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      Dear reader,

      

      This is not a short story. It is a vignette, a snippet of time, meant to be used as a companion to Speak No Evil and Tell No Lies. Although it is not meant to stand alone, this short piece does not contain spoilers, so it can be read in advance of the books.

      However, chances are, if you’re reading this, you’ve  already read Speak No Evil and Tell No Lies. If so, you’ve no doubt also read the first-person narratives at the beginning of each story, both told from the perspective of Florence Willodean Aldridge. I’ve been asked about these brief narratives many times, since they are told in an entirely different voice from the rest of the Oyster Point/Aldridge Sister books. Most of all, curious readers want to know more about the final moments leading up to Flo Aldridge’s death.

      Who was she? What were her motives for doing what she did? We know she was murdered, but what exactly happened to her that night?

      Read on to experience the final moments and last words of Florence W. Aldridge…

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything else in the Universe.”

        JOHN MUIR
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      4:35 p.m. Thursday, May 1, Magnolia Cemetery, Charleston, S.C

      The flowers are new.

      Babies’ breath and sun-bleached peach roses. Standing at attention in the lopsided urn, they’d not yet begun to wilt, despite the oppressive heat of the day. Florence W. Aldridge had not placed them there, but the sight of them tightened her throat as she bent to straighten the urn on her son’s tombstone.

      Halfway between Robert’s and Sam’s graves grew an old yucca plant. Its leaves shivered in the warm summer breeze. That, too, had been Sadie’s doing. According to an old Geechee tradition, yucca plants kept the spirits of the dead in their places, and knowing her dear friend, Sadie would have planted them here to keep Robert where he belonged—in the grave. While they’d rarely discussed it, she knew good and well that Sadie came here often—something Flo might have felt guilty over, except that by the time she’d come to terms with Sammy’s death, too many years had passed. Now, twenty-five years of grass and weeds had tangled over his grave. And Flo was numb and no longer knew how to return to the land of the living herself. Nevertheless, hoping for tears, she stared, unblinking, at her son’s grave.

      None came.

      She was dry as a bone.

      She inhaled the perfume of roses and exhaled. For all the feeling she had left, she might as well be buried there herself, and, if anyone were to ask, though she wouldn’t admit it, she was very nearly done here. Every day that passed, her daughters slipped further and further out of her reach…

      At least it was lovely here.

      The magnolia trees. The oaks. The smell of plough mud tinging the air…

      If you stood at the edge of the cemetery, overlooking the marsh, you could spy the new Cooper River Bridge in the distance, standing sentinel over the River. Truth to tell, despite the crumbling tombs and lichen-stained headstones that were all inevitable reminders of death, there was no more sublime a place on Earth to be, surrounded by swaying, swooning oaks, all draped with Spanish moss.

      The entire cemetery was surrounded by marshland, teeming with spartina grass—a good thing, Sadie would say, because the salt marsh kept the dead corralled, like sad souls mingling together at a macabre ball.

      In Geechee tradition, water was a boundary between the worlds of the living and the dead.

      The placement of Sam’s grave had been no mistake. Resting between his dead father and the plot reserved for Flo, his empty grave would mercifully separate her from Robert’s bones for the rest of eternity. In life, she couldn’t bear for him to touch her. In death, she could bear it little more.

      But Sam’s body wasn’t buried here. In reality, nothing bound her to this plot. There was no need to share this patch of earth in the shade of the humpbacked oak. Nothing at all dictated that she should be laid to rest with the remainder of her family. Her parents could keep Robert, for all she cared. After all, it was for her mother she’d married him anyway—to give The Tribune a champion, or so they had believed.

      The joke was on them; the sorry bastard never gave anyone anything but grief.

      Coming to the cemetery today was a bit of a trial, but here she was.

      According to her therapist, her refusal to visit Sam’s grave was a matter of denial, and she had insisted Flo’s “denial” of Sam’s death was somehow a gatekeeper to all her pent-up emotions. According to Dr. Braxton, it was the reason Flo couldn’t feel. It was also the reason her daughters remained estranged. Ultimately, it was also the reason she couldn’t seem to make the decision to stop ….

      Braxton was right.

      It was time to stop.

      The Tribune was bound to perish. Without a miracle, it would go under within the year. But how can I give life to the paper, when I have none of my own?

      A brisk wind nudged the hat she wore, as though to say, “move along now.”

      Nobody wore hats anymore—nobody but royals. But Flo recalled a time when it was impossible to walk through Charleston’s streets and not see men in suits, complete with suspenders, wearing those wide-brimmed straw hats. Alas, gone with all those gentleman’s hats were any semblance of manners.

      Like her car, Flo was a dinosaur living in the wrong age.

      But this was more than enough torture for one day. She was sweating like a whore in church, and she thought wryly that maybe she couldn’t cry because there was no moisture left in her body.

      Feeling crotchety, she made her way back to the car, trudging past all-too familiar graves.

      Some of the carvings in the softer headstones were barely legible anymore. On her way out, Flo passed the old receiving tomb—a Nineteenth Century holding for the dead. The words “Receiving Tomb” were prominently etched over the arched entrance, the curved letters eroded by time. After more than one hundred and fifty years, the building itself was crumbling and in disrepair. The sight of it gave Flo a shiver, and she imagined herself laid out on the altar inside, as men with baggy pants halfway down to their knees waited outside with shovels in their hands.

      Would her daughters stand there at her grave dabbing at wet eyes? Or would they, like their mother, stare ahead with half-glazed eyes?

      Disturbed by her thoughts, Flo’s heels sank into the soft muck as she cut across a patch of unoccupied earth. There was so little left these days. Most of the remaining plots belonged to families who could trace their lineage to a time when news of Sherman’s March sent women to bed with the vapors. The cemetery now held some thirty-five thousand bodies, including two thousand Confederate soldiers, five governors and four U.S. senators—one being Senator Robert Samuel Aldridge II, her lying, cheating, selfish husband.

      Nearing the car, Flo spied a dark sedan with tinted windows parked behind her on the access road. The car hadn’t been there when she arrived, and she didn’t recognize it, but why would she? It was a public cemetery, after all. As one of the oldest and most prestigious cemeteries in the city, it was heavily visited by tourists. And still, she peered around, looking to see where the occupant could have gone. It was after five and the office was closed.

      All throughout the cemetery, there wasn’t a soul to be found, and it gave her a moment’s pause. As lovely as Magnolia might be, it was a parcel of bones. As the sun continued to fall, dappled light through the canopy of oaks twisted shadows into ghosts. They were all around her now, dancing to Debussy while forgotten children with shadowed eyes and gaunt, little mummified faces stumbled underfoot.

      She didn’t know how Sadie could stand to visit here all by herself. She came often and never told a soul.

      Then again, Flo had told no one she was coming here this morning—largely, because she didn’t want anyone to know.

      Up in the trees, Spanish moss fluttered with the breeze. The spikes of Flo’s heels teetered between the cracks in the cobbled stone. Eerily quiet, but for the thick sounds of the marsh and the clicking of Flo’s heels, she spun about to see if someone was there … way back … hidden… amidst meandering paths that led through the ancient stones. But there was no one.

      And yet someone must be here.

      Somewhere.

      The car didn’t arrive here on its own.

      The wind hummed through the outstretched branches of gnarled, bent oaks, like wrinkled old grandmothers welcoming grandchildren into trembling arms. A tingle of unease raced down her spine as she quickly fished her keys out of her purse, placing the door key between her thumb and forefinger, prepared to slide it into the door, and wishing, not for the first time that she didn’t have such an aversion to selling her lovely, old dinosaur. Right about now, she would give anything for electric locks. And an air conditioner.

      Certainly Flo could afford a new car, but she stubbornly drove the lemon-yellow Town Car. Why? Because she could. And, also because it was one of the last of the full-sized editions before Lincoln shrank them back in ’80. The pristine, elongated torso had earned the lust of nearly every local auto collector, and Flo received bloated offers for the car at least twice every year. But it had no working air conditioner, and, for some reason, Flo hadn’t bothered to fix it. How much sense did that make, coming from a woman who loathed to sweat?

      Maybe it was another means of self-torture?

      Peering into the windows of the strange sedan as she passed by, Flo prepared to run if the door should open, but the car appeared to be empty. No shadows move inside. And still, she was unnerved enough to dive for her door the instant it came within reach. As quickly as she could, she slid inside the car and locked the doors, heaving a sigh of relief when she spied no one in the rearview mirror.

      Once seated in her car, Flo could easily see inside the car parked behind her. The front windows weren’t tinted. Probably, the driver was out pining over a loved one’s grave, somewhere beneath a canopy of oaks. Fortunately for him, he was doing better than Flo seemed to be doing.

      She didn’t know why she thought it should be a man. Maybe because it is a man’s car? It reminded her of an unmarked police car, though she didn’t intend to wait around to find out. She started the engine and smiled with open admiration over the purr of the immaculate engine. Shoving the car into gear, she pulled onto the access road, ready to leave the cemetery behind. Perhaps it was perfectly okay to live in denial one more day.
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        * * *

      

      6:20 p.m.

      Yawning as she pulled onto the gravel driveway, Flo felt exhausted and drained.

      “Don’t let the boo hag ride ya,” Sadie often exclaimed.

      Flo felt like that right now—as though she’d been ridden by a hag. According the Geechee, folks had a soul and a spirit. The soul left the body at the time of death, and, if it was a good soul, it ascended into Heaven. Contrastively, a person’s spirit might stay behind to watch over loved ones. If it was a bad spirit, she was called a boo hag. In some respects, boo hags were like vampires, undead creatures who fed off the living. Skinless, with bulging blue veins, they stole your skin and wore it like clothes by day so they could travel without suspicion. At night, they shed their skin and went searching for new victims. According to Sadie, they were clever, mean little spirits, who got into your house through cracks beneath the door, and once inside, they sat on your chest and stole your life force while you slept. But, not to worry, because there were warning signs when they were near: The air grew muggy and began to stink—never mind that it was always muggy in Charleston during the month of May and they were surrounded by the strong, putrid scent of plough mud.

      To keep the boo hags at bay, all the tops of the windows around Oyster Point were painted “haint” blue. It was that water thing again. And the ceilings of the porches were blue as well, because, like the salt they kept around the house, it served as a repellent. There were tiny bowls of sea salt in every room of the house, because Sadie claimed a salted hag couldn’t return to her true form. Did Flo believe these things?

      Yes. No. Who knew. But, really, what Flo wanted to know was why the hell were boo hags all women, when men could be scums of the earth? Whatever. What did she know?

      She supposed addiction could be a bit of a boo hag.

      Sadie also believed mirrors sucked in the souls of the dead, and it could be true, judging by Flo’s reflection as she stumbled through the door. The massive mirror hanging in the foyer once belonged to Charles Pinckney, one of the signers of the Declaration of Independence. Sadie had her children all convinced that the mirror harbored the souls of more than two centuries of dead, but like the boo hag, it was bullshit.

      As always, Tango was waiting for her. The instant Flo walked into the house, her faithful Labrador bounded up, tail wagging, to greet her. Shimmying over to her, he allowed Flo to pet him for a moment and then she smacked him softly on the flank and ventured into the kitchen, drawn by the scents that were wafting out to tease her.

      “You’re home early?” Sadie said.

      The kitchen smelled like freshly baked bread. Flo tossed her black Sofia purse on the counter and went straight to the stove to peer over Sadie’s shoulder. “I took off early.”

      Sadie cast a glance over her shoulder, her soulful black eyes far too knowing. “Any particular reason?”

      “Nope.”

      “Well,” she said, returning to her mixing, “you should take more time off, eah? Normal folks take time off now and again to bake their skin ’neath the sun.”

      “Well, you know the only baking I enjoy is the sort of baking done indoors.”

      Sadie huffed. “When was the last time you did any baking, Florence?”

      “You bake, that’s all the better. Besides, when was the last time you sat out in that mosquito-infested outdoor sauna?”

      “My skin is black enough already,” Sadie returned.

      Flo laughed, a practiced response that was as near to being genuine as possible. The truth was that she loved this woman as much as she could love anyone. Sadie was more than a housekeeper.

      She grabbed a spoon. “I made honey butter,” she said. “I got the honey from that farm I found. You know the one, up on past Dorchester Road, near Summerville.”

      “Really,” Flo said. “How can they call it a farm if they’re only harvesting bees?”

      Sadie narrowed her eyes. “What do I look like, Florence? An encyclopedia?”

      “Encyclopedias are outdated.”

      “So are we,” Sadie contended.

      Flo reached over her shoulder, braving Sadie’s wrath. She thrust a finger into the butter mixture, half expecting to have her hand slapped, and felt victorious when it wasn’t. She brought a dab of the fresh butter to her tongue to savor the creamy yellow concoction. “Sweet,” she said.

      There was a smile in Sadie’s voice. “I made it just the way they used to at Mama’s Money—you remember that place?”

      Feeling braver yet, Flo dipped another finger into the concoction. “Not so much,” she replied, without giving it much thought. One restaurant was the same as any another. Every meal a blur.

      “I think it was on King Street,” Sadie said, and Flo went in for a third time. “Keep your fingers out of my bowl!”

      “Italian with red-checkered table cloths?” Flo asked.

      “Yep. That’s the one.”

      “I remember. Vaguely.” She crossed her arms against further temptation, and peered around the kitchen, glancing at the clock. It was 6:30 p.m.

      Ten whole minutes in the kitchen and still she didn’t have a long-stemmed glass in her hand. It must be progress. And yet, the simple fact that she didn’t have one—yet—wasn’t exactly a point to celebrate, because she already knew that tonight was going to be a weak night. She wondered first if Sadie was staying for dinner, and wondered next how long it would be before she left.

      “So… special occasion?” Was she finally going to fess up about her relationship with Daniel Greene, Flo’s attorney? Flo knew good and well those two were carrying on, but neither would admit it. She supposed they might be worried over the fact that they both work for Flo, but Flo didn’t care. So long as it didn’t interfere with either of their jobs, she wanted to see her people happy, despite that she couldn’t quite achieve that end for herself.

      Sadie was the one person in this world who knew her better than anyone—including her own daughters. They’d spent nearly every day of their lives together, and were far better friends than either would admit.

      “Yeah, well, this ain’t nothing special,” Sadie said, casting another narrow-eyed glance over her shoulder—as though she knew. She lifted a dark brow. “You pay me to cook for you, Florence. So that is what I’m doing.”

      “Stop calling me Florence. You know I hate that. You only take that tone with me when you’re pissed, so what did I do now?”

      Sadie returned to her mixing, shaking her head. “I ain’t mad at you, Flo. Just vexed by the simple fact that you don’t seem willing to take better care of yourself.”

      For a moment, Flo didn’t answer, and she wondered if she’d left the pill bottle on her nightstand for Sadie to find this morning. She hadn’t taken any. She’d merely put the bottle there to contemplate while she’d considered her options. After what happened last time, Dr. Braxton had refused to refill the prescription, but Flo had easily found someone who would. Still, she had yet to crack the bottle.

      Maybe she’d wanted Sadie to see it?

      “We’ve all gotta go at some point,” Flo said, but as far as jokes went, it probably wasn’t entirely inappropriate—no more so than punctuating their conversation by reaching for her favorite poison.

      Prepared for battle, Flo made my way over to the wine fridge, removing a bottle, unwilling to be questioned by an employee, friend or not. “How about a chianti classico?”

      “What makes you think I made Italian?” Sadie asked, and Flo heard the tension in her voice as she struggled with the wine opener and the cork. Her fingers were shaky. She blamed it on hunger.

      “Even if I didn’t have a nose to smell with, you always get creative with butter whenever you serve bread, and you only serve bread with Italian.” Pleased with her powers of observation, Flo grabbed a wine glass from the rack and set it on the counter, and then she filled it a little more than halfway, placing the bottle on the counter, next to the glass. “Want a glass?” she asked, despite that she knew the answer.

      Sadie sounded deflated. “It’s just spaghetti,” she maintained. “Nothing special. In fact, I’m leaving soon as I finish here ’cause I have … well, something to do,” she said cryptically.

      “See there, I was right,” Flo said, snatching up the glass of wine, feeling validated. “Italian. You’ve got a hot date tonight?”

      Finally, Sadie gave up a smile. A twinkle appeared in her black eyes. “Mebbe.”

      Leaning back against the kitchen island, Flo twirled the glass of chianti in her hand, imagining where Sadie and Daniel might go for dinner tonight. For an instant, she was jealous, until she recalled that dating at any age was too much work. It was difficult enough to get motivated to spend time alone with her vibrator, which required virtually no investment, much less a messy, needy human. Life was difficult enough as it was.

      “Okay, well, have fun,” Flo said, suddenly disenchanted with the entire conversation. She launched herself off the counter, and headed toward the hall, wine glass in hand, intending to go upstairs and change for dinner.

      Ever dutifully, Tango followed at her heels. But, the instant she set a foot on the stairs, Sadie called out from the kitchen “Call your daughter,” she demanded. “She left you a message.”

      “Which one?” Flo asked, hesitating on the stairs, maybe hoping for a different answer.

      “Which one you think?”

      Disappointed—not because she didn’t love her youngest daughter, but because neither of her other two offspring seem remotely inclined to remember she existed anymore. She headed up the stairs. “Thanks,” she said, but she couldn’t hide the disappointment in her voice, or the pale, dead gaze as she passed the Pinckney mirror.
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        * * *

      

      7:40 p.m.

      The unopened bottle of Diazepam was still perched upon the nightstand where Flo had left it.

      Fresh from the shower, she made her way over to the bed, stopping to bend over and tighten the towel on her head, pretending indifference. She flipped her head back, and with the towel secured, sat down on the bed to stare at the little brown bottle, analyzing its position on the nightstand.

      Had Sadie moved it?

      Maybe.

      None of this was any of Sadie’s business. Flo was not a child. If she wanted to take the entire bottle of pills it was well within her rights to do so.

      The dresser by the closet sat cluttered with photos of her three daughters … all taken before they became ungrateful adults. It was the only piece of furniture in the room that was overflowing with gewgaws. The walls were all freshly painted; shell white, not a single blemish to be found. Everything was in its place and meticulously kept. The perfect order was probably Flo’s way of keeping the chaos at bay—that terrible tsunami of emotion that threatened to break through her carefully reinforced personal dam.

      Every pill, every glass of wine was a potential chink in the worn structure, and that, more than anything else, was what kept her from opening the pill bottle.

      There was a fine line between emotion and numbness when drunk. For Flo, the numbness came first, before the tsunami. For Sadie, a single glass of wine over reverie brought tears. But not for Flo.

      And yet it was tempting… oh, so tempting. She reached for the bottle and opened the nightstand drawer, then slapped the offending bottle into the cluttered depths.

      There, inside the drawer, there was no order.

      Flo spotted a pen and plucked it out, setting it on the nightstand. As for the glass of wine … it remained in the bathroom, mostly untouched, because she was thinking better of it now.

      Stay strong, she told herself. Stay strong, Flo.

      One of these days, her dam was sure to bust and that would be the end. Someday—maybe soon—she might not care, but right now, there were still things left undone and Flo couldn’t afford to allow her daughters to become a casualty of her impending disaster. She could feel it coming on, like a storm.

      Caroline. Augusta. Savannah.

      She missed her girls, but missing them only made Flo crave the wine even more—a salve to ease the pain. Right now, instead of retrieving the wine, she dragged out the notepad she’d used last night to scribble down a few notes for a new codicil in her will. This was the one thing she couldn’t put off any longer. Maybe she was winning the battle of wills at the moment, but darkness hovered like a dark cloud, threatening to unleash without warning. She felt the threat tangibly and it gave her a pang in the hollow of her gut.

      No better time than the present.

      Her father used to say that. Flo bounced off the bed and took the towel out of her hair, using it to soak up as much water as possible, before hanging it in the bathroom on a hook behind the door. Afterward, she raked a comb through her damp hair, staring in the mirror at the woman who faced her.

      Most folks would never have guessed Flo’s age, despite the abuse she’d given her body. Somehow, her mother’s good genes helped her to keep the lie. The gray was only visible at her roots, only barely—thanks to weekly visits to the salon. Even when she didn’t need them, she kept her appointments. She was like that vintage car out front, with a weekly polish and shine, only the engine beneath the hood went without oil checks and proper tune ups, but, somehow, it kept on running.

      Of course, that’s not how she treated her car, because she was smart enough to realize that to do so would shorten its life. But that same regard didn’t apply to her own body. Nevertheless, somehow, everything remained in all the right places. No sag in her breasts. No excess fat in her belly. Her skin, while it no longer glowed with the freshness of youth, neither did it look splotchy, but she worried the dry skin could be a side effect of an impaired liver. Still, examining herself in the mirror, it was easy to forget what lay beneath her skin … the deterioration of her organs. She could feel it going on, and the worst of it was the hardening of her heart. God knew, it seemed to be calcifying inside her body, turning to stone, petrifying like an ancient log left too long in the bog.

      And nevertheless, the thought of her own death didn’t move her anymore. It was only whenever she considered the aftermath—the legacy she would leave her daughters—that she felt anything at all.

      Abandoning the pills for the time being, Flo dressed to go downstairs: a simple red house dress without constraints, but one that could easily hold up to scrutiny if anyone should knock on the door. Not that anyone would, mind you. Oyster Point lay at the far end of Fort Lamar Road and very few people ventured this way. Certainly, nobody passed their gates uninvited, even when they stayed open.

      Wondering if Sadie had gone yet, she hurried down the stairs, but she passed by the kitchen, and headed toward her office, unwilling to take a detour from what she knew must be done.

      In her office, Flo opened a drawer and drew out a legal pad. It was only then that she realized she still had the pen in her hand. She didn’t remember picking it up again, but she must have.

      Tango wandered in behind her and sat down at her feet, her ever-faithful companion, and there he remained while she worked her notes into proper legal jargon.

      Whatever anger Sadie might feel over this change would be fleeting, Flo convinced herself. Sadie didn’t want the house anyway. Flo sensed it deep in her bones. Sadie just didn’t know how to leave it—not when her entire life, like Flo’s, was wrapped up in this parcel of land. But, just in case, she intended to leave Sadie plenty of money, and Sadie could have the house on Legare Street, as well, which she could then leave to Josh once she was gone. In the meantime, she would be closer to Daniel.

      It all sounded great; so she began to write:

      
        
        
        I, Florence W. Aldridge, of James Island, declare this to be a first codicil to my Last Will and Testament dated May first two-thousand-fourteen.

      

      

      

      Flo stopped and took a deep breath, then continued:

      
        
        
        Item I: I will and direct that item V of my said Last Will and Testament be cancelled in its entirety.

        Item II: I will and direct that the following shall be item V of my Last Will and Testament.

        I will and direct that the property bordered by Secessionville Creek from the byroad to Fort Lamar Road, and consisting of the original living quarters of Oyster Point Plantation, as well as the bordering marshlands, shall hereby be donated to the County of Charleston.

      

      

      

      Yes. It was that simple. She signed the document symbolically, intending to hand it over to Daniel when she saw him, so he could dot the I’s and cross the T’s. She tore the page out of the pad, taking it with her as she got up and made her way back into the kitchen.

      The spaghetti was cold by now, and Sadie was, indeed, gone. Flo laid the pen down on the counter, along with the rough copy of her new codicil and wandered over to her purse to look for her cell phone.

      There were no missed calls, and it occurred to her then that Savannah never bothered to call her cell phone anymore. Instead, she rang the house, knowing full well that Flo wouldn’t be home. So then, as a matter of deduction, even her youngest daughter had no true desire to speak with her. Like her mother, Savannah simply went through the motions, doing her duty, leaving a trail to prove her devotion.

      Frowning over the realization, Flo punched in Daniel’s numbers. After all these years, she knew it by heart. Part of her simply wanted to know if he and Sadie were together. But the call went to voicemail.

      Whatever. The scent of spaghetti, combined with a grumbling tummy, began to undermine her resolve, and she felt a sense of relief when he didn’t answer. “Hi, Daniel. It’s me. I need to speak to you. Concerning Sadie. The sooner we can talk, the better.” If that didn’t compel him to call back at once, nothing would. Flo hung up the phone. She set it down, and grabbed the clean dish Sadie left on the island. She carried it to the pot of spaghetti that was seated on the cold burner, and with the ladle Sadie left beside it, she scooped a plateful of spaghetti and returned to the counter to eat. Alone.

      There was a lovely antique Georgian table in the dining room, with six feet of extensions. These days, it remained unused. Most of the time, Flo ate alone. If Sadie ate with her, they either did so out on the porch or here at the kitchen island. The dining room table was little more than a bitter reminder that her family was hopelessly estranged. Why should I torture myself? Sitting alone at a long table, like a queen without a court. This was fine; the kitchen island suited her better. She sat down at one of the four stools, and dragged the basket of bread closer, along with the small tub of whipped butter Sadie had made for her. She could smell a hint of sweetness in the air and her mouth watered. Still, she reached for the cell phone once more and punched in Sadie’s number, intending to thank her. And then she might say, “Oh, by the way, I’m giving away your home.”

      The phone rang. And rang. And rang.

      The scent of spaghetti teased Flo’s nostrils and her gaze focused on a particularly large bite of mushroom, prompting her to decide that tomorrow was soon enough to talk to Sadie. It would give her time to process her thoughts, so she would say the right thing. As delicate a prospect as it was, she would have to present it just right…

      Thinking about it, she finished her meal, and then Flo put her dish in the sink, along with the dirty silverware for Sadie to clean when she came back in the morning. Then, she replaced the lid on the pot on the stove and carried the entire rig to the fridge to set it inside. That done, she spied a lone tomato on the counter, and took the pen to write the word “tomatoes” on the grocery list on the fridge. They were in season now. No need to deprive herself of a good tomato, just because she couldn’t feel. Tossing the pen back on the counter, she nabbed the open bottle of vino, along with the scribbled codicil, and glanced at the clock on her way out the kitchen door: 9:20 p.m.

      With Tango at her feet, Flo climbed the stairs to bed, still without calling Savannah.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      5 a.m. Friday, May 2

      The wine bottle sat perched atop Flo’s nightstand. Empty. As in, she’d drunk the whole damned thing. Outside her bedroom, a woodpecker pecked at the window sill. The rhythm echoed in her head, accompanied by a sharp pain that throbbed in time with the vein at her temple. Every day. Endlessly. That damned bird appeared to chip away at her home … like her memories seemed to be doing to her life.

      Someday, she must call a carpenter to assess the damage, but there was far more to the restoration of an old house than simply replacing a few window sills. The prospect wearied Flo, even more than the headache and heat. God only knew, if her daughter Augusta had her way, she would have Flo walk away from the house as though none of it ever mattered. But Flo couldn’t do that. Good and bad, the past was still hers …

      Like Sam.

      As much as she would have loved to pretend none of it ever happened, that his precocious little smile was no more than a pleasant dream, that he was never here one day only to vanish the next, she must endeavor to remember the pain because that’s what kept him real.

      This was something she and Karen Hutto shared in common. Karen’s little girl, Amanda, only two years older than Sam had been when he disappeared, vanished right from her front yard, while waiting for her dad to pick her up for school. Only those who have joined this special club could fully comprehend how each passing moment without answers was like breathing under water. Impossible.

      In the end, if Augusta decided to leave Oyster Point, that was well and good, but before she could do so, her daughter must stand and face the ghosts in their mirror. Flo intended to be sure of it, and the codicil was simply another means to that end. Together, her daughters would split everything, equally, only under one condition: All three girls must remain in this James Island house, together, for a period of one year—or lose every penny. She had assigned them each a task she felt would help them find their way in the world after she was gone, because, of course, it was her duty as their mother, and duty was, after all, an inexorable Aldridge virtue. In life, her daughters might shun her attempts to love them, but in death Flo would not be ignored.

      Caroline would get The Tribune.

      Then, again, her firstborn was always meant to get the Paper, despite that she seemed to believe Flo wished it otherwise. She only wanted Caroline to appreciate their legacy, and before she took the helm, she wanted Caroline to learn the business the way her forebears had—the way Flo had. She wanted Caroline to earn the publisher’s seat, so that, no matter what her decisions might be, her crew would follow her where she led them, even if, like the fated Hunley, it meant they would accompany her straight to the murky bottom.

      Augusta, her middle child, would finally learn to appreciate this house—or at least she must know and understand the mistakes of their past, so she wouldn’t be doomed to repeat the worst of them. Again, it was Flo’s duty to intervene, to set the course for her wayward child ... because, like Flo, she would make too many mistakes before stumbling onto the right path ... and if she strayed too long in the darkness, she might go too far ... and never turn back.

      Her youngest, dearest Savannah—the only child who still deigned to acknowledge her—Flo only wanted her to believe in herself the way she should. Savannah seemed crippled by her own successes, afraid to wake up and discover that she didn’t deserve the things she’d worked so hard to achieve. As Flo saw it, the only way to help Savannah was to force her to step up to the plate and bat. Like Casey. Not only must she finish her second book, she must submit it to the scrutiny of others. But that was all. Nothing more or less than she had already done.

      These three things were the tasks her daughters must accomplish before they could inherit a dime of her money. And if they did not find themselves up to the job—well, damn them, they could go without.

      All three of their faces swam before her eyes, their features distant and fading, and she was filled with a sadness so absolute that she was weighted by it.

      The bottle in the dresser drawer grew more attractive by the second, but she squeezed her eyes closed and sat upright, swinging her feet over the edge of the bed and peering down to find her slippers gone. One glance at Tango, sleeping near the bathroom door revealed where they had gone. Beneath his chin. She gave him a tsk, and one ear shot up. But the sight of him snuggling deeper into her soft pink slipper made her smile.

      It was sad or maybe beautiful that this animal was her one true friend. Somehow, it validated her existence and gave her the impetus to slide out of bed and trod barefoot across the wood floor to the bathroom. If Tango could love her, she must not be completely unlovable. Right?

      In the bathroom, on the counter, she discovered her cell phone. There were two missed calls, both from Savannah. Disgusted with herself, she set the phone down while she brushed her teeth and vowed to call her daughter on her way to work.
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        * * *

      

      8:30 a.m.

      The Tribune was her joy.

      If an overgrown, larcenous dog was Flo’s personal validation, The Tribune was her raison d'être.

      Born during the fall of the Confederacy, the Paper’s history was deeply intertwined with that of the Post, both having hailed from the Charleston Daily News. But The Tribune had been established by an apprentice of The Courier’s founder, which preceded even the Daily, making The Tribune older than the Post.

      With its unbroken lineage—passed down from her great, great, great grandfather— it remained a last bastion of Old World American journalism. Flo took pride in the way she ran her paper. Until now, she’d been deeply certain of her prowess as a publisher. If, in fact, she executed all else in her life in a less than stellar fashion, The Tribune endured as proof that not all she touched was destined for failure.

      But that was then, this is now.

      The Tribune was bleeding money. Flo should be cutting her rosters more than she had, but she couldn’t bear the thought of putting loyal employees out to pasture. Instead, she played musical chairs with their jobs, shifting them from one place to another—like poor Agnes, who used to be one of her best reporters, until the early onset of Alzheimer’s. Her brain was still firing on most of its cylinders, so Flo had placed her in classifieds, and overlooked the occasional mistake, which was probably to the paper’s detriment. Soon she would be forced to give Agnes a severance package, but that time had not yet arrived. Not quite, but soon enough.

      However, out of all her employees, the one person that Flo couldn’t function without was Frank Bonneau. He had been running The Tribune’s editorial department for as long as Flo could remember. He was a no-nonsense old-school journalist, hired by her father. Today, as Flo walked into the office, Frank met her at the door, like a dog who’d sniffed her scent half a block away.

      “The phones are ringing off the hook,” he warned, handing Flo a bloated folder, filled with papers. “The dummy’s on your desk, waiting for approval. I filled the news hole with a warm fuzzy about the brand-new brewery on Dorchester.” He deposited the last of the papers in her hand and made a beeline for the door.

      “Thanks. But where are you going?”

      “Back in five,” he said, lingering in the lobby door. Outside, a watery sky threatened to bring inclement weather. It was that time of year. ‘Spring showers bring May flowers.’

      “It’s Agnes’ birthday. I’m gonna grab a cake for the ten a.m.”

      Flo smiled. “Use the company card,” she offered, grateful Frank had remembered.

      “Nah. I’ve got it,” he insisted, and then he shoved open the door and flew out into a mean breeze.

      Frank was a stubborn man, but he was the type who stood by your side if he believed in you, even when he suspected you could be wrong. Innocent until proven guilty. But if he didn’t believe in you, it was the other way around. He was not the type to let people in easily, and it was Frank she’d been thinking of when she’d insisted Caroline must work her way from the bottom up. It took Flo years to win him over herself.

      She shook her head as she watched him through the front-door glass. He picked up his pace, sprinting toward the market, and she knew instinctively where he was headed: Kaminsky’s. Just what she need this morning; a sugar-induced high. She was grateful he didn’t linger for orders. Her hips were already suffering from Sadie’s baking. Hands laden with far too much to carry, she turned toward her office.

      “Let me help you,” the receptionist offered, scurrying out from behind her desk.

      Pam was a bright young woman with a future at The Tribune, but not until she took off those rose-colored glasses. She was far too trusting, and in fact, she didn’t seem to know how to say “no” to anything or anyone who walked through the door. Girl Scout cookies? Sure. Anti-fracking donations? Here you go. Little girl, want some candy? Yes, please!

      Flo handed her the folder and thanked her, then led the way to her office, heels click-clacking against the newly stained cement floor. Her father always claimed she walked like an elephant, but Flo liked to think it was because she walked with purpose. Her daughter Caroline shared the trait.

      Pam darted in behind her and set the papers down on Flo’s desk, then darted back out the door before Flo realized she was gone.
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        * * *

      

      1:19 p.m.

      “No, I’ve already written out the codicil, Daniel. You just need to spit shine it, and make it legal and binding. My mind’s made up.”

      On the other end of the line, her attorney’s voice sounded garbled. “You’re breaking up,” she said.

      He seemed to adjust his receiver. “Better?”

      “Yes.”

      “Must be my cell phone,” he complained.

      “Did you hear any of what I said?”

      “Yes. You want to donate the overseer’s house, along with the backside of the property, to the city.”

      “Yes.”

      “What about Sadie?”

      “Unless you have something to add to this conversation, you let me worry about Sadie,” Flo snapped. God only knew, she’d been worrying about Sadie longer than he had, and if he wasn’t willing to speak up and say what his intentions were, he could keep his mouth shut.

      He answered her with silence—that same silence he employed whenever he didn’t approve of Flo’s decisions. But it was just too bad. Her mind was made up. She intended to leave Sadie well off, but this was something she was convinced she must do if Augusta was ever going to embrace the task Flo had set for her. There was no way her daughter’s heart would be in it so long as that slaver’s hut remained on their property.

      This way, everyone won. The city would maintain the house as a historic landmark, the marsh could be assigned as wildlife preservation. And Sadie would get a payoff that would leave her better off. It is a gesture of good faith; one Augusta would appreciate.

      Not that Flo owed Daniel any explanations, but she gave one anyway. “The house on Legare Street is worth more than that one. I intend to give it to Sadie.” But Flo resented having to say it, not so much because he was worried for Sadie on a personal level, but that neither of them had seen fit to fess up. If he was going to allow his relationship with her housekeeper to be a conflict of interests, all parties should at the least be aware of this fact.

      “I thought you meant to keep Rob’s house for Josh?”

      “Don’t call him Rob. I hate when you do that. His name is Robert. And Josh is doing well enough without it. Loo, this preempts the need for long, drawn out explanations as to why Josh is getting the house and Sadie can leave it to him when she’s … gone. In the meantime, everyone gets to avoid the nasty business of dredging up old family business.”

      “If you say so,” Daniel replied.

      “I do say so.”

      “Alrighty, then. I’ll come by tonight to pick up the draft.”

      “No need. I’ll bring it to you,” Flo said. “Monday is soon enough. Although I’m sure it would please some people immensely, I do not intend to croak over the weekend.”

      “Alrighty,” he said again. Flo knew him well enough to know that the single word was a discontented resignation. She said good-bye and hung up the phone, feeling lighter than she had in ages, despite his disapproval. Even though it had been a full century and a half since the overseer’s place was occupied by slave handlers, it felt unexpectedly magnificent to wash her hands of it. But her sense of satisfaction was fleeting. No sooner had she hung up when the phone on her desk rang again. Frank was right. Today, the phones were incorrigible. She lifted the receiver, startled to find an angry voice on the other end of the line.

      “Ms. Aldridge?”

      “Yes, this is she.”

      “Fucking bitch!” the man said venomously. “Why do you think you have a God-given right to meddle in other people’s business?”

      “Sir, I have no idea⁠—”

      “Well, of course, you don’t, because you keep putting your goddamned nose in places it doesn’t belong!”

      “I don’t need to listen to this language,” Flo said firmly, and when the man began to speak again with the same tone, she added, “No, stop! If you care to say, politely, what your issue is, then lower your voice and cease with the language and I will be happy to listen. If not, I will hang up this phone.”

      Silence.

      The headache she’d managed to escape this morning returned to tick away at her temple—like that woodpecker at her sill. Flo took a deep breath, “So now, who is it I’m speaking with?”

      “Jimmy Hutto,” the man offered and Flo immediately understood his fury. They’d run a story about his daughter, outlining the circumstances of her disappearance, a story that had placed him in a very negative light. Really, who went to work and forgot to pick up his child?

      “Ah, Mr. Hutto. I assure you⁠—”

      “You made me sound like a fucking loser!” he screamed. “Amanda was my daughter too.”

      “Was?” The newswoman in Flo was never short on the draw.

      “Don’t you realize I’m in pain, just as much as her fucking whore of a mom?”

      Flo hung up the phone and rose from her desk as the phone rang defiantly. She made her way quickly down the hall to the lobby, where Pam was already lifting her receiver. Flo shook her head, and gave a karate chop to her throat, telling Pam, “No,” in no uncertain terms. She would not speak to that man again. Nothing they had printed was out of line. The truth was the truth. He went to work. He forgot his little girl. And during that time, someone took her. That’s all they’d printed, and it was still as true today as it was yesterday.

      “Yes, sir,” Pam said. Then, “No sir. Ms. Aldridge has stepped out.” And then she scrunched her shoulders as the man began to scream into the receiver, shouting obscenities Flo could hear from where she stood. Finally, Pam hung up the phone.

      “What did he say?”

      Pam screwed her face, as though she doesn’t want to say.

      “I can assure you I’ve heard worse.”

      The poor girl’s brows slanted unhappily. “Well, ma’am … are you sure?”

      “Yes, I’m sure.”

      “Well… he said … he said he was ‘going to fucking kill you.’ Those were his words,” Pam was quick to add. “I’m sorry, ma’am.”

      “Whatever,” Flo said, rolling her eyes. “What kind of father forgets his child?”

      But then she remembered another parent whose attention was set firmly on a margarita as her son floated away in his little raft, out toward oblivion. That parent was her, and she was sickened by herself all over again.

      Pam shrugged, oblivious to Flo’s thoughts.

      “Well, I’ve had enough,” Flo said. “I’ll work from home the remainder of the day.” And then she turned with a lump in her throat and found Brad Bessett standing behind her, presumably waiting for her. Outside her office, she was fair game, but not even her office felt like a sanctuary at the instant. Unable to speak, she threw up a hand. “Not now, please. Take it to Frank.”

      “But, wait, it’s about that guy—Ian Patterson,” he said.

      “Take it to Frank,” Flo maintained.
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      2:30 p.m

      Sailboats, big and small, freckled the Ashley River, white sales billowing against a pale blue canopy. Along the shoreline on the James Island side, marsh grass shimmied against a steady breeze. It was a wonderful view, one Flo never tired of, and yet, the stresses of the morning remained locked in her shoulders.

      Antsy, and compelled to fill the silence, she picked up her cell phone.

      Today, the expressway was free of traffic. Worst case, she could end up over the bridge, down in the plough mud below. But this was something Flo had often imagined on her drive home—ever since the bridge went up. Far less immediate than hitting a tree at seventy miles per hour, a slow asphyxiation might be nothing less than she deserved—a penance for the death of her son. Only, with her luck, she’d survive the fall, like that guy on his motorcycle, who went over the edge and somehow managed to walk away, unscathed. The Tribune ran his story on the front page. Worse than being dead, he was embarrassed to have been plucked out of the jaws of death wearing a suit of swamp muck. She dialed her voicemail and turned on the speakerphone.

      “Florence,” the first message began, stating the obvious. Only Sadie ever used her formal name, and only Flo ever listened to the messages at this number. “It’s Friday,” Sadie added. Another self-evident announcement. “I have plans tonight, but I’m leavin’ supper on the stove. Leftovers,” she said sternly, with a tone that betrayed their long-standing friendship. “You know how I feel about wasting food.”

      “Of course,” Flo said, to no one.

      “I have plans tomorrow too,” Sadie continued. “I’ll check in on Sunday, eah.”

      Flo pursed her lips. It didn’t so much annoy her that Sadie was taking off, only that she persisted with the unnecessary secrecy. She only wished Sadie and Daniel would come clean. But then, who knew? Maybe Sadie was up to something else? There was plenty she kept from Flo—up to and including her clandestine visits to the cemetery.  Maybe come Sunday, Flo would ask her about it. Maybe come Sunday, Flo would confess that she had gone there herself. As for her therapy sessions. That remained nobody’s business but her own.

      The next message was from Savannah:

      “Mom? Are you okay? I’ve left three messages. Call me, please. You’re worrying me.”

      Flo sighed. Because this was precisely the point: Savannah was far too concerned over Flo’s well-being—so much so that Flo was entirely conscious about her moods when she talked to Savannah, and if Flo was not up to the task of pretending, she found herself reluctant to expose her darkest moods to her youngest daughter. Of the three, Savannah was the most risible, but if she had any clue how pre-occupied Flo was with death right now, she would be on the next flight home. While Flo would love nothing more than to see her girls, now was not a good time.

      When is it ever a good time?

      “Shut up,” Flo snapped.

      The remaining messages continued to play. Karen Hutto, the mother of the 6-year-old, who went missing—apologizing for her ex-husband’s tirade. Seriously, Flo was not nearly so bothered as some might think. If she allowed herself to stress over every angry phone call she got, she would have long ago swallowed that bottle of pills in her nightstand. One thing she knew for certain was that you couldn’t make everyone happy. What was it they said? You can’t please everyone, so you’ve gotta please yourself? Except that she couldn’t even do that.

      She hung up, and dialed Sadie’s number, half tempted to ask her outright about Daniel. But Sadie’s machine kicked in. She still owned one of those old-school varieties that stored messages in an ugly box. She kept hers on the kitchen counter—a central location in her tiny house, so she—or anyone else for that matter—could hear her most private messages from anywhere inside the house.

      One day, the two of them were seated in Sadie’s living room, having leftover Key Lime Pie and coffee, when Sadie’s cousin, Queenie Pritchet called to say she’d caught Rose Simmons’ grandson diddling in the bathtub. Flo was horrified. So was Sadie, but mostly because she wanted Flo to understand that she didn’t go around blabbing household business to her cousin, or to anybody else.

      But the archaic answering machine wasn’t an anomaly. Sadie’s entire house would be stuck in the fifties if Flo hadn’t nagged her to update her kitchen ten years ago. And even then, it had taken the woman another five years to feel comfortable enough to use it. Sadie was a stubborn soul—as stubborn as Flo. She waited patiently for the answering machine to beep.

      “It’s me,” she said, in perfect contrast to Sadie’s message. She simply assumed everyone would know who it was. “Let’s have coffee Sunday. I have something to discuss with you.” Unless, of course, Daniel got to her first. Just in case, Flo hinted at the subject. “You know that discussion we had some time ago about giving your house to the city, right about the time we redid your kitchen? Well, I’m thinking—” No, that wasn’t right. “I’m going to do it, Sadie. So, come over when you can; let’s talk about it.”

      Flo hung up, wondering if Sadie would understand. Ten years ago, she’d claimed she didn’t care about the house. But time had a way of changing people’s minds. Maybe after all she’d grown attached to her kitchen?

      Sighing, Flo tossed the cell phone on the passenger seat as she exited the Expressway, and even before she’d driven half a mile down Folly Road, she knew with a dead certainty: She would be stopping by the liquor store.
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        * * *

      

      3:45 p.m.

      In its heyday, Oyster Point had been a thriving rice plantation. Flo’s forefathers discovered that rice, a costly import, grew well in the Lowcountry. And soon thereafter, they’d also discovered the benefits of importing slaves from the Rice Coast of Africa—men and women who were “accustomed to the planting of rice,” a fact that was prudently advertised in the daily paper. William Alexander Aldridge, founder of The Tribune, had been known to row out to meet ships coming into the harbor, so he could get the “news” earlier than his competitors. In much the same way the early bird gets the worm, it stood to reason that he who controlled the news also got first pick of the “crop.” Flo often surmised that this was the initial impetus for her family’s emergence into the world of daily news—the picking of slaves for Oyster Point. It was a dubious origin. But who could know for certain? What was entirely certain was that Sadie’s ancestors helped to make Oyster Point one of the wealthiest plantations of its day.

      But, as far as houses went, the overseer’s house was less than imperious. It was constructed in a position that made it possible overlook the slave quarters, as well as the rice fields. Even as late as Flo’s youth, you could still find rusted out hoes in the sheds—hoes that had once been swung by slaves. Also, inside all the little white row houses remained mortars and pestles that were once employed by women during the processing of rice. Sadie and Flo used to play with them, never truly comprehending their bleak origins, despite what was written in the history books, and despite the ominous presence of such places as the slave market downtown. More to Flo than to Sadie, perhaps, it was simply a market. During the Twenties, a car dealership and showroom had operated in that building, offering the latest in sedans, Studebakers, and a few sturdy horse-drawn carriages. Her father had bought his Studebaker President Eight Roadster out of that showroom for only two thousand dollars. By the late Thirties, the market was established as the Old Slave Mart Museum, appropriately displaying African and African-American art. But neither Sadie, nor Flo, had ever worried much about what was happening outside their gates at Oyster Point. For the most part, Oyster Point was a world unto itself, and Sadie and Flo were the only children of the enduring matriarchs of their household. Safe inside their world, their friendship had flourished through race riots, subjugation and the Civil Rights movement, only ever falling prey to Robert Samuel Aldridge II.

      Long after Robert’s death, Flo could still not bear the sound of his name in her head. There was a part of her that wondered if she had wished her son away … that day out there … on the beach … while drinking her little margaritas…

      Entering through the open gates, she drove slowly past the overseer’s house now, with its quaint little attic dormers, and the wrap around porch, built to mirror the main house. It might seem a luxury—that porch—unless one understood its true purpose was to spy on the fields from any vantage point, out of the scorching sun, while women literally stooped to drop infants as they sweated and toiled in the fields.

      If Flo thought about it like that, as Augusta did, she wondered how Sadie could ever bear to sleep there. But Sadie never mentioned it—ever. She repainted the haint-blue porch every few years, presumably to ward away the ghosts from their past. But Flo suspected they stubbornly remained—all of them—haunting Oyster Point ruthlessly.

      In the end, she did not believe people were the sum of their existences, rather that they were the sum of the existences of everyone who had preceded them. All the sins that had remained unspoken, shamed by the light, began to fester out there, in the dark. Like an infection of the soul. And maybe that’s what made the creek smell so rank.

      As much she tried not to, like Augusta, she had begun to see the lovely little white house with the attic dormers as a scab ready to be plucked. For sure, Sadie was better off in the house on Legare Street.

      Only tonight she wasn’t around to speak about it; her car was already gone. She’d said she wouldn’t be home Saturday either, which meant, almost certainly, that she intended to stay over with Daniel.

      Or perhaps she’d gone to St. Helena Island to visit with her cousin Queenie? Queenie’s bursitis was acting up and it was long past time for both cousins to retire, but Flo felt a certain sense of relief that Sadie was too stubborn to leave Oyster Point.

      Eyeing the brown bag on the passenger seat, she gave the pedal a bit of gas and darted past the overseer’s house, onto the gravel drive leading to the main house.

      It’s nobody’s business if I wish to drink.

      Tonight, she would be alone. Tomorrow as well—more than enough time to nurse a hangover.

      Nobody would know.

      Putting the car into park in front of the house, Flo got out, leaning in to drag the brown bag from the passenger seat. As an afterthought, she grabbed her purse as well, abandoning the cell phone on the seat.

      Carrying the unwieldy burden of liquor bottles, she fished into her purse for the house keys, ignoring the blackspot on her azalea bushes. This year, she had neglected them, and like needy, ungrateful children, they had already turned on her. Once inside, she found Tango seated by the front door, wagging his tail happily.

      She smiled and opened the door wider. “Go on,” she said, and he rushed out into the yard, to pee on the gravel, then returned immediately, wagging his rear with unrepressed joy.

      “It’s just you and me, tonight,” she said, and closed the door.
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        * * *

      

      5:30 p.m.

      This… this was the hard part.

      Flo stood in the kitchen in bare feet, staring at the tumbler with half melted ice. It loitered on the counter, next to a glass of wine and an unopened bottle of vodka—vodka, because it has the least odor of all … just in case Sadie should pop by. It was one thing to open a bottle of wine—and this she did, for good measure—and yet another to indulge in the hard stuff. Especially after Sadie had found her asleep in the tub, with her nostrils hovering barely above the surface. One more quarter-inch slide into the tub and Flo would have inhaled a lungful of bathwater.

      Is that how my baby died? Did his little inflatable boat pop somewhere out in the channel while drunk weekend boaters sped by? Had Sam understood what it meant when his feet were getting wet as the boat filled with water? Did he shout for his mommy?

      Probably not.

      He would have called for Sadie. Flo was certain of this fact—and it tormented her. Only now. Back then, she had been too pre-occupied by her righteous anger to care that her youngest child never came to her with scrapes on his knees. Like her daughters, he ran to Sadie, who was far quicker to kiss their boo-boos than Flo was. That night in the tub … Flo should have joined her son.

      She stared hard at the tumbler.

      There was no doubt, the pull was strong. She convinced herself it was her choice to drink. She could walk away. But she didn’t want to. The key was to be smart about it. Forcing herself to eat first to coat her stomach—half a bowl of Sadie’s leftover spaghetti and a piece of bread—she eyed the melting cup of ice the entire time. Finally, setting her bowl aside, she gave in and twisted open the vodka cap, pouring until the tumbler was half full. It was better to drink it straight so she could tell exactly how much she was getting. She felt the tension slide off her shoulders, even before her lips touched the cold glass.

      Tango whined at her feet, as though he sensed something malevolent looming. It was the swampy air, so thick you could slice it with a knife. Flo ignored the dog, taking a good, strong sip of vodka.

      The thing was … she almost certainly intended to take at least one pill tonight, because she wanted to get to sleep early. Experience told her the two didn’t mix. She frowned at the drink in her trembling hand.

      Damn it.

      “You love me, don’t you, good boy?”

      Tango’s eyes bore into hers, as though peering straight into her soul. If something were to happen to her, he would be left all alone. Not even Sadie loved him the way Flo did. In fact, Flo sometimes wondered if Sadie liked dogs at all. She was kind to him, always, but ever since Bear died—the black Lab they’d had before Tango—she hadn’t been very receptive to another animal in the house.

      “Poor boy,” she crooned. And then, she sighed, frustrated, and set the glass down and walked away.

      For now.
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        * * *

      

      7 p.m.

      You could point to any moment in her life, and the truth was that Flo was probably never entirely present.

      That day … on the beach … instead of enjoying time with her children … a moment that would soon fade into the murky world of memories, she’d sat, sipping margaritas, thinking about Robert—and more specifically, about filing for divorce. She’d known that, given the chance, he would weasel his way out of everything.

      “Divorce won’t be good for either of our careers. It’s like a scarlet letter, Flo.”

      That morning, she’d sat puffing on a filtered cigarette. “Yeah, well … you should have thought about that before you unzipped your goddamned pants.”

      She was still seething later, on the beach, enjoying her margaritas with a vengeance, and despite that it was Sadie who’d approached her with the truth, she thought about asking Sadie to leave as well. The only reason she hadn’t, frankly, was because of the kids. Flo wasn’t nearly as adept at being a mom as she was at running the Paper.

      Down on the beach, she’d left the girls to watch over Sam, mere babies themselves. The last time they’d spied their baby brother, he was playing pirate in his tiny inflatable boat. And then he was gone. Poof. No trace left of him. His boat was never found. Flo had had the beach dredged for miles—multiple times. The cost was prohibitive, but no more so than the new chandelier in her office.

      Two months after that incident, Robert moved out. Three months later, Robert became one of Hurricane Hugo’s fifty-six victims, though not for the reason people most often died during a hurricane. While Hugo ripped through Charleston, yanking up trees and mangling bridges, her husband of nine years keeled over dead from a massive heart attack while screwing a college kid.

      Still, thinking about that morning, reliving it—as though she could somehow make it different—she stepped out of the shower to a quiet house. Uncharacteristically, Tango was off amusing himself somewhere else. He seemed to enjoy staring out of the foyer window, sliding his head in through the curtain to peer out onto the front porch. The curtains were almost always askew now, and Flo contemplated asking Sadie to remove them. The main house was far enough back from the road that no one ever ventured this way anyway. But, even if they did, there wasn’t much to be spied through the front windows, except for a few sundry pieces in the front hall—the Pinckney mirror that would take a team of men to unmount and carry away, and an Etruscan ceramic floor vase that sat next to the stairwell—an anniversary gift from Robert. Despite the price he’d likely paid for it, it’d be no great loss.

      Acutely aware of the continuing silence, only because it reminded her that no one was present to witness her failures, Flo envisioned the pill bottle in her nightstand drawer, remembering how it fell and where it lay—with the label side facing down so you could see the tiny blue pills through the opaque brown bottle.

      The tumbler of vodka would be diluted by now since the ice had melted. It would be harder to taste the liquor, easier to pretend it was only water.

      I should have thrown it out.

      She wondered if Dr. Braxton would resent a Saturday call.

      Or maybe she should call Savannah?

      Or take Tango for a walk? He’d like that.

      Determined to keep herself pre-occupied until the impulse passed, Flo ducked into the closet to grab a pair of unused sneakers. Far too expensive to leave sitting in a closet, she decided she might as well get some use out of them. She tried to recall precisely what Dr. Braxton had said. She had predicted these moments and said that learning to control her impulses was essential to a successful recovery. Of course, Braxton had also recommended removing all temptation from the house. This was her analogy: If you can’t have ice cream, you’d better not keep any in the house, or better yet, don’t even drive by an ice cream parlor, ever, because sooner or later you will stop.

      And so she had.

      But this was the truth: Flo did not crave alcohol. She did not pop pills every morning before work and she did not carry any in her purse. It was only here, in this house, where she felt her will tested.

      Does that make me an addict?

      Carrying the sneakers to the bed, she sat down and slipped them on her feet, pausing only to peer into the nightstand drawer. And there they were, precisely as she recalled. She slammed the drawer shut again, annoyed by the intense pre-occupation.

      And yet, it was this same focus that had doubled The Tribune’s readership the first year Flo took it over.

      It was also the same level of engrossment that had cost Flo her daughters.

      Once her shoes were on, she moved into the hall and down the stairs, surprised to find that Tango wasn’t lounging by the front door. Rather than go searching for him, she stepped into the kitchen to pour her diluted drink into the sink.

      How is that for impulse?

      You don’t need it.

      Placing the cap back on the bottle, she put the vodka away where it belonged, along with the wine. She rinsed the wine glass out and set it in the dishwasher, then stood there, peering out the window at the gnarled oak tree in the front yard. Some of the trees had seen centuries of comings and goings. What would it be like to endure so long, rooted to one spot, so that all you were was a spectator into the lives of others?

      It was foggy tonight. She could see the fog rolling in off the water, creeping like a blanket over the grounds. Right about here, at twilight, one hundred fifty some odd years ago, her forefathers had watched the advance of thirty-five hundred Union soldiers as they’d descended upon Fort Lamar, treading foolishly though swamps that had sucked them down to their thighs. Had the battle been lost, the Union could have forced a confederate surrender two years sooner, but alas, that was not the house’s fault any more than it was Flo’s.

      She had no idea why her daughters loathed Oyster Point so much. Charleston was their birthplace, and in Augusta’s case, quite literally. She was born upstairs. In this house. The house itself has done no wrong. It had served their family well. Good and bad, the past was their past.

      It was getting dark now. There were pink hues in the sky peeking through a canopy of green. You couldn’t spy the water from here, but it was there, and she caught glimpses as the dying sun winked over the marsh. The frogs weren’t croaking yet either, but she heard crickets beginning to chirp…

      It was almost too late to go for a walk. The kitchen had grown dark, and only then did Flo realize she hadn’t seen or heard from Tango in some time. Without bothering to flip on the kitchen lights, she moved through the house, calling his name. “Here boy,” she said. “Tango!”

      Silence answered, once again.

      She checked the living room. He wasn’t there. She checked upstairs. And then, as she descended the stairwell, grey with ghostly shadows, she heard a distant whimper. Thinking perhaps he’d gotten stuck in her office, she started in that general direction. But halfway down the hall, she suddenly froze. A tall dark figure, dressed in black, blocked her path. He was wearing a balaclava. He lunged after Flo.

      With a scream caught in her throat, she raced toward the front door.

      Grateful to be sober, Flo reached for the doorknob and turned it quickly, slipping into the twilight.

      Dear, God! The cell phone was in her car, but she daren’t stop to grab it. No time!

      Behind her, the man in black emerged from the dark interior of the house and stumbled down the wide porch stairs after her, gaining Flo precious seconds.

      She knew these woods better than anyone. If she could lose him, she could double back and grab her cell phone from the car and call the police. Or, she could lose him through the woods and then run down the street to the nearest house. Sprinting madly toward the woods, Flo was acutely aware of the sounds of pursuit, but she didn’t dare look back. Grateful for the sneakers, she ran faster than she believed she could, and almost as though God himself was granting her a favor tonight as a gift for pouring out her drink, daylight faded as she slipped into the underbrush—sweet myrtle, beach scrub and brambles that immediately tore at her ankles.

      Inside the woods, Flo immediately veered toward the ruins on her property—moving toward the road, not intending to hide, but as she heard him so close behind her, the underbrush and rubble gave her cover. Her heart raced as she slipped behind a facade of blackened bricks. There, the smell of plough mud accosted her—strong and undeniable. It smelled of death.

      Huddled in the underbrush, she clutched the brick ruins at her back, trying not to pant, trying not to breathe. She heard the roar of crickets rising, or maybe it was the rush of her own blood? Out on the marsh, frogs began to croak as well and she prayed the sound would conceal her winded breath.

      And she listened.

      And waited.

      There was no time to wonder who he was. No time to consider how he knew she would be alone.

      What does he want?

      She cleared her brain of questions, and … listened.

      Energy; it was said the human body produced two hundred and fifty BTUs while sleeping, up to twenty-four hundred with heavy labor. How much did fear produce?

      Every function of the body was controlled by electrical pulses—even those crucial signals telling hearts to beat faster when in danger. Blood pumped more oxygen to the muscles and brain. Pupils enlarged to better see. The digestive and urinary systems slowed. Lungs expanded to take in more air ... to focus and fight until the last breath.

      Flo’s eyes adjusted to the moving shadows—bushes shivering against a warm summer breeze. A foghorn blew out on the water. Her throat constricted as she swallowed. She heard the hum of a boat engine, somewhere … out there.

      Don’t panic!

      Breathe!

      She knew these woods better than anyone, she reassured herself again. This is my territory. My dominion. Even my children don’t have what I have—fifty-four years of intimacy with this land.

      Mist coalesced all around her, like ghostly tendrils.

      Suddenly, a face emerged beside her. Flo screamed and jumped away. He nabbed her foot as she tried to escape. Her sneaker came off in his hand, but it was enough to give her forward momentum. She used it to surge to her feet, kicking him in the head as she maneuvered away—a single leap forward until she stepped on something sharp. A jagged tree branch. It didn’t pierce her skin, but she tumbled forward, her head smacking a cluster of mortared bricks. White light shot behind her lids. Pain exploded in her head.
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      Slowly, Flo opened her eyes to find herself at the foot of her own stairs, peering up. The Pinckney mirror hung above her, ready to steal her soul the instant it left her body.

      A dream? she asked herself.

      “Who’s playing God now, Ms. Aldridge?” a man’s voice asked.

      Flo recognized the voice.

      Nausea flared as his face moved into focus. Blue eyes. Blue, blue eyes … like the sea. Like the ceiling of Sadie’s porch. For an instant, she believed she was drunk, and thought, “Oh, God, I’m weak. So weak.”

      And then she saw him, grinning down at her.

      “You,” she whispered. Or, at least she thought she did, because she couldn’t be sure her lips ever moved. She smelled blood, and realized, “I am cold—so cold—lying in something warm …”

      Down the stairs, the man came, blue eyes glinting. He sashayed down, like a debutant, with a knife.

      I am not afraid.

      Don’t be afraid.

      There was no place in the human body where the soul could be found and carved out. It did not sit on an altar in the cavern of the heart. Nor did it linger in a decomposing corpse. It could not be extinguished like a lamp.

      These were things she was certain of as she sensed her heartbeat fading—as certain as Flo was, at long last, that despite her preoccupation with death, she wanted to live.

      I want to live!

      Something wet seeped from her eyes … a tear … at long last?

      Here? Now?

      Everything became crystal clear during the moment of death ... and this she knew; everything hinged on a moment. Make a split-second decision or submit to a whim . . . and like tumbling dominoes, events follow, good and bad. In a perfect world, if you made a decision with the best of intentions, only the best of results should come. But sometimes, bad people did the right thing. And sometimes good people did the wrong thing.

      I know why he is here.

      One breath short of Flo’s last, she finally understood that perhaps this began long ago . . . in another moment . . . on a beach north of Folly. . . .
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        “When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything else in the Universe.”

        JOHN MUIR
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      Everything hinges on a moment.

      Make a split-second decision or submit to a whim . . . and like tumbling dominoes, events will follow, good and bad. In a perfect world, if you make a decision with the best of intentions, only the best of results may come. But sometimes, bad people do the right thing. Sometimes good people do the wrong thing.

      You could say a pen led to my death…

      Just a simple pen, it sat, not on my desk, but on the kitchen counter, where I abandoned it after scribbling the word “tomatoes” on my grocery list. Sometime before making its way to that spot, it lay on my nightstand, where I set it down after devising a plan to reunite my three daughters. From there, it traveled to my office, where I penned a last codicil to my will. The guilty ruminations of an old woman, mostly. But then, I forgot . . . until I saw the pen and set in motion the chain of dominoes that brought me to this moment. . . .

      Only now, one breath shy of my last, do I understand that maybe this began long ago . . . in another moment . . . on a beach north of Folly. . . .
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      “I bet my share Sadie gets the house.”

      As bets went, it was nuts, of course, but Caroline knew Augusta’s challenge had nothing to do with any anxiety over preserving “the house” for Aldridge posterity. Like Rhett Butler, Augusta didn’t give a damn—at least not about the house.

      “Why would Mother do that?” their youngest sister, Savannah, asked.

      Augusta shrugged. “Why would Mother do anything?”

      Up to this point, Savannah had spent her entire life defending their mother, and Augusta was bound to spend the rest of hers accusing. Caroline was tired of being in the middle. She tuned them out, peering through the window as the limo passed the torched remains of the house’s Georgian predecessor. Destroyed during a kitchen fire the year after the “War of Northern Aggression” ended, the original house had escaped Sherman’s wrath and one of the South’s most pivotal battles only to meet its fate at the hands of a common grease fire. Construction on the “new big house” began the following year. Oyster Point Plantation was her family’s legacy . . . along with a lifetime of dysfunction.

      Why would Mother do anything?

      The answers were buried this morning, along with their mother . . . all that remained now was the mythos: To the rest of the world, Florence Willodean Aldridge was a media darling, heir to one of city’s oldest surviving newspapers. To Caroline and her sisters, she was . . .

      Like the house.

      There was the face people saw through the eye of a camera lens—the lovely Southern plantation that graced the covers of magazines like Southern Living and House Beautiful . . . where Spanish moss clung to stately trees like hoary curtains . . . and then there was the face that existed behind the red door, where the slow decay of the soul seeped into the fiber of the structure . . . sank down deep into the soil and surrounding marshlands, festered, and stank.

      That was how Caroline perceived the smell of the marsh—that unmistakable sulfurous odor that heightened the closer they came to the house . . . that smell her mother never acknowledged though she compulsively planted and obsessed over sickly sweet magnolias and azaleas to mask the scent.

      It was funny, Caroline thought, how you could look straight at the house, with its storybook gables, and actually smell the decay, and still your brain believed the beautiful lie. Even now, as the car wound its way up the private drive, through the swooning oaks and shawled magnolia trees, old wounds seemed to reopen and fester . . . as though in the presence of the house, only the memories that were born here had any real vitality.

      Caroline thought she had braced herself, but she wasn’t quite prepared for the rush of emotion that assaulted her as the house’s steeply pitched gabled roof and perfectly spaced dormers soared into view. Like the body lying inside the coffin they’d just abandoned, the old Victorian seemed to have aged on fast-forward—obvious even through the last thick coat of white paint. And yet there it stood . . . defying the years, a Southern matriarch in its own right, a polite hostess, entertaining callers. The two-story piazza, with more than two thousand square feet of wraparound porch—like the cemetery—was standing room only, leaving no doubt their mother was adored. People milled about, standing in the driveway, marveling over Flo’s azaleas.

      Caroline desperately wanted to feel what they felt, but instead of grief, all she could muster from the depths of her soul was something like regret.

      The limo rolled to a crunchy halt over the gravel drive and Savannah reached over to give her hand a gentle squeeze. “Ready?”

      The answer was no, but Caroline nodded anyway.

      Savannah was the first to slide out of the car, brushing imaginary specks from her simple black dress while she stood waiting for Caroline. Augusta took the path of least resistance and scooted out of Savannah’s door, her pink dress standing out like a sore thumb as she bolted up the front stairs and disappeared into a sea of black dresses and suits.

      For a moment, Caroline lingered in the limo, envying Augusta’s lack of regard for duty. She didn’t have the same option. No matter how she’d felt about Flo, today she was the eldest surviving Aldridge and, fortified by centuries of Southern social graces, propriety ruled.

      It was May. The azaleas were in full bloom. Red, like the door, the shade reminded Caroline of her mother’s lipstick, and for an instant, she almost expected Flo to appear on the doorstep with her Jackie 0–inspired hairdo, wearing a perfectly ironed A-line dress that made her look like a charming anachronism.

      But that was never going to happen again.

      She set her poker face and took a deep breath, opening her car door.

      Together she and Savannah made their way inside, as one by one, neighbors Caroline hadn’t seen in a decade brought sympathy along with their best casseroles. Thanking each for both, she set the food out in the dining room, noting that there was more than enough to feed an army for a year. Maybe they could donate some? She didn’t want it to go to waste and didn’t intend to remain in Charleston beyond the reading of the will. She was pretty sure her sisters had the same idea. Any arrangements that would need to be made could be handled over the phone, via e-mail and fax. That was the beauty of technology.

      “My dear,” someone said sympathetically, tapping Caroline’s shoulder as she set a third dish of ambrosia salad on the buffet. Unbelievably, there was no more space on the antique Georgian table, even with its six feet of extensions.

      “Well, hello, Miss Rose!” Caroline exclaimed. “How lovely to see you!” There was no pretense in the greeting. Rose Simmons’s wrinkled face brought back memories of Caroline’s earliest years in this old house, the only good ones she could recall.

      “Gracious! I wouldn’t have missed it,” Miss Rose said. “Your mother was a wonderful woman. Such a lovely funeral!” she added with unreserved approval. “I hope my children will pay their respects so beautifully!”

      A prick of guilt jabbed Caroline. Everything had been prearranged. It was the one thing she could thank her mother for: Flo wasn’t the sort to leave unfinished business. She skirted the compliment. “Well, I’m glad you could make it,” she offered with a smile, and then caught a glimpse of the figure standing in the entrance to the dining room and all thoughts flew out of her head at once.

      “Oh, before I forget, I brought the greens!” Miss Rose declared.

      Caroline blinked, her gaze fixed on the man she had nearly married ten years before. “Greens?”

      His eyes were as vivid a blue as she recalled, with points of light that dimmed or brightened based on the intensity of his smile. Right now, they were practically electric and Caroline could barely focus. “I don’t know the Greens, Miss Rose. . . . ”

      Miss Rose chuckled, gently cuffing Caroline’s forearm. “Well, of course you do! You always asked after them and I remembered and brought them!”

      Caroline gave the old woman a confused smile, and noticed Jack was smirking, those lights in his eyes dancing impishly. The familiar, playful grin annoyed her far more than it should have.

      Miss Rose clasped a hand to her breast. “Poor sweet dear! It must be the shock,” she declared. “That’s quite understandable.” She patted Caroline’s arm consolingly. “Flo’s death was so unexpected!” She shook her head. “Your mother will be sorely missed, but it should cheer you to know they are talking about planting a garden in Waterfront Park in her honor. I hope they do!

      “The Florence Willodean Aldridge Memorial Garden,” Rose continued, but Caroline was no longer listening. The old woman peered over her shoulder to see what had captured Caroline’s attention and a sudden look of comprehension crossed her features. She smiled knowingly. “Well, goodness! I understand. I shall leave you to your guests, my dear girl. Just make sure you put some of them greens aside for later. I cooked them up just the way you like them, with a nice big ham hock!”

      It dawned on Caroline suddenly that the “greens” were not people. Miss Rose had brought mustard greens. And truthfully, she hated them intensely but vaguely recalled being five at Miss Rose’s daughter’s baptism celebration and feeling incredibly guilty about wanting to spit them out. With a quelling look from her mother, she had reluctantly swallowed them and complimented Miss Rose’s greens emphatically—obviously, much too emphatically.

      Miss Rose clucked at her, shaking an admonishing finger. “You always were too thin!”

      Caroline’s cheeks heated as her mother’s neighbor ambled away, leaving her completely at Jack’s mercy.

      The old woman gave Jack a nod on her way out of the dining room and said pleasantly, “Afternoon, Jack.”

      Jack greeted her with a smile and a nod. “Afternoon, Miss Rose. You look lovely as ever.”

      Miss Rose ducked her head shyly and giggled like a schoolgirl. The instant she was out of earshot, Jack turned the full impact of his roguish smile on Caroline. “Just make sure you put some of them greens aside for later,” he teased, stirring from the doorframe and strolling into the room with a languor that was both infuriating and reassuring in its familiarity.

      “I guess your mother never taught you not to eavesdrop,” Caroline said, hating herself for giving in to feelings of resentment.

      The twinkles in his eyes vanished. “We both know my mother didn’t teach me much of anything, Caroline.”

      He said it calmly, congenially, but Caroline knew she’d hit a nerve. For a long awkward moment, they stood facing one another, neither quite certain what to say. The scent of wilting magnolias drifted between them. Ten years ago, her mother had ordered the flowers as centerpieces for the tables at their wedding. Now, they adorned every corner of the house and Caroline would forever associate the scent with death and sorrow.

      Fitting, somehow.

      Jack had the decency to look uncomfortable. Hands in his pockets, he peered down at the floor. “We still need to talk to Sadie,” he offered, “Finalize the report.”

      “Well, I’m sure you’ll find her in the kitchen.”

      It was Sadie, their mother’s housekeeper, who had discovered Flo sprawled at the foot of the stairs. Doped out on clonazepam, Flo had apparently tripped over a loose board at the top of the stairs.

      “It’s just a formality,” he assured. “It can wait.”

      She’d rather believe he was here because he was doing his duty for work, not because of some misplaced sense of obligation to their past. “So you’re working?”

      “I came to pay my respects, not upset you. Sorry, Caroline.”

      At one time, Caroline couldn’t have imagined anyone else she’d rather be comforted by. Now she didn’t even know how to talk to him. “Thanks for coming, Jack.”

      He took a step backward. “You’re more like her than you realize,” he said quietly, removing his hands from his pockets. He hesitated, clearly wanting to say more. Instead, he turned and left.

      Ignoring the surreptitious glances from their guests, Caroline turned her back on him. Trying hard to be casual, she stabbed a silver spoon into a dish before following Jack out into the hall to watch his retreat.

      He edged his way through the crowd, somehow avoiding human contact despite the breadth of his shoulders. He never once looked back. Without a word, he opened the front door, stepped out into the afternoon light and closed it quietly behind him.

      Caroline choked on a wave of emotion. “Shit,” she said softly.

      Savannah appeared behind her. “That bad?”

      Caroline blinked away tears. “He said he was looking for Sadie.”

      Savannah lifted a brow. “Well, I doubt that’s why he came by here today.”

      “The past doesn’t change just because he wants it to!” Caroline said emphatically and Savannah nodded, wisely recognizing the end of her patience on the subject of Jack Shaw.
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      The Dive Inn was the last refuge before the solitude of home.

      During the peak of summer, it was as much a tourist trap as the rest of Folly’s Center Street establishments, but today there were plenty of parking spaces around more obvious watering holes and those sitting before the nondescript building were vacant. Jack made a last-minute veer into the unpaved parking lot and went inside, finding the place uninhabited, except for the owner-bartender and an older couple at one of the tables in the back.

      “Yo, Jack! Where ya been?”

      “Work,” Jack offered as an explanation, but the truth was that he came here mostly when he was avoiding Kelly—which he supposed he was doing right now.

      “Keeping you busy?”

      “Busy enough,” Jack replied. “How about a Guinness, Kyle.”

      “Sure,” the bartender said, and reached into a freezer, grabbed a cold mug and proceeded to pour Jack’s pint from a shiny silver tap that had been lovingly polished. The wooden counter might have years of character dents and scratches but the draft lines were pristine. Kyle slid the glass over the bar to him. “You hear about the Hutto girl?” he asked, making conversation.

      Jack shook his head, taking a chug of his Guinness, glad he hadn’t brought up Charleston’s biggest news story—the death of Florence W. Aldridge.

      Despite that he hated the habit, he reached for a cigarette, but the image of Caroline’s face stopped him cold. She used to hate it when he smoked, but these days he only did it when he drank. Tapping his pocket, as though to keep the cancer sticks in check, he wondered why he felt compelled to do anything just because Caroline did or didn’t like it. Clearly, she didn’t want anything to do with him.

      Apparently, forgiveness wasn’t an Aldridge virtue.

      “Thought maybe you had,” Kyle persisted. “They live just a few doors down from you.”

      “What about her?”

      “Apparently she disappeared off the beach a few weeks ago. Hasn’t been much in the news on account of that newspaper lady dying, but someone came in earlier and posted that—” He hitched his chin toward a homemade poster with the grainy color image of a pretty little blond girl on it.

      “Do they think she drowned?”

      Kyle shrugged. “Who knows? Seems someone’s always doing something stupid in that ocean out there. Thing is, they aren’t tourists. You’d think they’d know better.”

      Jack tried to recall who the Huttos were, but couldn’t place them. Folly Beach was a small, intimate community, but he mostly kept to himself. Things worked out better that way. In fact, it was part of the reason he’d moved to Folly to begin with. He hated lawn work and didn’t enjoy chatting over hedges with neighbors. In fact, he hadn’t worked on his bike for more than a month because he was sick of the old woman across the street coming over to ask if he was still single. He took another swig of his Guinness and reached into his pocket to grab his cell phone. Three missed calls from Kelly. Zero from Caroline.

      Then, again, he hadn’t expected Caroline to call. She was as prideful as her mother—damn her! Even ten years later, she wasn’t about to forget a stupid mistake. He set the phone down on the counter and drained his glass, eyeing the cell with some malice.

      The bartender eyed him curiously. “Bad day?”

      Jack shrugged. “Buried a friend,” he said.

      And fought with the woman who somehow still managed to consume his thoughts even after all these years, but he didn’t offer up that part. It was nobody’s business.

      Caroline was the sole reason he couldn’t settle down with Kelly, he realized. Every time he’d considered it, Caroline’s face popped into his head—like one of those annoying carnival games. He didn’t think that was the way it was supposed to be—married to one girl, obsessed with another.

      There was nothing wrong with Kelly.

      She just wasn’t Caroline.

      “I’ll take another.”

      Kyle nodded and complied.

      Okay, so maybe as a description of the past twelve years, “obsessed” was a bit of an overstatement, because he had pretty much managed to put Caroline out of his head—except whenever life-changing decisions were about to be made. This minute, however, it was a full-on obsession, complete with phantom touches that were hijacking his body. Just seeing her had done that to him. It left him with a sense of longing that was acutely disagreeable, and he couldn’t shake it.

      Eyeing the phone again, he considered calling her—just so he could stop thinking about her—and it dawned on him that she was probably the reason he had never changed his number. That thought had never even entered his brain before this moment, but he was pretty sure it was true. He wasn’t over her. Worse, he was afraid he was never going to be over her, and the thought of living his life in limbo made him feel like chain-smoking half a dozen packs of cigarettes right in front of her.

      His cell phone rang and his heart thumped hard. Then he saw the number and felt the letdown: Kelly.

      He couldn’t avoid her forever.

      Draining his glass once more, he took out his wallet, paid the tab, grabbed his cell, and almost as an afterthought, reached into his pocket, digging out his last pack of cigarettes, still half full, and tossed them on the bar, then walked out. The phone stopped ringing, but he would call her back. Now that it was all clear in his head, he realized holding on wasn’t fair.

      It was time to let go.
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        * * *

      

      With the last of the guests gone, Caroline joined Savannah and Sadie’s son Josh out on the back porch while Augusta remained upstairs, packing for the flight she’d arranged the moment she’d confirmed a reschedule for the reading of the will. Now the reading was set for ten a.m. Monday morning. Augusta’s flight was at three. Somehow, that fact left Caroline feeling gloomier than watching her mother’s casket being lowered into the ground this morning.

      Once the three of them left . . . once the house was sold, the last “t” was crossed and the last “i” dotted . . . where would home be then?

      Enjoy the moment, Caroline.

      The moment was all they really had. That was a bitter lesson she had learned after Sammy. The last words Caroline recalled him saying were, “Yo ho, yo ho—look at me, Cici! I’m a pirate—just like Blackbeard!”

      Indeed, he was.

      Just like Blackbeard.

      Nothing left but a ghost.

      That afternoon, Flo had been sunning further up the beach with a margarita in hand. Flo never heard him, and all three girls had continued drawing pictures in the sand, oblivious to the danger their brother was in. As it turned out, Caroline was the last to see him alive—something neither Caroline nor Flo had ever learned to forgive.

      They surmised Sam had floated out into the channel in his little inflatable boat, and from there, there was no telling what might have befallen him . . . a fishing boat that didn’t see him in time, a speedboat with a beer-drinking weekend warrior behind the helm, a hole in his raft . . . it could have been anything. The currents could have carried him out to sea.

      Once he was gone, nothing was the same.

      And no one ever called her Cici again.

      On the horizon, a thin ribbon of pink held the descending darkness up high. As it lowered, the creek lost some of its glimmer, fading to black.

      She had forgotten how beautiful summer could be on the Island.

      Oyster Point Plantation sat on the southwest end of a finger of land that crooked toward Clark Sound and the sea. The house itself was built so it offered a view of the salt marsh from the front and back verandas. Already, the marsh grasses were tall and verdant, permitting little more than glimpses of the water that glittered like diamonds beneath a mantle of green. A quick breeze bent the spartina grass . . . like rows of bowing performers. At the end of the dock, the last rays of sun glinted off the tin steeple of the boathouse roof. Caroline inhaled the familiar scent of the salt marsh into her lungs, filing it all away for later.

      Savannah sighed. “I can’t believe she’s leaving on her birthday.”

      It was impossible to control Augusta. Caroline accepted that. “Maybe she has other plans?”

      “This is a time to be with family,” Savannah argued, “even if you’re just going through the motions. But if you ask me, I think she needs us more than we need her.”

      That was probably true, but Caroline was pretty sure this was Augusta’s way of showing the world how little life and death affected her. She made it a point often to say how lucky they were when so many others were not—that any second spent breathing should never be wasted wallowing in sorrow. Considering how abruptly their mother’s life had ended, Caroline thought Augusta had a point.

      “How can we make her stay?” Savannah persisted.

      Josh actually laughed at the question. “Might as well forget that!” He took the fork out of his mouth long enough to wave it at her. “If Augie’s set on leaving, she’s leaving. That’s all there is to it.”

      For all intents and purposes, Sadie’s only son was like a brother to them, but he was much closer to Augusta than he was to Caroline or Savannah. Only months apart in age, as children, the two had spent pretty much every waking moment together.

      Augusta was eleven months younger than Caroline and Savannah was nearly two years younger than Augusta. Their parents’ relationship had already begun its toxic decline by the time Augusta was born and by the time their baby brother had come along, their parents had barely spoken to one another—even less to their bewildered brood. It was a mystery to all how Sammy was even conceived

      This trip, however, Augusta had barely spoken to Josh—to any of them for that matter.

      Savannah’s brow furrowed. “Why does she have to be so damned contrary?”

      Josh shook his head. “After all this time, you two still haven’t learned to deal with that girl. You can’t tell Augie what to do, and you can’t give her ultimatums.” His blue eyes gleamed. “You sure as hell can’t make plans for her.” His tawny skin was flawless—like his mother’s, except that Sadie’s was at least ten shades darker. Caroline had long suspected he had a mixed heritage, but Sadie had never been very forthcoming about her son’s paternity and Caroline was sure Josh just didn’t know. It didn’t seem to bother Josh. Nothing did. In all her life she didn’t recall Josh ever having shed a single tear—not that she could say she was much different. Emotions didn’t come easily for Caroline either.

      “Who wants ice-cold peach tea?” Sadie called out. With her hip on the door, balancing a tray laden with sweating glasses, she pushed the screen open. Before anyone could stand to help her, she carried the tray over and set it down on the table next to the rocking chair where Josh was seated. She picked a glass up, handing it to Savannah.

      Caroline frowned at her. “You don’t have to serve us anymore, Sadie.”

      Sadie turned those soulful black eyes on Caroline. “Enough of that, eah me!” she demanded, shoving a glass of iced tea at Caroline’s face. “First of all, your mama took good care of me, but if you think I am doing this because it’s my job, you are mistaken, young lady!”

      Josh laughed nervously. “Better take it . . . or you’re going to wear it.”

      Caroline reached out to take the glass. She hadn’t meant to hurt Sadie’s feelings. She was simply aware that Sadie was mourning, too. “At least sit with us,” she appealed to their longtime housemaid, surrogate mother and friend.

      Sadie grabbed a glass, leaving one remaining on the tray, and seated herself in the rocking chair facing Josh. “I intend to,” she proclaimed and began to rock gently as she sipped her peach tea.

      Silence punctuated their conversation.

      Crickets chirped mournfully and Caroline sighed, giving in to a moment of self-pity for the relationship she no longer had any chance to repair. Flo was gone forever.

      Like Sam.

      Augie suddenly appeared behind the screen door, pressing her face into the mesh.

      Caroline was careful not to betray her disappointment. “All packed?”

      “All done.”

      Sadie raised her glass. “Good. Come on out and grab yourself a cold glass of tea, eah me.”

      “I’m fine,” Augusta replied. She slid her tongue out, smashing it against the dingy screen and rolling her eyes. Savannah laughed at the faces she made.

      Josh reached back and tapped the screen door where Augusta’s tongue was propped. “Get out here, Augie!”

      “Blech! Disgusting!”

      “You realize how many mosquito eggs have been laid in that screen?” he countered. “That’s what’s disgusting!”

      Augie pushed the door open, swiping at her tongue. “Point made. Where’s the tea?” Spotting the remaining glass, she reached for it and took a hearty swig, then exhaled a self-satisfied sigh.

      “Now take a seat,” Sadie demanded.

      Without further protest, Augie did as she was told. She sat on the floor next to Josh’s rocking chair, drawing up her knees. “Sorry to disappear on you guys earlier. I’m not so good with the chit-chat, you know.”

      Savannah snorted. “That’s an understatement!”

      Augusta slid their youngest sister a dark look. “We can’t all be quite so agreeable, now can we?” There was an edge to the compliment only the deaf would have missed.

      Savannah averted her gaze, staring out at the marsh and Caroline was conscious of Savannah’s darkening mood. It was evident in the slump of her shoulders, and she wondered why Augusta couldn’t see it and give her sister a break.

      Just once, she wished they could come together and be a normal family.

      “So now that we’re all together,” Sadie ventured, steering the conversation. “Maybe you girls will humor me with a teensy favor?”

      There wasn’t much any of them would deny Sadie, but with a preface like that, Caroline had a feeling her favor wasn’t all that teensy.

      Only the sound of wooden chairs rocking on the uneven deck breached the answering silence.

      “Good gracious!” Sadie exclaimed. “It’s not like I am gonna ask you for a liver!”

      Caroline laughed nervously.

      “It’s just a tiny exercise,” Sadie cajoled. “I want y’all to come up with one happy story about your mama—just one. Let’s take a minute to remember something nice about Flo!”

      “The liver would be easier,” Augie declared. She raised her hand with a bit of a smirk. “Want mine?”

      Caroline, Savannah and Josh all chuckled. Sadie did not. “Augusta Marie, you are still a hopeless, pain-in-the-behind little girl, eah me!”

      Augie persisted. “I guess that means you won’t be wantin’ my liver?”

      Sadie glared at her with an expression of righteous indignation. It was a look Caroline knew only too well. It was the you’re-in-trouble-now glower she gave them all without discrimination.

      “I’ll start, Mama,” Josh offered, giving Augie a chastising glance as he leaned forward, joining his hands as though to concentrate.

      Augie snickered. “Think real hard.”

      Caroline lifted her hand to her mouth to stifle a smile.

      Peering down defiantly at Augie, Josh lifted a brow. “When I was seven,” he began, nodding in the direction of the pier, “I was out there skipping stones at high tide and Flo came out with two fishing poles, a bucket and a bag of stinkin’ shrimp. She handed me a pole and said, ‘No man under my roof is gonna grow up not knowin’ how to catch trout!’”

      Sadie’s black eyes glinted. “That was nice. I can eah her now.”

      Caroline could picture her mother clearly, her tall, willowy figure marching out onto the pier, fishing poles and bucket in hand, bossy as ever, even when she was trying to be nice.

      “Yeah . . . she showed me how to bait the hook and then sat for hours, slappin’ at mosquitoes.” He laughed and shook his head at the memory. “She was happier than I was when I caught the first damned fish.”

      “What was it?” Sadie asked.

      “Redfish, I think.”

      Caroline remembered that day. It wasn’t long before Sammy had disappeared and their lives changed forever. “She made you clean them, too, didn’t she?”

      Josh nodded and made a disgusted face.

      “Of course,” Sadie said. “If you’re gonna catch ’em, you gotta eat ’em, and you are sure as hell not going to eat ’em unless you clean ’em! You just can’t go ’round killing God’s creatures for nothing, eah!”

      The porch lapsed into silence again—an awkward, uncomfortable stretch that made even Sadie stop rocking. Still nobody made any attempt to leave. Like Caroline, they were probably hell-bent on holding on to what was left of the moment and what was likely the last twilight they’d ever spend on this porch together as a family.

      When no one else stepped up, Caroline relented. “Okay, my turn.”

      “That’s my girl!” Sadie said, and began rocking again, smiling.

      “Let’s see . . . I must’ve been seven, too—mother had the flu. You—” She pointed at Augie, trying to lighten the mood. “And you—” She pointed at Josh. “We were making breakfast to serve her in bed and between the three of us, we demolished it. Sav was in charge of the toast and it was the only thing we didn’t burn.” Caroline smiled at the memory. “Augie poured the entire saltshaker over the eggs I mangled. Then we took it up to her. I knew we’d made a mess of it all and I waited for her to hate it.” Caroline’s eyes stung, but just for an instant. “I’ll be damned if she didn’t eat it with a smile.” For a moment, she basked privately in the memory, and then added for everyone else’s benefit, “She told us all how proud she was.”

      In fact, it was the only time she’d ever said those words to Caroline.

      Ever.

      “I don’t remember that,” Savannah said plaintively.

      Inexplicably, instead of joy or warmth, the memory’s aftermath left Caroline with an empty pit in her soul. Sadness filled it with each passing second.

      In the distance, the ocean lay like a black velvet blanket creeping up the banks . . . as though God himself were tucking in the earth for the night.

      She didn’t know how long they remained lost in that particular reverie as the twilight sky darkened to night. Not a single star shone through the gloom that descended.

      While she sat there, the same thought that had been skirting through her consciousness all day returned like a shout in her brain: there would be no more chances to build relationships with her mother. That opportunity was gone forever, stolen by a stupid, untimely slip down the stairs. Regret, like the endless chirping of crickets, was thick in the air.

      “Screw this!” Augie declared suddenly, slamming her glass down on the porch. “I’m not gonna sit here and pretend she was something she wasn’t!”

      Avoiding eye contact with everyone, including Josh, Augie stood and left the porch, slamming the screen door on her way into the house. The sound of it echoed into the marsh.
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        * * *

      

      Deep in the salt marsh, beyond the point where the tall grass parted, a boat hull protruded from the pluff mud, half turned, its sunken mass decomposing into the dark and oozing mud. The remains of innumerable boats littered Folly’s wetlands, oftentimes marooned by the fleeing tide. The wooden skeleton barely drew attention. It sat, decaying and feeding the soil surrounding it, nothing more than a reminder that “this far men should never tread.”

      Only creatures that couldn’t wonder about what lay beneath wandered here.

      Occasionally, seabirds swooped in to salvage a forgotten scrap, a mud-stained ribbon, a button, or a bit of tattered lace.

      Today, a shiny mud-encrusted zipper tab peeked above the muck, teasing the beaks of swooping birds. It wouldn’t budge.

      And then the tide rushed in, bringing with it new layers of sediment, swelling the soil with brackish water. Heavy with its burden, the backpack submerged into the mired ground.

      Out of sight.

      Out of mind.
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