



  [image: cover]






  




  Also by Dorothea Benton Frank




  The Last Original Wife




  Porch Lights




  Folly Beach




  Lowcountry Summer




  Return to Sullivans Island




  Bulls Island




  The Christmas Pearl




  The Land of Mango Sunsets




  Full of Grace




  Pawleys Island




  Shem Creek




  Isle of Palms




  Plantation




  Sullivans Island




  





  

    [image: ]

  




  





  First published in the USA by Berkeley Publishing Group, 2004


  This edition first published by Simon & Schuster UK Ltd, 2014


  A CBS COMPANY




  Copyright © Dorothea Benton Frank, 2004




  The poem “Shem Creek” by Marjory Heath Wentworth is used by permission of the author.




  This book is copyright under the Berne Convention.


  No reproduction without permission.


  ® and © 1997 Simon & Schuster Inc. All rights reserved.




  The right of Dorothea Benton Frank to be identified as author of this work has been asserted in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act,

  1988.




  Simon & Schuster UK Ltd


  1st Floor


  222 Gray’s Inn Road


  London WC1X 8HB




  www.simonandschuster.co.uk




  Simon & Schuster Australia, Sydney


  Simon & Schuster India, New Delhi




  A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library




  PB ISBN: 978-1-4711-3999-4


  EBOOK ISBN: 978-1-4711-4000-6




  This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to

  actual people living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.




  





  For




  my great friend




  Debra Pietromonaco Zammit




  





  




  SHEM CREEK




  I




  The ripe earth swells,




  splitting its skin




  into waterways




  scattered and winding




  in every direction,




  releasing winds




  that carve the land




  to shreds. Where




  sun-filled clumps




  of spartina, smoothed




  into supplicating rows




  of bent heads crowd




  the edges of Shem Creek,




  marsh wrens build




  their tiny nests.




  As if they are playing




  hide and go seek,




  porpoises appear




  then disappear




  below the water.




  Fish birds are everywhere




  littering the sky:




  egrets, herons, and terns,




  oyster catchers, pelicans,




  gulls diving and turning




  through the thick air.




  II




  As the creek weaves




  through treeless subdivisions,




  strip malls, and concrete,




  it gathers everything




  from oil, soap, and gasoline




  to tires and old refrigerators.




  Run-off fills the oyster beds




  with unpronounceable toxins.




  Arsenic and mercury




  drift through the water




  in invisible clouds,




  as if no one will notice.




  III




  Beyond the clutter of traffic




  seafood restaurants,




  hotels, bars, and parking lots,




  docked shrimp boats,




  bobbing up and down




  beside the docks,




  wait where the creek




  divides oil from water




  and opens into the endless sea.




  — MARJORY HEATH WENTWORTH




  South Carolina Poet Laureate
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  A POSTCARD FROM LINDA
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  CAN I just tell you why I am so deliriously happy to drive all through the night from New Jersey to South Carolina? Here we are, boxed in between

  this wall of eighteen-wheelers on our left and right, in front and behind, in this little pocket of flying road, racing down I-95 at seventy-six miles an hour. My daughters are asleep beside me and

  in the backseat. I don’t care that it’s pouring rain. I don’t care that it’s dark. On another night, I would be terrified out of my skin by the blasting of horns. But not

  tonight. Let me tell you something. These trucks are like huge guardian angels rushing us to safety and the rain is washing us clean. Life has been a little rough around the edges and it was time

  to break out. Yeah. A little rough would be one way of understating it.




  Oh, eventually you’ll hear the whole story, because this is a long ride and there ain’t much to do besides tell secrets and think about life. Thinking about life is what I had been

  doing for one very long time. I finally decided to quit the thinking nonsense and do something. I mean, I was even driving myself crazy from my own whining. Then I came to this

  conclusion. You don’t like your life? Go get another one and shut the heck up already, right?




  Look, I know I’m not the only single parent in the world. And I know I’m not the only one who’s tight for money all the time, okay? And, I might not be the biggest gambler you

  ever met, but I know when it’s time to change the scenery and if you don’t do it when you feel the urge, you might be blowing off the last life raft that ever floats your way.

  It’s probably worth noting that I waited to change the scenery until I went digging for my mascara in Gracie’s makeup bag (my fifteen-year-old daughter, thank you), and I found birth

  control pills, some other unidentifiable pills and a baggie of pot. Then, I hemmed and hawed around until I found Lindsey weeping over her weight—she’s five feet five inches tall and

  weighs one hundred and twenty pounds, the same as Gracie. She doesn’t even have a freckle. Her date for the prom told her he couldn’t go with her, that she was too fat. She was standing

  naked in front of the full-length mirror, sobbing and reading Sylvia Plath aloud—remember her? She’s the poet who stuck her head in the oven and killed herself. The final straw was the

  romantic dinner I had with Louie Provost at Epernay when his wife, Cherry, showed up to introduce herself. Um, didn’t know there was a wife? Thanks, Louie. Can’t have dinner there

  anymore.




  I said to myself, Linda? You can definitely do better than this. All of a sudden it was clear to me that I had a stupid job and we had a very stupid life. So I called my sister and she said,

  Honey chile? You put yourself and your girls in your car and come on down to me!




  So, that’s what I’m doing out here in the middle of the night in Virginia, traveling under the wing of all these trucks. But can you keep a secret? I quit my job. We’re

  moving to Mount Pleasant and no one knows it except you and me. I know it seems slightly sneaky and a little impetuous but you know what? It’s not. Look, if New Jersey had wanted us,

  it would have given us a reason to stay. It didn’t.




  I told the girls it was a vacation. I told the girls I told my employer I would be back in four weeks. They knew I had vacation time piled up like laundry. Maybe they know, maybe they

  don’t.




  I have to find a job. And that, my friend, should be the easiest part. I could get hired as a grave digger and make myself believe that I was working at Mardi Gras. But hey, brighter days and

  better days are coming. I can feel it in my bones! I really can. I am absolutely going to make this work.




  





  PROLOGUE
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  JUNE 2003




  MY mother always used to say that if a man could count his real friends on just one hand that he was a wealthy man indeed. My mother was right.

  I’m going to tell you a story about heaven and hell and how I got out of one and found the other—both with the help of a true-blue friend. Hell was being married to Loretta and

  working for her father. Heaven is our restaurant on Shem Creek, which we would never have had, except for the generosity and ingenuity of my best friend and partner, Robert. We call it

  Jackson Hole because my last name is Jackson and I guess you could say it is a hole in the wall. Yeah, it’s definitely a hole in the wall. And, Robert likes to ski guess where. I know.

  It’s a less than nimble play on words, but let’s get this on the record right now—when the whole world conspires against you, a healthy sense of humor can be a very valuable tool.

  And, up until eight months ago, the world conspired. Worse, I was thrashing around in my quagmire of self-deception watching it happen and didn’t do a thing about it.




  I used to come down here all the time, in between deals, and I guess I’ve been fishing the waters around Charleston for fifteen years. There isn’t a creek in this whole area that

  hasn’t seen the bottom of my boat, but that said, every time I dropped a hook in the salty creeks and rivers, it always seemed like the first time. The landscape and the light—well, it

  was always a little different. Quiet but vibrant. You could have made yourself believe that the good Lord Himself was somewhere in the thicket, waiting patiently for you to remember that He was

  still there. It finally got to the point where I just left my boat in South Carolina. And my heart? Well, looking back, it seems now that the only time I ever thought about it was when I was

  floating on the Lowcountry waters.




  We should discuss this heaven and hell thing, which all begins with my newly-acquired-at-great-personal-loss philosophy. Here it is in a nutshell. When you choose the wrong partner at the dance

  (whether it’s marriage or profession), you will surely bust your ass.




  Women seem to know this by instinct. Men don’t. Men are conditioned from birth to be providers and basically, our success is measured by how well we do that job. This somehow neatly

  translates to how much we earn and how many trophies we can accumulate over a lifetime. Cars, second houses, antiques, jewelry for the wife . . . the list goes on and on. We have to graduate from

  the right schools, become a partner in the right firm, marry the right girl, be invited to join the right club and develop a decent game of golf and tennis.




  Right? Wrong! That entire unholy plan, my friends, is a truckload of manure.




  Isn’t it? I swear, I laugh now when I think about the years I spent chasing the almighty buck. Money, money, money. And, chasing the almighty buck with my wife, Loretta, who always was and

  continues to be a misery. Well, I can laugh now, but a few months ago, it was not funny at all.




  Overall, daughters are so much luckier than sons. Their mothers tell them to follow their hearts, right? They say, Darlin’? If you want to go study history, you go right ahead. Honey?

  If you want to be a chemist, go right ahead! Sure enough, women will graduate and can usually earn a decent living with their degree, doing something they love. Of course, women get screwed

  right and left because they don’t earn the same money that their male colleagues do for performing the same jobs and for a whole variety of other reasons, but for the most part, I think women

  are happier in their professional lives. And yes, I guess you could say that I am kind of a male feminist.




  But, sons are another matter entirely. When I look at the number of kids coming out of graduate school with business degrees, I am absolutely astonished. I mean, where are they all going to find

  the fortunes that they think are waiting for them? The ones they think they are entitled to? And law school? Don’t get me started! Do we really need more lawyers?




  What has happened to humanity is this. The world has become vicious, because the devil’s real name is greed. Our ability to justify our greed is staggering. If you believe what you read,

  see and hear around you, our children’s future will be all about heeding the call and joining the detestable clamor for money and power. It breaks your heart.




  When I think about how I used to run my life, I am sure I must have been completely out of my mind. Besides working seventy-hour weeks, I used to read three newspapers every day—The

  Wall Street Journal, The New York Times and The Atlanta Journal-Constitution. No more. Now I read the front page of the Post & Courier and guess what? It’s as much as I

  want to know about what’s going on “out there.” And, I check the weather and the tide tables.




  Let me ask you something. Have you ever been to Italy? Did you know that Italy has the sixth largest economy in the world? But when you go there, you see shops closed for hours in the middle of

  the day, everyone seems to be drinking wine and espresso, smoking Marlboro Reds, and it looks like no one’s working! What is going on in Italy? Ahem. They are really living. And, guess

  what? Their lives last just as long as ours do. But! They’re enjoying their lives one helluva lot more than we are. So, I said to myself, Brad? One day, you’re gonna be dead and

  buried. That’s when I decided to become Italian.




  I want to have a romance with life! I want to love women and children and savor all the beauty and good to be found in the world. I was missing everything! So hitting rock bottom was a good

  thing. Otherwise, I’d still be a hamster, running on a worthless, pointless wheel, racing to the grave.




  “Mr. Brad? Your appointment is here.”




  “Okay, I’ll be right there! Thanks!”




  That was Louise Waring. Who’s she? Well, Louise is the greatest woman in the world, that’s all. She runs the kitchen, everybody and everything. She’s the chef when Duane takes

  days off, and the assistant chef when he’s here. She is capable of almost anything, thank God. Shoot, just last week she stopped a knife fight in the kitchen between a busboy and a

  dishwasher. Seems one guy made a slanderous remark about the dubious nature of the other’s birth, which was followed by a reference to the other fellow’s lewd preference for his mother.

  Well, after that, the conversation switched to Spanish and could have escalated to a life-threatening situation but Louise stepped in and threatened to call the police. It’s a good thing our

  customers don’t know what goes on in the kitchen. It’s bad enough what goes on in the dining room!




  Rock bottom? It’s almost embarrassing to tell you how I got there, but I’ve been thinking about it a lot. I figure that if I can save some other poor son of a gun from the hell I

  went through then it’s worth it to put my pride aside. No, I’ve come to some very new conclusions and it all began with becoming separated from Loretta and going broke. I was forty-two,

  a smart fellow (or so I thought) with a platinum resume and suddenly I didn’t have a pot to pee in or a window to throw it out of, like my grandfather used to say. It was the best thing that

  ever happened to me.




  Look, you’ll have to excuse me for just a few minutes. This interview shouldn’t take very long. And, when I get back I’ll tell you why simplifying life is such a beautiful

  thing. Yep, think like an Italian and keep it simple. Just hold that thought.




  





  ONE





  FISH OUT OF WATER
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  I walked across the floor from the kitchen door to the bar where my appointment was waiting. She hopped down from the bar stool and took a very

  deep breath. Nervous enthusiasm was a good sign.




  “Hey! I’m Brad Jackson. Thanks for coming.”




  “Hi! I’m Linda Breland.”




  I took the resume she offered me, we shook hands and all my knuckles cracked.




  “That’s a healthy grip you’ve got there.”




  “Oh, God, sorry. Comes from throwing bundles of newspapers. Not very feminine. You okay?”




  “Yeah, I’m fine. Really.”




  She was applying for the job of manager and how feminine she was didn’t matter one whit.




  Louise had her hands full with the mushrooming kitchen staff—a little restaurant humor—and business was going gangbusters. Robert, Louise and I agreed it was time to hire someone

  with a good disposition and a head for details.




  At first glance, Linda Breland seemed like a nice woman, the kind you could depend on. I would have said she was somewhere in her mid-thirties. If her grip was any indication, she was a healthy

  specimen. Her brown hair was highlighted with some streaks of blonde, perhaps even done for the interview, but her hair color made no difference to me. She was dressed conservatively, not in

  expensive clothes, but stylish enough to say that she cared about her appearance. That was what really mattered. Looking professional was important. Having the strength of a stevedore

  wouldn’t hurt either. You never knew what you might wind up having to do—stack cases of wine, crates of vegetables, racks of glasses—anything could happen at any moment.




  “Why don’t we sit over there by the windows?” I said. “Would you like something to drink? Tea?”




  “Actually, if you have Diet Coke, that would be luv-ley.” She lifted her jacket and pumped it lightly for airflow. “Augh! It’s so hot today. I’m parched like tha

  Sa-HA-rah!”




  “No problem. You sit and I’ll be right back.”




  There was a Civil War going on in her accent. In one breath she was Scarlett, and in the next moment she was a flawless Edith Bunker. It was amusing. Weird, but amusing.




  The dining room was almost empty as it was after lunch and before dinner. We had an abbreviated menu that we served all day long, but today was Tuesday and Tuesdays were sort of slow for some

  reason I had yet to figure out.




  As the glass filled, I glanced at her resume and saw she had worked in New Jersey for a number of years. No surprise there—not with that accent. She was employed by the Newark

  Star-Ledger in distribution. How that qualified her to run a restaurant was a mystery, but what did I know?




  I placed the glass in front of her, she smiled at me and then she crossed her legs. She had a nice face. There was nothing in her smile that was inappropriate—merely pleasant.




  I sat opposite her and looked over the resume again. She was crossing her legs again in the other direction. Probably nervous.




  “Ms. Breland, there’s no restaurant experience on your resume and that concerns me a little.”




  “Yeah, I know but I understood you were looking for a manager, right? And, I have four years of management experience from the Star-Ledger, where I ran distribution.”




  “And, what did that entail?”




  She crossed her legs for the third time and was all squirmy in her chair, which even I had to admit wasn’t very bahunkus-friendly.




  “Are you okay in that chair? Should I get you another one?”




  “Nah, it’s fine. I’m fine.”




  “Okay, so tell me about this job. How did your day begin? I mean, what did you actually do?”




  “Oh, not much. Just get up at four-thirty in the morning, scrape ice or snow or both from my car, drive down to Jersey City in the pitch of night, make sure all the truckers showed up,

  make sure their trucks got loaded and then make sure the papers got delivered. Not very glamorous, I’m afraid, but it paid the bills.”




  Any woman who could deal with teamsters in the middle of the night in a New Jersey winter, well, she must possess some bodacious spunk. Spunk was good.




  “Tell me about yourself,” I said.




  “Me? Oh, Lord, it’s a long story. Well, first, I grew up here. I went to Carolina and then married this guy from New Jersey in my senior year, which, yeah I know, was

  crazy.”




  “He was crazy?”




  “No! I was pregnant! Nice Catholic girl, right? I mean, oh Lord, it was probably crazy to quit school and run off like that. But things have a way of working out all right.”




  Linda Breland blushed. I guess she hadn’t expected to blurt out the detail of her unexpected pregnancy. I smiled, trying to put her at ease.




  “Well, these things happen.”




  “Right. So that’s how I wound up married to the old ball and chain, Fred, and living in New Jersey for all these years. Then Fred freaked out when his hair started thinning . .

  .”




  I patted the crown of my hair and she blushed again.




  “And then we got divorced almost five years ago and I’ve been raising our girls ever since. Anyway, it finally occurred to me that there were plenty of ways to make the same amount

  of money I made and probably, they all didn’t require getting up in the middle of the night! Right?”




  “Right.”




  “I mean, I was never going to be the publisher of the paper, so why was I killing myself in that awful job? Why not do something else that would give me a better life? You know what I

  mean? Like, I have never had breakfast with my girls the entire time they have been in high school? I mean, my girls are the most important people in my life, like ever, and I guess I’m

  trying to grab the last couple of years with my youngest. I guess I think things like that are important. I guess.”




  Well, Linda Breland was not the most articulate woman I had ever met, but she certainly was not stupid. She had some good solid values. A woman willing to uproot her life to spend more time with

  her children had to be a decent human being.




  “I couldn’t agree with you more. How many children do you have?”




  “Two. My oldest, Lindsey, is going to college this fall and Gracie will be a junior in high school.”




  “So, I take it you’re moving back to Mount Pleasant?”




  “Yeah, I mean, if I can get everything organized. My sister still lives here and we’re staying with her for the moment, and I guess soon I’ll be looking for a house. And,

  I’m looking for a job.” She was silent for a moment and then added, “Obviously.”




  “Right. Obviously.”




  “And, I’ve done other things too. If you look down there, you’ll see I have a little business called How She Does It All. I pay bills and organize home offices for women around

  Montclair. Um, Montclair’s where we live or lived, depending on how well this is going?”




  “It’s going fine, Ms. Breland.”




  The legs changed position one more time but I ignored it.




  “Uh, you can just call me Linda. I mean, everyone does.”




  “Okay, Linda, and you call me Brad.”




  “And, I sold Avon products too. Uh, Brad. Home products and makeup, that is. I mean, it was pretty funny. While I was balancing somebody’s checkbook I’d look at them and say,

  Lord, girlfriend, you need some color on your face! Then, I’d reach down in my big bag, pull out some samples and give them Lopez lips!”




  “Lopez?” What in the world was she talking about?




  “Jennifer?”




  A-ha!




  “Yes, of course. Jennifer Lopez, the rock star. And they didn’t get mad? I mean, you’d tell someone they looked like the dog’s breakfast and . . .”




  “Dog’s breakfast?”




  She started to laugh and the twinkling sound of it was disarming. Musical. Infectious.




  “Yeah, dog’s breakfast? You never heard that? It means all messy and—”




  “No, I understand the general drift. Dog’s breakfast. I love that.”




  “You can use it. No charge.”




  “Thanks, I will. See? That’s another thing I like about living in the south. Sayings like that. Even talking is just a little more fun. Am I right about that?”




  “Yes, generally, but it depends on who you’re talking to. In this business you can say just about anything you want, but when I was an investment banker, the other guy was always

  waiting for you to make a slip they could hammer you with.”




  “You were an investment banker?”




  “Yeah, in Atlanta. I worked for my father-in-law. It was a pretty tense way to make a living. Not as bad as being a day trader, but stressful enough.”




  “So, you don’t come from a restaurant background either?”




  “Are you kidding? Before this I lived on another planet!”




  “And, so, I mean, is it okay to ask how you wound up here, doing this?”




  “Sure. My wife ran off with my worst enemy and my father-in-law sold him the business I was supposed to inherit. How’s that?”




  There followed a very long silence and then she found her tongue.




  “Holy Mother of God! Didn’t you want to rip their throats out with your bare hands?”




  Rip their throats out? She had a way with words. Now the legs were uncrossed, her eyes had grown large and she was leaning on her elbows, staring at me. I just loved watching the reactions of

  people when I told the Cliffs Notes version of the train wreck of my past life.




  “The thought did cross my mind about every three seconds for a very long time.”




  “So, what did you do? Jeez! I thought Fred was bad!”




  “Well, I did a lot of soul searching and a lot of fishing, and then I finally came to the conclusion that I hated, I mean really hated doing mergers and acquisitions day in and day

  out. I was sitting just up this very creek in a boat with my friend Robert, and I turned to him and said, You know what? I could stare at this creek every day for the rest of my life and never

  get tired of it. Then he said, Well, why don’t you? That’s when we knew we were going in the restaurant business.”




  “Well, you’re sure right about the view. Like my daughter Gracie says, it’s killer.”




  Linda leaned back in her chair and looked through the floor-to-ceiling plate-glass windows beside us. In the time it took to change her position, her face became transformed. She was strangely

  luminous in that afternoon’s light and I knew she belonged here. For a few moments, we watched the sunlight dance on the endless ripples of the salt water, the shrimp boats pulling alongside

  the docks and the birds swooping in majestic arcs. She seemed like she was looking at something miraculous. For my money, it was. That was when I decided to hire Linda. I liked her and I was going

  to give her a shot.




  But, first and only, if she could pass muster with Louise.




  “There’s someone I’d like you to meet,” I said. “Come with me.”




  “Sure.”




  I pushed open the swinging door to the kitchen and there was Louise, giving hell to the chef.




  “Doo-wayne? People don’t come to Shem Creek to eat no grapefruit coo-lee with their flounder! They want a clean piece of fish!”




  The chef, Duane, slammed his hand on the counter and said, “At Johnson and Wales, they taught us—”




  “I don’t give a daggum rat’s behind—”




  “All right, you two! We can discuss this later, please? Louise, come on with me to my office. This is Linda Breland and I’d like you to talk to her for a few minutes.”




  Gently, I took Louise’s arm, turned her around and walked her out, giving the five-minute signal to Duane, letting him know I’d be back and we’d settle the argument.




  Louise continued to mutter under her breath. Pretty boys and cooking schools! In my day, never! I don’t know what kind of fool thing goes on! Whoever heard of grapefruit and flounder?

  Nasty! That’s what! Nasty!




  “You said it, Louise,” Linda said.




  “Louise is slightly opinionated,” I said.




  Linda giggled, Louise said humph, and we all stopped in our tracks. Louise turned to Linda and narrowed her eyes, her jaw set with steel cable.




  “He said your name is Miss Linda, right?”




  “That’s me.”




  “You ever eat grapefruit with fish?”




  “Nope. Never.” Linda emphasized her opinion with a guttural noise that sounded like Bleck!




  Louise gave her the slow once-over from head to toe.




  “I like her, Mr. Brad. You hire her, ’eah? She’s got sense in her head.”




  “Okay. Hey, Louise?”




  “Yeah?”




  “Don’t kill Duane. Let him have his coulis.”




  “One of these days, I’m gonna cut his coulis! Humph!”




  “Oh, Louise! You’re a she-devil!”




  The deal was almost cut. Louise returned to the stir-fried Armageddon in the kitchen and I opened my office door. I sat at the desk that Linda would occupy if she came on board and she sat

  opposite me once again.




  “Okay, here’s my problem,” I said.




  “Shoot,” she said.




  “It’s this restaurant experience thing.”




  She leaned forward once more, but this time, she smiled not in horror as she had when I told her about Loretta; this time she smiled in defiance.




  “You didn’t have any either,” she said.




  The balls! She had me there.




  “How much do you want to do the job?”




  “What’s the job?”




  We started to laugh and then she said, “I mean, you’ll have to tell me what my responsibilities are, right? God knows, I don’t want to get in Louise’s way!”




  “No, you really don’t want to do that.”




  Briefly, I explained that I would like her to manage all the bills, deal with the purveyors and with the chef to keep them both honest, do payroll and oversee the front of the house.




  “Front of the house being?”




  “Everything that happens before you get to the kitchen. Hostesses, waitstaff, busboys—and special events—keep the customers happy. We have a pretty good crew but they could

  always use a sharp eye to keep them in line. Most of them are young and earning their way through college, so they rush around too much and tend to cluster and gab. And sometimes, they forget to

  come to work. You’ll like the bartender, though. His name’s Mike O’Malley. Irish guy.”




  “Irish? Really?”




  “Sorry. That was stupid.”




  “It’s okay. I say dumb things all the time. My grandmother was Irish and I can help bartend.”




  “That would be great. Look, basically, Louise and I, and now you, do anything that needs to get done.”




  “Okay, so, what are the hours?”




  Yes, I was trying to hire a woman who would undoubtedly point out everything I said or did that was not well thought through. Oh well. We would wash the well-meaning but definitely Jersey girl

  out of her over time. A southern woman would never correct her boss, especially on an interview. But I don’t mind; she’ll keep me on my toes. She couldn’t be worse to spend

  my days with than Loretta had been and God knows, she couldn’t be as challenging as Louise.




  “Rotating shifts of eight hours, Monday through Saturday. You have to alternate Sundays with me and Louise and just be flexible.”




  “Oh, so big deal. Benefits?”




  “Management will have health insurance as soon as we get it set up.”




  “Well, that doesn’t matter really. We’re covered on Cobra. Vacation?”




  “Standard. After one year, one week. Two years, two weeks. Up to four weeks, but not all at once.”




  “Okay. Done.”




  “Um, Linda. We didn’t talk money.”




  “Oh, God, I hate asking for money.”




  “Yeah, money’s ugly. Root of all evil and all that. But still . . . okay, what were you earning in New Jersey?”




  “Stinking peanuts for the hell I put up with!”




  Nicely put, I thought. “How many peanuts?”




  “Well, I earned thirty-four thousand at the paper and about six thousand in my other jobs.”




  “Whew! That’s forty thousand!”




  “You watch television?”




  “No, not much. Why?”




  “Well, there’s this ad for hair color and this chick says, I’m worth it. So there you have it. You want to buy my heart and soul? Forty thousand.”




  Then, Linda Breland started to laugh. She put her hand over her mouth and laughed at her own boldness.




  “All right then, give me your Social Security number and nobody gets hurt,” I said.




  “Okay!”




  I walked her to the door and watched her actually strut to her car, snapping her fingers in the air a couple of times. I could not remember when I had ever seen a woman do something so funny and

  theatrical, not giving a damn if the world was watching. Linda Breland’s courage spread a lightheartedness over me I hadn’t felt in years. I found myself remembering the reckless

  gambles of my youth and I smiled so wide it surprised me. Robert’s relationship with our investors, the will of Louise, my determination and the mirth of Linda. We would be a culinary SWAT

  team.
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  I pulled the car into my sister’s yard and stopped. Anyone passing along London Bridge Road would have thought that Mimi’s house was a

  picture of what life was supposed to look like in a perfect world. Pink and green caladiums bordered her azaleas, pink and white vinca was nestled in between and her grass lawn was cut and edged.

  Her small but charming front porch was furnished with painted white rockers and her hanging baskets overflowed with asparagus ferns and more pink and white flowers, whose name I couldn’t

  recall. It bothered me that I had forgotten the name of those flowers and all at once it seemed I had forgotten too many things.




  There had been a time, not too long ago, that I thought I would never get over Fred’s remarriage. I became seriously depressed and I think it wasn’t just because Patti (his new wife)

  was younger than me or that she was gorgeous and successful in her own right, although that was enough to make me hate her guts with a white heat, even after she had proven herself to be

  completely reasonable and intelligent with a saint’s patience to boot. No, her litany of qualities was grounds for justifiable homicide. But, part of me said, Shit! If Fred’s the

  best a gal like Patti can do, who’s left for me? Lurch?




  The real reason for my depression was that I had fallen into this state of complete and utter despair that my life was never going to get any better and would never be any different than it was.

  I would never feel like anything more than bone tired all the time. I hated my job, um, jobs. I hated never quite making ends meet; I hated the winters, fall allergies, frozen seafood,

  traffic jams, fear of terrorism, pollution and the fact that I was surrounded by a million and one things I couldn’t take advantage of in New York. Lincoln Center, all the museums,

  restaurants, shoes I could never afford, never mind what was in art galleries or in the breathtaking showrooms of antique dealers and, I guess, here’s the point . . . have you ever seen a

  mother take a child to Toys “R” Us and then tell them they can’t have anything? They say, Sorry, honey, we’re just here to get something for Blah Blah’s

  birthday! The poor child just wants to break down and wail. I mean, if you don’t want to buy that child a little something, don’t put that child in that store!




  I did not have to be Albert Einstein to come to the conclusion that I had no business surrounding myself with an Everest I would never conquer or possess.




  Just for a while, I wanted to try living in an environment where the comforts were within my reach. At least, I could try.




  Maybe by moving back to Mount Pleasant, my sister would help me reacquaint myself with all the details that would make my new life at least appear to approach something more cheerful and

  hopeful. I could begin again in a home without drafty windows and uneven floors. I’d find a house with enough closets, a sunny kitchen and a little screened porch where I could sit and read

  or talk to a friend.




  You could say that appearances don’t mean everything and you wouldn’t be wrong, but frequently, I have found the opposite to be true. What you wear and how you are groomed has a lot

  to do with how you are treated at a restaurant or a teacher’s conference. Mimi’s house and yard spoke volumes about her life. If nothing else, she was perceived as satisfied and

  proud of her lot.




  Her home was not only regulation Americana, but regulation belle. Thoughtfully arranged photographs in small silver frames of our long-deceased parents and grandparents were but one small

  demonstration of her regard for our heritage. Our mother’s mahogany secretary in her living room had other small but precious family relics on display—our mother’s miniature first

  Bible, our grandmother’s wire-rimmed reading glasses folded neatly over its open pages and our father’s silver mint julep cup filled with sprigs of dried rosemary from her yard. Next to

  the cup rested his baptismal cap of lace, tatted by our grandmother’s own hands.




  The care and thought that went into each small detail of her world was a constant amazement to me. I, the Oscar to her Felix, had been living life on a roaring freight train, almost laughing at

  my sister’s prissiness for years. I used to think, What good had it done her? I ran a crazy house, she ran a show house and both of us got dumped by our husbands. The major difference

  was that I had two children and for a whole assortment of medical and emotional reasons, Mimi never had any.




  All that said, when I came to the end of what I could endure on my own, I secretly believed that the temple to tradition she had built would be a place where we could not only heal, but change.

  Besides, there was the outside chance that she knew something I didn’t, but I doubted it.




  I couldn’t get out of the car. I just kept thinking about what I had done. In less than one measly hour, I had made a decision that would alter the course of my whole life. Incredible. You

  would date somebody for years before you would even consider marriage or you could wrack your brains for years studying before you practiced medicine, but you could have one interview and change

  your world. Just like that. I had done it. I, Linda Breland, the biggest chicken on the face of the earth, had caught the boomerang that would land me back in my hometown. Somewhere along the line,

  I had developed some very impressive nerve.




  I gathered up my purse and newspapers and got out of the car, opening the back hatch to bring in the steaks I’d bought at the Piggly Wiggly. This important day demanded an important

  supper. In a moment of wild abandon, I had even sprung for a bottle of champagne, deciding we needed to do something celebratory for the occasion.




  I couldn’t wait to tell Mimi the news—she would be thrilled—but I was dreading telling my daughters. Lindsey, who was going to college in the fall, probably wouldn’t care

  very much but Gracie was going to explode. Well, that was just too bad for her. We’d had more than a few hair-raising experiences in New Jersey that told me Miss Gracie needed a benevolent

  dictator to appear in her life, blow up her nonsense and restructure her days. I was to be that benevolent dictator. Solid ground. She needed solid ground. I knew of no better place than Mount

  Pleasant, South Carolina, to take a wild hare like my Gracie and straighten her out. She had no choice but to move with me, and that was that.




  The front door opened and Lindsey came outside, squinting.




  “Need help?”




  “Yeah! Thanks!” Lindsey’s ponytail was halfway undone and her shorts and T-shirt were sweaty and wrinkled. “Don’t tell me you just got up?”




  “Yep. I’m just so tired, I went back to bed. I don’t know what’s the matter with me.”




  “Here, take these. Salt air, kiddo. Best sleeping pill in the world. But you really shouldn’t stay in bed all day, you know.”




  “Why not?”




  Classic teenage response.




  I held the door open to let her pass and followed her into the kitchen. “Because decent people get up and do something with their time, that’s why! Unless they’re sick.

  You’re not sick, are you?” I dropped the bags on the counter and put my hand on her forehead.




  “Mom! Stop it! God!”




  I ignored that remark. Long ago, I had become deaf to the objections of my children.




  “You’re fine. Where’s Mimi?”




  “Out getting her nails done.”




  “Oh.” I stopped and dialed her cell phone but there was no answer. I hadn’t had a manicure in a thousand years. “Where’s Gracie?”




  “At the beach. Where else?”




  I started unpacking groceries and obsessing. Gracie at the beach. Gracie swimming in water over her head! Sharks! Riptides! Jellyfish! My daughter’s dead body, white, bloated and stone

  cold, crabs eating her eyes from their sockets . . . But, I was cool. “Did she say when she’d be back?”




  “Dunno. Gotta ask the guys she went with.”




  “Guys?”




  “Yeah. We met some kids at Taco Bell and she went with them.”




  “I don’t like it when she takes off like this, you know. She makes me nervous. What if they’re related to Charles Manson?”




  “Who’s Charles Manson?”




  “A psycho killer, q’est-que c’est.”




  “Mom, you are so weird sometimes.” Lindsey started fishing through the bags, not really pulling things out, just digging around.




  “Thanks, hon. Just what are you doing?”




  “Looking for a snack. How come you never buy chips? And, whoa! You bought steaks? What’s up with that?”




  I debated for a moment whether to tell her now or to wait until dinner as I had planned. I decided to tell her.




  “Okay. Guess what?”




  “What?”




  “I got a fabulous job managing a restaurant on Shem Creek for more money than I make in New Jersey!”




  “What?”




  “You heard me. We’re going back to Montclair as fast as we can, putting the house on the market and we are moving down here.”




  “Holy shit! Are you serious?”




  “Language, please. I am as serious as I have ever been. I’ve got a thousand and one things to do because I start work in ten days.”




  “Gracie is gonna flip a shit.”




  “Language!”




  “Sorry. But she will. You know that, don’t you? I mean, I know you’ve been talking about it, but this is for real now. Mom, I can’t believe you actually took a job

  here!”




  “Well, I did. Let’s put this stuff away and I’ll tell you all about it.”




  Lindsey followed me around the room, not helping anything except the pharmaceutical industry that manufactures my anxiety medication.




  “Momma, listen. I’m not moving here. I’m going to NYU. This isn’t about me. I mean, look. Okay. Whew! Damn! I’ll help you. I mean, I’ll go back

  to Jersey with you and pack up all my stuff . . .”




  “We’re all going back together. I can’t pack up a lifetime of your belongings without you to sort through it all. . . .”




  “You’re right. When do we leave?”




  “Tomorrow. We’re driving.”




  “Oh my God! Fourteen more hours in the car? Crap! We just did this. And then turn around and come back here? Just like that?”




  “You always were the smart one, Lindsey! I’m thinking you can leave your winter clothes at Daddy’s and maybe he can keep some other stuff for us until I find us a house here.

  And, I can’t buy a house here until I know how much we’re gonna get for the house in Montclair, right? So, either we will stay with Aunt Mimi for a little longer or we can look for

  something to rent. Anyway, the most important thing is to get the Montclair house looking right to go on the market. That means . . .”




  “Throwing out tons of shit!”




  “Language! Really, Lindsey! But, that’s the general plan. We’ll probably put some stuff in storage for a while.”




  “God, Mom! This is so depressing! I mean, I’m going to Montclair, coming back here, then going back to New York Labor Day weekend and starting school and you won’t be in

  Montclair for me to come home to on the weekends! I don’t want to spend my weekends with Daddy and Patti! She drives me crazy and he is crazy! You know that!”




  Lindsey choked up and started to cry like I hadn’t seen her do in ages. I knew what was upsetting her—too much change in too short a period of time. She hated change. Always had. I

  put my arms around her and let her cry on my shoulder.




  “Baby, listen to your momma. Everything’s going to be fine. This will all work out just fine. It’s the best thing for all of us. Right?”




  “I know,” she said. Her voice was shaking with uncertainty. “I’ll just be the one in Daddy’s backyard, burying cash in coffee cans and counting Cipro for when the

  cloud of terror floats over from Manhattan!”




  “Don’t worry, honey. I just know this is for the best. Your momma has never done a crazy thing in her whole life.”




  She raised her head and looked at me, half smiling. “Well, you just did.”




  “Thanks a lot! And you know that extra money I’m getting from my new job?”




  “Is this the part where you buy me off? I need a Coke.”




  “Yep! It’s for airline tickets. Get me a Coke too, honey. Diet, if there’s any left. Listen, Mimi says you can fly from LaGuardia to Myrtle Beach for under two hundred dollars.

  That’s ten trips, which I have to tell you I don’t think you’ll even want to take! Once you get into the swing of college you’ll forget about your old momma.”




  She filled two glasses with ice from the door of the refrigerator and poured, handing me one. “Don’t say that, Mom. I know I can come here but I don’t like the idea of

  you not being there!”




  “So, you want me to sit in Montclair and wait to see if you want to come home for the weekend?”




  “Pretty much sucks, right?”




  “Pretty much a little-girl-with-a-potty-mouth thing to say, sweetheart.”




  “Ugh! I hate growing up! You want a piece of cake?”




  “Sure, why not? A sliver, though.”




  I looked around my sister’s kitchen, doing inventory. The sparkling clean white countertops and shining oak floors were beautiful. Her cabinets were white too, with paned glass doors. Old

  linen napkins with lace borders tipped over the edges of her shelves. Her cobalt glasses, all lined up in rows, were not chipped. Her red-and-cobalt patterned plates, all stacked, matched.

  Everything in the room and especially the pound cake on the footed platter sang of a happy life, an organized life. The appeal of it was becoming addictive.




  The front door opened and closed and my sister had returned.




  “Heeeey! What are y’all doooo-ing?” She sailed in the room singsonging and gave Lindsey a peck on the cheek. “Isn’t that cake the best thing you ever put in your

  mouth? I swear, sometimes they just turn out.”




  “It’s like eating velvet!” I said with my mouth full. “Why didn’t you answer your cell phone?”




  “Honey baby! I was getting my nails done! I can’t be fooling around in my purse with wet nails!”




  “Aunt Mimi! Momma has some news!”




  “Did you get the job?”




  I nodded my head and Mimi started whooping and hugging my neck and then Lindsey’s.




  “This is the best, best news! I swear! Oh, y’all! I am so thrilled!”




  “Me too!”




  Lindsey stood on the sidelines, shaking her head.




  We carried on for a few more minutes and then we heard the front door open and close—very quietly. Gracie appeared in the kitchen, sunburned and wobbling. She was reeking of beer. There

  was a hickey on her neck the size of a prune.




  “Waddup?” she said.




  I was mortified and for my sister to see her behave this way was almost unspeakable. No one said a word. We simply stared at her. She must have decided she was too trashed to pass for sober

  because she turned to leave the room, holding on to the door for support.




  “I gotta go to ma room,” she said, “I’m grounded.”




  “This is one reason why we’re moving back here,” I said to no one in particular.




  “You need a hand with this one,” Mimi said. “She’s as drunk as a coot!”




  In the distance, as my young hellion ascended the stairs, we heard her lilting call in the music of the debauched. “Ah maight beeee shit-faaaaced, but Ah suuuure had fuuuun!”




  “I’ll make a lady out of her if it’s the last thing I ever do,” I said.




  “Good luck,” said Lindsey.




  “It might just be the last thing you ever do!” Mimi said.




  “Watch me,” I said with supreme confidence, seriously doubting that I could do a thing except to frustrate the hell out of myself. “The hopeless battle will begin as soon as

  she sobers up.”




  “Two are stronger than one,” Mimi said, “I’ll help.”




  Three hours passed and no word from my lovely younger daughter. No word, but plenty of snoring. Her snorts and grunts could be heard all over the hallway upstairs. Supper was ready and it was

  time for her to rise and join the living. Mimi and I passed each other on the steps.




  “Want me to get her up?” she said. “She’s been sawing logs forever!”




  “Yeah, I guess we have to,” I said. “Let’s go in there together.”




  We opened the door and there was my Gracie, curled up in a ball under the sheet. Her breathing was soft and even. Part of me wanted to wake her tenderly and another part of me wanted to pull her

  hair out by the roots. I still had to get us all packed for tomorrow’s trip and she had yet to learn about our plans.




  “She looks so innocent,” Mimi said, “like an angel.”




  “Angel my big fat foot,” I said. “That’s Fred Breland’s child, not mine.”




  “Humph to that!” Mimi leaned over her and shook her shoulder. “Gracie? Gracie? Sugar, it’s time to get up. Come on, now. Let’s go.”




  Gracie groaned and rolled over, blinking her eyes and yawning. “Lemme sleep a little longer, ’kay? Close the door!”




  “No way, honey, you’ve got to get up now,” Mimi said. “Supper’s ready.”




  “Not hungry,” she said and rolled over again.




  There was no reason for Mimi to be so nice to her. My temper zoomed to boiling. I threw back the sheet and pulled her feet to the floor. “Get up and go wash your face,” I said,

  “we’ve had enough drama from you. You come home trashy drunk and with a hickey on your neck? You will not embarrass me in front of my sister for one more minute! Move it!”




  It would have seemed that the theater department should have closed for the day but as soon as we were gathered around the table (that would be champagne for three, thank you), the news of my

  job and our move became the topic of heated conversation.




  “Well, you can move down here if you want to,” Gracie said, “but I’m not living around a bunch of rednecks.”




  “Thank you, Gracie,” Mimi said.




  “I don’t mean you, Aunt Mimi. You know that. Look, I love my life in New Jersey and I can live with Daddy. He said so.”




  “Yo! You want to live with Patti?” Lindsey said. “Are you nuts?”




  “Negative. No one’s moving in with Daddy and his wife,” I said. “The court awarded me custody and that’s how it is.”




  “Mom? We’re gonna have a big problem here if you try to force me to do this. I’m not kidding!”




  “A big problem?” I said with surprising calm.




  “Yeah! A huge one! Here’s the line and here’s you!” She drew a line with her fingertip and then stabbed at a point on the other side.




  I was not amused.




  “Are you threatening me, Gracie?”




  “I wish you wouldn’t use that tone with your mother,” Mimi said.




  Gracie was pushing her food around the plate, seething with anger. Lindsey stepped in.




  “Listen to your sister here, Gracie. Big deal. You get to spend the summer at the beach. You get the tan of your lifetime. You’re smarter than half the population here. You can dance

  with Charleston Ballet Company, which is professional! Let’s see if they teach modern dance. Who knows? You get to perform at the Gaillard Auditorium! In two years Juilliard will be

  licking their lips to have you!”




  “Yeah, right,” Gracie said. “They left a message this afternoon.”




  “You know, I am really not enjoying these implications about southerners. Northerners are no smarter than—”




  “God! Why is everybody so sensitive?” Gracie said.




  “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded, Aunt Mimi. I meant that Gracie is smarter in the ways of the world.”




  “And, that’s the problem,” I said, unable to filter the sarcasm from my voice.




  “Well, I am not moving here!” Gracie said, in a low voice. “And, that’s final.”




  “You don’t get to pick final,” I said. “You’re a minor.”




  “Never mind now,” Mimi said. “Look, I have an idea. Gracie? Why don’t you stay here with me while your momma and Lindsey make the trip to New Jersey? I’d like to

  spend some time with you and hear your side of things.”




  Gracie looked at me and I could see her mind at work. Which was worse? Two days of endless driving on I-95 and packing your life in boxes? Or, five or more days at the hands of the

  Taliban—make that Talibelle? Tough call.
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