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THE ANCIENT HOURS





HARMONY
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A      a1

W E  W E R E  I N N O C E N T.  Believed we were special. Drunk 

every weekend at the mall. The world was in our hands. 

Time didn’t matter. Love was a given. Death was afraid 

of us. Now we’ve got gray in our beards. The sky bruises pur-

ple. The mall is dead. We’re the old men we promised we’d never 

become. Spending our days in the corner booth at the Starlight 

Diner arguing life’s vagaries. Our town, Harmony, is typical. 

Just like yours. Full of saints and sinners you can’t tell apart. 

On late summer Sunday afternoons the light spills over the 

old clock tower and projects a shadow on the square as big as a 

mountain. The florist, Floyd Williams, lines his windows with 

orange gladiolus the size of antique sabers. He has a scar from 

a fistfight with his youngest son that started over his drinking. 

Ben White helps Sue Meadows from her car so she can get her 

back pills. He’s sleeping with a man in Greensboro that his 

wife doesn’t know about. The fiddle shop is opening. Doug 

Lightfoot is helping Mary Beth Taylor get her tuning just right. 

Last year Doug got Mary Beth pregnant even though he’s twice 
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her age. Drove her to Charlotte to get it taken care of. Bud 

Rogers, the football coach, picks up his car from the body shop. 

Has a long talk with Theo Knight about the Panthers’ chances 

this year. Bud sells a little weed on the side mostly to kids from 

Harmony High School. Theo spends his evenings weeping 

about his wife who went missing ten years ago. 

We found an old picture from our eighth-grade class trip to 

city hall. Iggy stands apart from the group. A bright October 

day. Orange leaves fall down behind us. Mrs.!Maple’s red hair 

up in a bun. Most of us wear school hoodies except for Iggy. 

We’ve tried to understand why he wore a yellow rain jacket on 

a sunny day. Was it a sign? We studied his face for something, 

anything, that might show us what he would become. That trip 

to city hall was supposed to teach us about the history of Har-

mony. We took a bus downtown from school that morning. Ate 

ham sandwiches and green apples for lunch. 

Harmony is older than America, Mayor Presley told us. He 

was a fat, bald man with a tightly trimmed beard. A lifelong 

bachelor, his family had been in Harmony for over a century. 

Raised sheepdogs as a hobby. When you drove by his house late 

at night the blue light from the TV was always on. 

As we toured city hall, Mayor Presley told us the story of 

how German and Scots-Irish from Pennsylvania began to set-

tle in this part of North Carolina as early as 1753. They grew 

crops in the fertile soil with fresh water from the Bluebird 

River. There was a log cabin that housed worship on Sunday 

and would one day become the site of the First Baptist Church 

of Harmony. In 1850 a brick factory arrived founded by JC 

Pearl that still operates to this day. 
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At the end of the tour we sat in a semicircle around Mayor 

Presley in his office with the giant town seal above him. A few 

of his dogs lay at his feet. 

Maybe you could tell the students about our economy, 

Mrs.!Maple said. 

Of course, he said. Harmony is one of the largest producers 

of tobacco in the foothills. 

We remember the next part clearly. Mayor Presley went 

into his drawer and pulled out a leaf of dried Carolina tobacco 

and passed it around and we smelled it and passed it on. It was 

light brown and fragile. When it came to Iggy he took out a 

Zippo lighter and lit it on fire. Mrs.! Maple blew it out. She 

grabbed him by the arm and they went into the hall. Mr.!Pres-

ley looked at the half-burned leaf and opened a window. 

Now boys and girls, he said. I want you to go around the 

room and promise me that you will never smoke. 

We all promised except for Amanda Armstrong. She started 

crying. 

I won’t, she said. I won’t promise. 

Smoking’s so bad for you, Mr.!Presley said. 

My daddy’s a farmer, she said. If everybody quits we’ll go 

broke. 

We looked to Mr. Presley to see what he had to say about 

that. He smiled. 

There are plenty of smokers in China, he said. 

Won’t the Chinese get cancer, too, Amanda asked.

Mr. Presley laughed. 

I’m only worried about the boys and girls here in Harmony, 

he said. I’m not the mayor of China.
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Just then Mrs.!Maple came back in with Iggy. 

I’m sorry I burned up your leaf, he said. 

That’s OK, Mr. Presley said. I forgive you as long as you 

promise you’ll never start smoking. 

Iggy looked at the ground and nodded. 

I plan on quitting soon, he said. 

Ms. Rivers still works here at the Starlight as she did back 

then when we’d smoke Camel Lights by the pack after a high 

school football game. Some of us had crushes on her, she was 

only a few years our senior. But now she’s old like us. Still here. 

Stuck in this town. As she refills our coffee, talk returns to 

Iggy as it so often does on afternoons like these. Someone re-

tells the story of the incident when we were kids back in the 

nineties. The summer before our freshman year. Iggy was al-

ways part of our group until then. We’d all gotten onto sports 

teams or started bands and Iggy was still playing chess by 

himself and taking piano lessons. One of us, we don’t remem-

ber who, came up with the nickname “Cheese Grits.” We’d de-

cided that Iggy was cheesy and the name seemed to fit. When 

we’d call his house his mom always said he wasn’t around. We 

figured he was up in his room hiding. Late that summer we got 

into someone’s dad’s whiskey collection and at midnight went 

out in the neighborhood to pull pranks. We rolled the Spencers’ 

house and dumped all the outdoor furniture into Dr. Johnson’s 

pool. We raided the Mumfords’ garden and took huge bell pep-

pers to Iggy’s house. We left them on his front porch with a 

note. Looking back we don’t remember why we thought it would 

be funny to do this, except that we were teenagers and drunk. 

The note said we’d kidnapped Iggy and if they didn’t give us 
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one thousand dollars they’d never see him again. Throughout 

the next afternoon, still hungover, each of us got a knock on the 

door from Iggy’s parents. Iggy’s mom wore no makeup as if 

she’d been crying all morning and his father was dressed to 

work in the yard. They told us that all summer Iggy had been 

saving up money from mowing lawns. He’d taken his cash 

downtown to buy a video game but on the way there he was 

assaulted. His money was stolen and he was left for dead in an 

alley. He was in the hospital for a week and had been at home 

recovering for months. What we didn’t know, couldn’t have 

known, was that morning when his parents found the note, 

Iggy had gone out for the first time since he was beaten up. 

They thought the attackers had kidnapped him. Finally, to 

their relief, he walked through the door hours later. Iggy told 

them he thought he knew who’d done it. As his parents sat with 

us in our kitchens and living rooms, we admitted it was us. 

Told them it was supposed to be a joke. That we had no idea 

about the attack. Our parents made us write letters to Iggy 

telling him we were sorry, but who knows if he read them or 

not. After that we tried to call him a few times to hang out, put 

the whole thing behind us, but he never talked to us again. 

We’d mainly put him out of our minds after that. He became a 

character in stories from our youth even though we sometimes 

still saw him around school. Heard rumors about him and his 

friends Paul and Cleo. We lived separate from him and be-

lieved, naively, that he too was having a normal high school 

experience full of keg parties and weekends at the lake. Per-

haps he was, but we didn’t really think of him again until after 

graduation and that morning at the First Baptist Church. 
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The fire was already out when the news trucks arrived. The 

governor came shortly after. Then senators and congresspeople 

and finally the president, too. They made speeches. Made prom-

ises. Raised money to rebuild. Then the president left and the 

governor left and the congresspeople left and the news people 

packed up for some new tragedy. For days an eerie silence filled 

the town. No one knew exactly what to do. Some of us from Ig-

gy’s graduating class gathered to discuss things in a corner 

booth at the Starlight Diner. That was eighteen years ago. 

Some have called him a monster, a terrorist, a psychopath, 

but he was also just a kid. We’ve found it impossible to reconcile 

those facts. In the intervening years we’ve questioned why Iggy 

had such disregard for life. Each of us lost something that day 

and the grief still haunts us. But what was most damaging was 

our ignorance, our inability to conceive of such brutality. A 

privileged existence that protected us from seeing the true na-

ture of things. We’ve tried to piece back together time itself, to 

find some way to undo it. 

Tragedy tends to follow similar trajectories. A pattern we’re 

now all too familiar with. The horror of the incident. Brief 

hours of confusion and grief, followed by days of anger. Weeks 

of outrage. Some blame violence in movies or video games. 

Some blame mental illness. Thoughts and prayers and thoughts 

and prayers and thoughts and prayers. Raise some money. 

Change is now. Marches and petitions and speeches. Then 

nothing. Then more nothing. 

We could talk all night, but Ms. Rivers is kicking us out. 

You know the bars are open late, she says. 

We don’t like the bars, we say. Full of young folks. 
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We tip her well and as we leave there is one last memory 

from that eighth-grade trip. Later that day we toured the 

county jail with the sheriff. Mrs.!Maple joked that he would 

come arrest all us kids if we talked in class. 

Which one of these kids is your worst, the sheriff asked. 

Mrs.! Maple looked us over and smiled. She pointed at 

Amanda Armstrong. She was wearing pigtails with bows. 

I can’t arrest such a pretty girl, he said. How ’bout this little 

troublemaker?

He grabbed Iggy and put him against the wall and hand-

cuffed him. We howled with laughter. Iggy was kind of smiling 

too at first. It was all in good fun. Then the sheriff put him in 

a cell and locked it. We thought that was even funnier and we 

all laughed harder. The sheriff escorted us out of the room and 

left Iggy in there for a minute alone. The look on his face when 

we returned. We’ll never forget it.


