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“We are what we believe we are.”—C.S. Lewis
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Chapter 1
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Warren Hastler labored quietly, diligently, and alone in the basement of the Eternal Gospel Tabernacle, surrounded by the scattered colorful detritus of the church’s sober but joyful New Year’s Eve party the night before. He had volunteered to work New Year’s Day on the start of a large wooden sign the church council had approved to be erected on the lawn. It would finally replace the small, anemic-looking, meant-to-be temporary—and scarcely noticeable—sign posted to the outside wall years ago. In Prohibition days the building had served as a bootlegger’s roadhouse, a fact that thrilled some members of the congregation and dismayed others. It had sat dormant through the World War II years, deteriorating, though not to the point that it was not worth snapping up by the church’s founding members at a low price. A hardy and hearty group of practical men working mostly practical jobs and helpmeet women who knew and mostly liked their place, they had slowly and cheaply and ably rehabilitated the structure through personal labor, and some personal money, from the slowly growing membership.

Warren did not mind giving up a non-workday for the task. He liked the quiet and solitude, and he was dedicated to his church. He had a talent for design and draftsmanship that he was glad to contribute in service to the Lord, and, though he knew it to be the sin of pride, he was not averse to having his talent appreciated.

He stepped back, hands in the frayed hip pockets of gray corduroy trousers, to appraise what he had wrought:

Eternal Gospel Tabernacle

A Bible-Centered Congregation

All Are Welcome

And saw that it was good. With a pencil he had roughed out the words in Old English script, aided by a book of typefaces at his side, on a bright white background and later would fill them in with gold and emerald-green paint, outlined in black. Below that was a chiseled-out space to insert a small shingle of plastic or brushed metal listing times of Sunday and weekday services, which could be changed when and if the times changed.

He brushed his hands together to remove nonexistent dirt and told himself that was enough for the day. There was no need to hurry the project; the sign would not be put up until the ground softened in spring. The winter light no longer showed itself in the glass-brick windows around the top of the basement walls. It must be almost dark outside, time to go home to the family of wife and two children to whom he was dedicated as much—yes, surely just as much—as he was to the church.

* * * *
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THE NEXT DAY, THE FIRST day of school after Christmas vacation at Brooks Senior High, Audrey Hastler, Warren Hastler’s daughter, struggled to pull her books and notebooks from the top shelf of her locker. She was a pretty, open-faced girl with honey-colored hair in falling over her shoulders. unusually tall and unusually well-developed for a just-turned-sixteen-year-old. She wore a plain, unfashionably long dress that did nothing to complement her pale prettiness and clear-framed eyeglasses. There was such a clog of paperbacks and papers and stray bits of clothing and teenage-girl items that when she tugged on her books, the clog broke, spilling objects onto the floor.

“Oh, bless it!” Audrey muttered under her breath. She squatted down on her heels to clear up the mess. Before she could get far in her task, she was roughly bumped in the rear end. “Oops, sorry, Tits,” a voice said. The bump had pushed her forward onto the palms of her hands. From that position she twisted her head to see who had done it—the voice was a boy’s—but he was practically running down the hallway and she could not make him out.

Tits! She got back up on her heels and began picking up books and papers, softly weeping.

* * * *
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BROOKS SENIOR HIGH School sits on a large mound of earth that, during the school’s construction, had been leveled for it out of the northward-rising slope of the land. From there the red-brick, three-story structure looks out benignly eastward upon the small homes surrounding it in the Fourth Ward, a working-class area of Billington, a medium-size industrial city in Upstate New York. East George Street, which the school faces, begins to run uphill at that point, so the houses north of the school are on a level with its upper stories and those further northward are higher still.

The school dominates the neighborhood just as it dominates the lives of the students. It had been built toward the end of the Great Depression, when hope began to seep back into Americans’ lives, to accommodate Billington’s growing population, which could not be served by the existing Billington Free Academy, universally referred to as BFA, built at the turn of the century. A set of wide, imposing, concrete steps mount in three levels up the small rise of land from the sidewalk to the building’s main floor. Its dominance is not malevolent, but placid, friendly, grandfatherly. Like the engagingly grinning president guiding and guarding the nation, who will be inaugurated for his second term in eighteen days, Brooks High guides and guards its teenagers.

Students normally do not use the main entrance, but rather one of several doors at the sides or back at the basement level. But on this Wednesday, January 2, 1957, the first school day after Christmas vacation, Sharon Pendegraf decided to climb the steps. She liked doing it; with each step she felt she was doing something significant, heading onward and upward to the large metal doors behind which lay the secret to a future she looked forward to. The first time she climbed them, on her entrance to Brooks the previous September, it made her think of the steps that James Dean climbed on his first day at a new high school in Rebel without a Cause. Today she thought of the even more expansive steps at Columbia University that she had seen in a photo in Look magazine. They looked so open and free and inviting. Sharon was a dreamer, a purposeful if unfocused one. Images fed her ideas, and ideas gave her hope.

A smattering of kids walked up the steps around her, some trudging, others racing past. Sharon went at a steady, leisurely pace, thinking—thinking of the coming semester, of home, of her mother and father and ten-year-old brother Axel, of boys.

Facing Sharon as she entered the main hallway that ran the entire width of the building were two sets of double doors to the auditorium and, set in the wide wall that separated them, a large lighted trophy case. In it were announcements of future events and mementos of past triumphs on various athletic fields. There were pictures and trophies related to sports heroes and commemorations of what Sharon considered real heroes—Brooks High boys-become-men who had died in World War II and Korea. She stopped for a moment, as she did most times she passed it. She stared at the photo and accompanying plaque of her cousin Jim, the son of her father’s older brother, who had been killed in Korea just three months before the 1953 cessation of hostilities. He had graduated from Brooks in 1951. She barely knew him because he was several years older, yet she remembered him and she thought the photo underneath its yellow light did his broad, smiling face justice. Despite her limited acquaintance with him, his fate moved her because her uncle still grieved the loss of his son.

But, whoops, snap out of it, Sharon. Better get a move on. She turned toward the stairs and almost bumped into Suzanne Maye. Had Suzanne been there all the time, watching her? Sharon did not like Suzanne, who had come to Brooks—a three-year, tenth-through twelfth-grade high school—last September, but not from Arden Junior High as Sharon had. Her family had moved in the summer from somewhere near Cobleskill where she had been in ninth grade in a traditional four-year high school.

Suzanne came up to her. Oh, jeez, she probably wants to talk about sorority, Sharon thought. Again.

“Sharon, do you think I—”

“Sorry, Suze. Gotta run. Don’t mean to be rude, but I came to school early because I have an appointment and I must get to it. Talk to you later.”

Sharon swiftly slipped past her before she could say anything more and headed toward the stairs.

* * * *
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THAT WAS A QUICKLY-thought up lie she told Suzanne. She had no appointment. She was simply uncharacteristically early, having caught an earlier city bus than usual. With time on her hands, Sharon decided to go look for Andy Henecy, a boy who occupied her thoughts more often than any other in Brooks. Andy and Sharon were natives of the Fourth Ward of Billington, a somewhat tatterdemalion area of the city, on different streets but practically within hailing distance of each other. Other than Dominion Street, the long north-south drag, the streets were short, sometimes no more than one block in length. Many, in fact, branched off Dominion—narrow, two-lane stretches of asphalt lined with two-story clapboard frame houses built sixty or seventy years earlier. A few had been spruced up with paint jobs—notably those that had not been divided into apartments—but the majority had surrendered to time, the ravages of northern hemisphere weather, and the neglect that comes with frequent changes of ownership and occupants.

Drabness was the prevailing atmosphere, particularly in summer when grit and dust and occasional bits of trash were most noticeable in the gutters and the sidewalks whose cracked and tilted segments tripped up unwary elderly shoppers trudging homeward with paper bags of purchases from nearby stores. In winter with its snowstorms and leaden skies the atmosphere could frankly be considered glum.

Since before her birth Sharon’s family had lived on Provost Avenue in a large house that decades back had been split up into four units. Originally the dwelling of a Billingtonian who had gotten fabulously wealthy in the 1890s as a purveyor of a snake oil nostrum, it too was a wooden, clapboard structure, but three story rather than two and well-maintained, and as such rather stood apart. The current landlord had it regularly repainted in a bright shade of cream with aspirations to yellow.

Her father worked for Madre Electric, a factory that made electrical parts, and her mother in one of the offices in the Brush County courthouse. In the middle of last summer, before Sharon started high school, the family had moved to a different section of Billington called the District.

Amherst Street, where Andy lived with his father Gordon, occasionally called Gordy, crossed rather than branched off Dominion. It was one of the longer short streets of the neighborhood and their house sat at the less populated end. Yet another two-story clapboard, it also was well-maintained by its owner. Gordon had what everyone who knew him called a good job as manufacturing engineer at Crew Industries, a company that made communications and calculating equipment. Indeed, he was well enough off to afford a ranch house or large bungalow or some other style of modern housing in one of the developments on the outskirts of the city, Morningstar Heights or Sunbright Terrace, but he liked, as he said, his “big old box.”

Andy’s mother Hazel—she had never been overfond of the alliteration Hazel Henecy, but love conquers all—had died in a car crash two-and-a-half years earlier. It was a single-car crash that was nobody’s fault, unless it could be called hers, and it really couldn’t. She was driving the family’s 1953 Packard Clipper—an expression of her husband’s financial solidity—at night by herself, coming home from a bridge game at a girlfriend’s house, and somehow went off a sharp curve on High Table Road into a deep, boulder-filled ravine. The road was dry. She had not been drinking. If she had been speeding it was impossible to know. No evidence of mechanical failure could be found. It was just one of those things that happen in an indifferent universe.

Gordon Henecy was the rare father capable of taking care of his child on his own. He could cook—he had been a cook in the Coast Guard during the war—and was conscientious about monitoring Andy’s progress at school and about the clothes he wore there. It was those qualities of diligence, ability, and conscientiousness that had impelled him to attend Syracuse University to earn a degree in engineering on the GI Bill right after he was discharged. With the GI Bill’s benefits, a part-time job as cook at a drive-in, and Hazel’s income as an elementary school teacher, the little family of three fared pretty well during the four years of college. Gordon strove manfully and Hazel hopefully to increase the population of the family from three to four, but with no success.

Gordon was quietly proud of his military service. His first ship, USCGC Hannibal Hamlin, had seen action twice against German submarines that attacked convoys it was escorting in the North Atlantic; in each battle he helped man one of the vessel’s two six-pounder guns. In an action later in the war he was part of the crew that assisted in the rescue of 520 men from a torpedoed Army transport.

He was proud too of being a ship’s cook. Though not a man who read much fiction, he was delighted when he happened to come across a recently published novel, Onionhead by Weldon Hill, about a Coast Guard cook who also took part in North Atlantic war action. For a couple of months he buttonholed nearly everyone he encountered with rave reviews of this terrific book he had read. “You should read it,” he would exclaim. “It’s just like it was, just like what happened in the war. Really. I can hardly believe it’s a fiction book.”

In the raising of his son it helped that Andy was almost fourteen when his mother died, for he was old enough to take care of himself to a large extent. It helped even more that he was the rare child who knew he should and, after the first hard months, was willing to shoulder the responsibility. Like father, like son; sometimes it happens. The pain of the loss to father and son slowly lessened. Less slowly, it may be, to father, for, a year and a half after his wife’s death, he began seeing another woman. Her name was Lucille and she was five years his junior. She was the widow of a Billington soldier killed in the Korean War. She had no children and was, as Hazel had been, a schoolteacher.

Andy resented her at first, not obnoxiously, but fiercely. Gordon endured the resentment with little remonstrance, certain that it would recede, and Lucille did so with softly demonstrated understanding. It did recede, helped by the fact that—rarities everywhere—she was the rare intruding female who knew how to make herself likable to a grieving and truculent adolescent. By the time Andy (and Sharon) entered Brooks in September he had warmed up to her and the three of them were doing things together.

* * * *
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ANDY BUSTLED THROUGH a side door of Brooks, bustled because he was in a hurry and it was cold and he desired warmth after the more than mile-long walk to school in the January weather. The radio had said it was 13 degrees. It had not snowed recently and the residue of previous snowfalls had been shoveled off most sidewalks into filthy mounds of frozen slush.

His homeroom was near the exterior door in the basement: Turn to the left as you go in and there it was, the auto shop, a large, brightly lighted room with two cars on the floor that kids worked on in class. One was a really cool electric blue 1951 Mercury Eight coupe owned by a boy in his junior year whose reason for existence was to bring that car to ever higher levels of motorized beauty. Even non-hotrod fiends like Andy marveled at it.

No one was there yet except his homeroom teacher, Mr. Nyack (“like the city,” he said), the automotive/industrial arts instructor, who was opening and closing drawers in a wooden filing chest in rapid succession, obviously searching for something he had misplaced and getting more exasperated by the moment. Andy went to the bulletin board to pin up yesterday’s Peanuts cartoon from the Billington Post. No one else seemed to get the comic strip, much less his posting of it on the bulletin board, but he thought it was brilliant. Not that yesterday’s strip was a particularly good example. It was wordless, just Charlie Brown sliding on his coat-covered belly on the ice and being passed up by Snoopy on his bare belly. Andy pinned the comic strip to the cork and looked at it with the satisfied feeling of a job well done.

He stuffed his books into his desk before heading to his locker. As he did, he let the fingertips of his right hand lift open the front cover of the Reader’s Digest Condensed Book he had brought. The fall 1956 volume, it contained condensations of five novels. The one he was reading, The Diamond Hitch, by Frank O’Rourke, about a rodeo cowboy turned ranch cook, he itched to keep reading right now. With a sigh he let the cover flop down, and left.

He turned to go up the metal steps in the hallway, opposite the auto shop door, just as Gino Valisi was clattering down. Andy said, “Hi, Gino,” but Gino did not return the greeting, merely made a sharp turn at the bottom and hurried off down the basement hallway. Normally there was nothing unusual in that. Gino, a senior football star, was used to ignoring the greetings of lesser kids who said “hi” in the hope of being noticed. That is, Gino had been a football star before he knocked up Sarah Crofter. When it quickly became common knowledge throughout the school before Christmas vacation, Gino went from being football star to pariah. His failure to notice Andy was not one of discourtesy, but of shame, an attempt not to be noticed himself. The significance of what had just happened dawned on Andy, standing with one foot on the first step and watching Gino’s diminishing figure, and it made him feel good. But also bad, for feeling good.

* * * *
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THAT WAS A LIE SHARON had told Suzanne Maye. She didn’t have an appointment; she just didn’t want to be pestered about sororities, which she thought were stupid. At her previous high school Suzanne had joined a sorority. That seemed to have taken over her life, from what Sharon could tell, because she had been accepted by the chapter of the same sorority at Brooks and relentlessly went after tenth-grade girls she thought “suitable”—that was her word—to try to recruit them. Sharon wasn’t flattered by being considered suitable; it was a term she associated with snobbishness. That she thought sororities stupid was another lie, but one that she told to herself; rather, what she thought was that she was inferior and did not want to be condescended to.

Sharon leaned her shoulders back against her open locker door, cradling her books against her modest bosom, her right leg bent and her saddle-shoed foot pressed against the lockers. She twitched her arm to glance at her watch and silently condemned her bus for getting to school much faster than usual. Too early to go to homeroom. She sighed.

A dreamy girl, her daydreams, such as now, tended to deal in images and plots of the romance paperbacks and comic books she greedily read. Her stance may have been inspired, consciously or unconsciously, by the image that graced the covers of some of those literary wonders: A handsome, grinning boy in a cardigan sweater bearing a high school varsity letter leans with his left arm against the wall of lockers and looks down upon a pretty girl half-a-head shorter than he. She is dressed in a tight pullover sweater, leaning back against the wall, braced on one leg, and looking coquettishly upward with an adoring gaze and a sweet smile. Except all those cover girls were pretty, which Sharon did not consider she herself to be, and their bosoms were not modest. And any sweaters she wore were only as tight as her mother would allow, which was not very.

The sound of someone walking way down the hall pulled her out of her reverie. Andy Henecy. His locker was at the other end of the hall from hers. She was surprised, and pleased, that he also was here so early; no one else had shown up yet. She and Andy had been friends since sixth grade (Mrs. Rice’s class at William Howard Taft Elementary). They used to play together as kids and, when they were in Arden Junior High, would frequently walk to school together. But that relative closeness ended with her family’s move to the District across the Susquehanna River. It was some distance from Brooks High so she had to take the city bus—actually, two city buses, one from her house across the river and then transfer to a bus to Brooks. She liked Andy but felt she didn’t really know him. He was hard to figure out, which was a shame, because he was really nice.

As he drew near she smiled broadly, dropped her foot to the floor and stood up straight. She was about to tell him about Suzanne, but he broke in gushing about his encounter with Gino.

“What?” Sharon yelped. “He’s back in school? They kicked Sarah out. How come he gets to stay in school? That’s not fair.” But it was, she knew, school district policy. Mustn’t let girls think the district approved of immorality. It was not the first time it had happened.

“I know, it’s not fair,” Andy agreed, with less than complete conviction. “But I guess they figure a guy’s got to work to support his family and needs a high school diploma to get a good job.”

“And a girl doesn’t? She’s supposed to stay stupid? Lots of women work these days. My mother works. Your mo”—thinking of his home situation and unsure how to continue, she faltered—“your mother worked. The, the lady your father ... Lucille? She works, as a teacher, too. Like your mother.” Relieved that was over, she again leaned back against the locker.

“I know. You’re right.” He looked at his shoes—I should polish them—at a loss for a way to elaborate on his bland assertion, then looked up. “There’s this guy in my art class, older guy, who did leave school after he ... his girl got pregnant.” Referring even obliquely to the activity that led to the word “pregnant” embarrassed him. “They’re married now. He came back to get enough credits to get a diploma. He does hardly anything, just the minimum to get a passing grade. He ignores us and we ignore him. It makes Mrs. Mueller angry, you can tell, but she’s polite to him.”

“The gossip among girls is that both parents, his and hers, are really angry, not only over ... over what happened,” Sharon said. The topic embarrassed her too. “They’re also up in arms that he was involved with a Protestant and she was involved with a Catholic.” Involved, that’s nice. “Her parents want her to go to Sweden or someplace to get an abortion. His parents are horrified at that.” She paused. “That’s what they say. I’m not sure I agree with abortion. Do you?” She looked at Andy searchingly.

“I’m not sure, either, but it’s the girl who has to bear most of the burden of the whole thing—”

Sharon rushed to get her next thought expressed before embarrassment could stop her. “They say it was their first time. That’s what the gossip is.” Her face grew red. “I didn’t think that could happen, did you?”

“Their first time? You mean—?” His face grew red too.

She nodded. “Their only time.” Oh God, this is really uncomfortable. “They said that’s what Sarah said.”

They fell silent, each contemplating the enormous unfairness of the universe.

Sharon heaved a sigh of relief. “So now I guess both parents just want them to get married. But his parents insist that they get married in the Catholic church and bring the child up Catholic. Her parents are horrified at that.”

Students were rapidly filling the hallways, flooding them with the noise of talking, shouting, laughing, locker doors banging.

“Hey,” Andy asked, looking down from his infinitesimal height advantage as they walked away from her locker, “did you watch Steve Allen Sunday night?”

“What? No,” she answered, after a few seconds’ pause. He’s so obsessed with Steve Allen. Why did she wish she could say yes? “We always watch Ed Sullivan.”

“Oh, too bad. You really missed something. Tom Poston, Don Knotts, ‘The Man on the Street.’ That’s always hilarious.”
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Chapter 2
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“You want a Pee-Wee soda, Andy?” Zave asked. “We got some. My grandmother likes it. I can’t stand it. I don’t get the point of those tiny bottles, four, five ounces. But I know you like it. It’s grape, I think.”

Zave Brough (known formally and mostly to his family as Xavier) and Andy had just returned from Friday night’s basketball game between Brooks High and BFA, the annual New Year’s match-up of the two crosstown rivals. Brooks had lost, 63 to 64, the second loss in two years in the big game. Zave was disgusted, complaining about the referee and this player and that. Andy didn’t care so much. He just enjoyed going with Zave, his best buddy.

“Yeah, I guess so. Thanks. I shouldn’t stay long. It’s going on ten o’clock. My Dad gets really worried if I’m not back by eleven, even on a weekend.” Andy and Zave had in common something that may have cemented their recent friendship: each had lost a parent. Zave’s father, an infantryman in World War II, had been killed in battle in France. When his mother married again a couple of years after the death, she moved with her new husband, a Canadian army veteran, to Canada. Zave was taken in by his father’s parents. He had a half-sister living in a suburb of Toronto.

“Turn on the TV if you want,” Zave said, heading toward the kitchen. “Gillette Cavalcade of Sports should be on. You won’t bother my grandparents. They’re sawing wood already.” He halted, cocked his ear at the stairs leading to the second floor. “One of them is, anyway.”

Andy looked toward the corner where Zave was pointing. “Hey, you got a new TV! Neat.” He walked over to it. “It’s beautiful. Look, it’s got the knobs and dials on the top instead of on front. That’s really cool.” He ran his hand over the light-brown wood lovingly.

“Gram and Gramps bought it for Christmas,” Zave called from the kitchen. “For us for Christmas. It’s a Philco, twenty-one inch.”

“Wow. It’s a lot bigger than our old seventeen-inch Majestic. We’ve had that for, I don’t know, five, six years now.”

Zave came back into the living room and handed his friend the soft drink. “I wish they would hurry up and invent color TV. Baseball would be great in color.” He turned the set on. “Except the sets probably would be way too expensive.”

“I know what you mean. Look, it’s not Cavalcade of Sports.”

Zave glanced at the screen. “Must be the program before it. Yeah, it is. It’s not ten o’clock yet. The Big Story, you ever watch it? It’s pretty good, about real newspaper reporters who helped solve real crimes. But they must be running repeats. I remember seeing this one.”

They sat down on opposite ends of the couch. When Cavalcade of Sports came on, they stopped watching after a couple of minutes.

“Boxing, as usual. How is that a sport? My Grandpa likes it though.” Zave passed the box of Nabisco Zu Zu ginger snaps he was eating to Andy, who took a couple. “Man it was bitching cold walking back.” The game was played at BFA, nearly an hour’s walk from Zave’s house.

“Only twenty-four, the radio said.”

“Well, it felt like zero to me.”

“The wind,” Andy said.

Zave brooded over that possibility a few seconds before breaking out with, “Hey, you want to go to the movies tomorrow? Or Sunday? I wouldn’t mind seeing The Girl Can’t Help It. Jayne Mansfield. Those melons, man oh man.”

“Umm, maybe. I don’t know. There’s nothing really good in. Everything’s been around for weeks, seems like.”

“What, Jayne Mansfield’s not good?” He grinned at his friend. “I get it. You’re probably doing something with your girlfriend.”

“What girlfriend?”

“‘What girlfriend,’ he says. Sharon Pendegraf, that’s what girlfriend.”

“Sharon’s not my girlfriend.”

“Oh, no. Only since sixth grade.”

“What do you know about anything? You’ve only known me since September when you came to Brooks from St. Stanislaus.” St. Stanislaus was a kindergarten-to-ninth-grade parochial school in the District, the south side of Billington. “Anyway, nobody’s a girlfriend or boyfriend at twelve years old. We’re just friends.”

“Friends who came to Brooks together from Arden Junior and Taft before that. Cripes, you’re practically joined at the hip.” Zave leered. “Or somewhere.”

“We didn’t come to Brooks together, for Pete’s sake. We used to live just a couple of streets away from each other before her family moved to the District. I like her family, they like me. They like my father.” A vague twinge of guilt struck him over leaving his mother out of his remark. “Besides, look how many other kids also came to Brooks after Taft and Arden. Like Audrey Hastler. I’ve known her since sixth grade, too. No, wait, even before that. Fourth grade, I think.”

Zave paused, seeming to consider the name. “Oh yeah, Audrey. She’s pretty. You could do worse.” He wiggled his hand in the air to suggest a voluptuous female figure.

“Oh, please. You’ve got breasts on the brain.” Andy couldn’t help smiling. He was used to the joshing. “Anyway, I happen to know Sharon’s going to the movies with her mother and sister.”

“Oh, you just happen to know that. Well, if you happen to want to go to the movies or do anything this weekend, let me know. But no holding hands. That’s out.”

They talked a few minutes more and then Andy went out into the cold for the ten-minute walk home.

* * * *
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“I REMEMBER AUDREY HASTLER from when her family attended our church, dear,” Celia Pendegraf said to her daughter. “I remember the whole family. But I don’t believe I’ve seen or met any of them since they moved away. Since we went to the same church. What do you mean, you’re worried about Audrey?”

It was late Saturday morning. They were putting together a jigsaw puzzle, a bucolic country farm scene of the kind that exists nowhere in nature. It wasn’t quite accurate of Celia to speak of Dominion Street Methodist as “our” church. It was theirs only in the sense that they’d attended no other. At one time she and the family worshiped there it sporadically, but they could not be described as devoted to Methodism or any other religious ism. They were typical American Christians-by-culture, Protestants-by-default.

“Well, she always seems sad to me, especially since we moved up to Brooks from Arden.”

“No, Sharon, that piece doesn’t go there, don’t force it,” her mother interrupted. “She was such a pretty girl. And rather timid.”

“She still is. No, Mom, I’m sure this piece fits there.” Celia shook her head and, irritated, flicked her daughter’s hand away. Sharon put the piece back on the table. “What bothered me was,” Sharon continued, “when we started back to school Wednesday, she came into our history class—it was first period—I could swear she had been crying.”

“Oh dear. Did you speak to her? Were you able to find out why?”

“No, she wouldn’t talk to me or anyone else. A couple other girls noticed it. We wanted to
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