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      For my parents…

      My father, who taught me that the world is more colorful and interesting when seen from outside the box

      

      And for my mom. My life has been generously sprinkled with fortunate circumstances. The very first one was that she became my mother.
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      Summer, 1959

      Southern Virginia

      The 1949 Oldsmobile rumbled up the gravel road, red dust flying out behind us. I looked over at my father, who was humming “Nearer My God to Thee” in an absent-minded way as he fanned himself with his fedora. It was ninety degrees and humid as the steam from a tea kettle, but Dad still wore a suit and tie. Dad always wore a suit and tie. It was the first Friday in June, and we were heading into Orchard Hill, the next stop on Dad’s traveling ministry. More than a few small-town Methodist churches couldn’t afford a full-time preacher, so after Mama died some years back, my father deposited me with my aunt Catherine and took on the mission of serving the rural areas of the state. He made it around to each church every few weeks, performing christenings, a wedding or two, and evangelizing to the salt of the earth.

      In the summers, instead of staying with my aunt, I accompanied him. Dad said it was good for me to take time away from the carefully orchestrated elegance of his sister’s home and see how the other half lived. That summer I’d really see the other half up close because I was spending almost twelve weeks with his friend Alvin Miller, M.D. before starting medical school in the fall. After his Sunday sermon, Dad planned to move to the next town on his circuit, leaving me in Orchard Hill to shadow Dr. Miller and learn about the life of a country doctor.

      Dad had been driving for four hours. His circuit was a remote one, and we had almost forty more miles to go. On backcountry roads, it might take another hour and a half, putting us in Orchard Hill at almost six forty-five. I was in awe of my father’s stamina. But then, his endurance had always been inspiring. For a middle-aged man with gray at his temples, he was spry and energetic, and his sermons lit up the congregation with bursts of fire and brimstone to make the most resolute sinner tremble in his boots.

      What a lot of people didn’t understand about Dad was, even though his sermons gave the impression he was a hard, judgmental man, underneath, I knew he wasn’t. He had a strong calling to minister to the flock in ways they could understand. So, in addition to leading hymns, he also helped arbitrate disputes, raise barns, and fix leaky roofs—anything that needed doing. He often said we are called to bring the sinners to the Lord—and the Lord to the sinners—in any way possible. The two of us had no idea how that conviction was about to be tested.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I’d always liked Dr. Miller. He was kind, and he talked to me like I was a man instead of a boy. A couple of years before, when I decided I wanted to be a doctor like him, he told me all about what I would need to learn and the schooling I’d have to take. Mrs. Miller was a quiet woman who kept a well-run household, and the food from her table was some of the best on the circuit. They had three grown children: Louise was the oldest, Marlene the youngest, and Charles was in the middle. He was just a year younger than me, and we hung around together whenever Dad and I came to town.

      We pulled up to the Miller house on Cavanaugh Street right around suppertime. It was a stately, two-story Victorian with a rose arbor over the front sidewalk and gingerbread trim on the eaves. Dr. Miller’s practice was in the little shotgun house next door, and that’s where I would be staying—in one of the patient rooms in the back.

      The doctor and his younger daughter, Marlene, were sitting on the front porch waiting for us, and they both descended on the car as soon as we pulled in and turned off the engine.

      “Alvin!” my father boomed, “How are you, my brother?”

      Dr. Miller stuck out his hand and gave my dad a broad grin. “I’m well, Reverend. Doing very well. And yourself?”

      “It’s a hot one today, but the Lord saw fit to give us good weather for our travels, so I can’t complain.”

      “Well, come in and kick the dust off your boots. Martha’s got supper almost ready.”

      I walked around to the trunk to get our travel bags and almost jumped out of my skin when Marlene Miller appeared right at my elbow.

      “Hi, Billy Ray Davenport—long time, no see.”

      “Hi yourself.”

      Her hair was pulled back in a sleek blonde ponytail, and she smelled of some kind of cloying, flowery perfume. She wore a polka-dot dress that tied around her neck, leaving her shoulders bare. The skirt stood out all around her like a moat around a castle. A belt cinched her tiny waist and emphasized her chest. I knew a lot of the guys at my college would think Marlene Miller was the cat’s meow. She was pretty, no doubt, but although she looked like a nice girl on the outside, I hadn’t seen any evidence she was nice on the inside.

      She batted her eyelashes at me. “Here, let me get one of those bags for you.”

      I lifted the suitcases, setting each one on the ground beside me, and slammed the trunk shut. “Now, whaddya think my dad would say if I let a girl carry my suitcase?” I shook my head and grinned at her as I leaned over and picked up one bag then the other.

      She stood stock-still, blinking and staring at me for a second. Then she seemed to come around, shrugging her bare shoulders. As I started toward the house, she slipped her arm in mine, making me lean over awkwardly to keep from bumping her with the suitcase.

      “It’s really cool that you’re staying all summer. I’ve told all my friends you’re here, so we’ll get invites to all the big bashes in the county.”

      “I’m here to work, Marlene, not play around.”

      She pouted and pulled away from me, hands on her hips. “College hasn’t changed you a bit, has it? You’re as square as you ever were.”

      “That I am.” I left her standing there and hurried up the front porch steps. As I set our bags just inside the hallway, Charlie came hurtling down the stairs, grinning from ear to ear. He reminded me of the Cheshire cat in Alice in Wonderland, a story my mother used to read to me. I couldn’t help smiling back at him.

      “Billy Ray!” He shook my hand and clapped my shoulder. “How you doin’?”

      “Right as rain, and you?”

      “Never better. Come on in. Supper’s almost ready, and I’m half-starved.”

      I followed him into the dining room, and we sat at the sleek mahogany table set with china plates. I liked how the Millers’ formal, sit-down dinners were generously sprinkled with conversation. Dad and I conversed over meals at times, but Aunt Catherine hardly ever said a word at the table.

      About ten minutes later, the rest of the family gathered for the evening meal. The rumbling sound of Dad’s voice saying grace washed over me in a familiar, comforting wave—that is, until his words mashed together in an abrupt pile-up because somewhere in the middle of the blessing, Marlene’s hand found its way to my thigh and gave it a firm squeeze. She was lucky I didn’t leap right out of my chair with a yelp. Last summer, the flirtatious smiles and batting eyelashes were bad enough, but now it was apparent that the girl was on a serious mission to get my attention. After Dad declared “amen,” I glared at her, but she just responded with a smug, little smile. Trying my best to ignore her, I tucked into country-fried steak, mashed potatoes, and green beans, listening closely to Dr. Miller as he told my father the plight of one of the families in the Orchard Hill community.

      “Quinlan had some wind damage to his barn during that awful storm last month.”

      “He hasn’t fixed it yet?” Dad asked as he passed me the butter for my cornbread.

      “He bought the lumber but has no one to help him do the repairs. He’s got all those girls, you know—no sons to help him out, and no other family around these parts.”

      Dad frowned, and I remembered that he didn’t care much for Tom Quinlan. Tom himself never attended church, and Dad thought he was too lax with his parenting responsibilities and impractical with his money. But in spite of all that, I knew what the next words out of Dad’s mouth would be.

      “Well, what better way to lead a man to the river of salvation than to help him pull his ox from the ditch? I’ll drive over there tomorrow and offer to help. Will you come with me?”

      Dr. Miller smiled behind his napkin. “I thought I might be able to talk you into it. I’m already scheduled to make a little trip out that way. I have to check on Mrs. Quinlan because she’s just had another baby.”

      “How many does this make?”

      “It’s her seventh delivery, although only the four girls have lived to see their first birthday.” He took a sip of his coffee.

      I tried to conjure up an image of the Quinlan family, but only a vague recollection of hand-me-down clothes and solemn faces swam before my mind’s eye. They rarely attended worship services, and because we typically blew in and out of town over a weekend, I’d had little opportunity to socialize much around Orchard Hill outside of church.

      Dr. Miller went on. “I imagine we can get some of the other men in town to pitch in as well, being as tomorrow’s Saturday. I’ll make some calls after supper.”

      “I’ll go, Pop,” Charles said through a mouth full of green beans.

      “Thank you, son.” Dr. Miller nodded in approval.

      “Charlie, please, chew with your mouth closed,” Mrs. Miller admonished him.

      “Sorry, Ma.” He grinned at me with a “there-she-goes-again” expression that indicated an affectionate forbearance. His mother was a stickler for propriety and manners.

      “He just wants to go out and get a look at that Lizzie Quinlan.” I turned to Marlene and saw her sneer. I was struck by the vehemence in her tone.

      “That’s not true,” Charles said, indignant as he threw his napkin across the table at his sister.

      “He’d rather get an eyeful of Jeannie.” Louise nodded her head as if she knew everything about it.

      Charles blushed.

      “Now, Jeannie Quinlan is a nice girl,” Mrs. Miller said.

      “But Lizzie…” Louise stopped cold at a stern look from her father.

      Mrs. Miller sighed and said no more.

      “She’s a slut!” Marlene blurted out.

      “That’s enough!” Dr. Miller said in a sharp tone.

      “Marlene, your language! And in front of Reverend Davenport and his son.” Mrs. Miller turned crimson with embarrassment.

      “Well, it’s true,” Marlene muttered under her breath.

      I watched the whole interchange in fascination. Family squabbles were always interesting to me because I’d never had one.

      Dad spoke up, ready to smooth the waters in that decisive way of his, like King Solomon might have all those years ago. “I believe this is when the preacher is supposed to say, ‘He who is without sin should cast the first stone,’ but you all know that story already, and this kind of sordid talk is hardly an appropriate topic for the dinner table. So, I’ll just leave it there, shall I?”

      “I think you owe the reverend an apology.” Mrs. Miller put down her fork. Apparently, her daughter’s lack of decorum had stolen her appetite.

      “I’m sorry, sir.”

      “You don’t owe me an apology, Marlene.” Dad wiped his mouth with his napkin and laid it beside his plate. “But you might look into your heart and see if you can genuinely repent and request forgiveness from your Lord.” He looked up at our hostess and smiled. “Excellent dinner, Mrs. Miller. You bless us with your hospitality, and we humbly extend our gratitude.”

      Mrs. Miller looked a bit uncomfortable still, but she told Dad he was very welcome and offered us some warm cherry cobbler. Then, thankfully, the conversation turned to more pleasant topics.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      We were working on the Quinlans’ barn by nine o’clock the next morning. About a dozen people showed up to help, and I noticed a fair number of stray looks toward the house—from the young guys mostly but even from some of the men. About eleven o’clock, those looks were rewarded with a slam of the screen door and a holler.

      “Daddy, if y’all are hungry, we got your dinner up here.”

      “Thank you, Lizzie,” Tom Quinlan called. “We’ll be up in a minute or two.”

      I turned my head toward the sound of the girl’s voice and promptly hit my thumb with the hammer. Somehow, I managed to squelch my yell, and as I stuck my thumb in my mouth to soothe it, I carefully took in the captivating sight of Lizzie Quinlan.

      She was not a tall girl. I was probably head and shoulders above her, but her figure was—there was no other word for it—voluptuous. It was made even more so by the denim cut-offs that hugged her hips and the sleeveless red-gingham blouse that stretched and strained against the buttons across her chest. She’d left the ends of the blouse unbuttoned and tied them in a knot around her middle, showing the hourglass curve of her waist. She was barefoot, and long, lush dark curls were drawn back in a ponytail that bounced when she walked. Her lips and her toenails were painted what I’d overheard Aunt Catherine call harlot red when she thought I wasn’t listening. Marlene Miller had called Lizzie Quinlan a slut, and I didn’t want to judge a book by its cover, but I had to admit she kind of looked the part. She took springy, running steps to the barn, leaping like a gazelle over rocks and two-by-fours until she reached her father. They spoke briefly, and then he turned to the rest of us and said, “We’re mighty grateful to y’all for your help, so my girls have fixed some victuals. It ain’t much, but we’ll share what we got. If you want to go into the kitchen and grab a plate, the food’s in there, and we can sit at the picnic table out back.”

      Several men mumbled their thanks as they passed by Mr. Quinlan and Lizzie. She looked each one straight in the eye, a calculating smile on her lips. Real smiles, however, were saved for Charles and his father. That’s when I noticed her eyes, dark and sparkling like fireworks in the night sky. She turned those fine eyes my way, and I felt my face get hot. She whispered to Charlie and pointed, and I simply stared back at her. And I continued to stare as she approached me.

      “Aren’t you a little old to be sucking your thumb?” she asked, a teasing lilt in her voice.

      “What? Oh…” I hadn’t realized it was still in there and dropped my hand to my side quickly. “I hit my thumb with the hammer.”

      “Let me see.” She took my hand in hers and inspected it. “Can you bend it?”

      I nodded, then realized her head was bent forward so she couldn’t see me. “Yes, ma’am. I’m sure it’s fine.” My breath stirred the strands of curls that escaped her ponytail.

      In slow motion, her face rose to meet mine, and I caught the faintest glimpse of puzzlement in her expression before she covered it with her teasing smile. “Oh, poor baby.” She rubbed the base of my thumb, kneading it with her fingers. Her lips formed a little pout, and in a throaty whisper she said, “Does that feel better?”

      I jerked my hand back. “Yes, thank you.” I started toward the house and ran right into a stern, troubled look from my father. I kept my back to Lizzie Quinlan and walked straight into the kitchen.
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      When we finished the repairs to the barn about three o’clock that afternoon, my father stayed with Dr. Miller and a couple of the other men to visit with Tom Quinlan. Everyone seemed to have an agenda: Dr. Miller wanted to assure himself the new baby was doing well, Dad wanted to sound out Tom Quinlan about christening the little one on his next visit to Orchard Hill, and Charles had his eye on the oldest Quinlan girl, Jeannie.

      She was a blonde, blue-eyed beauty, pink-cheeked and soft-spoken. Charlie asked if she’d like to take a walk with us over to the quarry. There was a lake there, deep and cool, and maybe they could take a swim since it was such a hot day.

      Jeannie stammered, blushed, and said she’d ask her father. He waved her off, but then he called her back, and I overheard him say, “Take Lizzie with you. I don’t want you off by yourself.”

      That meant I was stuck with Lizzie Quinlan while Charles chatted up her sister. I was annoyed and bothered at having a girl foisted on me like that, especially a girl like her.

      “Charles”—I hissed under my breath—“I don’t want to walk out with her. My dad’s the minister here.”

      “So?”

      “I don’t want people to get the wrong idea,” I said, remembering my father’s stern look.

      “Because you’re walking to the quarry with Lizzie and Jeannie and me?” Charles shook his head. “Don’t pay no mind to Marlene’s rumor mill. She’s just being spiteful. Besides, Jeannie and I will be there too. Nobody will say anything.”

      “I saw how the other boys looked at her—some of the men, too. What Marlene says about her is right, isn’t it? She’s fast and loose.”

      Charles sighed. “What they say doesn’t matter. You—” He froze, and I realized that the subject of our conversation was most likely right behind me. I whirled around and found myself face-to-face with wounded eyes that hardened the instant I looked into them.

      “Don’t worry—fast and loose isn’t catching. So, you can keep your pristine reputation, you son of a…preacher man. A square like you is safe from the likes of me.” She spun around and marched toward the house in a fascinating display of incensed feminine indignation.

      Words of apology stuck in my throat. Charles looked dismayed and went after her. I heard her say, “I’ll still go, Charlie, so Jeannie can go out walking with you. But keep that arrogant, holier-than-thou jerk away from me, okay?”

      When we started out a few minutes later, Charles immediately forgot his promise, and he and Jeannie quickly fell back, walking hand-in-hand and talking quietly. Lizzie forged ahead, stalking toward the quarry as fast as her shapely legs would carry her.

      It was hot. Sweat plastered my hair against my temples and beaded on my upper lip. Walking behind Lizzie didn’t do anything to help me cool off either. Her hips swayed enticingly from side to side as she walked up the path, and the curls in that ponytail kept bouncing up and down, up and down. It was downright distracting. Even though I was twenty-one years old, I didn’t know all that much about girls, just whatever I’d managed to overhear in the boys’ locker room. I led a pretty sheltered life, and no one shared his girl-knowledge with the preacher’s kid. But I knew enough to realize Lizzie Quinlan upset my equilibrium, and I didn’t like that one bit.

      We arrived at the lake in about twenty minutes. Lizzie plopped down on a tree stump a few feet from the water. When I stepped up to the shoreline, I could hear her muttering to herself. She gingerly peeled off her shoe and her harsh intake of air caught my attention.

      Concerned, I approached her. “Are you all right?”

      “Fine.” Her voice snapped like a whip, and she turned to the other shoe.

      I kneeled in front of her, frowned, and picked up her foot to inspect her heel.

      “Get your hands off me!”

      “You’re bleeding,” I said without emotion. I picked up the shoe and studied it. There was a flat heel, but the leather was stiff and unyielding, and the toes were pointed so much they must have hurt her feet. “No wonder. Why would you wear these impractical shoes to hike out here?”

      “Maybe they’re the only ones I’ve got.”

      “Are they?”

      “No.” She replied hastily, but I wasn’t convinced. I’d seen the condition of her family’s house.

      “Come on.” I held my hand out to her. Words of apology for what I’d said would sound empty at that point, but I could show her some kindness. That would restore my faith that I was, in fact, a Christian and a gentleman.

      “Where are we going?” She looked wary.

      “I’ll help you down to the water. It will feel good on your blisters, don’t you think?”

      “Perhaps.”

      She took my hand, and we sat on a large rock near the water’s edge. I let her go as soon as she was settled with her feet dangling in the water. Touching her made my hands tingle, and that was probably not a good thing. If that was the way she affected all the males of the human species, no wonder they watched her from barn windows and from behind farm implements. I stood and looked behind us at Jeannie and Charles. They were sitting on a boulder more than twenty yards away, heads together, shoulders touching.

      Lizzie Quinlan followed my gaze. “No matter what you think about me or my family, my sister is a nice girl.” She stuck her chin out, her tone defensive.

      “Charles seems to like her.”

      “He does—and don’t you ruin it either by lying about her. She deserves to be happy.”

      “I don’t lie.” I was starting to feel defensive myself. I had no opinion on the matter—no knowledge of whether Jeannie was a nice girl or not. I picked up a stone from the water’s edge and skipped it across the lake.

      “I know what you think about us. I can see it in your disdainful, little scowl. Hear it in your haughty voice.”

      She leaned back on her elbows, her feet splashing and churning the water under them. The sun lit her hair in a coppery halo around her head, making her look like a fiery, avenging angel. Her eyes blazed flames at me too, and I stood, mesmerized for a long minute, drinking her in.

      In a flash, her expression changed. The fire in her eyes was gone. I was sorry to see it go because it drew me like a moth to a flame, but what replaced it was even more alluring—and disturbing. It was as if the clear, bright flame had been doused by water, turning it to a heavy, smoldering steam. I swallowed—hard. Never before had I understood what people meant by a “come hither smile,” but now I saw one right in front of me and knew it for what it was. Before I was even aware of what I was doing, my feet propelled me over, and I sat on the rock beside her.

      She cast a quick look along the shore line and behind her to Jeannie and Charles’ now empty rock. They must have taken off into the thicket of woods. I wanted to throttle Charlie for leaving me in the clutches of Lizzie Quinlan—and clutched was definitely how I felt at the moment.

      She started unbuttoning her blouse.

      I leapt to my feet and backed up a couple of steps. “What are you doing!” My voice sounded harsh and cold, but my heart was pounding.

      She smirked. “Going swimming. We are at the lake after all. Don’t worry, preacher boy; I’ll keep my undies on.”

      She slipped off her blouse, primly folded it, and laid it on the rock. Then she shimmied out of her shorts. Standing up, she stretched her arms high over her head, and looked at me, cocking one eyebrow up in challenge. Then, clothed only in bra and panties, she jumped into the lake.

      I watched her disappear beneath the surface and then dark, wet curls appeared a few feet from where she had gone under. She squealed,“Oooh, it’s cold!”and wiped the water out of her eyes. “It feels good though. You should get in ’cause it’s a long, hot walk back. Or can’t you swim?”

      “Oh, I assure you, I can swim.”

      “Then why don’t you get in?”

      The water looked inviting, and so did the mischievous look she was giving me. I stripped off my shirt, socks, and shoes, and tossed them in a pile next to hers. “I’m not taking my jeans off.”

      Her white belly rose to the surface as she glided away from the water’s edge. “Suit yourself, but they’ll get awfully heavy in the water and mighty clammy feeling on the way back.”

      She kept treading water about ten feet from the rock. “And if you come back with wet clothes, everyone who saw us leave the house together will know you’ve been swimming with me.”

      I thought of my father’s stern countenance. She had a point there. I put my hand on my belt and then stopped. “Turn around.”

      “You don’t got nothing I ain’t seen before.” She was deliberately provoking me now. If it had been anyone else but me, I might have even laughed at the absurdity of the situation.

      “If you want me to go swimming with you, you’ll turn around.”

      “Sissy-pants.” She huffed and turned her back.

      I quietly slipped into the lake. My feet touched the bottom, and the water was up to my waist, but I knew there was probably a steep drop off a few more feet out. She had exaggerated how cold it was, although it was refreshing. Moving silently through the water, I swam up behind her, dove under the surface, and tugged on her foot. Even underwater, I heard her shriek. I popped up, right beside her, grinning.

      “Why you little…” She sputtered, wiping water out of her eyes. “You scared me!”

      “Well, how about that? It is possible to scare the rough and tough Lizzie Quinlan.”

      She swam back to where she could touch the bottom and the water came up to her shoulder. “Who said I was rough and tough?”

      I shrugged and did a lap out and back a few yards. When I returned, she looked at me with eyes dark as a midnight sky.

      “Don’t believe everything Marlene Miller tells you about me. She hates my guts because, once upon a time, her boyfriend broke up with her and asked me out. He said she was a prick-tease.”

      I’d never heard that word before, but I had a pretty good idea what it meant. “Did you go out with him?”

      “Yep.”

      I didn’t respond.

      “Don’t you want to know what we did?”

      “Nope.” I paused. “So, I shouldn’t believe anything Marlene says about you?”

      “Believe what you want.”

      “I want the truth.”

      “The truth? Who cares about the truth! According to the Orchard Hill gossip ring, every boy in town has had a piece of me.”

      The blood drained from my face at the vehement disdain in her tone, and then it rushed back into my cheeks after I realized what she meant. To hide my embarrassment, I leaned back to lie on top of the water, my face to the sky, and closed my eyes. “And ye shall know the truth and the truth shall make ye free. John 8:32.” I opened one eye and looked at her. “That’s what my father would say.”

      “What would your father say about you skinny-dipping with me out at the quarry?”

      “We aren’t skinny-dipping—that means swimming without any clothes on.”

      “Like he would believe we kept any clothes on.”

      “He would believe it if I told him it was the truth.”

      She said nothing, and I sneaked a peek at her out of the corner of my eye. Her eyes were open, and she was floating on her back a few feet from me. The white fabric covering her breasts stuck up above the water, and the outline of her nipple was visible. I felt my insides leap in response and closed my eyes again.

      We floated that way for several minutes. She was apparently lost in her thoughts, and I was trying to control mine.

      It was a shock when her wet head bumped my rib cage. We both spluttered and flailed in surprise, and I inadvertently pushed her under me. She wriggled in panic, and I grabbed her around the waist and lifted her back up above the water. She was coughing and trying to catch her breath.

      “Are you okay?” I was breathless and trying not to think about her bottom so close to my hip. “Can you stand?”

      She shook her head and held onto me. “The water’s too deep.” She froze, a momentary rigidity flashing through her body and her limbs. I was confused until I realized what she must have just felt with her leg. Embarrassed, I almost hurled her toward the water’s edge. She regained her footing, and the smoldering, come-hither look was back. I stared at her, breathing hard from being so startled—or that’s what I told myself anyway. I turned and stared across the lake, trying to get myself under good regulation. And that’s when I felt her warmth up close behind me. Small, wet hands slipped around me and pressed my back to her front. She laid her cheek against my back, and I felt her hands glide down the sides of my body.

      I seized them and held them away from me. “Why are you doing this?”

      “Why not? Aren’t you the least bit curious, Billy Ray? I’ll bet my bottom dollar you’ve never been this close to a girl before.”

      “Curiosity has nothing to do with it. Men and women shouldn’t touch each other like this until they’re married.”

      “Is that what your father says?”

      I looked over my shoulder at her, trying to recruit my best scowl. “Yes.”

      “Does this mean you’re going to marry me now?” Her eyes radiated amusement, and I rolled mine and faced out toward the lake again.

      “No.”

      “No,” she said softly. “I didn’t think so.”

      I let her hands go. She moved back a little but was still close behind me. The eddies created by the motion of her hands and legs were like liquid fingers swirling around my body. It was almost as if she continued to touch me, except I felt it everywhere.

      “So, does your father preach about the virtues of chastity?”

      “Sometimes.”

      Her laugh had a bitter quality to it. “He’ll have a helluva time convincing the guys around here to give it a go.”

      “That doesn’t mean he isn’t right.” I finally got up the nerve to turn back around and face her.

      “You’re such an innocent, Billy Ray.” Her face was serious for a minute and perhaps a little sad. Then, a wicked glint lit up her eyes. It was such a rapid transformation that I was smiling before I could stop myself. She moved farther out into the lake.

      “What?” I asked, following her.

      “You better hold me up, son of a preacher man, or I’ll drown.”

      “No, you won’t—you can swim just fine.”

      “Maybe I can, and maybe I can’t.”

      I ignored her.

      “Maybe I will, and maybe I won’t.”

      I frowned at her and started toward the shore. “I don’t like playing silly games.”

      “Hold me close. I’m going under now.” She slipped beneath the surface.

      I snorted, knowing she’d be up in a second. Then I waited, telling myself that the water wasn’t that deep. She was so still though, I couldn’t even tell if she was there.

      I knew she was pulling my leg, but she didn’t resurface, and now I was starting to get angry. I pushed through the water and reached under until I found her arms and hauled her up, crushing her against my chest while I planted my feet on the lake bottom. She was laughing, sputtering, and gasping for air, and I shook her a little and growled at her. “That isn’t funny!”

      “I beg your pardon, but it is too funny.”

      I bent my face over hers, glaring at her. “Being reckless like that is a sure-fire way to get hurt.” My scowl bore into her, and her lips parted as the silly smile dimmed. We stayed like that, our eyes locked together for half a minute, and then I pulled and pushed her toward the shallow water. As soon as I knew she could stand, I thrust her away from me. “Stupid, little fool!”

      After slipping and losing her footing, she grappled for balance and stood up, returning my glare. “Why do you care if the town slut drowns?”

      I strode past her and turned to sit on the edge of the rock, arms folded across my chest. “I didn’t call you that—and I certainly wouldn’t want you to drown.”

      She seemed angry, and for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out why. If anyone had a right to be angry, it was me. After all, it was me who was the butt of her joke.

      “Oh no,” she said in a voice heavy with sarcasm. “Then everyone would know we were together, and it would look so bad on your reputation and weigh on your conscience. You have such a big…conscience.”

      I picked up my clothes and headed off for the thicket, where I could wring out my boxers and get dressed in private.

      “No sense of humor,” she shouted at my back.

      I whirled around and strode back to the water’s edge. She was out of the lake now, sunning herself on the rock in her bra and panties.

      “I don’t have a sense of humor about tricks like that. It’s cruel to make people afraid for you, just so you can laugh in their faces. And furthermore? Drowning isn’t funny. That’s how my mother died.”

      I turned my back on her and approached the cover of the trees once more. I yanked on my pants and left my shirt unbuttoned and flapping in the breeze. I carried my shoes and socks in my hand and beat a path back to the Quinlan house without looking back. I didn’t care if she, Jeannie, or Charlie stayed out there all night. Lizzie Quinlan might say she was the town slut, and maybe she was, and maybe she wasn’t. I had no idea and didn’t care. But she had a mean streak about her, and I didn’t have to bear the brunt of it.
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      After supper, Dad walked me over to Dr. Miller’s office where I would sleep for the summer. Mrs. Miller had set up a nice cot for me in one of the patient rooms. There was a bathroom just down the hall, and before we arrived, she had Charles and his dad carry over a small armoire to store my clothes. It was plain living, nothing like my upscale room at Aunt Catherine’s, but it was a lot cozier than many of the places Dad and I had stayed during our traveling summers. Sometimes, we’d even camped out under the stars.

      Dad sat on the cot, watching me hang up my shirt and finish unpacking my clothes.

      “You sure you don’t want to stay in the Millers’ guest room? I know you’re grown, but you might get lonely over here by yourself.”

      “I’ll be fine. It will be good for me to get used to staying alone, and I’m kind of in the mood to be by myself anyway.”

      “I saw you come back to the Quinlans’ before the other young people. Something you want to tell me about?”

      I shook my head.

      “Ask me about?”

      I hid a smile, knowing he was referring to the birds and the bees. We’d never had “The Talk.” I’d found out about adult relationships between men and women through books and the gossip that ran through small towns like this one. I wouldn’t put Dad through the agony of explaining it. I had always tried to spare him those conversations—if I could find out some other way.

      “No, Dad.”

      “Well then…” His voice drifted off.

      “Actually, now that I think on it, there is something I want to ask you.”

      His guard went back up immediately. “What is it, son?”

      “What makes some people mean?”

      “Mean?”

      “Yeah, not evil or horrible, but just a little bit—I don’t know—mean?”

      “I think people can become mean for a lot of reasons—pride, jealousy, selfishness, greed… Wait, are you talking about the Quinlan girl? The dark-headed one? I saw her leave with Jeannie and you boys.”

      I nodded.

      “Ah. Well, I don’t know for sure about Miss Quinlan, of course, since we barely know her. I do wish Tom Quinlan had been more faithful about bringing his family to worship service these last few years. Those girls ought to have been brought up in church. Perhaps life would be different for the lot of them.” Dad rubbed his chin, deep in thought for a second. “But back to your question—think about this a moment. What does a wounded animal do if you approach it?”

      “It snarls at you. It growls.”

      “And if you try to help it?”

      “It might bite,” I answered, anticipating the obvious place he was taking this analogy.

      “That’s right. Now a beloved pet, like a dog or a cat, might let its master help it—maybe—because it’s known the kindness of its master’s hand. The master pets it, feeds it. But the wild animal has never known that kindness, so it is very likely to bite anyone that gets too close.”

      “I understand.”

      “Not that well-loved house pets don’t bite their masters, because you and I both know that sometimes they do, even if the master has been kind.”

      I waited.

      “From what I’ve seen and heard, Lizzie Quinlan is acting a lot like one of God’s wounded, wild creatures—one who may not know the kindness of the Master’s hand, which, as a minister, distresses me. You should show her Christian compassion, witness to her.”

      “I thought that’s where you were going with this.”

      He smiled very briefly; then he sobered. “Just remember, the wounded don’t always recognize kindness for what it is. They might try to bite you regardless of your intent. Be careful, Billy Ray.”

      I straightened up and closed the armoire. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “I’ll see you at breakfast.” He stood and patted me on the shoulder. “Goodnight, son.”

      “Goodnight.”

      After Dad left, I turned the little fan on my dresser to a low hum, undressed, and lay on top of the covers, hands folded behind my head. A cool, damp breeze fluttered the curtains and drifted over me. As my body cooled off, so did my angry thoughts. In their place, shame flared up as I remembered the rude comment Lizzie Quinlan overheard me say to Charlie. I wish I’d never uttered those words. They were beneath me. It bothered me to know that I was guilty of repeating gossip. Lizzie might be wounded, but it seemed to me she really didn’t want to hurt anyone. Perhaps I should practice a little more compassion in these situations, like I’d been taught. I wondered, though, what had happened to make her as prickly as a porcupine. Then I wondered if perhaps she was too injured to ever recover, even under the best kindness others could offer her.
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      Thankfully, the next day was cooler. A breeze blew all morning, chasing white clouds with gray centers across the sky. We walked into the church, sitting atop a little knoll on the outskirts of town. It looked like almost every other church on Dad’s circuit—white clapboard exterior with chipped paint revealing gray, weather-beaten wood underneath. One simple, stained-glass window adorned the front, and a few plain windows were scattered along the sides. Inside, an aisle divided the dark wooden pews down the middle. The floor was the same dark wood with a burgundy aisle-runner, frayed at the edges, leading the way to the altar. The pulpit was a rich, golden brown, pock-marked and marred but heavy and eternally solid. I remembered how it issued a deep, reverberating thud whenever my dad struck it with the palm of his hand during his sermons.

      The Quinlan girls were lined up in the second to last pew. Jeannie was the leader of the crew in the absence of their parents. Next to her were two younger girls—Carla looked to be about eleven or twelve and Lily was about six or so. Lizzie sat at the other end of the younger two Quinlans, bookending them in conjunction with Jeannie. I stole a couple of looks at her. Her curls hung down around her shoulders, the sides pinned back with some kind of hair doo-hicky that girls use. The dress she wore was simple, modest, but stretched tight across the bosom like her gingham shirt was yesterday. Her lips were still painted that red color. It looked almost garish in the morning light and against that prim, little dress. Our eyes met once before church began, but after giving me a long, serious look, she turned her head, and I couldn’t attract her gaze again. Not that I was trying to, of course.

      I was sitting near the front with Dr. Miller on one side of me and Charles on the other. It had been touch-and-go there for a minute whether I’d have to sit next to Marlene, but under the guise of being gentlemanly, I gestured for the Miller ladies to go first and then waited, out of respect, for Doc to enter the pew before me. That seating arrangement saved my sanity because Marlene couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket. And I wouldn’t put it past her to try and give my thigh another squeeze when she thought no one was looking—even if we were in a church pew.

      I leaned slightly toward Charlie and whispered, “Why aren’t you sitting with Jeannie?”

      “I didn’t know she was coming with her sisters in tow. It’s been ages since they were all here together. Mr. Quinlan stopped coming to church years ago, but Mrs. Quinlan would still bring the girls till about the last three or four years. Now they come sporadically at best when Mr. Collier conducts the service, but the girls are all here today, and Jeannie wanted to sit with her sisters. Their mother is still recovering from the baby, so she stayed home.”

      I almost laughed at how much of an expert on the Quinlan family Charlie had become, but he wasn’t finished yet.

      “Actually”—he opened the bulletin and folded it back, creasing it so it was inside out—“Jeannie said Lizzie insisted on coming to worship this morning.” He shrugged. “I guess it’s good that both Jeannie and Lizzie are here. Carla will sit quietly no matter what, but Lily needs the two older girls to corral her.”

      I didn’t comment further because Dad had begun his sojourn from the back of the sanctuary, which meant the service was about to start. There was a buzz of excitement throughout the congregation. Having the minister in town was a special occasion of sorts. I had the feeling the services led by the lay minister, Mr. Collier, left a lot to be desired.

      Church went long that morning, because Dad had baptisms to do in addition to the sermon. People wanted to talk to him after the services too, and after waiting alone in the stuffy church for at least twenty minutes, I decided to go outside for some fresh air.

      There was a cemetery out back, a variety of headstones—some new, some ancient and sticking up, snaggle-toothed, above the grass. A lot of people are afraid of graveyards, but I always found them peaceful, except for the one where Mama was laid to rest. That one just made me miss her.

      A cluster of trees bordered one side, so I walked around the fence toward the welcoming shade. One of the trees was split in two, all the way to the ground, so I braced my back against one trunk and put one foot against the other. My eyes caught a flicker of movement, and I saw Lizzie Quinlan walking toward me, her skirt whipping around her legs. The warm breeze tossed her hair in a frolicking, chaotic dance around her head and shoulders. Her eyes met mine, but she didn’t look angry, nor did she give off the sparkling fireworks I’d seen when she spoke with Charles and his dad. It wasn’t the sultry, disturbing look from the day before either. Instead, her gaze held the barest hint of a warm glow, like a candle flame flickering in the breeze. I had planned on waiting for her to speak but found myself greeting her first anyway.

      “Morning, Lizzie Quinlan.”

      A shy smile crossed her lips, and she looked down at her shoes. I noticed they were the same shoes she wore to the lake yesterday. “It’s afternoon now, Billy Ray.”

      I stayed very still, afraid to make a noise, afraid to move. If I did, I had the distinct impression she’d bolt, and that would be the end of ever seeing behind that hard shell of hers. What I wanted to see there, or why I wanted to see it, I had no idea.

      She inhaled and exhaled deeply, straining the buttonholes on her dress to their breaking point. Out in the sunlight, I noticed that her lips didn’t look quite as lurid as they did inside the church.

      “I was afraid you wouldn’t speak to me after yesterday. You ran off before I could say anything. By the time I got back home, you and your daddy were gone back to Dr. Miller’s.”

      I folded my arms across my chest. “I was mad at you.”

      “I know, and I had all night to think about it.” She closed her eyes briefly and then looked me directly in the chest. “I’m sorry for teasing you and for pretending I was gonna drown myself. I didn’t know about your mama, honest.”

      Now, that took me by surprise. An apology was the last thing I expected from the girl who acted so prickly the day before. I paused a minute, but given who I was, what I’d been taught, there was really only one answer—even though it didn’t feel genuine.

      “I forgive you.” The words tasted like sawdust in my mouth, false and dry—a rote response to repentant words I’d heard uttered many times before, between many other people.

      Then, her eyes darted up to look in mine, and the whole world stopped turning on its axis. I was trapped, suspended by her stare, and frozen in time. It took me a minute to realize she’d kept on speaking.

      “I almost lost my mama a few years back. She about near died when one of my brothers was born. I was really scared, ’cause I can’t imagine life without her.”

      “I didn’t know you had any brothers.”

      She nodded. “Two. That one was stillborn. The other one died when he was three months old.”

      “I’m sorry.” That sounded warmer, more like the real me, rather than the dutiful minister’s son.

      Pulling my hand out from under my crossed arms, she tugged me along behind her. “Come here, I’ll show you.” She led me to two small gravestones standing side by side. One engraving said “Thomas Quinlan, Jr.” and the other said “Jeremiah Quinlan”.

      “Having Jeremiah almost killed Mama. He was the one after
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