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To Porter


for all the weeks.


You are my earthly rock, and I love you beyond measure.














CHAPTER ONEMamie







Charleston, South Carolina, 2022


It’s difficult to parse a precarious situation when you’re in the middle of one.


Despite my anxiety and inherent inability to parallel park, I manage to squeeze my Toyota Highlander into a space near the corner of Anson and Society without backing up onto the curb. It’s the Tuesday before Christmas, and I’m picking up the man my roommate Abigay dubbed “Mr. Stunning Portfolio” here at nine o’clock. I rub my palms down my midi skirt, wishing my Smartwater was in the cupholder, and sigh, picturing the bottle on the kitchen counter, condensation now beading its sides. I need my smarts about me today.


The Christmas ringtone on my cell sends my heart to my throat. I snare the phone from the dash. Thankfully, it’s not the man saying he’s going to be late, but Abigay. A mixture of relief and annoyance washes through me.


“Are you already there?” Abigay asks.


“Ye-es. Why are you calling? What if he was here in the car?” I look wildly out the passenger side window to make sure Robert Fitzpatrick’s not standing there peering in at me.


“Because you’re the only person on earth who’s perpetually ten minutes early for everything.”


I sit up straighter and lift my chin. “I prefer to be punctual.”


“Are you obsessing again?”


“A little.”


“About?”


I look up again, but the guy’s nowhere in sight. “About what he looks like.”


“Enough, Mamie. It doesn’t matter if he looks like Beauty’s Beast. He’s just your photojournalist. It’s not like you’re marrying the guy.” I huff a laugh at the Beast reference. And as always, I’m comforted by the rising and falling quality of Abigay’s Jamaican lilt. Even when she’s reproaching me.


“You’re right, you’re right. I know you’re right,” I say to her, as has been our habit since watching When Harry Met Sally. “I just wish I knew what he’s like and how well we’ll partner on the project.”


“No one could not partner well with you. Hey, they’re calling our flight. Gotta buzz, Bee.”


“Safe travels, Bee.” Though we call each other Abs and Mames for short, Bee’s a holdover from our first year at the Savannah College of Art and Design. The college mascot, the bee, was the perfect metaphor for how we saw ourselves: creative, industrious, and collaborative.


Now, Abigay and her fiancé Jake are headed to Vail for a swanky ski trip. But my getaway could be just as exhilarating. It’s my first big assignment as a full-time feature writer for Á La Mode Charleston, a posh and on-trend magazine with a widespread readership. I get to write the inaugural article on the new dressed-for-Christmas Grand Bohemian Lodge in Greenville. Me! Abigay proclaimed it an epic opportunity, one that could meteorically boost my career. Staying at the hotel surrounded by its Native American vibes could alter not only the course of my career but also maybe my life.


It’s now 9:04, and Robert Fitzpatrick’s nowhere in sight. Why is he late? I check my lipstick in the visor mirror, straighten it, and take a cleansing breath. It’s time for a self-pep talk. My managing editor, Farida, said the man who’d relocated from Boston to Charleston had a stunning portfolio and an eye for creating images that tell a story. “He’ll make your words look great,” she’d said. That didn’t offend me. Grabby visuals are essential to a slick piece. They’re what people notice first in a magazine spread. I just hope the project means as much to him as it does to me.


A white cat sitting against the red door of the Greek Revival home on the corner snags my eye. The guy didn’t give me his address, but if he has a house in this neighborhood, he’s obviously doing well. A hopeful first check mark for the photographer’s experience goes into the pro column of my mental list.


At 9:10, I’m dusting the display screens on my dash with one of the wipes I use to clean my glasses. My mouth tastes of stale coffee. It must smell of it too. I rummage through my console for a container of mints. Its label promises three hours of fresh breath, which Waze predicts to be our drive time to the newly hip city of Greenville. A swag of Spanish moss caught between the street signs of Anson and Society sways with the breeze. What a pair those names make. Anson: my real last name and one of Charleston society’s most historical. Because my mother is a snob and I refuse to become her, I took my middle name, Morrow, as my last when I landed the Á La Mode job. Knowing how alliteration makes my heart sing, Abigay gifted me a pretty notebook personalized with Mamie Morrow at the top.


I wait, almost fuming, for Mr. Stunning Portfolio. He’s earned a second check mark on my list, this time in the con column, for his lateness and apparent lack of consideration. Strike one. A UPS truck zooms past, a beribboned wreath affixed to its grill. Christmas falls on Sunday this year. Though we should complete our work before Friday, the magazine offered to pay us to stay on through the holiday in the luxurious lodge. We had both accepted.


With things the way they are with my mother right now, I couldn’t wait to put some highway between us. We’re not on speaking terms. And I have no other family. I broke up with my last boyfriend, the baseball player, when he told me his five-year plan included marriage and two kids. Marriage is the last thing on my mind. Romance could make me take my eye off the ball. I’m “baggage free,” though the back of my car—I tend to overpack—says otherwise.


I’m a good writer.


Abigay and Farida have confidence in me.


I have confidence in me. Cue the Julie Andrews social media meme.


But why is he willing to spend days away from family and friends at Christmastime? He couldn’t be married. Hopefully, his willingness to spend his time in Greenville speaks of his dedication to the assignment.


Still puzzling it out, I look up. And he is there. With his every long stride, my breath comes faster in my throat. What a guy! Sexy aviator sunglasses hide his eyes. But his squared-off shoulders showcase the perfect frame for his elegant and preppy clothes: oxford shirt, loosened silk tie, navy blazer, and hip leather brogues. The right side of my mouth twists into a grin at his footwear. In old Gaelic, “brogues” mean shoes that rough working men wore. And Mr. Stunning Portfolio presents as the antithesis of rough: a man of means. Looking over my car, he eases off his shades. Our eyes meet. My forehead is about four inches from the windshield, so I shrink back and give him a little it’s-me wave. I trade my sunglasses for my regular ones, wishing I could give them a quick cleaning, and gather my long skirt in my fist. I bail out to meet him at the back of the car. Straightening myself to my five feet plus two, I incline my hand. “Hello. I’m Mamie Morrow.”


His grip envelops mine. “Rob Fitzpatrick,” he says, making such prolonged eye contact with me that for a moment the population of Charleston declines to two. His hand feels as if he had just set down a cup of cocoa. His eyes are warm too. Hazel flecked with brown. He takes his hand back and pockets it. I tear my eyes from his and become aware of kids stunting on the sidewalk and cars zipping along the street. “I’m sorry I’m late,” he says. “I was on the phone . . . with my mom.”


“Well.” I pull at the neck of my now too-warm cropped green sweater. “We should still be okay on time.” A pro-column check for his apology goes into my chart. But also a question mark. In light of my non-relationship with my mother, I’m curious about Rob and his “mom.” But his tone had read like water on the pH scale. I fumble for the button that releases the hatch with a whoosh, then lean in to resituate one of my totes before standing back to give Rob access. He’s knuckling at an eye as though a palmetto bug has invaded it. But he seems to blink it away before picking up his medium-sized bag and shoving it in next to my three. Meanwhile, I survey his profile and dark shiny hair. He unshoulders a few small bags and adds them so carefully to the mix that I know they must harbor his camera equipment. The something I’m finding familiar about him clicks. Sam Claflin. I’m dying to text Abigay. Rob Fitzpatrick resembles a cleaner-cut version of the actor who played Billy in the Daisy Jones & the Six series—little stick-out ears and all. Epic handsome. My voice rushes out an octave higher than normal. “I’ve heard so much about you. About your work, I mean.” A blush comes on. “It’s nice to meet you.”


His voice is polite. “You as well. Farida thinks very highly of your writing. And oh,” he says, pointing a pistol-like finger at me, “I really appreciate you driving. My car’s . . . in the shop.”


“You are welcome.” I reach up to close the hatch again. My editor had spoken well of me to him too—woot! We get in the car. Feeling more accomplished, I climb up and into my seat while Rob sets a luscious leather satchel—definitely not vegan leather—on the passenger side floorboard before lowering himself onto the seat. But he grimaces as his knees scrape the dashboard. “Oh. Sorry about that. Scoot your seat back,” I say. “Feel for your little thingy down there.” Little thingy? My blush feels as bright as my hair. Rob gives me a pursed-lipped smile and shakes his head before reaching to adjust his seat.


A helpless giggle bounces inside my chest.


We buckle up.
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I once heard someone say the most effective form of birth control is a Boston accent. But Rob Fitzpatrick’s voice is nice. Deep and manly. How old is he? I’m intrigued by his trace scent of cedar or sandalwood. I bet it’s his shaving cream. He probably uses one of those fancy shaving brushes.


Ahead, we’re confronted with a road-closed sign. When Rob says, “Bang a uey,” I realize I’m hearing Boston speak. A grin plumps my cheeks as I turn to look at him. “I assume that means to make a U-turn?” He returns the grin, and I note that one of his eyeteeth is canted. Don’t people of means in Boston get braces for their kids’ teeth? My mother slapped the metal on mine when I turned ten. But Rob’s tooth works with his grin. The imperfection adds a certain charm. I can’t put my finger on what his breath smells like. It’s kind of woody but oddly . . . floral.


“Of course,” he says, losing the r. “In Beantown, anyway.”


“Is your family there?” He nods briefly, then looks out his window.


Okay, I guess we’re not going to talk about that. I try and net a catchier bug. “So how did you come to choose Charleston?”


He looks straight ahead. “Charleston felt like a safe place to take a jump because of the slower pace. It’s helped me slow down and be more intentional. And the creative community”—his face brightens with the word “creative”—“I’ve never been in a place where there are so many entrepreneurs. It’s great for freelancers. Then there’s the Southern history. The beauty.” He flips a big palm indicating the scenery as we turn onto East Bay Street and head north. He’s smart and thoughtful.


“Charleston’s all that,” I say, checking my side mirrors. “I’m curious about why people relocate. I’ve lived here all my life—except when I was in college. At SCAD. I feel his eyes on me again, flush, and babble on. “So I appreciate your perspective. I’ve been to Boston, but I don’t think it’s a place that I could . . . you know, thrive.” I want to ask where he went to school, but at his silence, I change the subject.


“What do you think of southern accents?” The angle of the winter sun is blinding and hot coming through the window. I readjust my visor and bump the heat down. Rob slips out of his blazer. I spy the tag before he precisely arranges the jacket across his lap (Arrow New York). He gives me a shy smile, and I swear his eyes twinkle behind his shades.


“If angels came to earth, I bet they’d speak with southern accents.”


My heart swells until it feels like it needs its own property line. Never have I ever heard a man say anything remotely that . . . charming, that clever. Or have I? A murky memory stirs and then flutters aside. I know next to nothing about this guy, but he sounds completely sincere.


“That’s . . . sweet,” I manage, my eyes on the road. He gives his left shoulder a small shrug, and it grazes mine. Obliquely, I watch him peer down at his hands, flex them, then tuck them beneath his expensive jacket. But not before I note their worn places. Small stains. White scar lines. I still, then suddenly recall what Helen Keller said about hands. That hands were more honest than faces, that hands were the true windows of the soul. Rob Fitzpatrick’s hands are work-worn. I’d only felt their warmth before. Now his hands don’t jive with my first impression of him. My sense of intrigue takes over. Who is this guy, really?


I have six more days to find out.














CHAPTER TWORob







Mamie Morrow is nothing like I expected, yet everything I hoped.


I figured she’d be older than what her fresh-scrubbed face and casual style put forward. I pictured a stick figure in a suit and heels. Farida said Mamie was a go-getter. And she is that. Her energy could sand the finish off an armoire. From the little business we discussed the first hour, I’m confident she’s a “hundo p” (her expression) into the project that could lead to bigger and better assignments for me in the South.


“Want some tunes?” she asks now.


“Sure.”


She glances at me. “What do you like?”


I smile. “Probably not what you like.”


She lifts her chin in a try-me gesture.


“Hey, we can listen to whatever you want,” I say.


“Okay, but I like the old stuff. Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young, Fleetwood Mac, Joni Mitchell, Steely Dan . . .”


I grin and run a hand through my hair. She’s caught me on the back foot. “So basically, Sirius XM’s The Bridge playlist.”


“Well, I guess so.” She smiles and lifts her chin, then slides her hands to a secure nine-and-three position on the leather steering wheel. “I’m an old soul. I mean, I appreciate Taylor Swift’s stuff and Norah Jones. And eighties pop.” She looks at me before going on. “But it’s the early rock that stirs me.”


Something inside me stirs, turns over, and empties. I don’t dare look at her. But two words tumble out. “Same here. With early rock.” She nods at me and then gives me a look I can’t read before moving to the fast lane to pass a van packed with family. The conversation lags.


“I’ve been told I’m an old soul too,” I say. “My mother said that I came to life more thoughtful and understanding than my pack of brothers. That was the first thing that set me apart from them.” Mamie does have an old-fashioned way about her. She’s proper. The girl talks in a fancy font. Her name’s not one you hear these days. But it suits her. I’ve studied old souls theory, but I’ve never discussed it with anyone. I sneak a look at Mamie, thinking I might bring it up with her this week. But before I know it, all I want to do is try and capture the radiant aura of her profile on film.


She accesses Sirius XM, and an Eagle’s song thumps from the speakers. Mamie’s running a one-sided debate about why we really should be listening to Christmas songs, but my mind’s rebounded to when we shook hands behind the car. A current had bolted up my arm. I’ve never reacted to a woman’s businesslike touch in that way. The connection was much more than physical, at least for me. And I didn’t know what to do with it. Then she reached up to open the hatch, and her cropped sweater rode up. I wrenched my gaze away and pretended I had something in my eye, but not before I caught sight of a band of magnolia-petal skin. That time the current had zapped through me from head to toe. It’s not this girl’s competence I need to worry about, it’s her appeal. Her spontaneity. She’d be too easy to fall in love with. I could screw up our work relationship and wreck the assignment that I badly need to be a success.


The miles pass and we agree to make a pit stop at the first decent-looking convenience store. That proves to be a challenge because Mamie nixes the first three. But back in her car again, hand sanitizer shared and the water bottles we bought installed in the cupholders, I sit back and watch the mile markers and the billboards advertising Jesus as the Reason for the Season, barbeque joints, and where to score guns and ammo for hunting season. It still amazes me that I’m now a geographical southerner. And especially how, after long months working in Charleston, Farida with Á La Mode plucked me from obscurity and awarded me this assignment based on my portfolio. I peek at Mamie, and a flicker of excitement moves through my chest about the week ahead. It could be fun working with a firecracker.


As “Reelin’ In the Years” begins, she startles me from my thoughts. “How old are you, Rob?” She’s just said my name for the first time. Her tongue seemed to curl before the R, making the single syllable richer than anyone ever has. My pulse takes an uptick.


“Thirty-one,” I say, and then blurt out a reflexive “How old are you?” like my social filter’s shot full of holes. She sits taller and gives me that chin lift again.


“I am twenty-six.” Not as young as I thought. The perfect age difference between a man and a woman, in my book. I groan inwardly. But my good Catholic home training steps up. Hail Mary, help me keep my head in the zone. And now I’m thinking in baseball analogies, as if I haven’t been trying to jettison that part of my life. I fumble through my jacket pocket for something to put in my mouth before something else I don’t want to say comes out of it.


“Want a mint?” I ask her. She takes her eyes off the road long enough to regard the rectangle of purple I hold out, then furrows her brow.


“What kind are those?”


“Spencer’s. I order them . . . from the UK.” I sound like a total chowdahead: a Boston blockhead.


“Fan-cy.”


Now I feel like the world’s biggest, fanciest chowdahead. I tear away the end of the wrapper and shake loose a wrapped square. “Try one.”


She wrinkles her fine-boned nose. “What do they taste like? Grape? I’m not a fan of grape.”


“They’re the violet-flavored ones.”


She gives me a knowing look, one I can’t decipher, then takes the mint.


She chews a moment as we listen to Boz Scaggs’s rough falsetto. “They’re good. Violet mints. Who knew?”


My chowdaheaddom slips to a safe level and I smile.


Mamie seems to study the dashboard and then exits from I-385 and into downtown Greenville. “Hey,” she says around the mint, “we’ve made good time. We just have to turn onto Church Street, then make a right on Camperdown Way. What a fun street name to say. Camperdown Way, Camperdown Way. It sounds like a Dr. Seuss thing.” I laugh with her before she eyes my briefcase on the floorboard. “Do you have a copy of the afternoon itinerary with you? Remind me what’s when.” I’m grateful she’s steered the conversation to the project.


“Yah, hang on a sec.”


“I take it ‘yah’ means yes in Boston.”


I grin. “Yah. ‘Yah huh’ means of course. ‘Yah nuh’ means no way.”


She looks at me like I’m an ape who just strolled out of the rainforest and ordered a Manhattan. “I’ll try to rein it in. But I warn you: it’s deeply ingrained.”


But Mamie laughs. “Don’t rein it in on my account. It’ll be fun learning a new language.” She taps her temple. “Good for the brain.”


I laugh and pull out my cell to access the itinerary while we crawl through the midday traffic.


She glances over. “Oh, you have yours on your phone. I printed mine out. I’m old-school about keeping hard copies and using pretty paper planners and notebooks.”


This girl. I read from my cell. “Okay, check-in is between noon and one o’clock. Lunch is at one thirty in the lodge restaurant called . . . Between the Trees. That’s with Annelise, the manager’s assistant, and the others. And at three o’clock, she’s giving us a tour of the lodge.”


“Check, check, and check,” says Mamie.


“After that we’re free. Do you want to meet in the lobby and come up with our game plan for the project?”


“Perf.” She grins and bounces in her seat, her bun of hair bobbling. “This is going to be so fun!”


I laugh at her buzz. She’s like a bumblebee. “I think we’ll have fun with this.”


“I’m psyched about the Native American art décor and collection.”


“Is that a particular interest?” I ask. Her eyes are on the road, though her vision seems to leap miles ahead.


“I had an affinity for it. I mean, in art school. Only recently, though . . . let’s say I’ve developed an appreciation for what it represents.”


Nodding, I turn to look at her, and a memory comes to mind.


She goes on, “You know, the essence of Native peoples . . . from genuine perspectives. The way the artists bring the stories . . . and the wisdom to life.”


While her words about this seem polished by much thought, I’m only just making my connection. She’s quiet for a minute, and in the space, I find a place for my words. “Those are exactly the things I need to capture about the art. Before the pandemic, I went to the Boston Museum of Fine Arts, and there was this exhibition of Native American blankets. They really struck me, the colors and bold patterns. I remember reading that they were woven around the end of the Civil War. And I thought . . . how could all that beauty have come from people who were forcibly removed from their homelands? I felt an incredible respect for them and their art. It’s like a testament to the human spirit. And the creative soul. As a creative, it shook me. I stayed there for over an hour absorbing the vibes. I hope to do that at the lodge.” I slowly look at her.


Mamie regards me, her pretty face full of empathy and understanding. Returning her gaze to the road, she swallows, and I feel it in my own throat. “Spot-on. We can tap into those feelings and make our article transcend what the reader might expect to be a puff piece.”


I peer at her profile. “Yes, that.”


She places a soft fist over her heart and looks at me. “Hey, Fitzpatrick, we just might make a pretty good team.”


I feel like I’ve been given a stamp of approval. One I didn’t know I needed. I’m not just a photographer but a photojournalist. I smile. “Yah, we just might.”


Another reason to focus on the work instead of Mamie Morrow’s charms.














CHAPTER THREEMamie







Camperdown Way curls onto a wide brick promenade. From behind it rises the Grand Bohemian Lodge. My breath catches. Beside me, Rob lets go a low whistle. The online photos hadn’t prepared me for the hotel’s size or rustic grandeur, its many ells and arches, buttresses, and chimney tops. The nearby banks and parking buildings seem to melt away, leaving the GBL to stand alone in the crowning sun.


“It’s”—Rob shakes his head—“way better than I expected.” He twists in his seat and flashes a look at his small bags in the back of the car like he’s dying to get his hands on a camera. I love it. His passion for the work bounces throughout the car.


I’m taking in the exotic sculpture flanking the huge front doors when a young man in a valet’s vest directs me to pull ahead. I let the SUV roll along the brick drive that’s studded uniformly with young trees and handsome iron lampposts. The maples are winter bare now, but the lampposts wear jaunty caps of wreath and ribbon. The job at hand has been the lead horse in my thoughts today, but suddenly, Christmas pulls ahead. My heart brims with the season’s excitement, its expectancy. Then it occurs to me for the first time that I’ll be celebrating with a stranger. But new experiences are good.


Said stranger’s voice registers. “Did Annelise say we could valet the car?”


I rub my forehead. “Oh. Not sure. Maybe. Let’s see.” I put the car in park and roll down my window. A cool wind sweeps inside. A second valet steps up and greets us. “Hello,” I say. “I’m Mamie Morrow on assignment with Á La Mode Charleston, the magazine.” On assignment. I’m only slightly embarrassed by how heady it feels to say the words. The valet, whose name tag reads “Marco,” beams and whips out a device from his jacket. He gives the screen a look and several thumb punches.


“Yes, Ms. Morrow and Mr. Fitzgerald. Welcome to the Grand Bohemian Lodge.”


Rob whips off his aviators and leans into my side like a right tackle. His words crackle past me. “Fitzpatrick. My name is Rob Fitzpatrick.”


“Sorry about that, sir,” Marco says, and types something on his device. “Fitzpatrick. Yes, Miss Annelise has you registered for complimentary parking.” Though a whiff of Rob’s annoyance still hangs in the air, he seems mollified. We get out, stretch our legs, and meet the valet around the back of the car. He’s already busy loading our bags onto a pristine bellman’s cart. It’s so exciting to be among the first people to stay at the hotel for its inaugural Christmas holiday. I collect my purse and hand Marco my keys. Rob grabs a small bag, from which he extracts a smart-looking camera. It’s colder here than in Charleston, and the chill sneaks right through my clothes. I’m glad I brought my winter coat. It’s cloth and a fun, cheery red. Maybe I’ll buy a scarf to wear with it while I’m here.


Mr. Fitzpatrick and I enter the lodge and are met by a massive chandelier made of antlers—I’m guessing elk by their broadness. A rule of decorating is to draw the eye upward. Whoever designed the lodge knew a thing or two. Beyond the chandelier squats a huge four-sided fireplace made of river rock. On the hearth that faces the front door, a mother and a young child wearing a Santa hat sit stirring what must be cups of cocoa with hooky candy canes.


Oh, my word, bookcases full of old volumes rising to the ceiling. My gaze wants to be everywhere at once in the magnificently adorned lobby, but Marco, who has taken command of our cart, extends an arm to the left of the fireplace. “Registration’s this way. They’ll be right with you.” He stands with one foot on the cart: a sentinel.


Rob’s moving around the magnolia-garlanded fireplace snapping photos. A trio of well-heeled women in fur coats holding champagne flutes aloft sashay by. They catch sight of Rob and survey him as though he’s on the dessert menu. He’s definitely fine. Thankfully, before I take that notion any further, a dark-skinned young man with braids done up in a bun slips through a hidden doorway and into place behind the desk. Rob appears beside me, his face unreadable. The man introduces himself as Kwame and extends to us a professional welcome to the Grand Bohemian. He gets Rob’s name right. I wonder if it’s possible that Kwame received a transmission from Marco with the correct information in the approximately three and a half minutes since we arrived.


I hope that Annelise and the others have had Rob’s name correctly noted all along. Because his earlier excitement and the connection we made have gone quiet. I can’t fault him. I’d felt self-important—which is not like me but like my mother—when I dropped the magazine’s name. Rob probably feels as if his name is already printed wrong on the pages of the article. To try and cheer him, I nudge the side of one of his long brogues—almost twice as long as my sneaker—and point out a God-tall glittering Christmas tree. I lean toward him and whisper, “Did Sasquatch sling that thing on his back and carry it all the way from Oregon?” When he grins and breathes a little laugh, I’m ridiculously glad. The photographer needed a recharge. For both our sakes. A high-octane afternoon brews.


Kwame hands us key cards to rooms on the third and fourth floors. Me on the third, Rob on the fourth. Thank goodness. If we’d had adjoining rooms, I might have been tempted to listen to him bump about, imagining what he sleeps in. Or if his chest is furry and dark like his hair.


I look furtively around as though I’ve said the words aloud and am relieved when Marco asks if we’re ready. He shepherds us past a wall of glass cases full of elaborate Native American jewelry that he says is part of the permanent collection. I stop short when a silver piece, a sturdy bracelet, grabs me by the shoulders. Marco is going on about the permanent collection versus the collection that is for sale in the gallery, but he stops his bellman’s patter and the luggage cart when he notices my preoccupation. “This is so much like one I’ve seen,” I say, willing my hands away from pressing against the glass.


“There are a lot of them here,” Marco says.


I relax my shoulders and step back from the glass.


“So many skilled craftsmen,” says Rob.


“Will you get a shot of that bracelet, please?” I ask him. Not that I’ll forget where it is. I smile at Rob when he complies. “I’m excited for the tour this afternoon.” The tour and later, time to myself, to wander the lodge. To me, viewing art is a highly personal affair. With someone else, it’s like they’re reading a book over my shoulder, like they’re taking part of my experience for their own, tincturing my experience with theirs.


The elevator walls are covered in small bone-colored hexagonal tiles. A coppery row forming a border near the ceiling isn’t tile but what looks like pennies. Marco resumes his patter. “Those are facsimiles of Native American Buffalo coins,” he says as though he minted them himself. “The real ones would be too valuable to glue in the elevators.”


“Cool,” Rob and I say in tandem, then share a grin. At my floor, Rob palms Marco a five-dollar bill and tells him he will make his own way to his room. He collects his few bags from in between all of mine, and then Marco and I move out with the cart.


Rob calls out to me, “See you downstairs at 1:25?” I straighten my purse strap. Five minutes would be enough time to hustle to the restaurant with about a minute to spare. Marco readjusts his grip on the cart. I can do this. If Morrow and Fitzpatrick are to be a team on equal footing, I can’t micromanage things.


“Sure, 1:25,” I chirp as the big doors slide closed.
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Marco inserts my card into the lock of room 325. Expectation fills my chest. But the card is met with a red light. As he continues to try the card, I notice a small owl figure above my room number and trace it with my forefinger. Why are you here, little one? Marco opens the door and rolls the cart inside.


The first thing I notice in my suite is the starkness of the white walls and how they contrast with the eye-popping emerald green of the padded king-sized headboard. I hand Marco the ten I had tucked in my skirt pocket for that purpose this morning and thank him as he goes.


Across from the bed, two gray leather club chairs flank a marble-topped table, its base a sculptured tree trunk. A nice spot to work or to eat breakfast. Computer and phone charging stations have been thoughtfully and precisely placed. Smiling like a fool, I toe off my fashion sneakers, my favorite teal ones, and pad barefoot across the green-and-gray hatched carpeting to the bathroom. Squee! I’m a guest of the Grand Bohemian Lodge! The marbled bath is well-appointed and boasts a shower that could accommodate Santa and all nine of his reindeer.


I head back into the room and survey a counter lined with sleek kitchen gadgets, including an espresso machine. I feel like Iris Simpkins in The Holiday seeing Amanda Woods’s home. Marco had called this a media room—like for the press, which I guess is me—woot!—with a Juliet balcony. I move to the window and throw open the sliding glass door. Thankfully, when I look down, no distracting Romeo wearing a velvet doublet calls to me, but the rush of a river does. The Reedy River! I stand, my hands on the railing, inhaling the blue-green smell. The falls splash merrily over boulders made smooth over time. Because the copse of trees along the side of the lodge are winter bare, I’m afforded the perfect view of Falls Park on the Reedy and downtown Greenville. Its mix of old and swanky-topped new buildings seems to vibrate with commerce. The pedestrian bridge, named the Liberty, links what they call the green at the side of the Grand Bohemian with the heart of the city. Even from my December perch, the grass is green and looks as smooth as a shaven cheek. The park beyond the bridge is dotted with color, people in parkas and scarves. Young children weave bright threads throughout.


I wonder if Rob is taking in the view from the floor above me and what of the vista he’s likely photographing instead of resting for a few. I can’t wait to wake up here tomorrow, maybe drag my duvet out here to the balcony and sip an espresso while reading the new novel I brought. My heart swells with gratitude for the days ahead and what they may bring.


Abruptly, I’m worn out from sensory stimulation: meeting Rob, riding side by side with him in the car for three hours, and our arrival at the GBL. At first I thought I might have overshared too much about myself with him, and way too soon. But when he opened up his feelings about the creative souls of Native American people, I felt we had made a real connection. And what we shared can’t help but make the article better.


I locate my phone where I left it on the bathroom vanity and set a thirty-minute timer. I climb onto the middle of the vast bed and starfish face down. I read somewhere that Indigenous peoples believed starfish symbolized regeneration, renewal, and self-sustainability. I should make this a daily practice. I begin with a deep seven-second-in, seven-second-out breathing pattern.


But the plethora of Native American elements that await me downstairs seize my thoughts and send them spiraling back to the real reason I’m here.














CHAPTER FOURRob







It’s tough for an English major from a city college to land a job in the field they love, but someone forgot to tell me. I’ve busted my hump working since high school. But I’m here. And on the brink of actually making a living from photography. I sit on the balcony of the sleekest room I’ve ever seen, my legs stretched out over the railing. Sighing with pleasure, I survey the heart of the city, decked out in the reds, greens, and golds of Christmas. My Canon R6 with a telephoto lens rests next to me on a side table.


I wonder what Mamie’s doing downstairs. Probably precisely placing all her things or scribbling in one of her “pretty notebooks.” I smile and shake my head. Despite her boho vibe, any chowdahead could tell she comes from money. She’s polite and articulate but unpretentious. I like that.


Below, an elderly couple plods across the Liberty Bridge. They’re holding hands. But from where I sit, it doesn’t look like the grip is for support but because they’re happy together. Laughing, they turn and look at each other. They are the most interesting subjects on the bridge. I’d wager they’ve been in love for a lifetime. I reach for my camera, but melancholy suddenly fills my gut and flushes away my inspiration. In the car, Mamie asked me about my family. Wishing I had something better to tell her, I kept silent, my mouth as parched as my past.


Remembering that feeling, I go back inside to snare a big bottle of complimentary Smartwater, then down half of it. The bedside clock reads 1:20. A text notification wakes up my cell. I pick it up: Mamie. What, when we traded phone contacts, made me not include her last name? Was it a harbinger that our partnership would transcend business? I like the intimacy of her first name on my screen. Abruptly, I’m back in high school study hall scribbling Olivia O’Keefe’s name inside my three-ring binder. I hold the phone in my palm and read: Are you ready, Fitzpatrick?


I grin. No girl has ever called me that before.


The three dots pulse on the screen. She’s waiting, probably bouncing on the toes of her little sneakers. I type: Be there in . . . about ten. I laugh out loud, picturing her outraged expression, and pocket my phone. I take a whiz and wash my face.


I reach for the elegant Satchel & Page briefcase my old friend Seamus gave me the day I left Boston.


I sling the wide strap over my shoulder and square it.
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Mamie stands in the elevator niche at lobby level. I figured she’d be levitating, but she’s utterly still before a huge portrait of a braided and feathered chief, or maybe it’s chieftain. He’s elegant, and where you’d expect fierceness, there’s a gentleness about his eyes and a suggestion of a smile on his lips. I wish I knew what it is about the portrait that could make Mamie forget even for a millisecond about being on time for our lunch appointment. “Hi,” I say.


She jumps about a foot and then looks at her watch. “Robert Fitzpatrick! It’s only 1:24. You freaked me out! Not funny. I’m going to take a broom after you!”


Take a broom after me? I chuckle and shrug. “’Tis the season to be merry.”


She covers an expanding grin with tapering fingers. Then she pockets her hand and takes a deep breath. “We can be merry later. Let’s go.”


“After you.” The lobby’s beautiful, but with Mamie in the lead, the scenery improves at every turn. She’s taken down her hair—the color of the finest apricot jam—so that it flows over her shoulders. Have mercy. I trail the flowery scent that seems to emanate from her hair and watch her lean into her business persona. Her neck lifts and her walk loses its girlish bounce. Her strides are smooth. She looks to her left and right, offering people gentle smiles or nods. As we approach the art gallery, which seems to be the heart of the lobby, she slows until I’ve drawn up beside her. A signboard on an easel lets us know the Western landscapes of Harper Howard are on exhibition. “Look at this work,” Mamie whispers as we weave through the space. I’ve only known her for a morning, but that’s all I need to guess how torn she must be between stopping before the art and getting to the restaurant on time.


A stocky weathered-looking man in a feathered fedora booms a greeting from the restaurant entrance. “Welcome, travelers! Right this way,” he says before removing his hat and introducing himself as Vaughn Reagan, the lodge manager. “Meet my team. Isla Collins, the finest, fine art curator south of the Mason-Dixon line. And Annelise Morrisey, my assistant extraordinaire.” Mamie and I exchange handshakes all around. Isla’s a tiny brunette in a black dress and pine-tall platform heels. A slip of a girl, my mom would call her. Annelise is a tall blonde with tortoise-shell-looking plastic glasses frames like Mamie, and she is dressed a lot like her, minus the sneakers.


“Look at the snowy owl,” Mamie says to me, gesturing with wide-eyed reverence to a vivid blue-and-white acrylic.


“The stairs below the owl lead down to Spirit & Bower, our special whiskey bar,” Mr. Reagan says. “If you enjoy a fine glass, be sure and check out our cellar.”


“Absolutely will,” I say as Mamie echoes my comment with, “I love whiskey.” A woman drinking whiskey is seriously sexy. What’s next from this girl?


We move into the restaurant that’s filled with the smells of garlic and butter. Looking up, I notice how the light fixtures resembling bundles of arrows perfectly highlight the wide-plank wood floors. They’ve spared no attempt at authenticity or expense on this place. “What does the name ‘Between the Trees’ signify?” Mamie asks.


“Nice, isn’t it?” says Isla. “The name comes from a John Muir quote. ‘Between every two pines is a doorway to a new world.’ Some say the new world represents enchantment. Others say it refers to opportunities and perspectives.”


“Oh, that’s sublime,” says Mamie. “The Grand Bohemian is certainly a new world for me.” She flashes me a look and hurries to add, “For Rob and me, I mean. We’re a team.”


Isla smiles at us, a glint of curiosity in her eyes.


“Yah, we’re eager to get started,” I say, nodding at the group.


Isla welcomes a couple that Annelise says are prospective art clients and invites them to join us. We take seats at a long table. Vaughn is talking with Isla and the clients at one end. At my end, Annelise and Mamie talk about girl stuff. About how their hair looks decent this time of year without the humidity. Like I’m not even sitting there within earshot. When Annelise whispers to Mamie—just loud enough for me to hear—about the cooling boyshort undies advertised on Facebook and how they changed her life, I speak up. “Hey. This isn’t stuff dudes need to know.” I give them a dark look, shake my head, and pick up my menu. Annelise responds to something Isla’s saying. But Mamie gives me a guilty look and mouths, Sorry. And just like that, her pretty lips are my sole focus. I watch her read her menu and purse her mouth in different ways. Her bottom lip is fuller than the top—


“Robert,” Mr. Call-me-Vaughn Reagan says.


My head bolts back. I stare at the man and manage to get out, “Yes?”


“I understand you’re from Boston.”


I feel Mamie’s eyes on my face. Did Vaughn catch me studying her? “Yah. Right. I grew up there. I relocated to Charleston eight months ago.”


“You follow the Red Sox?”


I give him a sporting smile. “Sure.”


“Good American League team. One of the best.”


I nod at Mr. Reagan as the waitress asks for my order just before I have to discuss the Sox. Since Annelise had consulted the lodge’s PR agency and they had laid out the specs and parameters for our work with Á La Mode, the rest of lunch is only sprinkled with business talk. Accompanied by the metallic clink of silverware at other tables, Vaughn mostly talks about the Greenville Grand Bohemian and how its theme differs from the others in the South and in the West.


Our food arrives promptly. I’m chewing a bite of a wicked good bison burger when I realize how I must look. Like King Henry the Eighth with a turkey leg in each hand. Looking around at the others, I wipe my mouth with my napkin. I have to hold back from bulldozing through the whole pile of hand-cut fries with sumac aioli. But it’s the portion of Southern hospitality from the staff that’s the most sating.


Mamie and Annelise chat like fast friends. It’s 2:45. The time Mamie and I have to be together will slip by fast. But when I catch sight of the dessert, I swat away that concern. Before us is a bûche de Noël, or a Yule log, as they’re called in South Boston. I have a big sweet tooth, especially for chocolate. One Christmas my mom splurged and got one for the brood of us from Old B’s Bakery. My old man had thrown a fit at the price. But no one raises a brow at this inspiration that’s over a foot long and presented on a copper tray.


Naturally, the icing is sculpted to resemble a knotted log, but what’s special about the cake is the miniature model of the hotel made of chocolate pieces on top. It’s situated between two incredibly realistic chocolate pine trees dusted with powdered sugar snow. “Wicked smart,” I say, and Mamie laughs at the Boston speak. I smile. “My brother Smoky says that all the time.”


Her green eyes now lily pads, Mamie pitches her voice low. “Your brother’s name is Smoky? I mean”—she takes off her glasses and rubs at the lenses with her napkin—“not that there’s anything wrong with that.”


The burger churns in my stomach.


Just then, the chef appears and takes a bow. Mamie puts her glasses on and leads the clapping.


“Et voilà, Mamie, between the trees,” Isla says of the lavish cake.


Mamie whispers to her, her voice barely audible, “I’m grateful for my elastic waistband.”


My mind leaves my oldest brother and whooshes back to the magnolia skin I saw this morning.


The Yule log before us, we make an it’s-too-perfect-to-eat show. But Mamie moans over a big slice, and Henry the Eighth scarfs down two. After coffee, Annelise consults her Apple Watch and asks if we’d like to take a half-hour break before getting on with the tour. That gives me more time to meet with Mamie afterward. “Sounds like a plan,” I say, getting up from the table. “I should get my camera gear ready.”


“Brilliant,” Mamie says, laying her napkin to the left of her plate and rising. “I need to gather my note-taking things. See you directly,” she says to Annelise and me before scurrying back through the lobby.


I’m thanking Vaughn again for the delicious lunch when he reaches into the breast pocket of his coat and takes out what looks like gift certificates. Four of them. “I’d like you to experience dinner at Between the Trees.” I’d gotten an eyeful of the prices on the dinner menu. The magazine’s footing the bill for our accommodations but only provided a stipend for meals. Has Vaughn Reagan, like Johnny Carson’s Carnac the Magnificent, sussed out the truth of my upstart status and beleaguered budget? I shake my head and take a step back. I tell him I can’t accept them.


But he smiles warmly. “I’m sure you’ll want to get out and enjoy some of Greenville’s great dinner spots. Don’t miss the city Christmas tree on Main Street at night. I recommend Sassafras Southern Bistro and Jianna for their wonderful food and service. The chef at Jianna makes the pasta himself. And if you venture out of the immediate area, Ji-Roz offers the best Greek in town.” He winks. “Tell Angelo I sent you.” He inclines the vouchers. “But please use these to dine here whenever you like. You don’t want to miss our Christmas Eve feast.” He tweaks his red-and-green bow tie and then gestures to a man at the host stand. “Make your reservations with Josh. He’ll take care of you.”


The only thing worse than Vaughn knowing my financial status would be for him to think I’m an ungracious man, even if I am a Boston Southie. I take the certificates, slip them into my pocket, and then offer him my hand and my thanks for his largesse.


Should I tell Mamie the truth? Or lead her to believe I’m flush?


As I walk away, Vaughn calls after me, “Your article could help put the Grand Bohemian on the map in the South. We’re excited about that.”


The gauntlet’s been dropped.


Floored by the burden of proof I owe to Vaughn and the hotel owner, I turn and give him a high wave.
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