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      Introduction





      The first time I met Jim Aisle, he was casting a net for shrimp and crab on a sultry summer evening down on the Ashley River side of the Battery, the original seawall of Charleston. He was affable, generous with his hilarious stories, and perfectly at ease talking to a stranger while shrimping at sunset. He spoke of “epic fights and epiphytes,” and I knew I had to hear more from this special Southern storyteller. I hope that you, too, will want to listen to the sounds of these stories as you read them. Perhaps you should read them aloud, and to others, in order to share a semblance of what it is like to hear Jim embellish a narrative.




      Then again, you just might meet Jim someday, in downtown Charleston, or out at one of the barrier island beaches, or at least see him sailing by on his sloop, the Coota. If you have the time, ask him to tell you a story. He’ll either lie or tell you the truth, but you’ll have to determine which is which.




      I still don’t know.




      





      ~ Brian McCréight





      Charleston, SC
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        The Legend of the  Lowcountry Liar





        My storyteller friend, Jim Aisle, is proud to be known as the Lowcountry Liar, and I had to know how he got that name—I already knew why.




        





        Well-suh, I live down here ’round Chawl-stin, South Carolina, in the heart of the Lowcountry, the so-called Netherlands of the South. I am frequently referred to by the other inhabitants of these environs as the Lowcountry Liar. My name is Jim Aisle. That’s a handle of Huguenot heritage, if you hazard to surmise. I grew up a Lowcountry lad along the Carolina coast among the barrier islands ’round Chawl-stin. This is the story of how I come to tell stories.




        On any given day I might sail my sloop, christened the Coota, anywhere from the Edisto estuaries to the Isle of Palms archipelago. Often enough I would slip into the peninsula city to visit the age-old market, where among sundry Southern charms I could witness the Gullah women artisans weavin’ wonderful sweetgrass baskets. I would watch ’em awhile, occasionally slippin’ a few strands through my hands, plaitin’ wisps of palmetto leaf or pine straw.




        One slow afternoon I was down to the market, and I overheard the Gullah women while they was weavin’ say that they likely wasn’t a single, solitary reed of sweet sweetgrass in the whole Lowcountry that collectively they had not gathered, woven into baskets and such, sold, and already had the money spent, after expenses. The weavin’ women also ’lowed how, despite the sometimes-sparse natural resources of sweetgrass or palmetto leaf, not a one of ’em ever collected nothin’ from a certain, somewhat sacred, spot. The women spoke of a special someplace, where the shore and the sand and the swamp share the sunshine—a place south of the city, along the Stono Ribbah, known as Buzzard’s Roost Point.


      


    




    

      

        I knew enough to know where that location was, ’cause it be the very tip of the northeast corner of Johns Island. That a put it facin’  West Ashley on the north bank and James Island on the east bank of the same elbow-bent ribbah. Why, early on a mornin’ I could easily sail the Coota down Wappoo Creek where it cuts to the Stono, land at the point, investigate the flora, maybe take some of it for my own covetous collection. Who would know?





        While I was deep in thought a-cultivatin’ my plans, already rapt with my success, I didn’t clearly overhear the reason for the agricultural abstinence. The women spoke softly, sometimes slurrin’ they speech anyway, as if to avoid a curse, but they all agreed solemnly that Buzzard’s Roost Point was an exclusive garden reserved for selective root doctors. These root doctors, or conjure men, would come to the point freely to gather necessary ingredients for one kind of mojo or another, and it was best for mere mortals not to trouble Trouble. Thus and so, all the basket weavers left well enough alone. Besides, with a name like Buzzard’s Roost Point, alone was as it should be.




        Well, the rest of the afternoon I hurriedly went about my secret business: first inspectin’ the decks, refurlin’ sails, tightenin’ shroud lines; next, preparin’ the assembled tools for the raid. I sharpened a hand sickle, although in my haste I erred from the weavers, who never cut, but always pulled the sweetgrass out by the roots. I oiled the blade anyway, and wrapped it in a croker sack. I tied loop knots in lanyards to lash the soon-to-be-gathered grass into bundles, and put ’em in another sack. I filled a red kerosene lamp, checked the wick. Then I fried some fresh fish for supper, ate some, and packed a lunch of it for the next day. Finally, I went to bed.




        • • •


      


    




    

      

        Long before the rooster crowed, I had already slipped the Coota through the Wappoo Cut, anchored in the Stono, and rowed ashore to Buzzard’s Roost Point. I was evermore inspectin’ the plants of the place, havin’ to feel as much as see, even with the lamplight from a wick a half-inch high. Wan light from a gibbous moon filtered down through shiftin’ blankets of clouds slidin’ overhead in silent darkness.




        ’Round a copse of crepe myrtle trees I finally found plenty of healthy sweetgrass, and with a glad sigh I set down my gear. It was time now to separate the reeds from the weeds. Time now to cut the bonds that tie to earth.




        So I unsheathe the sickle and begin a-swingin’ away with determination and delight. In no time, satisfied with my exercise, I bind up two ample bundles of grass end-to-end and stuff ’em into the sacks. Now, I ought to get off Buzzard’s Roost Point before day-clean, as the Gullah folks call the new day’s light.




        As I stand up I realize the mornin’ fog ain’t yet lifted, and, tired from my toils up to this time, I decide to rest a spell. Besides, a hunger’s been comin’ on as the mornin’s moved along, and the fog seems to be gettin’ thicker, so, I unpack a fish sandwich and have lunch for breakfast.




        With every bite it seems the fog increases. By the last swallow I can’t hardly see my fingers outstretched before me. I stand up warily to survey the scene, but any known landmarks are invisible. A compass be useless.




        Except, there—over there . . . to the west? A faint light of some sorts a-glowin’. Well, where they’s a light, they’s sure to be people, so I make for that vague light. I go empty-handed and absent-minded, without a thought for grass, sack, or lamp.




        I’m in a fog in the fog, and if I trip once it’s a dozen times, almost as if I’m gettin’ grabbed at the ankles. Nonetheless, I endure the crashin’ and bashin’, and come upon a humble marsh-cabin set upon a rise of ground overlookin’ the ribbah. The door’s wide open and light from within pours out like a beacon in the fog.




        I peer ’round the door to see a thin, wrinkled, black man with snow-white hair, and a very round black woman, maybe the wife, a-sittin’ quietly in cane-back chairs before the hearth fire. The old man’s suspenders be all tangled ’round he waist, he shirt and trousers appear as wrinkled as he skin. The missus wears a faded duster of pink and yellow flowers, her scalp be all covered with a dark blue bandana. Ain’t neither of ’em wearin’ shoes.



      


    




    

      

        Before I can clear my throat to speak, they both turn, hail me a greetin’, and invite me in. Well-suh, inside by a warm fire would surely be a reprieve from the clammy, unlit mornin’, and these old folks at home seem to be expectin’ company. So, I walks in and make myself comfortable on a stool they set between ’em. We pass some pleasantries as manners demand, but then they ask me how I happen to be in the neighborhood, and I realize that I cannot reveal the reason for my visit.




        “I thought I might get some early, early fishin’ done,” I tell ’em. “Y’know, before it gets too doggone hot.”




        “You already catch the early bird’s worm?” the old man asks with a grin.




        “Yesss,” I reply uncertainly.




        “Hmph! I don’t believe it,” snaps the old woman. She pulls out a corncob pipe from a duster pocket, then a small tobacco pouch.




        “Yes, ma’am. I mean, no, no ma’am. I mean, I ain’t caught nothin’ yet.”




        “Not yet?” the old man frowns.




        “No, sir, not yet. I just got here, y’see, and—”




        “See there?” the old woman asks, more like demands, noddin’ toward a wooden pail. “Since you ain’t done no woik and ain’t caught nothin’ yet, how ’bout you fetch a fresh pail a wata for me from the cistern?”




        I hesitate a moment before speakin’, which was better than tellin’ the truth. “Uh, yes, ma’am, only too happy to oblige. Umm, where is the cistern?”




        “Just off to the side, on your right,” she says without lookin’ up, steadily stuffin’ strands of tobacco into the pipe. The old man nods at me like it’s all right.


      


    




    

      

        Outside again, pail in hand, I stumble over to the cistern. I fumble open the hasped half lid, feel ’round for the rope, and connect it to lower the pail. After haulin’ up the full, heavy pail, I set it on the ground to level off, then reach over to close the lid.




        Suddenly the wind kicks up, pullin’ at my shoulders, and begins to lift me off the ground. Without a sound, I rise in a corkscrew up into the dew-wet, quilt-thick clouds. I may have passed over the Stono Ribbah, or I may have flown over Folly Beach for all I can tell, but then I rudely hit land—bam! I stop spinnin’, or at least I think I have—I ain’t sure.




        Anyway, they’s not light enough to see the tip of my nose. I think I hear, away in the distance, a low song—a moanin’ chant. Sounds like some group a-singin’: “Swing low, sweet chariot, comin’ fo’ ta carry me ho-am.”





        Again, they’s a faint, distant light—blinkin’ like a flashlight, now. Again, it seems to come from what I guess is the west. Yep, there it goes again. Maybe it’s the Chawl-stin Lighthouse—but no, that be to the east, cross the harbor to Sullivan’s Island. The only other lighthouse be the one to the southeast, on what’s left of the sands of Morris Island, but that was abandoned years ago.




        Still, wherever they’s light a-shinin’, they’s sure to be people nearby, and so thinkin’, I again set off for the distant, faint light. I trek and truck, trippin’ twenty times before I finally arrive, all bung up, at a bungalow with only the two candlelit windows. The front door’s wide open, throwin’ out a luminescence that seems to draw me in.




        I gingerly peek ’round the doorsill to see, sittin’ against the wall along one length of the room, a row of black and white women all dressed in black and all sobbin’ softly. ’Cross the room, along the length of the other wall, sits a row of somber men, also mixed, but all in black, emittin’ a low harmonic hum in unison. This collective sound’s the moanin’ song I had heard and that directed me here.


      


    




    

      

        At the far end of the room a young black girl sits on a bench, her back to the door. Before her they’s a table, on which lays an oblong box. It’s a coffin. They’s havin’ a wake in this house.




        Before I can slip away, the young girl turns ’round, looks right at me.




        “Why, Jim Aisle!” she hails me. “Come on in from the fog. It’s all right.”




        What can I do? Where else can I go? All them people’ve seen me now. Well, maybe inside with the dead would be better, after all, than stayin’ outside swallowed up by fog. I slowly walk up to the girl, sit down next to her. No one speaks; it’s just the sobs and the baritone moans.




        After what seems like hours, a big, robustious black man, with an abundant black beard coverin’ he face, suddenly stands up to make an announcement.




        “See here, we’ve had enough of the cryin’, it’s time for some flyin’. We need to fetch us a fiddle player to strike up a tune so’s we can dance our brother home!”




        “Oh, no,” says the little girl sittin’ aside me. “No need to do that. Why, this very night, we have in our company none other than the finest fiddler, not just in the Lowcountry, but in the whole of the two Carolinas! Here he is, Jim Aisle, hisself!”




        My eyes go wide, my jaw drops, I try to swallow. “Me?” is all I can muster in reply.




        “Oh, yes, you, Jim Aisle,” says the little girl. “Now, don’t make me out to be a liar before all these good people. Fetch you a fiddle, and let’s have us a dance!”




        Without a chance for another word, I get reeled ’round, and someone puts a fiddle and a bow in my hands. Then somehow, beyond my knowin’, I strike up a lively tune that sets toes a-tappin’ and hands a-clappin’. Everyone rises at once and begins a dance with a line-up that breaks up into pairs. The hoofers hike they heels waist-high as I fire up the fiddle, playin’ on and on and on.





        It’s most likely these gymnastics will continue without a break, unless I can catch a break. Then a string breaks, soundin’ like a sad cat, so I have to bring the music to an end. The women sit back down, and the men sit after. Then the big bearded fella stands up again.


      


    




    

      

        “We need to send for the preacher-man and have a service here before day-clean. Y’know, they is a deadline.” Everyone in the room nods in assent.




        “No, wait,” the little girl says. “No need to go get the good man out of his bed when we got us the finest lay preacher in the whole Holy City of Chawl-stin. Here he is, Brother Jim Aisle!”




        “What?” I exclaim. “I can’t run a service. I only visit church at Christmas and Easter. What do I know ’bout—”




        To no avail, I can’t avoid it, for somehow I have vestments put on me and a Bible placed in my hands. Two acolytes appear out of the crowd holdin’ the burnin’ candles from the windows. So, I solemnly conduct a memorial service for someone I don’t even know, but the congregation congratulates me for the soothin’ words with plenty of “Yes, yes!” and “Praise be!” blessin’s.




        Finally, everyone shouts a final “Amen!” and the air seems to settle. The sober acolytes take the Bible and vestments, lead me back to my seat, and replace the candles by the windows. An uncomfortable pause fills the room, and I wonder if now might be a good time to leave.




        I start to get up, but the little girl pulls me back down. Instead, four other men stands up, walk over to the coffin and lift it up onto they shoulders. Now, three of the men be about average height, but the one fella be at least a head taller than the others. The coffin teeters between ’em at a cater-wonk angle, in danger of spillin’ the cargo.




        Now, I’m thinkin’ what a shame it’d be if that poor stranger who we’ve just had such a fine service for and all, should wind up splayed out on the floor like some spastic tinker-toy statue. Of course, I can see this is a shared concern. The big bearded man calls out again.




        “Awright, now, y’all. Is they a doctor in the house?” Not a soul stirs in reply. Then everyone breaks out laughin’. The little girl waves ’em quiet.




        “As a matter of fact,” she explains, “right chere in this room we have a man of medicine with healin’ abilities beyond the learnin’ scope of modern science. Yes, and they ain’t no other like him in the A-M-and-A.”


      


    




    

      

        All them mourners look at the little dark-haired girl like she’s talkin’ gibberish, or some dialect of it. She frowns. “Y’all know,” she says, “the All-knowin’ Medicine Answermans.”




        The mourners sigh, nod they heads. “Oh yes, oh yes,” some say.




        I have a bad feelin’ about this.




        “And y’all know the good doctor, Jim Aisle!”




        Every set of eyes in that long, gloomy room is a-starin’ at me now.




        “I don’t know what to do,” I protest, “or even where to begin doin’ I don’t know what!”




        “You’re too modest, you are, Jim Aisle,” tsk-tsks the little girl. “Why, you’re more successful than any of those doctors on TV.”




        All within the blink of an eye, I hold a very sharp scalpel in my latex-gloved hands. A pair of very long legs in dark pants are thrust before me. I point the blade, blink my eyes a few times, and cut about four inches off the shin bones.




        Then with a Pop! Pop! the legs snap back into place, and the man springs up, no taller than the rest of the pallbearers. The four men take up the coffin again and head out the open door. The mourners all stand up, and pairin’ off once more, they all follow in a long line. The little girl takes my arm and leads me.




        She has to. I mean, if lost and in a fog was what I was before, I ain’t even know then or now what track or trail I’m a-followin’ in this funeral march through the marsh. They’s twisty vines and gnarled oak tree roots all over the ground, yet we step right over ’em all. Only now, we’s walkin’ on pluff mud—on pluff mud—and that’s just not possible. Pluff mud’ll suck you down into the marsh up to your waist. The smell alone’s enough to do ya in, if ya ain’t from here. But they we be. And all the while, I’m evermore slappin’ away wavin’ fans of palmetto leaves. Finally, the line stops when we come to a wide tabby wall, about seven, eight feet high.



      


    




    

      

        Maybe it surrounds a cemetery, but I guess they’s no gate, ’cause the mourners starts a-climbin’ over the wall, two by two. I’m all doubtful ’bout scalin’ the wall; that tabby’s made of crushed oyster shell, and I know I’m gonna scrape and cut my hands to pieces. Anyway, I follow the little girl, a-scramblin’ up the wall and my hands don’t the least bit get nicked. Now, I’m the last one on top of the wall. Just as I jump off, the wind cotch me like a pop fly, and whirls me and twirls me through the air. I gulp mouthfuls of cloud tryin’ to shout, when I hit land suddenly, like the ground rush up to grab me.




        I don’t no more know where I be, what time it is, or nearly my own name. Yet, there I be—back at the cistern, with the lid still open. The full pail sits on the ground where I had placed it, with the water still shakin’ and sloshin’.




        “You got that wata?” yells the old duster woman from the doorstep of her hut of a house, not five steps away.




        I just look at her with my mouth agape.




        “Close that lid, if you’re done,” she commands.




        I close my mouth and shut the cistern, pick up the pail, and follow her back inside. She takes the water from me, and goes to start a stew. The old man beckons me over to sit beside him again.




        “Whatyasay?” he asks, hitchin’ his suspenders over his shoulders. “Got you any more fish stories?”




        “Hah!” I bark with a start.. “Funny you should say somethin’ like that. You won’t believe what happened—” And I begin to sit down on the stool, but fall too far back, and never finish my sentence.




        • • •




        I awoke with my head and stomach feelin’ like the twin weights of a dumbbell. Under my knees and my neck lay the two sacks of bundled, cut sweetgrass, and how that happened, I don’t know. Sunshine washed my face. It was mornin’, day-clean.


      


    




    

      

        Slowly I stood up, achin’ all over like I had been bronco-bustin’ a nightmare. They was daylight aplenty, and I turned ’round and ’round lookin’ for any evidence of the hut and the cistern, or the long wake-house, or the tabby graveyard wall, but they was nothin’ there but me at Buzzard’s Roost Point.




        I grabbed the sacks filled with the severed sweetgrass, and they felt warm—too warm from just my body heat. The sacks seemed to radiate a heat from inside. I wasn’t so sure I wanted the grass, now, after all.




        “What the hey,” I said to myself, decidin’ to leave the sacks behind. I was too tired to mess with ’em anymore, and they’d be that much more I’d have to carry out. Besides, it’s best to leave well enough alone. It was enough to have experienced whatever it was I had experienced, and survived to tell the tale.




        Well-suh, tellin’ the tale is what I’ve done ever since. Whether or not I am relatin’ this biography or most any other story, folks tend to think that I have taken liberties with the verifiable. I cannot deny they confusion, but I cannot concur with they doubt. I was there, and saw and felt what I know. I revisit that trip every time I retell the story, and now, I’ve told it to you.




        It may be that I was on a chosen path. It may be that I have been endowed with a special birthright. It may be that I am livin’ a self-fulfillin’ epithet.




        Maybe it was the fried fish I ate.




        “Maybe,” I said to Jim. “Anyway, there sure is a lot to swallow with that story.”
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