembered such hogwash.
‘If we had nothing else to do,’ she said, ‘we could make a whole book out of what lies behind these two little words.’
Again and again, he examined the envelope and the careful inscription of his name and address. The postmark partially covering the stamp was blurred but readable. It was definitely Holly Springs, though it might have come from Jupiter or Mars, for all its cryptic content.
He compared the handwriting of the note with that on the envelope. The same.
In the address, the sender had used the title Reverend, so this fact of his life was known by at least someone in Holly Springs. But why had he or she chosen not to sign the note? At times, he found the absence of a signature menacing, a type of dark threat. At other times, the bare simplicity of the two words, without salutation or signature, seemed to implore him with a profound and even moving passion, as if anything more would have been too much.
The lined white sheet had been torn from a notebook pad and was the sort he used at his own desk. Nothing unusual there.
He smelled the paper, a veritable bloodhound searching for clues. Nothing unusual there, either.
He had walked around for several days, shaking his head as if to clear it.
Was there anyone left in Holly Springs whom he’d remember?
Except for his cousin Walter in New Jersey, his kin were dead and gone—to St. Peter’s in Oxford, to Elmwood in Memphis, to Hill Crest in Holly Springs. As for Tommy Noles, whom he’d once called his best friend, he had no idea where he might be, or if he was still living. One weekend he’d come home from his parish in Arkansas, and heard around the square that Tommy had left Holly Springs. For good reason, he hadn’t popped up the road to ask Tommy’s mother and father about their son’s so-called disappearance.
After years of refusing to think of his hometown, he now focused on it with increasing intensity. His wife had grown weary of his excessive noodling and passed on to more fulfilling pursuits, like making a trellis out of twigs for her clematis plants.
He went to the living room and lifted the sterling picture frame from the library table by the window, and studied the sepia photograph of his mother and himself at the age of four. He looked first into her eyes, and then into his own. What were they telling him, if anything? He caressed the worn frame with his thumbs, noting that his mother appeared sad, but beautiful. He appeared happy, if perplexed.
His gaze searched her strong gardener’s hand, and the wedding band which Cynthia now wore. More vividly than he remembered the studio session, he remembered the day the large photograph arrived in the mail. He’d been enthralled with the image of the two of them, it was the first magic he’d ever witnessed.
He opened the drawer of the table which he’d taken from Whitefield after his mother’s death, and looked at another sterling frame, lying face down in the drawer with an odd scramble of family pictures. Over the years, he’d played a confessedly neurotic game—for long periods, this picture of his father would be displayed next to the one he was holding, then put away again when some random despair struck and he couldn’t bear to see his father’s cold, though handsome countenance. It had been lying face down for several years.
He closed the drawer and stood looking out the window.
Did people still park around the square and spend Saturday in the stores?
Did the cavernous train station still cast its shadow over a network of rusting tracks, or had it been demolished, or rehabbed for some other use? And what about the old compress where he’d gone with Louis on the final run of his father’s cotton trucks? He’d been tempted more than once to Google the town name and find answers, but he’d never followed through.
In the end, what he really wondered about was the house and the land at Whitefield, where he’d grown up. His mother had died there, just five years after his father’s death, both of them too young, everyone said, for dying. He’d driven from Arkansas, from the small country parish he was serving as curate, to be with her in her last days.
Later, after her estate was settled, and her good rugs sold along with the tall case clock and the walnut wardrobe in which she’d hidden her secret Christmas gifts—after all that was gone, and even the smell of her driven out by Clorox and Bon Ami, he determined never to come back. What could possibly be left to come back to?
He geared down to second, gawking.
Strung along the crest of the hill to his right were the immense Gothic buildings of Mississippi Industrial, apparently abandoned years before and left standing in ruin. He was shaken by the sight of their brooding silhouette, and the legions of windows with broken panes that stared blankly at Rust College across the street.
He looked left to the replica of Independence Hall, the centerpiece of the college, and its impressive clock tower. The memory of the ravaging fire that destroyed the original hall was vivid still; Peggy, who had been like a second mother, had held him as they watched it burn.
He remembered feeling trapped by the heavy clothes he wore against the frigid cold, and Peggy’s arms, which were squeezing the liver out of him.
‘Let me down!’
‘You cain’t git down, baby, I ain’t losin’ you in this crowd.’ Peggy’s nose was running, the tears wet on her face.
‘I ain’t a baby, I’m five!’ He’d been furious at being held in her arms like an infant. But his heart was moved by her tears; he loved their Peggy. He had stopped kicking and patted her face.
‘Why you cryin’?’
‘My mama wanted to go to that school, she say it were th’ hope of th’ coloreds.’
When he was older, he was told how the multitudes collected almost instantly to watch the inferno, arriving by wagons, pickups, dilapidated cars. Black children and white were dismissed from school, presumably to see what they would never see again, and to watch history unfold in flames that blew mullions from windows and collapsed five stories into rubble. He remembered his father saying that the smoke had been seen forty miles away. Others spoke of how the fire had smoldered for weeks; the scarlet glow along the rim of the hilltop appeared to be the setting of a January sun.
Brigadier General Christopher Mott! That was it. Christopher H. Mott, to be precise. Yours truly may have turned seventy day before yesterday, but his brain wasn’t fried yet, hallelujah.
He saw it then, looming above the horizon like an enormous onion. It was definitely more impressive than the great icon of his childhood, though lacking the nuance and character of the original.
He and Tommy had plotted the fiendish thing for two years.
Living in the country, as they both did, they couldn’t just pop to town whenever the notion hit. Two things had to happen. They had to have a better than good reason to be in town for a whole night. And since any connection with Tommy was forbidden, they’d be forced to get there by separate means.
It had all come together pretty quickly.
He found Tommy’s note in the rabbit hutch on Thursday. On Friday, Tommy would be taken to town by his father, to spend the night with his aunt and uncle and mow their grass on Saturday. Scarcely ten minutes after he found Tommy’s note, his mother asked if he’d like to spend Friday and Saturday nights with his grandmother, and they’d all go to church at First Baptist on Sunday.
Trembling with excitement, raw with fear, he met Tommy at the hutch at feed-up time on Friday morning. “We can’t tell nobody,” he said.
“Deal.”
They did their secret handshake: right thumbs meeting twice, pinkies hooked together two beats, palms flat and slapped together two times, right fists touching twice.
In unison, they said the secret word.
There was no turning back…

Unlike some donkey brains, he hadn’t wanted to write anything up there, like CLASS OF whatever or GO TIGERS, and for darn sure not the word that somebody had painted on all four sides of the tank one Saturday night, to greet the frozen stares of churchgoers on Sunday morning.
He just wanted to be up there. With the stars above, and the lights of the town below.
He hadn’t counted on being terrified.
The fear set into his gut the minute he climbed out Nanny Howard’s window on Salem Street; as his feet hit the ground, he broke into a cold sweat. He stood behind the holly bushes a moment, queasy and stupefied.
Then he slipped across the yard and down the bank, and raced along the silent, moonlit street like a field hare. Something small and glowing, perhaps the tip of a lighted cigarette, arced through the air as he blew by the darkened houses. His heart hammered, but he saw no one and didn’t hang back.
Two dogs barked. The flashlight he carried in the pocket of his shorts banged against his leg; he took it from his pocket and held it tight. If a dog came after him, he would knock it in the head; if he was bitten, he would cross that bridge when he came to it.
He arrived at the tank, drenched with sweat and scared out of his mind that Tommy would suddenly appear from the bushes, causing him to lose it right there.
In the light of the three-quarter moon, he saw Tommy; his face was as white as death.
‘I’m scared,’ said Tommy.
‘Don’ worry, ain’t nobody gon’ see us.’ He was shaking so badly he dropped the flashlight, and had to fumble in the parched grass to find it.
‘Look up yonder, we cain’t even see th’ top.’
‘We got t’ take it one rung at a time. Stop an’ rest if we have to.’
‘We stop t’ rest, we’ll be climbin’ ’til daylight. Then th’ police’ll be on us.’
‘If we get up a ways an’ don’ like it, we can come back down. Shut up bawlin’.’
‘I ain’t bawlin’.’
He placed his flashlight at the foot of the ladder; the moon was light enough.
‘Come on, then.’
‘You first,’ said Tommy. ‘An’ don’ be fallin’ on m’ head, neither.’
‘Don’ turn yeller on me.’
‘I ain’t turnin’ yeller on nobody.’
Something like an electrical current shot through him when he touched the metal rung of the ladder. He drew back, then touched it again.
The jolt hadn’t come from special wiring to keep people from climbing to the top and writing that word; it had come from an excitement like he’d never known.
He grabbed on to an upper rung with both hands. He could do this thing.
They climbed like maniacs for what seemed a long time, then stopped and leaned into the ladder, desperately exhausted, their hearts pounding.
‘I’m about t’ puke up m’ gizzard,’ said Tommy. ‘Ever’ time I look down, it hits me.’
‘Don’ look down, keep y’r eyes straight ahead.’
‘Ain’t nothin’ t’ see straight ahead.’
‘It’s puke or look straight ahead, take y’r pick.’
Tommy puked.
‘Good,’ he said. ‘Let’s go.’
They went.
They were feeling the wind now—the higher they climbed, the stronger it blew; his shirttail billowed like a sail. What if they got sucked off this thing and somebody found them splattered like toads on Van Dorn Avenue? He hadn’t counted on wind. He hadn’t counted on the locked gate between the ladder and the platform, either.
‘We’ll have t’ climb over it,’ he hollered above the bluster of wind.
Tommy yelled the word that had been painted on the tank.
His hands were sweating; he wiped one hand, then the other, on his pants and grabbed hold again.
‘Let’s go back down!’ Tommy shouted.
He was glad Tommy had said it, and not him. He thought of his mother sleeping four miles away, unknowing; of his rabbits feeding on beet tops in their hutch beneath the moon. For a moment, he couldn’t believe what he was doing; he was dumbfounded to find himself up here, flapping around in a smoking-hot wind as heavy as the velvet curtains in Miz Lula’s parlor.
Lord, he said to himself, trying to work up a prayer. There was only one problem with praying—since he wasn’t supposed to be doing this, there was no way God was going to hear anything he had to say.
The locked gate gleamed in the moonlight.
‘I’m goin’ over!’ he yelled. ‘If I die, you can have m’ marbles an’ slingshot. There’s five quarters in a snuff can on th’ shelf under th’ hutch. An’ m’ funny books…’ No, not that. Even if he was dead as a doornail, he didn’t want to lose his funny books; they’d just have to rot under his bed.
He hesitated for a moment, then clenched his jaw.
‘Tell Miz Phillips I did m’ whole readin’ list for summer!’
He hooked the toe of his left high-top into the wide mesh of the gate and pulled himself up and dropped down on the other side, his weight resounding on the metal platform. Tommy dropped down after him.
They leaned against the tank, panting with exertion.
The platinum moon was sailing so close he might jump up and touch it. It changed the look of everything; his shirt was silver, his hands and arms were silver, Tommy was silver.
‘I can smell th’ beach!’ he hollered. ‘All th’ way from Pass Christian!’ He nosed the air like a terrier, and discovered a deep vein of fragrance, something like honeysuckle and salt.
‘Where’s our houses at?’ yelled Tommy.
He didn’t want to think about their houses; he wanted to think about being free, lifted from the earth above everything he’d ever known. Already he was longing to tell somebody that they’d made it to the top, that out here beneath the moonlight was the whole state of Mississippi and maybe even Alabama and Tennessee—but of course, they couldn’t tell anybody. If their fathers found out, they’d both be dead. But he, Timmy Kavanagh, would be deader.
In his gut, he knew he wouldn’t keep his word to Tommy. He would have to tell Peggy. But that was okay. Since Peggy would never, ever rat on him, telling Peggy was the same as not telling anybody…

A car horn blared.
Startled, he waved an apology and moved ahead in traffic.
His heart felt strangely moved by the memory of that night, and of Tommy pulling his knife from his pocket before they made the long trek down the ladder.
‘We done it,’ Tommy had said. ‘We done what we said we was goin’ t’ do. Let’s mix blood an’ be blood brothers.’
All his life, every minute, he had wanted a brother. He’d been pretty queasy when Tommy drew out the blade he kept so carefully sharpened.
Maybe the feeling in his chest—some trace of sorrow or longing, he wasn’t sure which—was a precursor to what he’d been waiting for. But the feeling passed quickly.
He gave a thumbs-up to the water tank.
The landscape was recognizable at last; they were headed toward the town square. In the strip mall on his right, two black men in shirts and ties washed a funeral home hearse; suds sparkled on the baking asphalt.
During the trip from Mitford, he’d pondered the order of his visitations, then rearranged the order again and again.
In the end, the square was the logical place to begin, it was where everything began in Holly Springs. Nearly the whole of his early life could be read in a drive around the courthouse square. He’d be surprised if Tyson’s Drugstore had made it into the twenty-first century, and surely Booker Hardware with its oscillating nail bins would be long gone.
Maybe a bite of lunch on the square. And next, he’d drive to the cemetery. That made sense.
“Flowers,” he said to his dog. He’d want to take flowers.
He also wanted to see Tate Place, and a few of the more than sixty antebellum houses of which Holly Springs had always been proud. He’d visited many of those homes; put his feet under many of those tables.
He loosened his tab collar and wiped his face with his handkerchief. Too blasted hot; he was a mountain man now.
He’d leave the church ’til last, and as they headed back to the motel, they’d drive four miles east to the homeplace.
He reflected on this plan.
“Not a good idea.” He looked at his travel companion, who was currently sleeping. “Entirely too much to do in one day.”
He was as tender as a greenhouse plant; he needed time to harden up before he was set out in the red dirt of his native ground. Besides, he had allowed four days to puzzle out the note—if it could be puzzled out—before heading back to Mitford.
As they reached the post office, he pulled into a parking space and cranked up the rag top. Bottom line, it didn’t seem right to return to his birthplace after so many years, to circle the square in a red convertible with the top down. Definitely a tad on the cocky side.
He locked the top in place and poured water into the metal bowl and watched Barnabas drink, then took a few swigs from the jug himself. He pulled down the sun visor and squinted into the mirror and licked his salty fingertips and smoothed his wind-tossed hair. Then he took the envelope from his pocket and blew into the open end and removed the note and read the words once more.
Come home.
A truck roared past, and a few cars. He scratched his dog behind the ear and gazed, without seeing, at the post office. The clock ticked on the dashboard.
“Here goes, Lord.”
He put the note in the envelope, stuck it in the glove compartment, and turned the key in the ignition as his cell phone rang in his shirt pocket.
Who could read the ID on these blasted things? New glasses soon. He’d roll the dice that it was his wife.
“Hey, sweetheart.”
“Hey, yourself. Where are you?”
“Just coming to the square. Parked a minute to put the top up.”
“Are you okay?”
“I am. How’s your ankle?”
“Better by the hour. The swelling is going down.”
“Still painful?”
“Definitely, but I’m staying off it, as prescribed, so we can reschedule our Ireland trip for August. I’ll do anything to get this hideous moon boot removed.”
“Are you needing anything?”
“I’m happy as a clam. No little book to slave over, instead I’m bingeing on other people’s books. And I don’t have to turn a hand to take nourishment. Puny’s dropping by at noon with her fabulous chicken soup, and Dooley and Sammy and Kenny are coming over with pizza at six. Oh, and Timothy, you won’t believe this—the boys are all saying ‘yes, ma’am’ to me.”
“You never know what perks you might score with a fractured ankle.”
“Kenny’s so much like Dooley. And so good for Sammy. Seeing these boys together is a blessing to everyone in town. And none of it could have happened without you.”
“I miss you, Kavanagh.”
“I miss you back.”
“Thanks for letting me go.”
“I didn’t let you go, I made you go. You’ll be glad you did this, I promise. Are you really okay?”
“So far, so good. I’ll be fine.”
He was edgy, his mouth as dry as cotton.
He eased the Mustang out of the parking space and moved forward with the traffic.
“How’s Barnabas?”
There it was, straight ahead.
“Great,” he said. “We’ve both got a little sunburn, but nothing serious.”
His father’s office over the bank. The prewar metal stairs ascending the side of the building. Martin Houck had tumbled down those stairs, head over heels, as legend had it. He’d never been able to completely reconcile whether he’d actually seen Houck fall, or only heard about it so often he thought he’d been there.
“I’ll call you tonight,” he said.
Memories were pouring in now, the dam had broken.
His father’s voice had been sharp outside his bedroom door.
‘Do you realize that what he’s done carries a five-hundred-dollar fine and a six-month jail sentence?’
‘He’s a minor, Matthew. Surely not…’
‘Disobeying me yet again by carousing with that Noles ruffian, willfully defying the law and everything it stands for, everything I stand for. Move away from the door, Madelaine.’
‘You’ve already said enough to cause any suffering he may deserve.’
‘Stand aside.’
‘Don’t hurt him, Matthew.’
‘Don’t hurt him? What’s the good of discipline if there’s no hurt in it? Read your Baptist Bible, Madelaine.’
His father’s brutal punishment on the Sunday after he climbed the tank had taught him a fact he would remember the whole of his life: No matter where his father might be, and without regard for the time of day or night, Matthew Kavanagh had eyes and ears everywhere.
He’d later asked his grandmother how his father had known.
Nanny Howard patted his arm. ‘There’s no tellin’ about your daddy. You’ll learn the answer when you get to heaven. And then it won’t matter’…

“There’s Father’s office,” he said to Barnabas. “It looks…”—he couldn’t speak for a moment—“the same. Amazing. And the bank…”
He pulled to the curb and saw behind the iron fence the small brick storage building where he’d hidden the things he couldn’t take home. He marveled at the sight. Still there.
No, he thought, still here.
He had done what the note commanded. He was here now. He had come home to Holly Springs.


TWO

Stafford’s was closed, of course.
He had hoped it wouldn’t be, but that was the way of things. Stafford’s was where everyone had gone for lunch; walking into the clamor of Stafford’s had nearly always given him a kind of thrill. Here were the lawyers and bankers and cotton brokers and merchants, the people who built and shaped and drove their town.
He’d been proud to look around the crowded room and see among these important men his father’s finely chiseled face and mane of prematurely silver hair, and to test, always to test, whether his father would look up and see him and acknowledge his presence in the room, though he wouldn’t have been welcome at his father’s table in the corner.
Stafford’s was where he’d tasted his first grilled cheese sandwich, mashed flat and crisp beneath the heavy lid of the grill; and where he’d slurped down his first fountain Coke, surely among the most exhilarating experiences of his early life. The fizz had entered his nasal passages and gone straight to his cerebrum, where it shivered and danced and burst like a Roman candle in his brain.
The brick and limestone courthouse, with its double portico and central cupola, looked much the same. Certainly a dash more decked out, possibly by new paint on the trim and the maturity of the trees on the square. He’d always heard that the buildings of one’s childhood looked smaller and less important when viewed through the lens of years. But the rather finely wrought courthouse still looked important to him—it had been the epicenter of his, and everyone else’s, life. He remembered the rhythm of his father’s footsteps, the way his heel taps sounded as they walked along the hall to the courtroom. The taps on the shoe of his good leg rang sharply on the pine boards, the taps on the shoe of his bad leg gave off a hollow, dragging sound.
He checked his watch. The courthouse clock was right on the money, which gave him an unexpected sense of security.
First Presbyterian…the Utley Building…
He was cruising the square, gawking like a tourist. A car horn sounded behind him; he made a left off Memphis onto Van Dorn.
He looked farther up Van Dorn, where the spire of Christ Episcopal soared above the solid, earthbound brick of First Baptist. The Battle of the Churches, Nanny Howard had called it—his father hauling him to the rail of the Episcopalians, his mother’s family warming him at the hearth of the Baptists.
‘So, which side won?’ he’d been asked as a young curate.
‘Both,’ he felt obliged to say. Years later, he realized he’d answered well.
Tyson Drug was still Tyson Drug. An amazement if ever there was one.
By the time the Main Street Grill had closed in Mitford, Percy Mosely had chalked up forty-odd years of doing business in the same spot, which was no mean accomplishment. But Tyson’s had been here when he was a little kid, for Pete’s sake, and who knew how long before that? He felt a swell of something like civic pride as he rolled into a parking space.
“Okay, buddyroe.” He snapped the red leash on his dog’s collar. “Time to meet and greet.”
He didn’t know about the squirrel population in Holly Springs; he would hate to be dragged across the square in front of God and everybody. Of course, at the ripe age of twelve years, his mixed-breed Bouvier didn’t do a lot of squirrel-chasing these days.
He’d been uncertain about bringing a dog on such a trip, especially a dog the size of an early Buick town car. But he was glad he’d done it; he’d talked to Barnabas from Mitford to Memphis, and, as always, his good dog actually listened.
Tyson’s was the same. Albeit totally different, of course—the soda fountain had gone the way of straw boaters.
“How do you do?” he asked the young woman behind the counter.
She eyed Barnabas. “Is that…a dog?”
He laughed. “Barks, wags his tail, likes a good pig’s ear now and then.”
“I never,” she said in disbelief. She leaned over the counter and let Barnabas sniff the back of her hand. “How can I help y’all?”
“We’re mostly just visiting around. I used to live here.”
“Right here in Holly Springs?”
“Yes. I haven’t been back in a long time.”
“Well,” she said, looking him over and smiling. “I’m Amy McPherson. We’re glad to have you back.”
He thought it wonderful that she appeared to mean it. “Tim Kavanagh, Amy. I’m looking for some old friends.” The only problem was, he had socks older than Amy McPherson. Young people wouldn’t know anything about the folks he hoped to find. He peered around.
“Anybody here who’s, you know, older?”
“The boss is really old, but he stepped down to the bank. He’s forty-somethin’.”
“So how’s business?”
“Real good. Court’s in session today. It’s always good when court’s in session.”
“Nice to know that some things never change. Any postcards of the courthouse?”
“We’ve got th’ 1900 photo—it’s with th’ cotton wagons, people like th’ cotton wagons—or th’ 2004, it’s got th’ gazebos.”
“Two of each,” he said, digging out his wallet.
He’d spent good times in this place. “Any newspapers around?”
“We carry th’ South Reporter, that’s th’ Holly Springs paper, an’ th’ Commercial Appeal, that’s th’ Memphis paper, plus USA Today. Th’ rack’s at th’ door.”
“Good. Great. I’ll take a South Reporter, and see you again tomorrow.”
“Bring your dog,” she said.
He stopped at the painted stone column outside Tyson’s double doors, where he and Tommy had once hoped to immortalize their existence on the planet…

The day was blazing hot, their sweat-drenched shirts stuck to them like another skin. Only a few people moved about the square; it would be a perfect time to do what others had done before them. They pulled out their pocketknives and wiped the blades on the seats of their jeans, and claimed their spot on the column.
W I L, he scratched into the paint.
‘Who’s Wil?’ asked Tommy.
‘You’ll see.’ He liked the way the green paint gave way to white plaster beneath, making the letters stand out. LIAM.
‘That ain’t yo’ name, cootie head.’
‘Is now, pig brain.’
‘Who’s William?’
‘You wouldn’t know.’
‘Not if you don’ tell me.’
‘A poet,’ he said.
‘A poet?’
‘“Come forth, and bring with you a heart that watches and receives.”’
‘Huh?’
‘Miz Babcock made us learn poetry,’ he said, etching the surname.
‘I’m glad I didn’t git Miz Babcock, I don’ want t’ be no sissy.’
If men wrote poetry, why was it sissy for boys to read it? He could not understand this.
Learning scripture had given him a particular fondness for memorization, and maybe for his newfound interest in poetry—the two seemed linked as one. In a drawing in his English book, Mr. Wordsworth sported a white beard as big as a cloud, which made him look a lot like God. His eyes seemed knowing and kind, as if you could actually talk to him, if he wasn’t dead.
‘I’m puttin’ m’ own name on,’ said Tommy. ‘Someday, I’ll come back t’ Holly Springs and it’ll still be right here.’ Tommy’s tongue poked out the corner of his mouth as he engraved his last name.
‘Are you leavin’?’ He felt suddenly anxious; people never talked about leaving Holly Springs.
‘Ain’t that what you do after you git out of school?’
‘I guess.’
‘Are you ever leavin’?’ asked Tommy.
‘I don’ know,” he said. “Maybe.’
‘Where would you go?’
He knew Treasure Island wasn’t real. Maybe Mount Everest; he knew that was real. Or Spain. Or India. He shrugged. ‘Most anywhere would prob’ly be okay. ’Cept Africa.’ He had never liked the notion of being mauled and eaten alive by lions.
‘Africa’s where Louis an’ Sally an’ all their young ’uns come from,’ said Tommy. ‘Yo’ Peggy come from there, our Sam come from there, lots of niggers come from there.’
He’d never thought about it before, that Peggy had come from anywhere other than the little house down the lane from his big house.
‘You can go anywhere you want to,’ said Tommy, ‘but I sho cain’t.’
‘How come you cain’t?’
‘’Cause I’m poor—but you’re rich.’
He didn’t like the accusation of being rich. Of course, he knew he wasn’t poor—his father was counsel to the bank, they had a car with tires on the fenders, they had a two-story house, and over six hundred acres with fifty-six in cotton—but he didn’t think they were rich. Boss Tate was rich.
‘You always sayin’ you’re poor. You ain’t poor.’ He said ain’t as often as possible when he wasn’t at home or in school or in church. “You got a house an’ a barn an’ a car. An’ a cow. You got a cow, we don’t have a cow.’
Tommy shrugged.
‘An’ yo’ daddy’s a history teacher. Teachers make lots of money.” Sometimes people told his father that he’d been seen with Tommy Noles; he’d taken more than a few lickings for it, each time worse than the last, and all because his father said Jack Noles was not only an unequipped teacher of history, but a jackleg drunk whose farm machinery was allowed to rust in the fields.
If Tommy’s daddy would just mow his yard and paint his house and put his farm machinery under a shed, they could probably play together, but he couldn’t say that. He shut up the blade and put his knife in his pocket.
‘Yo’ daddy won’ be likin’ this, Timothy.’
Wearing a straw hat and yellow bow tie, the Colonel came up behind them, blowing from his trek along Van Dorn.
‘Won’ be likin’ what, sir?’ If the Colonel ratted on him for hanging out with Tommy, he was sunk.
‘Writin’ yo’ name on private property! That ain’t legal.’ The Colonel drew out a handkerchief and mopped his red face.
‘I didn’t write my name,’ he said.
The Colonel leaned down and squinted at the painted column, adjusting his glasses to peer at the repository of local signatures.
‘From down th’ street, look like I seen yo’ knife out.’
‘My knife’s in m’ pocket, sir.’ He patted his pocket to give witness to the fact.
‘Y’all boys don’ need t’ be gittin’ in any trouble.’
‘Nossir, we don’t.’
The Colonel stuck his face closer to the column. ‘William Wordsworth,’ he read aloud. ‘Who in th’ nation’s that?’
The Colonel straightened up and gave them the once-over. ‘Y’all boys behave y’rself,’ he said, opening the door to Tyson’s and slamming it behind him.
He asked her the next day.
‘Peggy, where were you born at?’
Peggy was sweeping the porch, wearing the red head rag. She always wore the red rag. One day he would ask if something was wrong with her head, maybe warts.
Peggy swept harder. ‘Say where you born. Period. You can’t end nothin’ you say wit’ at.’
He sat with his back against a porch column. ‘Where were you born, then?’
‘Th’ piney woods.’ Peggy was definitely aggravated; she swept the pollen off the side of the porch with unusual vigor and moved down to sweep the steps.
‘Tommy says you come from Africa.’
‘Africa, my foot! I never laid eyes on no Africa.’
‘Where, then?’
‘You th’ aggravatin’est little weasel I ever seen.’
This was going nowhere. ‘If you ever left, where would you live at?’
Peggy glared at him from the porch step. ‘What I jus’ tell you ’bout at? Say it ag’in.’
He was fed up with this. ‘If you was ever to leave,’ he hollered, ‘where would you go-o-o-o?’
‘Not back to where I started from, thass fo’ sho.’
This was his chance and he was taking it. ‘So where did you start from?’
Peggy shook the broom at him, looking fierce. ‘This broom be tellin’ you where I started from if you aks me ag’in.’
He decided he wouldn’t ask her again. Not soon, anyway…

Hog heaven. According to the sign up ahead, Booker Hardware was still Booker Hardware.
He’d never grown tired of hanging around Booker’s; and for several summers, they’d let him work there—helping customers, ringing a sale, sitting on the stool behind the counter. Even sitting down, he’d felt ten feet tall on that stool.
Booker’s was where he smoked his first Lucky Strike, heard his first official dirty joke—he’d been so dumbfounded, he could still remember the darned thing—and where he’d learned a few words he’d never heard before, even in the cotton field. Booker’s was one of the best memories he’d carried away from Holly Springs.
They crossed Van Dorn at a trot and entered the cavernous, wood-floored hardware store. The bell on the door jingled.
“Whoa,” said the man behind the counter. “That a dog, or a coal car jumped offa th’ track?”
“A mere dog. Won’t bite or beg for food, and enjoys the romantic poets. Tim Kavanagh.” They shook hands.
“Red Lowery.” Red eyed his tab collar. “You th’ new man down at th’ Frozen Chosen?”
“Nope, just an old dog myself, come back to Holly Springs after nearly forty years.”
“Born here?”
“I was. I have to tell you, Booker’s was one of my favorite boyhood haunts, I worked here for three summers. It’s a miracle it’s still in business.”
“Dern right it’s a miracle. What with th’ gov’ment gougin’ th’ small b’inessman every time he turns around, it don’t hardly pay t’ open your door of a mornin’.”
“I hear you, Red, I do.” He looked to his right and there they were. He hurried along the aisle and smoked over the metal nail bins, soldered to a center pole that swung around like a lazy Susan. He felt like hugging the blasted things. If he had any place to put it, he’d offer to buy this setup. Hey, Kavanagh, he’d say, I’m bringing home a nice set of nail bins, back your car out of the garage and park it on the street.
He slowly turned the bins and inspected the impressive variety of their contents, mesmerized. How often had he done this as a boy, listening to the squawk as the bins circled on their pole? He chose a nail and hiked up the aisle.
“I’ll take it,” he told Red.
“Jus’ one?”
“Just one. For a souvenir.” He drew out his wallet.
“On th’ house.”
“Come on. A nickel? A dime? What do nails go for these days?”
“That one’s free. You ever go t’ build a house, I’ll be lookin’ for your nail b’iness.”
“Deal. Thanks.”
The bell jingled; three men in camouflage scattered through the store.
“That’s m’ groundhog hunters,” said Red.
“Folks wear camouflage to hunt groundhogs?”
“These boys do. You got family here?”
“Only at Hill Crest.”
“You plannin’ t’ move back?”
“Can’t move back. I’m dug in like a turnip in North Carolina.”
“Lot of red dirt up there, I been there.”
“Do you know the name Tommy Noles, by any chance?”
“Tommy Noles, Tommy Noles.” Red looked blank.
“How about a black man a few years older than myself, named Willie? Or maybe he’d be called Will or William now.”
“Right yonder’s y’r black man named Will.” Red jerked his thumb toward the front window. “Will! Here’s th’ IRS lookin’ for you.”
His heart rate kicked up; this could be the moment he’d prayed for, however randomly, since he was a kid.
“Will don’t like dogs.”
“Can I leave him here? He’s harmless.”
“Hitch ’im t’ this stool right here.”
As he walked toward the front window, Will came to meet him, grinning. He was a big man, wearing overalls.
“Will—Tim Kavanagh.” He felt a knot rise in his throat.
They shook hands.
“Will Pruitt. I sho hope Mr. Red ’s jokin’ wit’ me.”
He noted that Will’s right hand was as big as a smoked ham; his left hand was stuck down the throat of a man’s street shoe.
“He was definitely joking; I’m a preacher who never got the knack of wringing money out of folks. I’m looking for someone they called Willie when he was a boy, someone I knew many years ago.” He stood there, as barefaced as he knew how, hoping Will would recognize him.
“They used t’ call me Willie—now Will’s m’ name, an’ half-solin’s m’ game.”
“Half-soling?”
“Boots, shoes. I keep th’ soles goin’ ’til th’ tops give out.”
“A high calling, if you ask me. Would you be the Willie who worked at Tate Place when you were a boy?” Please.
“Don’ b’lieve I ever worked at Tate Place.”
Will removed the shoe from his left hand.
It wasn’t Willie.
“You new in Holly Springs?”
“Old and new. Born here, lived here ’til I went away to school. Back for a visit. How about you?”
“Born an’ raised right here. Retired las’ year from maintenance at th’ college, an’ hang aroun’ wit’ Mr. Red doin’ m’ half-sole b’iness. Keeps me out of trouble.”
“I’m retired, myself.”
“I guess yo’ collar do pretty good t’ keep you out of trouble.”
“Trouble don’t dodge a collar,” he said, lapsing into the vernacular. He was loving the soft, slow speech of his youth; it was like poured chocolate. He removed one of his loafers and turned it over. “Just as I thought, Will. Look here.”
“Goin’ down, all right. Specially ’long th’ side there, you mus’ walk a little slew-footed.”
“The heels look all right to you?”
“Look like they can git by a good while yet.”
“Can you do a couple of half-soles while I wait?”
“‘While you wait’ is my slogan. You want taps?”
He hadn’t had taps in decades. “Taps all the way.”
Nearby, one of the hunters mowed through a display of shoelaces.
“I hear y’all are goin’ groundhog huntin’,” he said, standing on the hardwood floor in his sock feet.
“If we ever git out of town. These boys want t’ shop more’n hunt. I’m Merle.”
“Tim Kavanagh.”
“That’s a dog an’ a half you got up front.”
“He is that. You hunt groundhog for sport?”
“Me, I mostly hunt for my neighbor, he has eight kids, but I been known to eat it if it’s cooked right. Clyde, he don’t touch groundhog; he leaves ’em f’r th’ buzzards—it’s got t’ where they know Clyde s’ good, they follow ’is truck. But you take Smokey—he’ll eat what he hunts. His idea of a seven-course meal is a groundhog an’ a six-pack.”
“How in the world would you cook groundhog?”
“Skin it. Quarter it. Flour it. Fry it.”
One of Merle’s buddies appeared with an armload of packaged snacks. “You forgot parboil. Have t’ parboil th’ sucker fo’ ’bout a hour.” He shook his hand. “Smokey Davis.”
“Tim Kavanagh. Pleased to meet you.”
“Okay, here you go,” said Merle. “Quarter it. Parboil it. Flour it. Fry it.”
“Hot oil,” said Smokey.
“Hot,” said Merle.
“’Til brown.”
“What does it taste like?”
“Chicken.”
He’d like to have a nickel for every arcane flesh, including coyote and armadillo, said to taste like chicken.
“Tough?” he asked.
“Not too bad,” said Merle. “Shoot, I lef’ out somethin’.”
“Right,” said Smokey. “You forgot t’ marinate it.”
“What about th’ sweat glan’s?” Clyde walked up with a package of work socks and a pouch of Red Man. “You tell ’im ’bout th’ sweat glan’s?”
Merle heaved a sigh. “Oay, here you go. Th’ whole nine yards. Skin it. Take out th’ sweat glan’s, they’re right about here…” He raised an arm and pointed to the spot. “Quarter it. Marinate it. Parboil it. Flour it. Fry it. Eat it.”
“Got it.” He was sorry he’d asked.
“It’s a job of work.”
“I was just thinking that.”
“Where you from?” asked Smokey.
“Right here.”
Smokey eyed him. “I don’t b’lieve I’ve seen you around.”
“Been gone thirty-eight years plus change.”
“Movin’ back?”
“Can’t do that.”
Smokey shook his hand. “Whatever. Glad to have you. Y’ought t’ try you a bite of groundhog sometime, be good for you.”
He stopped by the register and collected Barnabas.
“We gon’ see you ’fore you leave us again?” asked Red.
“I’ll most likely pop in every day, just to chew the fat. Feels good to be in Booker’s.”
“Bring your dog,” said Red. “He’s a real conversation piece.”
He liked the sound of taps on his heels. Nothing too attention-getting, merely a small reminder that he was alive, he had feet, he was walking down the street on a beautiful day. Definitely worth four bucks.
In the car, he slathered on sunscreen and gave Barnabas fresh water. Then, since he hadn’t met anybody who seemed like they’d hold it against him, he put the top down again.
The heat had abated a little; cruising around the streets beneath the canopy of old trees was by no means disagreeable.
His mother had loved Holly Springs, and hated her forced move to the country as a young bride. Accustomed to the endless round of socializing which was a Holly Springs hallmark, she had struggled to forgive her husband for betraying his promise to buy them a house in town. She had struggled still more to forgive him for spending her own money, without asking, on the purchase of Whitefield.
How had he forgotten how beautiful his hometown was?
He drove along Salem Avenue, wide as a boulevard and lined with houses built by wealthy cotton planters. He remembered the French wallpaper in the enormous hallway of Fant Place, and the parties his mother and father had attended in its double parlor—he’d been invited for tea spiked with rum before he pushed off to college. And Montrose—as a child, he had played in its derelict yard, wondering if the upstairs shutters might fall on his head; now it appeared to be an image from a postcard.
He passed Airliewood, which every Holly Springs schoolchild knew as General Grant’s headquarters in ’62. Grant’s men had stolen the silver doorknobs, shot the pickets off the iron fence, and turned the lead bathtub into bullets—but the old wounds had healed; the house looked better than ever.
His mother had taught him that nearly every house in his hometown was a living history book, including the birthplace of a slave named Ida, he couldn’t recall her last name, who’d become the first civil rights worker.
Wells! There it was. Ida Wells. Facts and names he’d long ago tossed overboard were floating to the surface like so much jetsam.
He pulled to the curb and stared, swallowing hard. His grandmother’s house had undergone an updo to beat the band.
He reached for his dog and buried his fingers in the thick, wiry coat. His mother had been raised here, he’d been born here. There was the very porch railing he’d tried to walk like a tightrope, resulting in a broken arm that was, to this day, not right.
“That’s where I came into the world,” he told Barnabas. “Dr. Jordan was going on ninety, they said, and his hand was steady as a rock.”
Nanny Howard moving through the house in her blue wrapper, which she wore ’til she dressed at four in the afternoon; windows shuttered and curtains drawn against the heat of the day; her Bible lying in the seat of her favorite rocker on the sleeping porch; her daily prayer—
“Sometimes she said it at breakfast, sometimes when we walked out to the garden—‘Lord, make me a blessing to someone today.’”
Barnabas looked square into his eyes.
“She was certainly”—he cleared his throat—“a blessing to me. An island of calm in a stormy sea.”
As a boy, he’d likened her smell to the fragrance of peaches in churned ice cream, and had been mildly disappointed to learn it was Coty face powder from Tyson’s.
His grandfather, Yancey Howard, had been a profound influence, as well. Kindhearted, sanguine, a peacemaker—and a well-loved Baptist preacher who once risked his life to save a boy from drowning in a flooded river. He also enjoyed a type of bucolic fame for bringing twin boys into the world while making house calls to his rural congregation.
Though Grandpa Yancey had the nod of the community along with a sizable parcel of land, Nanny Howard had the money in their family, just as his own mother, Madelaine, had had a substantial amount in his. He learned that his father wouldn’t accept a dime from Grandpa Kavanagh, though having made a fortune with box factories in Oxford, Jackson, and Memphis, the old man was rich by any standard. That was fine, every tub had to stand on its own bottom, but the fact that his father had used his mother’s money to buy Whitefield was another matter entirely. Long before he was old enough to hear about this duplicity, he felt as if he’d been marked in the womb by something he couldn’t name or understand.
From the time of his eighth birthday until he was twelve, and when no one had money to spare, Nanny Howard had given him three dollars every three months. Both his mother and father had questioned this stream of funds in war and postwar time. ‘If a boy has no money to handle,’ Nanny had said, ‘how will he learn to handle money?’
In return for the quarterly bonanza, she expected to hear of many sacrifices made and much good done, and he’d been able to deliver—most of the time. He occasionally concealed a nickel or a dime spent shamefully, but came to relish using this treasury toward ends other than his own. Giving, he learned early on, produced as much, and sometimes more, pleasure than a Sugar Daddy, with which he’d unintentionally yanked a bad tooth clean out of his head…

‘Twenty-five cents for funny books.’
‘Yes, ma’am.’
Nanny Howard pored over his record-keeping, written with a No. 2 pencil on lined notebook paper.
‘Fifty cents for socks and chewing gum for Sergeant Silverman.’
‘Yes, ma’am. I put ’em in th’ Care package Mama sent.’
She nodded. ‘Very good. Fifty cents for shoelaces and a comb. For Sergeant Silverman, I take it.’
“No, ma’am. For Peggy. It was her birthday.’
‘Very thoughtful. Thirty cents for the collection plate, for the work of the Lord in foreign lands. “The Lord loveth a cheerful…”’ She turned and looked at him.
‘“Giver!”’ he said. ‘Second Corinthians, chapter nine, verse seven.’
‘Well done. Eighteen cents for postcards.’
‘For Lieutenant Krepp to write home on. We sent him a USO package, an’ he sent me a picture of him an’ his buddies in Italy. He has two kids.’
‘I hope you sent him one of the courthouse.’
‘Yes, ma’am. With th’ cotton wagons.’
‘I don’t see one red cent saved back.’
‘You don’t give me enough t’ save somethin’ back.’
‘Well, now, listen to that. If I hadn’t saved back, there would be nothing to give you at all. If you have only a nickel, you can save back a penny.’
He didn’t like to disappoint Nanny Howard. He would do it, then. Somehow.
With a dollar and twenty-seven cents yet to be accounted, he sat through the rest of the rigmarole stiff as a board. Though worried about his decisions, he was sure of his arithmetic. At the end, she was pleased.
‘You are a special boy,’ she said. ‘Your grandfather will be proud.’ Then she talked about character, as if he weren’t there and could listen only if he wanted to. ‘“Character,” Mr. Dwight Moody once said, “is what you are in the dark.”’
There was the rub, he thought—trying to be good in the dark…

“Back then, there were lots of squirrels,” he told his dog.
Perhaps he’d stop again and ask if he could see the house.
He drove aimlessly for a while, looking, remembering, and turned onto Gholson Avenue.
He would never forget the night at Tate Place; the memory would plague him ’til the end of his days, unless…

His father’s laughter rose loudly above the distant murmur of voices along the gallery. He was always uneasy when his father laughed; he felt jealous that the laughter was never for him, and embarrassed that it stood out so sharply in a crowd.
He sat in the corner on a stool, watching the commotion in the steaming summer kitchen. Two cooks worked at the stove, frying chicken in huge skillets; a tall colored man named Mose handed off platters of food to a lineup of barefoot helpers outside the kitchen door. Grease popped; someone swore; yeast rolls were bundled into starched white napkins and chucked into baskets. The screen door slapped shut and was kicked open again as loaded trays and platters moved out the door and across the green lawn to the gallery.
‘Y’all git across t’ th’ dinin’ room, now, an’ mind you don’ spill nothin’, you hear? Step along, I’s comin’ right behin’ wit’ yo’ supper.’
He and a barefooted colored boy were pushed from the kitchen by a mammy in an apron.
‘Willie!’ somebody shouted after them. ‘Make that chile eat, then y’all set on th’ front porch ’til I come git you. Thass yo’ job, an’ I ’spec’ you t’ do it nice.’
They were herded across the lawn and up the steps of the house and along the hall to the small table with four chairs in the corner of Miz Lula’s dining room. He’d had Sunday supper here at Easter, but there had been other children then. He had found seven dyed eggs in a grove of azalea bushes.
The mammy set the plate on the table and thumped down a knife, a fork, and a bowl of cobbler. ‘You th’ onliest chile at this party. Willie gon’ see you eats a good supper, an’ mind you ’til yo’ folks gits done. You drinkin’ milk?’
It couldn’t hurt to ask. ‘Can I please have a Co-Cola?’
‘Willie, go wit’ me an’ bring this baby a Co-Cola. He th’ onliest chile at th’ party an’ need a treat.’
He was furious at what she had just called him, but looked steadily into his plate, unseeing.
‘Use yo’ napkin!’ she said, loud enough to wake the dead. He thought she looked ten feet tall.
He tucked a corner of his napkin into his starched shirt collar. He hated his stiff collar and he hated this place.
‘Thass a nice baby,’ she said, leaving the room with Willie.
He burned with humiliation. He didn’t want a colored boy to hear him called baby. Never, ever again would he come to Miz Lula’s, no matter how much people got down on their knees and begged him.
Willie returned with the Co-Cola and set the opened bottle on the table. ‘What yo’ name?’
Timothy sounded like a baby’s name. ‘Tim!’ he said.
‘How ol’ you is?’
‘Five goin’ on six.’
‘I’s ten.’
There was a long silence. He looked at his plate, finally seeing what was on it. Fried chicken. Yes. Squash. No. Tomatoes. No. Green beans. No. In its own small dish was blueberry cobbler with thick cream. Yes. He stared at the way the berry juice had purpled the rim of the white dish.
‘Y’all gon’ eat all ’at?’
‘I ain’t much hungry.’
‘I could sho eat it fo’ you.’
‘Guess I’ll eat th’ chicken. An’ maybe th’ cobbler.’
‘Eat all you want, an’ I’ll clean up th’ res’. But you cain’t tell nobody.’Willie eyed his Co-Cola.
He picked up the drumstick and bit into the hot, savory meat. It was good, it was almost as good as Peggy’s. He guessed he was hungry, after all.
‘Looky here.’Willie held up his left hand; he didn’t have a thumb. ‘I’s holdin’ th’ ol’ hen on th’ stump wit’ this here han’, an’ th’ axe comin’ down in m’ other han’. I done it t’ m’self.’
His stomach felt funny. ‘Did you cry?’
‘Sho nuff I cried. Hit bled all on m’self an’ th’ stump, too. Cat got m’ thumb an’ run off t’ th’ barn wit’ it.’
He put the drumstick down.
‘I wanted that thumb, I coulda showed it aroun’ an’ maybe got a nickel fo’ it. But th’ ol’ cat crawl up under th’ barn an’ I couldn’ git it back nohow.’
‘You can have m’ whole supper,’ he said, pushing his plate away.
Willie grinned.
‘’Cept for m’ Co-Cola.’
‘You has to stan’ lookout while I eats, else I git a whippin’.’
It was exciting to stand at the dining room door and be a lookout for somebody ten years old, even if that person was colored. He was supposed to whistle if he heard footsteps headed this way. His heart pounded, hoping the mammy would come and catch Willie eating his supper, then praying she would not.
They went out to the porch in the gathering dusk and sat on the top step. Boss Tate’s immense touring car was the only vehicle parked in the driveway; guests’ cars were parked up and down Gholson.
The crickets were loud, but not as loud as at his house in the country. He wished Willie could hear his crickets, he would be impressed.
‘Where d’you live at?’
‘Wit’ m’ mama in th’ winter kitchen, she th’ boss cook. I he’ps Miz Lula in th’ garden, she say I’s natural born t’ work a garden. See all ’em flower beds yonder? I weeded ever’ one of ’em m’ ownself.’
It was an unusually warm spell near the end of March; a small breeze carried the scent of viburnum.
‘When Mose cut Miz Lula’s grass, I rakes it. She save up th’ scraps, I carries ’em to th’ chickens. She aks me t’ bring her ol’ shoes, I brings ’em.’
‘You a slave?’
‘What you mean, a slave?’ Willie threw out his chest. ‘I’s a freed man!’
‘You ain’t a man.’
‘I’s a freed boy!’
‘Oh,’ he said.
‘Miz Lula, she nice, I likes doin’ fo’ Miz Lula. Mose say she ain’t hale, she goin’ down. I don’ know what we do wit’out Miz Lula, nossir, I don’…’Willie’s voice trailed off.
‘Miz Lula’s old an’ bent over,’ he said, in case Willie hadn’t noticed.
‘Thass her birthday party goin’ on back yonder. She be ninety-eight.’
The sound of laughter and applause carried from the gallery to the front porch. Then they heard the singing.
‘They be bringin’ in th’ cake now,’ said Willie. ‘You ought t’ seen th’ cake, hit’s big as a washtub. Mr. Boss, he gon’ give what he call a toas’ to ’is mama.’
‘Do we get a piece of cake?’
Willie shook his head. ‘Colored an’ you gits cobbler.’
‘What kind of cake?’
‘Yeller cake wit’ lemon icin’, thass her fav’rite an’ Mr. Boss’s fav’rite, too. Near ’bout ever’ Sunday, Miz Lula give me a piece of yeller cake. M’ mama, she won’ give me yeller cake, but Miz Lula, she do.’
Peggy would give him things his mama wouldn’t. Like Co-Cola. ‘That ol’ Co-Cola gon’ rot th’ teeth out yo’ head,’ Peggy would say. ‘But I ain’t lookin’ at you suckin’ it down, nossir, I’m lookin’ how this mornin’ glory vine gon’ take th’ place if I don’ cut it back.’
When they passed from the porch to the front hall, he peered into Miz Lula’s parlor and saw the piano. He had always wanted a piano, but his father didn’t like noise in the house.
‘I could prob’ly play that,’ he told Willie.
‘Does y’all know how?’
‘We have a piano at our house.’ The lie had slipped out so easy, it was as if someone else had said it.
‘I reckon you could play a minute if you don’ tell nobody. Does you play ragtime?’
‘I can play most anything.’ Another lie had just rolled out; he hadn’t even known it was coming. People weren’t supposed to lie, even to colored.
‘Okay,’ said Willie. ‘Come on. But don’ touch nothin’ else, you hear?’
‘I won’t,’ he said. And then he did.
The blue vase sat on the piano on a fringed silk shawl that draped onto the floor. As he walked to the keyboard, numb with humiliation at being caught in his sin, he stepped on the shawl. The shawl slid toward him, dislodging the vase; it toppled to the floor and smashed.
‘Lord Jesus,’ Willie whispered. ‘Mr. Boss give ’er that. That was give to him for bein’ th’ mayor of Memphis.’
Stunned, and frozen with fear, he stared at the blue fragments scattered along the polished hardwood floor.
‘Timothy.’
It seemed that the simple act of raising his head took an eternity. He saw his father in the doorway and realized that his mouth was open and he could not shut it.
His father remained in the doorway. ‘I was just coming in to see about you. Who did this unholy thing?’
The silence hung in the parlor for what seemed a long time.
‘I done it,’ said Willie.
As the Buick navigated the rough road toward home, he lay like a stone on the backseat, sick with fear and self-loathing, pretending to sleep. When Willie took the blame, his father had grabbed Willie by the shirt and marched him out of the room—and what had he done to stop it? He’d stood there, mute, helpless, worse than a baby.
Willie had looked back at him and grinned. Yes, grinned. As if he was thrilled to death about the unmentionable act that would happen sure as fire. He couldn’t get that grin out of his mind, the thought of it chilled him. If his mother knew he’d allowed Willie to be dragged away for a crime which her son had committed…But he could never tell her, he could never tell anybody, not even Peggy, he was in this alone. Sometimes it was hard to believe there were so many things you could never tell anybody.
He prayed with all his might that they would give Willie a nice funeral, with a black car in the lead and curtains at the windows. If they invited him, he wouldn’t be able to go, of course, because he’d be too sick to get out of bed.
‘…since Greece surrendered to Hitler.’
‘…Germans…London…’
‘…shouldn’t have humiliated that boy in front of the servants, Matthew.’
‘…weary of your tiresome sentimentalities, Madelaine.’
He couldn’t hear all they were saying over the roar of the motor. But he knew they were talking about the terrible thing that had happened because of his carelessness, and the worse thing that had probably already happened because of his cowardice.
The wrapped slice of yellow cake, sent to him by Miz Lula, lay on the seat beside him; he would never put a bite of it in his mouth.
His mother came into his room the following morning and stood by his bed. He squeezed his eyes shut even tighter, praying she would go away and let him suffer. Lord, he prayed, silent as a tomb, let me die and be happy again.
‘Timothy?’
He twitched his nose as he’d seen Louis do while sleeping.
‘You aren’t sleeping. Tell me what’s troubling you.’
The thought occurred to him out of the blue. ‘I have th’ yeller fever.’
‘Really?’
He did not open his eyes, he did not want to see her face or make eye contact with someone who was not desperately fallen like himself.
‘What are your symptoms?’
He didn’t know the symptoms of the deadly fever that had raged through town and left hundreds dead. Even the Catholic priest. Even seven nuns. He’d been told that bodies had been stacked up like firewood, waiting to be buried. Now they were all in the ground at Hill Crest as proof of the worst thing that ever happened in Holly Springs.
‘What are your symptoms, Timothy?’
His mother had nailed him, but he couldn’t quit now.
‘Itchin’ all over. Had t’ go to th’ pot a hun’erd times. Skin burnin’ like fire. Feet stinkin’ real bad.’
‘I’ll see you in the kitchen in short order. Peggy has cinnamon rolls in the oven.’
She closed the door behind her, obviously not sorry for a minute that he had yellow fever and could die and be stacked up at Hill Crest like a hickory log.
He heard his father’s footsteps coming along the hall—the sharp tap, the dragging sound. His voice was muffled outside the door. ‘What is it?’
‘Timothy has yellow fever.’
This announcement was followed by something that shocked him to the marrow. It was his father’s laughter; his father’s scary, out-of-control laughter.
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