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Chapter One
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The Longest Sermon in Boones Creek History

Now, anybody who spent a Sunday morning inside the First Baptist Church of Boones Creek already knew two things for certain: the pews were hard as a preacher's conscience, and Reverend Harlan Fitch had never in his life said anything once that he could possibly say three times.

It was the second Sunday of August, 1974, and the kind of hot that made the air look like it was trying to apologize for itself. The ceiling fans in the sanctuary stirred the heat around without doing much about it, which was the sort of effort Olley Tibbs appreciated on a philosophical level. Olley believed strongly in the appearance of trying.

He sat in the third pew from the front — Iris's pew, as everyone in Boones Creek understood, though her name was not on it and never needed to be — dressed in his one good shirt, the pale blue one Iris had ironed so aggressively that morning it had briefly lost the will to wrinkle. On his left sat Iris herself, her bulletin folded into a precise rectangle in her lap, her back straight as a fence post, her expression carrying that particular brand of righteous readiness that only a Baptist woman on a Sunday morning can truly achieve.

To Olley's right sat Marla, twelve years old and already the most observant human being in the county. She didn't need a notebook. Everything she saw, everything she heard, everything she filed away went straight into a mind that catalogued the world with quiet and perfect precision. She sat with her hands folded in her lap, watching, thinking, missing nothing.

LeighAnn, fifteen and vibrating with the particular energy of a girl who had somewhere better to be, sat on the other side of Iris, already scanning the congregation for anyone worth being seen by. She had changed her outfit twice that morning and settled on a yellow sundress that Iris said was too bright for church and LeighAnn said was cheerful and the Lord appreciated cheerful and Iris said the Lord appreciated modesty a good deal more. They had arrived three minutes late as a direct result of this conversation.

Andrew was not present. Andrew was eighteen and had made certain calculations about Sunday mornings that Iris had not yet fully reckoned with, though a reckoning was coming, sure as the fall.

The choir assembled at five minutes to ten, filing into the loft in their burgundy robes with the particular dignity of people who had been doing this long enough that dignity came automatically. There were fourteen of them, ranging in age from Benny Sutherland, who was sixteen and sang bass with more enthusiasm than accuracy, all the way to Earl Vance, who was eighty-one and sang whatever he felt like regardless of what was written down.

And then there was Nancy Dooley.

Nancy Dooley was a handsome woman in her mid-forties who had decided, somewhere around 1965, that she possessed a voice of operatic quality. This was not a decision supported by evidence. What Nancy had, in truth, was volume — extraordinary, almost architectural volume — and a vibrato so pronounced it seemed less like a musical technique and more like a natural phenomenon, something you might see weather-reported.

She took her place in the soprano section with the serene confidence of a woman who believed she was doing everyone a favor.

The opening hymn was How Great Thou Art.

The congregation rose. The piano struck the opening chord. And then Nancy Dooley opened her mouth.

The sound that came out was technically singing in the same way that a thunderstorm is technically rain. It was loud and sincere and went in the general direction of the melody without committing to any particular note for longer than a moment. Her vibrato arrived ahead of her, traveled through the room, and kept going, rattling faintly in the stained glass.

In the third pew, Olley Tibbs felt something shift in his left ear.

Iris sang forward with her chin up and her eyes on the hymnal, her expression that of a woman enduring something she had endured before and would endure again because that was what you did. Beside her, LeighAnn's mouth moved in approximate time with the words while her eyes cut sideways with the panicked focus of a person trying to locate the source of a troubling sound without appearing to look.

Marla noted, calmly and internally, that Nancy Dooley was approximately a third of a note sharp, that her vibrato completed roughly six full cycles per second, and that Deacon Willis Pratt, seated directly in front of the choir loft, had developed a faint twitch in his left eye that had not been there last Sunday.

Three rows back, Goldie Simmons pressed her lips together in a way that could have been reverence. It was not reverence. Goldie had strong opinions about Nancy Dooley's voice that she shared freely on every occasion except the ones where Nancy Dooley might hear her, which she considered a form of Christian charity.

The hymn went on for four verses. By the third, two small children in the back pew had pressed themselves against their mother with the instinctive gravity of people near something dangerous. The mother stared straight ahead with the fixed expression of a woman who had made her peace.

When it ended, the congregation sat with a collective exhale that they distributed politely among themselves, disguised as settling and the rustle of bulletins.

Nancy Dooley sat down looking satisfied. She always looked satisfied. This was, depending on how you felt about the whole situation, either the most maddening or the most admirable thing about her.

Reverend Harlan Fitch took the pulpit at ten after ten, which was his custom, arriving just late enough to let the congregation wonder and just early enough to keep his authority. He was a trim man in his early fifties with the kind of hair that stayed in place through sheer personal conviction, wearing a cream-colored suit that suggested a man who knew the difference between a tent revival and a Ford dealership and was not entirely sure he had to choose.

"Good morning, Boones Creek," he said, spreading his arms wide, and his voice filled the sanctuary the way a good gospel hymn does — completely, warmly, and with no particular regard for whether you had someplace else to be.

"Good morning," said Boones Creek back, approximately.

From her spot three rows back and two to the left, Goldie Simmons beamed. Goldie always sat where she could see everything, which was not by accident. She was a woman of considerable social infrastructure, and the First Baptist Church of Boones Creek was its finest facility. She had already noted, in the twelve minutes since she arrived, that Darlene Mayhew was wearing the same dress she'd worn to the Fourth of July picnic, that Bobby Pittman's boy smelled like he'd been near a creek, and that Iris Tibbs looked like she had something on her mind, which as far as Goldie was concerned was always worth tracking.

Reverend Fitch opened his Bible. This was the signal. The congregation adjusted itself — found comfortable slouches, tucked feet under pews, arranged their bulletins for fanning. The veterans knew. The newer members would learn.

"I want to talk to you this morning," said Reverend Fitch, "about the patience of Job."

Olley Tibbs, without any change in expression, thought: of course he does.

The sermon began, as Harlan Fitch's sermons always did, with a reasonable introduction. This was the part that lured you in, made you think today might be the day, made you believe that maybe, just maybe, the man had found his inner brevity. The first ten minutes were genuinely good. He had a way with a story, Harlan Fitch did. Give him that.

But Reverend Fitch did not believe in leaving a point unmade. He believed that if a thing was worth saying, it was worth approaching from several directions, examining in full light, turning over like a good piece of timber, and then saying again, slower, in case the Lord himself had missed it the first time.

At the twenty-minute mark, Marla had mentally catalogued the number of times Reverend Fitch had said the word therefore — eleven — and was quietly keeping a running tally. It was something to do. It was, she felt, as valid a form of worship as any other.

At thirty minutes, Olley's chin dipped. Iris's elbow found his ribs with the precision of long practice. His chin came back up. He blinked at the pulpit with the mild surprise of a man who had briefly visited somewhere peaceful and been asked to leave.

At forty minutes, LeighAnn had exchanged four significant glances with Patsy Crutchfield across the aisle, communicated something about Saturday night using only eyebrows, and begun reading her bulletin so many times she had committed the announcements to memory. The Homecoming Committee would meet Thursday. The youth choir needed
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