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  This book is for the beautiful woman who redefined the term sister.




  Lynn Benton Bagnal




  





  

    TANGLED




    We return to hear the waves rolling onto the beach one after the other connecting us like blood.




    We were listening long before we came here, remembering wind spinning salt through interrupted sunlight.




    This is a place where dreams return as fish bones tangled in seaweed.




    Whatever sorrows come are folded into the sea, rinsed clean and kept—unbearable secrets.




    —MARJORY HEATH WENTWORTH




    South Carolina Poet Laureate
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  PROLOGUE
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  PEOPLE have secrets. Everyone does. And, at one point or another, many people say they would like to run away and start life

  over in a place where no one knows their business. I know that I have felt that way. More than once. And I am no stranger to disaster, and most certainly no one would ever call me a coward. Coward

  or not, sometimes you just want to slip away into the night.




  What drives us to that point? Did you do something horrible? Or, did something horrible happen to you?




  Maybe you just feel like you need some anonymity. You have endured all the questioning, opinion-giving and gossiping humanity you can bear. It’s time to strip away everything, all the

  clutter and noise, and look at your life, how it got to that point and figure out what you intend to do about it. At least, that’s how it was for me.




  When my tragedies occurred and getting through the days felt like pulling a wagon of bricks that was missing a back wheel, the only choice was to move back to Pawleys Island and attempt to put

  everything in perspective. I should have packed a seat belt. First, I met Huey Valentine. Huey, one of the most wonderful men who ever lived, befriended me and eventually gave me the swift kick I

  needed to put down my golf clubs for a while. That kick came when Rebecca showed up and Armageddoned the pattern of self-indulgent complacency that ordered my shallow and insignificant life, which

  in all my precious stupidity, I thought I was enjoying. Yeah, I thought it was fabulous—okay, it wasn’t fabulous and I knew it. But it was usually better than bearable, and to be frank,

  until she appeared, I couldn’t think of any better way to occupy my time. Golf and tennis. Tennis and golf. A party here, an opening there. Pretty shallow and useless.




  I didn’t think I had much in common with Rebecca until the divorce was all over, only to discover we had everything in common; we were simply at different stages in our lives. If her

  parachute hadn’t landed on Huey’s doorstep, I’d still be treadmilling in my sandy island rut. And if we all weren’t there to engage Huey’s mind, his life would have

  been one narrow garden path slowly tiptoeing back to the eighteenth century.




  Here’s the other lesson I’ve learned. You only see what you want to see and believe what you want to believe. I’m not talking about the Gray Man or Alice Flagg, Pawleys

  Island’s most famous walking dead residents. No, no. This goes back to my eyes and those of my Pawleys friends. I thought we were all lonely and making the best of it, and we were to some

  degree. But my vision was warped. I was everyone’s mother; Huey was my chaste and antiseptic spouse; Rebecca was our daughter. Huey belonged to me, and Rebecca did too. Wrong!




  What we all taught each other was stunning and, honest to God, life altering. But here’s the thing. I will never accept that these changes could have come about any place but Pawleys

  Island. Sure, you’ve heard about the handmade hammocks and the pristine beaches. You’ve seen gorgeous pictures of the sunsets and the marsh teeming with wildlife. But you don’t

  know Pawleys until you’ve been there and experienced its tremendous power. It is only a tiny sandbar south of Myrtle Beach and north of Georgetown. But be warned. It is there that the

  Almighty Himself would like to engage you in conversation and redirect your soul. Listen to me: for all the jokes I make, this time I’m not kidding.




  If you’re happy in your misery and determined to remain so, don’t ever go to Pawleys. If you do make the trip, be on guard. Truth is coming to get you, and peace isn’t far

  behind. But it all comes at a price. You’ll have to be the judge of whether it’s worth all the hullabaloo.




  This is how it happened to me.




  





  ONE





  WELCOME TO GALLERY VALENTINE
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  I looked out across the dunes and up and down the beach. Another gorgeous day. Blue skies, billowing clouds and the sun rising with the mercury.

  Eastern breezes rustled the palmettos and sea oats. Sun worshippers by the score had accepted early invitations to assume the lizard position. They were scattered and prone, armed with coolers,

  beach chairs, novels, visors and canvas bags of towels, toys and lotions, littered all along the edges of the Atlantic in both directions. They looked like clusters of human solar batteries

  recharging themselves in drowsy warmth. The waves rolled in low murmurs of hypnotic suggestion, washed the shore and pulled away.




  The weather that day seemed without guile, but I knew better. As soon as the hands of time crossed noon, Mother Nature would bellow the flames of hell’s furnace, blowing unspeakable heat

  all over the Lowcountry, and the sensible lizards would retreat to shade and hammocks until later in the day. The others would fry, fooled by the breeze and lulled into a comfortable stupor by the

  ocean’s song.




  Let me tell you something, honey. You’d never catch me in a swimsuit smelling like cocoa butter and fruit, sticky with salt and sand, half catatonic and dehydrated from exposure. No. I had

  better things to do with my time, like feeding Huey. Or playing golf in that same sun. It was the lying around part that was a problem for me. Besides, who needed to see me in a bathing suit? I

  assure you, no one.




  But back to my current priority . . . feeding Huey.




  After his call, I picked up sandwiches from The Pita Rolz and drove over to his gallery in the Oak Lea Shops. He had been practically breathless on the phone, but private-audience breathless

  drama was pretty much Huey’s modus operandi.




  “Abigail! Darling! Drop everything and come! You must meet Rebecca!”




  “Who’s Rebecca?”




  “Our savior! You’ll see!”




  “Well, we could use a savior . . .”




  “And, would you be a dear and bring us some lunch? Just tuna for me, on rye, but only if it looks fresh, and turkey on white bread with mayonnaise for our darling girl, and of course get

  something for yourself. My treat.”




  Huey Valentine had not missed a meal in all his fifty-five years. I had to laugh. When Huey got excited, he thought about food. When he was depressed, he thought about food. What can I say

  except that Huey was well fed. I imagine the least insulting but most accurate term one might use to describe Huey’s appearance would be portly, but in a way portly suited his

  entire demeanor, which, when in the company of close friends, grew a shade larger than life itself.




  Huey was the consummate southern gentleman, an aristocratic Nathan Lane, never rude to anyone’s face but felt no remorse about a wicked comment to me about others, especially tourists.




  You could set your wristwatch by Huey. He was never late for an appointment or a dinner party. He wrote thank-you notes on his Dempsey & Carroll ecru hand-engraved stationery that was so

  stiff, folding it cracked it like an egg. And he always used an ornate fountain pen, signing with the flourish of John Hancock. Speaking of John Hancock, Huey Flagg Valentine could probably trace

  his ancestry back to Charlemagne’s grandparents. Evergreen, the plantation where he lived with his mother and houseman, had been in his family’s name since fifteen minutes after the

  land was claimed for King Charles II.




  I had never seen him dressed in anything but all white, summer and winter, and yes, he wore a hat. But not to affect a grand attitude so much as to save his balding head from the terrors of

  melanoma. Everything about him was stylish and elegant. He couldn’t help it. All those generations of social grace and good taste were imbedded in his DNA.




  I just adored him. Everyone did.




  It was on Huey’s arm that I had gladly attended every party, concert, dinner or gallery opening for the past three years, since my return to Pawleys Island.




  Life was so strange. I thought I was going to move into my family’s house and write my memoirs, but I was slightly embarrassed to admit that all I had done was exercise and slide in and

  out of social commitments with Huey. It wasn’t the worst thing, really. I mean, heaven forbid that I had a little fun. Besides, the thought of reliving my past through writing it all down?

  Well, let’s just say that I had yet to arrive at the moment where I felt comfortable enough to play with my inner gorillas. They could wait. In any case, I questioned the real value of an

  autobiography because it seemed like vanity in the extreme. It wasn’t like I abandoned a career as a backup singer for the Rolling Stones and that my writings would become the latest

  zeitgeist on sex, drugs and rock and roll. Frankly, my therapist recommended that I give writing a whirl, saying it might be good for an exercise in closure. Instead, I had closure with everything

  else—my frantic law practice, my marginal personal life and my nice expensive therapist. I simply closed up my house in Columbia and came back to Pawleys just to think about things.




  I imagine you could say I’m a lucky woman, at least in terms of inheritance and assets. My mother died when I was very young, and then Daddy finally gave up the ghost after a short bout

  with leukemia six years ago. Since I am an only child, the house on Pawleys came right into my hands. The old rockers, the creaking floorboards, the tongue-and-groove walls, the ancient kitchen and

  the claw-footed bathtubs were all mine. The only changes I made were to add a furnace, a fresh coat of paint, window boxes of flowers and new screens. Oh, and I did update the bathroom and kitchen

  fixtures but that had to be done—you know how salt corrodes everything in its path.




  If you looked twice at my house you would scratch your head wondering why I loved it so much. Anyone with a developer’s eye would want to knock it down and replace it with a home with

  central air-conditioning and heat and, probably, God forbid, wall-to-wall carpet, an in-wall vacuum system, doorbells and every other invention of the twentieth century. No thanks. I still

  preferred floors I could sweep, friends calling out to announce their arrival over the roar of the ocean, and I could not have cared less what mysterious wonders the damp air performed on my hair.

  Once I crossed over that causeway, leaving the mainland, the plantations and the Waccamaw River, the world ceased to exist.




  On very hot nights I used the ceiling fan in my bedroom because I loved to hear the waves at night and the birds in the morning. And I loved the memories. If I closed my eyes, I could hear my

  mother’s gentle voice, negotiating with Philemon, the creek man and an island institution during my childhood. He had a bucket of fresh flounder and another one of shrimp, and from them Momma

  would buy our dinner.




  I could see us at the table, Daddy telling Momma how delicious the meal was. Later I would squeeze in between them on the porch swing, while Momma sang sweetly and I drifted off to my dreams.

  When you lose a parent at a young age, those few memories you have are more precious than any single ring or necklace left to you. Whenever I was here, even alone as I am now, I could stand where

  they once stood and somehow in the magical workings of the Pawleys Island salt air, I could bring them back to me. For that and for a thousand other reasons too, I would never sell this house or

  leave it for too long.




  Daddy inherited our home on Myrtle Avenue from his father, and his father inherited it from his mother. Our family’s Pawleys Island history went back almost as far as Huey’s

  plantation origins. Somewhere around the time Mr. Lincoln freed the slaves, Daddy’s father’s mother’s husband hauled it in sections (we think) to this parcel of land from Butler

  Island and put it all back together. If you were inclined to inspect the underside of this great relic, you would still find the mortise-and-tenon joints with pegs.




  When I was a girl, Daddy and his friends would fix cocktails and go under the house to have a look, reappearing later, amazed by nineteenth-century building skills. It was no doubt that her

  meticulous construction kept Miss Salt Air from flying to Kingdom Come during Hurricane Hugo, our most foul visitor of 1989. Oh, she got her bonnet blown off (lost the roof) and there was water

  damage to be sure, but Daddy brought a team of men up from Charleston and raised her from the dunes to new and dignified heights on sturdy pilings of brick.




  Anyway, it’s the island, really, that spins the spell. The house helped, but the most compelling reason for my return here was to languish in great peace as opposed to despair. For all of

  my life, any time spent here made everything right.




  I could stand on the porch and breathe in with all of my lungs, exhale my troubles in a whoosh, and the breezes carried them away. My shoulders dropped back to their natural position. I moved

  differently, slowly but with deliberateness. I slept soundly remembering all my dreams.




  That seemed to be the general consensus of everyone on Pawleys Island. It’s a simple retreat for some and a spa for the soul to others. One thing is certain: it’s unlike any other

  place in God’s entire creation.




  Even Huey agreed with that. As much as the Waccamaw waters flowed through his veins, on many evenings I had seen the look on his face when we shared the end of day, watching the moonrise over

  the Atlantic. You can’t paint this, he would say. And he, who possessed the heart and soul of the artist, was right.




  With that statement, Huey claimed a corner in my heart, which until then had been under lockdown. So, if Huey said, Drop everything and come meet our new savior, I dropped everything and

  did as he asked. I bought lunch and drove my old Jaguar sedan right over to him, cursing the entire United Kingdom over their wimpy air-conditioning.




  I pushed open the door and spotted him right away by the framing table in the rear of the gallery. Huey was the Rosetta stone for body language. His hands were in midair, whirling with

  excitement, and he shifted from one foot to the other. He turned at the unobtrusive musical sound of the automatic doorbell, saw me and rushed to my side.




  “There you are! Come! Say hello! Let me help you with that!” He took the bag and cardboard tray of iced tea from me, delivered two air kisses to my cheeks, stood back and smiled.

  “Did they have decent tuna?”




  “Huey, baby? The tuna is life altering. I watched them make it, which is what took me so long.” The tiny brunette was waiting patiently with her portfolio opened, and what I guessed

  to be her work was spread all over the counter. “You must be Rebecca.”




  She extended her hand to shake mine. “And you must be Abigail. But please call me Becca. My friends call me Becca.”




  “No! No! No!” Huey said, researching the contents of the sack of food. “You must be Re-becca! We cannot defile the great name of Rebecca. I’ll get

  plates.”




  “Didn’t anyone ever call you Abby?” she said to me, looking for some support.




  “Over their dead body,” I said. “My parents named me for Abigail Adams.”




  Huey placed three plates on the counter and began unpacking lunch. “Abigail Adams was one of America’s first feminists, you know. She was always giving John the business about the

  inequality of education between men and women.”




  “Oh,” Rebecca said.




  “Well, it makes sense today too,” I said. “People used to think that education was wasted on women because they wound up staying home with children. Of course, I’m not

  sure how an education could ever be wasted.” What an inane thing for me to say, I thought.




  “You can say that again,” Rebecca said.




  “Anyway, this generation of women works. And not necessarily because they want to.” Another pearl of genius from me, but people said vapid things to each other just to put the

  other at ease.




  “You can say that again too!” Rebecca said.




  I took the plate from Huey and eyeballed this diminutive Rebecca, thinking that if she agreed to agree with every word I spoke, then surely there was an exalted position available for her in our

  little tribe.




  If that sounds egotistical, let’s get something straight right now. The last thing I needed in my life or even in the periphery of my life was someone telling me I was wrong, what was

  wrong with my politics, what was wrong with the world. I knew what was wrong with the world. Everything. I had seen enough of what people did to each other and I just didn’t want to deal with

  it for the foreseeable future.




  “So where are you from?” I said.




  “Charleston,” she said. “I came up here to see if I could sell some of my work.”




  “Abigail. Look at this.”




  Huey had closed her portfolio so that a flying crumb of tuna or a splotch of mayonnaise wouldn’t ruin anything, but he reached down and pulled up one of her paintings. He flipped back the

  parchment paper cover and there it was: the classic watercolor of two children, a boy and a girl, playing by the edge of the shore on a beach. I had seen hundreds of them, and all of them were

  cures for insomnia.




  But this one was profoundly different. The sky and the water looked as radiantly alive as the sandpipers pecking the wet sand and then running from the waves. But the children, their backs to

  the viewer, seemed to be a thousand miles away. And you got the sense that while they were probably siblings, that they didn’t want to play together or that they were tremendously unhappy for

  some inexplicable reason and preferred to live in their misery alone. The scene was haunting and bothersome, but I couldn’t stop looking at them. I wanted to rush inside the painting and save

  them. I turned and looked at Rebecca.




  “It’s very powerful,” I said.




  “Children aren’t always happy, are they?” she said.




  “No, they are not.”




  “Rebecca, darling? We have a show opening tomorrow and I was just thinking . . .”




  “Huey!” I said. “Her work isn’t framed, and besides . . .”




  “Oh! Gosh!” Rebecca said. “I can make frames if you have the material . . .”




  “Rebecca? Sweetheart? You make frames?”




  “Yes, in fact, I am told that, well, I’m rather good at it. I mean, well, I don’t mean to brag . . .”




  “Stop! Humility is unflattering, especially for an artist of your talent! You need some attitude, girl! Seriously!”




  We all had a giggle at that, but Huey was right. This mouse had to stop squeaking.




  “Huey, I . . .”




  I was trying to speak, but when Huey got his engine in gear, there was no stopping him.




  “Sweetheart. You finish up your sandwich, and then I want you to have a look around in the storage room. There’s enough material back there to hang a frame around Georgetown County,

  including the new waterslide at Myrtle Beach.”




  Huey sniffed and I knew it was because of the water-slides, putt-putt courses and all manner of NASCAR contraptions that had been erected under the guise of entertainment but reeked of crass

  commercialism. And that, my friends, was the scathing difference between genteel plantation living, the arrogant shabby of Pawleys Island and the wild consumerism of Myrtle Beach. All that said for

  the antielitist dart throwers in the crowd, Huey the King Snob liked nothing better than a round of putt-putt followed by a snow cone dripping in tutti-frutti syrup.




  “The former framer was recently relieved of his duties,” I said, thinking I would speak to him when Rebecca was out of earshot.




  “I fired the nitwit,” Huey said. “What a pathetic simpleton! He drove me crazy. Didn’t he ever hear of measure twice, cut once?”




  “Apparently not,” I said.




  Inside of a minute, Rebecca, who was slightly confused as to why she should inspect the inventory of framing materials when she had come to Huey’s gallery to sell her work, balled up the

  remains of her turkey sandwich and went to the storage room to sniff around like a good dog.




  “So what do you think?” Huey said in a conspiratorial whisper.




  “Huey Flagg Valentine! I think that Sallie Anne Wood will definitely scratch your eyes out! I know I would! You can’t promise someone a one-woman show and then just sort of casually

  have another show going on at the same time! It’s unethical!”




  The opening, which was the following evening, was a one-woman show for Sallie Anne Wood, an established egomaniacal diva artist from Charleston.




  “Listen to me, Abigail Thurmond. Sallie Anne Wood has had a thousand shows. She’ll sell enough to make her happy tomorrow night. Right? Look. I cannot resist Rebecca’s

  work! I don’t know why, but I sense an urgency in Rebecca and I think she needs us. I mean, you must agree, Rebecca’s work is rather astounding.”




  “It is that.”




  “God! I wonder what she could do in oil! She’d be biblical! Rebecca at the Well! Great thundering Zeus! I remember that from the show at the Chagall Museum in Nice. Women of the

  Old Testament! Matriarchs in Search of Motherhood! I wish you had been with me then . . .”




  “Me too. Huey? This is still a problem, you know. You cannot possibly expect Sallie Anne to walk in here and be happy to see Rebecca’s work hanging in the same gallery on the same

  night as her opening! And, Huey, I know you would not enjoy the cognizi of Litchfield and Pawleys calling you an opportunist, now would you?”




  “I can sell everything Rebecca can paint. Every blessed last piece. And you know it.”




  “Framed or unframed. But, Huey? Darlin’, we hardly know this child! Are you hiring her to be our new framer? She’s an artist, for heaven’s sake! Don’t you think she

  will be insulted?”




  “I’m going to ask her if she’ll be the assistant manager of my gallery.”




  “And who is the manager? You?”




  “Okay! I’ll make her the manager! Happy?”




  “Oh, Huey, Huey, Huey. If you really want this puppy, then I know you’ll have this puppy one way or another. Lord help Rebecca! She’s falling down the rabbit hole and

  doesn’t even know it.”




  





  TWO





  MEET MISS OLIVIA
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  MY darling son, Huey, bought me a corsage to wear to his opening tonight. I don’t have the heart to tell him that

  it’s old hat to wear a corsage these days, so I made him a boutonniere. I picked one perfect gardenia from my own garden, added a sprig of rosemary and wound them together with

  florist’s tape. When I pinned it to his lapel I confess that I became a little weepy, remembering all the times I had pinned them to my late husband Chalmers’s lapel, and, oh well,

  he’s been dead for a thousand years and who cares about that anymore? Life goes on whether you like it or not.




  The reason I chose a gardenia was because Huey is so sweet, but the rosemary is to remind him to never forget to love his mother. You know, in Victorian times, brides would give rosemary sprigs

  to all their family and friends. Even though she was leaving to start a new life, a sprig of rosemary let them know she would never forget them. Don’t ask me who started that bit of

  foolishness. I simply couldn’t tell you. There are so many traditions to honor that it just wears me out.




  The reason I was looking forward to this opening was that I was to meet the young woman Huey has been raving about, this girl Rebecca, an artist from Charleston. Huey hired her just like that!

  Doesn’t even know who her people are! It just seems to me that when you have someone handling your money, you should know all about them. But that’s my boy. He gets an idea that he

  wants thus and so to be thus and so and the next thing you know, it’s thus and so. In all my eighty-four years, I have never met another man so determined to have his own way. All right,

  eighty-six years, and it’s no one’s business.




  My job tonight is to get the poop on Rebecca because my Huey can’t stop flitting around long enough to do it himself. He’s just like a bumblebee in a garden of blooms, darting from

  one budding beauty to the next. Ah well, that little weakness in his deportment is also why he’s so good at selling paintings. Huey just loves people and artists most especially. Probably

  because, and I mean this in the most charitable way, it’s all my Huey can do to draw his breath! Oh, Lordy! That’s a little art joke, you know.




  After I looked at all the paintings, I had to agree with Huey’s enthusiasm for Rebecca’s work. Poor Sallie Anne Wood was sure to have a pebble in her shoe when she arrived and saw

  Rebecca’s paintings all hung in the framing area. Huey was clever to install them in the rear of his gallery, well distanced from the show he had put up for Miss Wood. But even though he had

  repainted the front walls in Ralph Lauren’s new ivory metallic paint and had special lighting adjusted for each of Miss Wood’s canvases, it just didn’t help one fig. Miss Wood was

  a fine painter, a competent artist to be sure, but Lord have mercy, did the world need another painting of a beach path with palmettos?




  Rebecca’s watercolors grabbed you and held you. Period. End of story. And Sallie Anne Wood’s work was lovely but it would never keep you up at night. Well, I hoped there

  wouldn’t be a catfight between the two of them. You know how artists can be. I would simply flatter Miss Wood to pieces when she arrived and hope for the best.




  So after I had my little tour, Huey and Byron, his houseman, propped me up here in this chair like the reigning queen. I don’t like to get knocked around, and heaven knows, there must be

  two hundred people expected here tonight. Why in the world I would want to meet all these people eludes me, but Huey insists that I am his good luck charm, so I haven’t missed an opening

  since he started up this business. I try to be gracious, but so many people! It is a little annoying, and besides, these days I feel a little more tired. I keep telling him that my get up and go

  got up and went. He just smiles and asks me what color my dress is going to be so he can go waste his money on another corsage.




  It certainly would be nice to have a little something to drink.




  I turned to see Huey approaching with a young woman on his arm. It had to be Rebecca, so I sat up straight and smiled to meet her while giving her the once-over in a way that could not be

  detected as a once-over.




  “Mother?”




  “Yes, dear?”




  “This is Rebecca Simms. Rebecca, this is my mother, Miss Olivia.”




  “Well! I am so pleased to know you,” I said. “Huey has told me all about you.”




  “And he’s told me all about you! I am so happy to meet you too.”




  I took her hand and held it for a few moments. She did seem like a very nice person, so tiny, like a Dresden figurine. She had a nice watch and no manicure.




  “Huey? Be a dear and bring your mother a little glass of sherry, won’t you? Then I can have a few minutes with Rebecca. Come sit by me!”




  Rebecca smiled, sat down, and Huey winked at me as he walked away.




  “Now, then. Tell me all about yourself! Where are your parents from?”




  “My parents? Oh! Um, Manning. My family is from Manning. My father was a farmer—cotton and soybeans—and my mother, well, I didn’t know my mother very well.”




  “Oh! I am so sorry. Was she ill? Did she pass away at a young age?” I took the glass from Huey, thanked him and fastened my attention on Rebecca’s face. She had very pretty

  blue eyes, and if she tweezed her eyebrows, one might even notice them.




  “So that’s pretty much the story about my mother,” she said.




  “Oh! I’m sorry, dear. You’ll have to pardon me. I was just thinking you had the prettiest blue eyes I’ve seen in many a day. Yes, you do. Now please indulge me and tell

  me again about your mother.”




  Well, don’t you know she told me that her mother had stayed on her father’s farm just long enough to get her out of diapers? She left town with a cigarette salesman and ran off to

  Spartanburg and then Santa Fe, New Mexico. It broke her father’s heart but at least the hussy had the consideration to leave a pantry filled with hundreds of mason jars of bottled string

  beans, corn, tomatoes, chow chow, bread-and-butter pickles and two kinds of jam—peach and strawberry. Her mother died of a lady cancer before Rebecca was twelve, not that she ever did the

  poor child a lick of good as a role model, and her death? Well, it served her right. Jezebel.




  “My! Goodness! Gracious sakes alive! Some people in this world . . .” I just shook my head and she nodded in agreement.




  “It’s the truth. I don’t know how some people live with themselves.”




  “So then your daddy raised you?”




  “Well, I guess, but my grandparents moved in and helped. They were wonderful people. My daddy worked by his father’s side every day, and then there was a drought that lasted for four

  or five years. Daddy saw that he couldn’t support us with what the farm was bringing in, so he quit farming and rented the land to somebody else. Finally, my granddaddy retired and my daddy

  opened up a Tastee-Freez and ran it for years. He would laugh and say there was more money in corn dogs and push-ups than there was in a zillion acres of cotton.”




  “And he never married again?”




  “No. No, he didn’t. I think he was so embarrassed by what Momma did that he swore off women forever. Manning is a pretty small town, you know.”




  “Yes, but it’s so lovely. I can remember trips with Chalmers, going up Highway 301 when all the wisteria was in bloom . . . It was just breathtaking.”




  “Yes. It still is, I imagine.”




  “Rebecca?”




  “Yes, ma’am?”




  “You are a very talented painter. I’d wager a bet that every single one of your paintings walks right out the door tonight. When Sallie Anne Wood gets here and sees them she’s

  going to, well, the poor dear. Let’s just be very nice to her.”




  “Don’t worry, Miss Olivia, I’ll just reach down in my psychoanalytic bag of tricks and fix her right up!”




  “What? Psychoanalytic bag of tricks? Whatever do you mean, child?”




  “Oh, a thousand years ago, I got my Ph.D. in psychology from Carolina. I worked in HR for Wal-Mart for a year, but then I married Nat and the babies started to come and that all went out

  the window . . . You know what I mean?”




  “Rebecca? Would you mind refilling my glass? I am so parched tonight!”




  “Oh! I’m sorry! I should’ve noticed!”




  She hopped up and left me in a dither. HR? Who was Nat? What babies? Huey told me she was living in a condo at Litchfield Beach! He didn’t say a word about her having a husband and family.

  Had she run off and left them like her mother did? I reached in my purse for a mint and tried to compose myself. I knew I was getting worked up and even though that fool doctor at the Medical

  University in Charleston said I was fit as a fiddle, I knew that getting riled wasn’t good for my heart. Mercy! A husband and children! Do you see what I mean about my Huey? She might be a

  good painter, but she also might go crazy and shoot the place up! Oh! My stars, Olivia! The girl’s not a crazy person! Yes, I had developed the unattractive habit of talking to myself

  out loud, but you can tell me about it when you’ve reached my age and not before. Now, where was I? Well, here she comes with my drink and it was time for me to gather myself together and get

  to the bottom of it.




  “Oh, thank you, Rebecca!” It looked like she was going to leave again so I said, “Now sit here with me for few minutes.”




  “Actually, Byron wanted me to help him.”




  I patted the seat and she sat.




  “Let him open all the wine bottles himself! That’s what he gets paid for! I want to hear about your husband and children. Are they here with you at Litchfield?”




  “No. Oh, Miss Olivia, it’s a long and complicated story and I don’t think you would really want to hear it. Honestly.”




  “Rebecca? I am so glad I still have my hearing that I’d listen to a politician! And let me tell you this. At my age, I have heard just about every story there is to tell. You cannot

  shock me.” I put my drink down on the table and folded my hands in my lap, indicating that I expected to hear her full story.




  “I feel awful that I might burden you with my mess on a night like this.”




  “Come on now, I’m not getting any younger.”




  “Well, all right then.” She took a deep breath and blurted it all out at once. “Just ten days ago, the day after my children left for their summer camps, I was served with a

  summons for divorce and a complaint alleging that I was an unfit mother. The next week I found myself in court and the judge granted full custody of the children and the house to Nat. So I packed

  up my watercolors, which Nat and the children made fun of all the time, and came to Litchfield to stay in my friend’s condo until I could get my brains together. That’s the story. The

  kids are in camp, Nat’s in the house and I’m here.”




  She shrugged her shoulders, her chin began to quiver and her eyes became bloodshot and watery. She didn’t make a single sound, but the tears spilled over her eyelids in a flood, washing

  right down her face and neck. My heart just sank. I felt like crying too. It was inconceivable that this talented, soft-spoken, genteel woman before me was an unfit mother. She was a precious girl

  and that man of hers had done her dirty. And why had I made her reveal herself? Oh! Sometimes I was so nosy. There I had been thinking that she was going to swindle my Huey and the fact was that

  she had been swindled out of her own home and children. I reached in my purse and handed her my handkerchief.




  “Thank you. I’m so sorry. I just don’t know why or how it even happened. I never saw it coming. One day I was sewing name tags in my children’s socks and the next day I

  was . . . my whole life was gone.”




  She took a long breath and I wondered what in the world I could say to her. There had to be more to the story. I knew that much. I felt perfectly wretched.




  “Rebecca. Dear child. You must say that you will forgive me. I am so deeply sorry that I pried into your personal life. I had no right to do it. And I had no

  idea you had suffered such a tragedy. I just wanted to know who you were. Now, you go wash your face and let’s just forget about our discussion for the rest of the

  night.”




  The gallery was beginning to fill with guests. That considered, it seemed to me that the best solution was to sweep the whole business under the rug for the night and deal with it in the light

  of day. She went to the powder room and to help that bossy boots, Byron, and I went to find my Huey. He was easy to spot. After all, he had been shopping in the husky boys department at

  Belk’s since he was twelve years old, bless his heart.




  “Mother! Come say hello to Sallie Anne Wood!”




  It was small comfort that her mother had not named her Sandy. Or Sandal. Or Cherry.




  “Hello, my dear,” I said and extended my hand to her, which was a peculiar habit of the younger generation. In my day, a lady never shook hands. To begin with, we wore gloves, thank

  you. “Congratulations on your beautiful show!”




  “Oh, thank you, Miss Olivia, and it’s lovely to see you again.”




  “And to see you also . . .” No sooner did the words tumble from my lips than she began to scout the room, her eyes drawn to Rebecca’s paintings in the very rear of the gallery.

  There was going to be the devil to pay, I thought, and then decided to keep an eye on her. She released Huey’s arm and began to work her way toward Rebecca’s work. I took my boy’s

  arm and pulled him down so I could whisper in his ear.




  “I have to . . . I have to speak with you, son,” I said. Well, he could tell that I was upset, and so we slipped into his office for a moment, closing the door behind us.




  “Mother? What ever is the matter? The gallery is filled with . . .”




  “Huey? Don’t reprimand me! I know exactly what is and what is not occuring on the other side of that door! This is of the utmost importance or else I would never have asked you . .

  .”




  “Oh, I’m sorry, Mother! Of course! Tell me what it is. Please.”




  He took a deep breath and I looked up at him and thought here is my unmarried son, who, for his own reasons we do not discuss, will never give me grandchildren. Would he possibly be sympathetic

  to Rebecca’s woes? But when I told him the story as I knew it, he reacted as I hoped he would.




  “Miss Olivia?”




  I loved it when he called me that because it meant we were in it together, whatever the it happened to be at the moment.




  “Yes?”




  “Here is what I think. I think we don’t have all the facts. And most importantly, I refuse to allow you to become all upset over this until we know what has happened to her. But I

  agree with you. It doesn’t sound right or seem right. Rebecca? Unfit? No, no. Can’t be. When this evening is over, we will have Rebecca out to the house for dinner. Maybe tomorrow

  night. And then we will speak to her without all these distractions. If what you say is true, it is time for our Miss Abigail to come out of retirement. It’s that simple.”




  I was so relieved, just so relieved. I just nodded my head and thought that one more sherry would be very nice. Huey opened the door and led me back to my chair. Sallie Anne Wood was working her

  way through the crowd, took Huey’s arm and led him away to Rebecca’s paintings. Her hair was in flames—well, not literally, of course. I strained to make out her words by lip

  reading from across the room, which was a difficult task as there were people in the way.




  Byron brought me a tiny glass and put it by my side.




  “What’s happening, Byron?”




  “Miss Wood’s a little bit furious, I think. But don’t you worry yourself, Miss Olivia. Huey can handle her.” Byron was a nice man, really. Well, at least he was

  solicitous. I drained the miserable little thimble of a drink in one sip and looked over at Huey and Sallie Anne. She was waving her arms and carrying on like a banshee and my poor Huey was staring

  at his shoes, just letting the prima donna rant and rave like she was Monet’s little sister. People nearby were watching them from the corner of their eyes and smiling at her public display

  of displeasure. She was well within her rights to be provoked with Huey, I will admit that much, but Huey’s lapse in judgment did not excuse her own bad manners. No one, but no one,

  was going to dress down my boy in public.




  “Give me your arm, Byron, and help me up this instant!”




  “Yes, ma’am!”




  I went right up and stood in between them, putting my hand on Huey’s arm in a show of support.




  “Now, see here!” I said and looked her square in the face. “What’s all this fuss about?”




  “Ooh!” the diva said and started to turn on her heel and flounce away, but I stopped her.




  “I don’t think I can quite believe my eyes,” I said.




  “What?” she said, spinning back to face me.




  “Mother!” Huey said. “I can handle . . .”




  “Hush! Now, Miss Wood, were you about to turn your back on me and walk away? Is that possible?”




  “Well, I . . .”




  She became very flustered, little bits of her spearmint LifeSavers–scented spittle flying in every direction. I imagine little old ladies didn’t take Sallie Ann Wood to the woodshed

  very often. Wood to the woodshed? Perfect!




  “Sallie Anne’s upset with me, Mother and I don’t . . .”




  “Huey! Hush, son!” I took a deep breath and looked back to her face for an explanation. “Well, Miss Wood?”




  “I’m sorry. This is supposed to be a one-woman show and it’s not,” she said. “I have never been so humiliated in all my . . .”




  “Oh, psssh! Settle yourself down and stop huffing and puffing! What is there to be humiliated about? Huey, how many of Sallie Anne’s paintings have you sold?”




  “Eleven! And six more are on hold! I mean, Sallie Anne, don’t you think that’s incredible?”




  “Son, that is incredible! Aren’t you pleased, Miss Wood?”




  “I want another ten percent for this outrage and a feature article in Myrtle Beach Magazine.”




  “Done!” Huey said.




  “Christmas issue!”




  “I’ll try,” Huey said.




  Sallie Anne took a deep breath and smiled as wide as she could, revealing some rather dilapidated dental work. “It’s a pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Valentine!” She

  walked away, her sense of self-importance fully restored.




  “Ridiculous woman,” I said for Huey’s ears alone.




  “You were wonderful, Mother.”




  “Anytime, son.” Let’s face it, Sallie Anne Wood wasn’t the first bully I’d dealt with on my son’s behalf.




  “Come, let me get you a victory drink.”




  “Well, all right.”




  Huey poured me a healthy portion from his private stash and helped me take my seat again. I drank it all up like a good girl, and I declare, the gallery had become so warm and comfortable that I

  drifted off to sleep and unfortunately into a terrible dream that a soldier from the north was trying to kidnap me and take me away. He said he wanted to marry me. I was too young! He said it

  didn’t matter to him. I was terrified.




  I cannot leave my family! I do not want to go to Connecticut! My daddy would die if I left the plantation! What? Unhand me! You brute! If this is what Yankees are like . . . I will throw

  myself in the river! I swear it!




  I felt someone shaking my arm and looked up into Rebecca’s face.




  “Miss Olivia? Are you all right?”




  The gallery was nearly empty. I had slept through the entire party.




  “Of course! Of course!” I straightened myself and smoothed my hair, which had become a little tangled and was no doubt in disarray. “It’s time for me to go

  home.”




  “Huey is very happy,” she said.




  “And why is that?”




  “Well, he sold several of my paintings and almost all of Sallie Anne’s.”




  She helped me to my feet and I ran my hands over the skirt of my dress, thinking I must have been some sight. Suddenly, I remembered what Rebecca had told me earlier. Then along came Abigail and

  Huey. Abigail so sophisticated in all black and Huey so angelic in all white. It made me choke up a little to think they would probably never marry. They were a study in opposites, which is

  probably why they so enjoyed each other’s company. People were always drawn to that which they did not possess.




  “Miss Olivia? Let me take you to the car,” Abigail said. “We are closing up now.”




  All at once I became quite provoked with my son.




  “Huey! Huey! How could you let me sleep like that? In front of all those people?”




  “Mother? You were so comfortable and even smiling in your sleep! And besides, I didn’t know you didn’t want to rest!”




  Sometimes Huey tried my patience, I can tell you that.




  I took Abigail’s arm and turned back to Rebecca.




  “Rebecca? I like you, sweetheart and I think your husband has done a terrible thing. A heinous thing! We simply cannot let him get away with this! I think I might have to cut a

  switch and go down to Charleston and tan his hide!”




  Abigail, who didn’t know a thing but soon would, looked at Rebecca and said, “Honey? You don’t know Miss Olivia and I have no idea what’s she’s talking about, but

  when she starts talking about cutting a switch, you may as well head for high ground! Looks like we’re in for the storm of the century.”
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  NAT was gone long before we separated. The happiness in his eyes flickered, faded and went blank. It just went blank. My

  perfect family began to fall apart.




  Do you know how there are conversations, disagreements and even verbal slights that wound you so badly you remember everything about them? The mere thought of them evokes a sweat. You recall the

  heaviness of the blue denim shirt you were wearing, or you can still smell the chicken you were roasting. You can envision the dirty dishes in the sink and feel what the temperature was. You relive

  those kinds of memories in a physical power surge, and all the knots you felt when they happened are suddenly alive and in your present.




  In the days Nat loved me, he would glide through the door in the evenings, happy to be home. How was your day? Where are the kids? What’s for dinner? Oh! Wait till I tell you what

  happened! No! I’ll save that for later! Anything in the mail? How are you? Let me give my wife a kiss . . .




  For years, we spoke the same words, asked the same questions that filled the air of a thousand homes in Charleston. Dusk would settle in, covering us in its delicious glow of contentment.

  Another day of work was ending and we were all safe and with each other. We would have supper, clean the kitchen together as a family. Then Nat and I would put the children to bed. Most nights we

  would watch a movie or read together, turning in before midnight, sleeping like spoons.




  One day, without warning, the pot-stirring hag slipped through the walls and began to skulk in our shadows. Nat began to miss dinner all the time, claiming business reasons. He went to every

  Clemson football and basketball game and took the children, not me, saying he needed some time with them alone to make up for all the weeknights he was out. I hated football anyway, so at first I

  didn’t mind. But over time, they returned from Birmingham or wherever the Clemson team played and communicated with references and inside jokes that didn’t include me. Sami covered her

  walls in Clemson sports memorabilia—pennants, programs, posters—and she announced that her life’s ambition was to be a Clemson cheerleader. Evan was going to be a quarterback.




  I became the target of constant criticism. My small flaws became large issues. The issues became irreconcilable. The air turned rancid and its stench blew and hissed in my direction on

  the breath of Nat and the children.




  Like any mother, I urged Samantha and Evan to do their homework, pick up their clothes and put them in the hamper, put their glasses in the dishwasher and turn out lights when they left a room.

  Nat used to say, Do as your mother says. Somewhere along the line he began to ask me why I nagged them so much. Eventually he said these things knowing the children heard him. Wipe up the

  counter, Sami became You’d better wipe up the counter, Sami, or SHE will go completely crazy.




  The children started calling me a nag, and Nat would say nothing. Later I watched his lips curl into a smile as they hurled words and insults at me I never would have spoken to anyone.




  They say that domestic abuse starts with sarcasm, then yelling. Next the shoving begins and then one day it’s a slap, then a punch. Women are murdered all the time because rage goes out of

  control. Nat raged over nothing. He began to say things like, This is my house and I can act any way I want. I would reply, There’s no place in a civilized world where you or I can

  act any way we want. His grumbling increased in exponential leaps with each rebuttal. Soon we were barely speaking. Then the pivotal event occurred.




  One day this past spring I put together a barbecue for the kids and their friends. School was almost out for the year. I was grilling what seemed like hundreds of hamburgers, slipping them in

  buns and arranging them on trays. The yard was crawling with youth, calling out to each other as they jumped in and crawled out of the pool. Sami was wearing a bathing suit that I thought was too

  skimpy. I just didn’t think that a fifteen-year-old girl needed to wear an underwire padded bra top with a teensy bottom that barely stayed tied on the sides.




  Every time I would ask her to tighten her bottom, Nat would snicker at me. It was very hot and humid and the heat from the grill made the outdoor cooking almost unbearable. I became fed up with

  him and his snickering and lost my temper.




  “What’s so funny?” I said.




  “You. You’re funny. Don’t you realize she doesn’t give a shit what you think?” He moved his face very close to mine and said in a low voice, “No one does,

  Becca. No one.”




  “Know what, Nat?” I whispered back to him. “You’re a shit.”




  I could see that little vein in his forehead start to twitch, the one that twitched when he got angry. I didn’t think he would do anything crazy because we were surrounded by teenagers. I

  was wrong. He picked up a hamburger, still hot from the grill, and pressed it into my face with a shove.




  “Nat!”




  “You repulse me,” he said and walked away.




  You repulse me.




  Those words would bang around the inside of my head forever.




  From that moment on, we were finished. Our intimate life ceased to exist. But I wouldn’t give up. I begged Nat to make love to me, and when he gave in, he treated me like a whore. I had

  hoped that kind of closeness would bring some apology or some words of regret from him. But he never said a thing. When I finally said, Why? he looked at me with a blank face and said,

  You’re pathetic. The sadistic pleasure he took in insulting me in the most vulnerable moment was stark and plain. Still, I didn’t understand why it was all happening. What had I

  done? I would lie there in a pool of my own tears, and he would leave the bed in a silence of inexplicable disgust to sleep in the guest room.




  I would have done anything to hold my family together. I made their favorite meals. They said dinner sucked. I asked them if they’d like to watch a movie, that they could use pay-per-view

  and choose anything they would like to see. They said no way, they had other plans. No matter what I did or what I offered, it was refused and refused callously with everything from eye rolling to

  snide remarks. By the time Sami and Evan left for their summer camps in Maine, I just held my breath waiting for Nat to deliver the hand grenade. He did not disappoint.




  I came to Pawleys Island as soon as I could and not just to escape the gossip. Like any small city, Charleston’s drums would beat with a jungle-like fervor when there was news of a

  domestic blowup. I could only guess what people were saying about me. After all, what kind of a mother loses her children? Her home?




  A bad one. An unfit one.




  That’s what kept me up at night. Had I become like my own mother? I would call you a liar if you repeated this, but the truth, the deep ugly truth, is that in some secret part of my

  heart, I was relieved to be out of there. I felt so weary and bruised from playing all the mind games with Nat. My children had broken my heart into thousands of pieces. They said they hated me. My

  own children hate me. Can you imagine such a horrible thing? All I had ever done was to love them and try to be a good parent and they hated me for it.




  I had never slapped them or abused them in any physical way. Their clothes fit and were clean, pressed and neatly put away. Every afternoon I greeted them with snacks—some cookies or

  brownies—when they came home from school. I never made personal plans for anything until I knew that their needs were met. I had been den mother to Evan’s Cub Scout troop and class

  mother for Sami at least three times, and I had taken them to Sunday school without fail to be sure they received a religious education. I made beautiful birthday parties for all of them and

  holidays were out of a magazine.




  I volunteered for everything to try to distinguish our family’s reputation. I had been an officer in the Junior League and chaired committees for the symphony and the museum. I had done

  everything I could to make them happy and to set a good example. They hated me.




  Anyone would have wanted to run away—at least, that’s what I told myself. Litchfield Beach was the perfect escape for me.




  My old roommate from Carolina, Claudia Kelly, was the closet thing I had to a best friend. My friends in Charleston were carpool friends, soccer game parents—but that’s what happens

  when you’re raising children. Claudia was the only friend who had survived all the changes in my life. Even though she lived in Atlanta and had a very busy practice in plastic surgery, we

  still managed to stay in touch and to see each other at least once a year. The condo I was staying in at the Crescent was hers. She had always said, Use it! Use it! So, with the subpoena

  still in my hands, I had called her from outside the courtroom. She was as completely surprised by Nat’s shock-and-awe campaign as I was.




  “Becca! That’s outrageous! How can he get away with this?”




  “I don’t know,” I said.




  She said, “You’ll go to the condo at Litchfield and stay there. Don’t tell the son of a bitch where you’re going either. Let him explain to everyone where you are.

  I’ll come down as soon as I can and we’ll figure this out.”




  I knew that there was nothing anyone could do. It seemed to me that Nat had somehow sewn up the whole deal before I even knew what was afoot. The only people he would have to explain my

  whereabouts to were the parents of our children’s friends. Most kids were away at camp, so I wouldn’t be talking to their parents until school started again. And, of course, there was

  his dad, Tisdale, but I was guessing that he already knew. Funny. I hadn’t heard from Tisdale in weeks. Yes, he probably knew.




  I was pretty damned depressed but hiding it quite well, or at least I thought I was. In the tradition of sailors surviving stormy seas, I seized Claudia’s port. I knew that the sight and

  sounds of the ocean would make me feel better. I didn’t know a soul at Litchfield. I would not be bumping into people day and night who would say, Oh, Becca! I heard! We are so sorry! Is

  there anything we can do? You knew in the pit of your guts that all they wanted was a tidbit of juice they could rehash over a gin and tonic with their spouse that night. It may be human nature

  to behave so disingenuously, but I wasn’t ready to face them.




  My plan, as I was driving from Charleston to Claudia’s condo, crying so hard I could hardly see, was to dive into painting. Hopefully I would find some kind of a job to keep myself alive

  and fed until I could sort out my life. And there it was: Huey Valentine’s gallery, right on Highway 17, sitting there like Christmas morning. I had seen the sign that said Oak Lea and

  Gallery Valentine listed among the tenants and pulled over.




  Did I have an inkling that they didn’t sell little statues of shrimp boats made from shells with little peg-legged captains on the bow? No. Did I know that it was a legitimate art gallery?

  No. Did I know he needed a framer? No. Luck! What a wild card. I had often thought about luck. Pretty arbitrary. It was better not to depend on it.




  I was still adjusting to the idea of selling my work and Huey’s excitement over it. And Abigail’s. Last night’s opening had been your basic baptism by fire, but I somehow had

  managed to survive the craziness. I was bone tired, I’ll admit that much. The muscles in my arms ached from making so many frames.




  I was late getting dressed and gathering up other watercolors I hadn’t taken to show Huey the first day. It must have been ninety-five degrees and it was just early morning. The air was

  oppressive and the sun was a burning laser. Just a glance into its face made my eyes stream water.




  I decided to turn on the car and let the air conditioner run for a few minutes to cool it down, and then I would drive to work. The worst part of the car was that it had dark charcoal leather

  seats—a gift of torture from Nat. You don’t know what hot is until your bare legs have been stuck to dark leather seats in a car that’s been baking in the Carolina July

  sun.
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