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  Where nothing is certain, we awaken




  to another night of delicate rain




  falling as if it didn’t want to




  disturb anyone. On and off




  foghorns groan. The lighthouse beacon




  circles the island. For hours, melancholy




  waves tear whatever land we’re standing on.




  Listen to sea—rain dripping




  through fog, suspended at the edge of the earth




  on a circle of sand where we are always




  moving slowly toward land.




  —MARJORY WENTWORTH,




  poet laureate of South Carolina
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  OKAY. I had a dream about my mother last night and I always seem to dream of her when she has had a beyond-the-veil itch to scratch my back.

  She was waltzing with my father at an enormous celebration of some kind. They were smiling and having a wonderful time. I couldn’t remember ever seeing Doc so happy or Momma so beautiful. She

  never said a word. She just smiled at me. I had so many questions I wanted to ask her but for some reason, I couldn’t speak.




  The next thing I knew, I could sense the light of morning growing all around me. I must have been born with the thinnest eyelids in the world. You know how that is? Well, I realized I was awake.

  But for a few moments I hung on to the fringes of sleep, trying to retain the details of everything I had seen. I wondered, like I always did, if there was a larger meaning to the dream. Half of my

  DNA is German, but it was the all-American Lowcountry remainder that wore itself out to a frazzle searching for cosmic explanations.




  Maybe something was going to happen. Had we all been at a wedding? The old salts said that when you dreamed about weddings it meant the opposite, that something was coming to an end. More

  change? No, thanks.




  That was when my feet hit the floor. There was no way another blessed change could happen without me pitching a hissy fit. Big time. We’d had enough change around here to choke a

  goat. We had made it through Thanksgiving and were now trying to focus on Christmas. Thanksgiving had been enough to make anybody’s head burst like an overripe melon. Like Bettina says all

  the time, it’s enough already. Bettina’s from New York. She’s our manicurist and you’ll love her when you meet her.




  There’s so much to tell you about.




  Anyway, next I got myself a cup of coffee—ground Colombian beans with a piece of split vanilla bean thrown in the filter—and went outside to get the paper and look at the sky. The

  first thing I noticed was that my blasted garden still continued to climb all over my trees and my house. Every night it took over a little more. Not that it wasn’t pretty. Hell, no! It was

  nothing less than a horticultural miracle. Jack’s beanstalk.




  The sky looked fine, no storms coming or anything like that. In fact, it was going to be a beautiful day. I stood there watching the sun rise on the Isle of Palms. Right then and there, I

  decided that my dream had been a message that it was way past time to tell my story. So, here I am.




  Now, you don’t know me yet, but by the time I’m all done working my jaw, you’re gonna see that I’m not one to blab. Even though I’ve heard more tales than every

  bartender in Ireland, I’ve always tried to keep my distance from trouble. Gossip was trouble and I gave it a wide berth. At least I had tried to. Not that I hadn’t had my share of tight

  spots. Lord! Jeesch! Man! There were days when I thought the devil himself was out to get me. Maybe he had been, but lately, I had been feeling like he thought he’d given me his pitchfork

  enough. Not that I’m suspicious, but don’t repeat that, okay? Saying things were going great might get his attention.




  Here’s the thing that had landed me in trouble in the first place. Most of my years had been spent careening through life, keeping my plans on a back burner. I kept waiting to live. But

  wasn’t that what women did? Didn’t we always put duty to others before our own ambitions? Were we not the caretakers, the peacemakers, the homemakers, the ones who told our men and our

  children that we would always be behind them, no matter what? We told them that everything would be alright and that life was worth living.




  Well, most of us tried to do these things. Not all women. Some women were so mean if you looked at them funny your hair could turn into snakes. But all they ever got themselves by being mean was

  older and more bitter. Ooh! I’d tolerated a few women like that for too long. Somebody better tell them to run and hide because Anna’s talking now. That’s me. Anna Lutz Abbot.




  My professional life has earned me nothing but beat-up eardrums and a grossly underexercised tongue, mainly because I own a salon. I’ve been working in the salon world for getting on to

  twenty years. See, when my clients bared their souls, what I thought and what I said were very often two different things. Who in this world has the privilege to really speak their minds? The

  lunatics, honey, that’s who. Naked truth from my lips would have put me in the poorhouse long ago. Besides, isn’t it better to try to deal with people and all their problems with some

  little bit of sympathy? Of course it is. But, bottom line? I have heard it ALL!




  Have I got a story to tell? Yeah, honey, let’s get you a glass of sweet tea and then plop yourself right down in my chair. I’m gonna tell you a lot of secrets, but if I hear them

  told, I’ll come after your tongue with my shears. Or worse, my hammer! Yes, I will. This entire tale is true to the very last word and all the names and places are real to expose the

  guilty.




  I was telling Arthur the other day—Arthur is the man who drives me crazy with the shivers—that I had been thinking that maybe it was time to tell some people about how my whole world

  had changed in just a few months. If it could happen to me it could happen to anybody, right? He laughed so hard I thought he might up and die on me, so I said, Just what the hell is so funny, and

  he said, Since when don’t you talk? I was not amused. Not at all. No.




  Besides my own discoveries, it had occurred to me that it would be très cool if people knew about another side of life in the Lowcountry and baby, there’s plenty to talk about.

  Every possible thing you needed to know about southern living was discussed under the roof of Anna’s Cabana—and don’t tell me, I know: Anna’s Cabana sounds like the name of

  a seedy juke joint on the back beaches of the Virgin Islands. It does! But, when you come to understand how it was given that name, you’ll see why I let it happen.




  In any case, my crazy little salon is a gold mine in human behavior studies. When you take one part old salts, mix it up with gentrification and garnish it with tourists, you got yourself one

  mighty cocktail, ’eah? What happened here a few months ago literally turned the tide. It did. In any case, if I charged the same for listening as I charge for fixing hair, I would own the

  biggest house on this beach. No joke.




  And this whole drama isn’t just about what I hear at work. No, no. There’s a whole universe here on this island. We say we are from Charleston, but we are really from East of the

  Cooper—Cooper River, that is. Around here you’re either from Charleston, East of the Cooper, West of the Ashley (that’s the other big river), or out by Awendaw. Maybe you lived in

  one of these weird developments that keep cropping up that look like a movie set of downtown or one of the islands you could only get to by boat. The point is that in this neck of the woods, you

  can better believe that where you hang your hat makes all the difference in how you tick. I am and have always been an island girl and there was nothing to be done about it.




  My family hasn’t been in Charleston for a thousand years. We don’t have some grand family home, plantation or any silver we rescued from the Yankees by hiding it in the bricks of our

  chimney. In fact, I don’t own a lick of silver and it suits me fine. Polishing silver would not be the best use of my time. But we do love the history of the Lowcountry with a wild passion

  and we romanticize it all, telling ourselves we are anything except ordinary just because we can call this place home.




  My momma and her people were from Beaufort and I guess the only thing unusual about my background is that my daddy immigrated here with his parents after World War II. They wound up in Estill

  and were peach farmers. That means my daddy and his daddy worked like coolies to get to where they got and what they got was a comfortable but unspectacular life with no frills.




  I can tell you right now that I was never indulged, coddled, or overly nurtured. But that was probably because my daddy’s family had to fight for their very survival. Things were tough in

  the early days for them and for me too. For the longest time it seemed like my life would be an endless exercise of pushing big rocks up a hill. Take money. My daddy was the one who taught me the

  value of a dollar. Okay, he’s got a reputation for being a massive tightwad but he can’t help it. And, sometimes when I least expected it, his wallet would open, the moths would escape,

  and then the buckolas would start to flow. He’s full of contradictions, just like everybody else. Anyway, I learned from him that saving money and perseverance could get you something you

  wanted if you wanted it badly enough. And the only thing I ever really wanted was to get back to the Isle of Palms and live my life.




  That took longer than it should have, to say the very least. But you see, nothing in my life ever happened quite the same way it did for the other people I knew. Everything happened in wild

  extremes, which made for a whole lot of hullabaloo and lessons in life. Frankly, I could do without more learning experiences for a while. (Lord, I hope You heard that.) The most important thing I

  learned is that to be truly happy, you’ve got to pay attention to that stupid little inner voice we all have. It knows what you need and will drive you shit crazy until you listen to it.

  Guaranteed. My New Age clients—and I know them on sight because they wear crystals to which they have attached human names—call it connecting with the universe. Like my daughter

  says, whatever. I’ll just stick with my own name for it, thanks. Now, that inner voice thing sounds simple but you wouldn’t believe how many people I know who are stuck in the rut they

  dug for themselves. And the good Lord didn’t mean for so many people to be so unbelievably dissatisfied with their lives. I’m pretty sure about that.




  Think about it. If you spend ten years thinking you wish you could go to China, then there’s a good chance the experience would give your soul something it really needs. I’m not

  talking about people who say, Damn, I wish I could run away to China this minute. Running away never solved a daggum thing. In fact, real happiness is hidden in facing yourself, asking yourself

  what it is you really want out of this life and then being honest about it. By the way, you couldn’t pay me money to go to China.




  I’m lucky because I always knew what I wanted. It just took one helluva long time to get it, that’s all. For me to be content and happy, I had to be on this particular island.

  I mean, I couldn’t breathe right anyplace else. I’m serious. I’ve asked other people who live here what they think about that and they actually agree with me. They don’t

  feel like they belong anyplace else either. And, my whole spirit is stronger here.




  Naturally, I have a little theory about why that’s so. Islanders are their own species. We have to live near the ocean to stay in touch with our souls. Everything is amplified. The breeze

  is sweeter, the air is thicker, the sun is relentless, and the nights are more mysterious. God’s fingerprints are all over it and, before y’all go get your knickers in a knot, I know

  that you should go to church but I also believe you can talk to God anywhere. Especially on the Isle of Palms.




  We’re not a bunch of shiftless pansies either. We’re actually a pretty courageous bunch, usually unafraid of anything that Mother Nature slings our way. Hurricanes? Big deal. This

  may sound crazy but for some peculiar reason we need to, no, we have to stand in front of the angry ocean right before a storm hits. When I was little my daddy, Doc, would say,

  Anna?—let’s go have a look at what the Atlantic is up to before the eye hits. We would stand on a sand dune and inhale enough salt to actually elevate our blood pressure. It was good

  for us. Evacuations? We usually stayed at home. Until Hugo. Then everybody threw up their arms and said, just why did we pay these hefty insurance premiums in the first place? If the hurricane was

  a real monster, we just packed up our precious belongings and the family photographs and got out of town. We’d let the old storm have her way for a day or two and then we cleaned up her mess.

  Afterward, we’d rock away the nights on each other’s porches, laughing and telling stories about hurricanes for a million years.




  Islanders recognize something kindred in each other. Shoot, if I get a tourist in my chair and she says she’s from North Carolina I handle her one way. . . like a Yankee, but don’t

  let’s go around telling that, okay? But if she tells me that she lives in Wrightsville Beach, well, then she gets treated like an old friend.




  Beach people love life harder than anybody else. We do! We have a tendency to be, well, slightly excessive in our behavior. You usually won’t see us eat one boiled peanut, drink one beer,

  tell one joke or get just a little bit of sun. So if you tell me you’re from a beach, I know who you are. Except if you’re from California where everything wiggles. See what I

  mean? Hurricanes don’t ruffle me, but earthquakes? Not me, sugar.




  People who live on islands are generally unpretentious too. This is a quality that is greatly overlooked and undervalued by others. Look at all those people who live in New York. They have

  outfits for everything! They have jogging clothes, which aren’t the same as their workout clothes, which aren’t the same as their weekend clothes and, Lord have mercy on us, every

  stitch they own is black! Shoot! They probably blow out their hair to go around the corner to buy a newspaper!




  I just couldn’t live like that. I mean, God bless them, they’ve had their trials for sure. It’s just that I don’t think life is supposed to take that much effort. Down

  here in the Lowcountry, we just prefer to take things a little slower and savor each moment.




  Arthur says that in New York City dinner for two in a fancy restaurant can cost hundreds and hundreds of dollars. You could spend a right good bit of money down here on dinner too. That is, if

  you wanted to drive to Charleston. Out here on this island, you’d probably have to wait twenty minutes for a table, if you went to a restaurant that took reservations (which they

  don’t), because we don’t like to rush people when they’re trying to have supper and enjoy each other’s company. Actually, most of us would rather stay home and eat what

  somebody caught that day along with a salad or something. Maybe it’s because of the heat, but our big meal is in the middle of the day, if we can manage that much time for dinner. But supper

  (which is called dinner elsewhere) is usually a smaller meal.




  Island people aren’t like other people out there across the causeway and we don’t want to be either. We have our own style of everything and our own point of view. Living here makes

  you practical. I knew all along that my business would be recession proof. Go ask any woman you know. If it’s a toss-up between doing her roots and buying a dress, she’s getting her

  hair done before you can blink. And I knew, or at least I hoped, that my old clients wouldn’t mind coming over here from Charleston. Every last one came because when women find a hairdresser

  they like, they stick with them like white on rice.




  And then there are the transplants. These days it seems like everyone I meet is from Ohio. All these folks moved here to live. I tell them, Look, sugar, you might not be able to become a

  Charlestonian until you’ve been dead for a bazillion generations. But! I say, you can become an islander and they seem plenty happy with that.




  Attitude is everything in life, isn’t it? We are all capable of change. Even me. In the last six months, I found myself believing in the basic goodness of people again, and in the power of

  love and in miracles. You don’t believe in miracles? Well, when we’re all done here, come on by my house and see my yard.




  I had somebody from a magazine stop by my house the other day. This fellow was a horticulturalist and a photographer for some magazine in Vermont or someplace like that. He wanted to know what

  kind of fertilizer I used. I laughed so hard I had to reapply my mascara. I said, Honey, I don’t use a thing except Lowcountry air and island magic! He shook his head and left, thinking I was

  playing with his head. But I had told him the truth. I never lie. Okay, I might leave out some facts but that’s different.




  I’m sure you’ve heard all these stories about the South being haunted and people here talking to the dead and seeing ghosts. Bad news. They are all true. Every last one of them is

  true. Things happen here all the time that you can’t explain. That’s just the Lowcountry. When you get out to the islands, the weird factor accelerates. We don’t mind. We adore

  the bizarre and inexplicable as much as we treasure our eccentrics.




  Every life has its share of trouble. Like Miss Angel says, every dog has his day but every cat has his afternoon. Miss Angel is my next-door neighbor and the neighborhood philosopher.

  She’s also a regular Edgar Cayce. I dream, but not like her. But don’t worry, we’ll get to her. There are a lot of people I want you to meet.




  I wasn’t always content, you know. I went through some hellish suffering to finally love my life. But I never gave up hope. Like I said, it was my early years that were the worst. I had to

  go through them to understand what was worth fighting for and what wasn’t and I needed to learn how to just get along in the world. I guess the best place to start would be with Momma.




  Do you need some more tea? Well, let’s get it now because I’ve been holding back the tide for a long time. I think all the failures and victories of my life have come together pretty

  nice—like a string of graduated pearls. I can talk about Momma now without being upset but, when I was ten? Honey, I would rather have taken a stick in my eye than hear her name so much as

  whispered.
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  1975




  THIS is what I remember. That day, all I could think about was getting home and riding my bicycle. In my ten-year-old opinion, I had wasted

  the best hours of my day as a prisoner of the Sullivan’s Island Elementary School, in a hot stuffy classroom, on the receiving end of an education that I was absolutely sure was entirely

  unnecessary. It was late May and the temperature was already up there in the stratosphere.




  Teenagers with surfboards and suntans crossed every intersection of the islands coming to and from the beach. Summer residents were already arriving in hordes and my vacation was overdue. I

  could barely concentrate on anything except going barefoot.




  I climbed up on the school bus at two forty-five and rushed for a seat by a window, that is, a window that would open. It’s funny what the mind remembers and what it forgets. Like most

  girls would, I remember exactly what I wore. It was my pale yellow sundress, hand-smocked with green thread. I had on green sandals that matched. I was a major hot tamale in that dress. It was

  true. In the pecking order of my peers, I had the best clothes. Not the best hair (blond and thin) and not the best face (too pale—invisible eyebrows and lashes), but definitely the best

  clothes. I remember thinking that even though I had on my favorite dress that day, the humid weather and the proximity of summer vacation were making me cranky.




  As I struggled to push the window open, I began to perspire. It just annoyed me that the adults in charge of our lives gave so little consideration to the comfort of children. Our desks were so

  hard on our bony little backsides, it was no wonder we squirmed around like our britches were spray-starched with itching powder. Weighted down by books, we were positive we would grow up with

  warped bones. The steaming cafeteria could clean your pores. Everything about life seemed worrisome and inconvenient. Even the paper towels in the girls’ bathroom had a chemical smell and

  were so stiff that you were better off just to dry your hands on your clothes, if you washed your hands at all, which, of course, I always did. Germs.




  Worst of all, by May, the voices of our teachers were like unending white noise—just some droning yammer in the background. I’d had enough of the fifth grade and I knew one thing for

  sure. When I grew up, I was determined to change a few things about the slipshod way children were treated by the authorities.




  That day, I was just all a-twitter recounting my juvenile list of complaints as I boarded the ancient yellow rattletrap to go home. The only good thing about the bus ride was Lovely Leon, the

  driver. He was so cute and he flirted with all of us girls. His longish straight brown hair was always in his eyes, which I found irresistible. We loved him and our little hearts danced when he

  winked at us. Leon was a senior in high school, but he finished classes at two o’clock and was hired to drive us home. Because I lived at the end of the Isle of Palms, I got to ride with him

  longer, as most of the others got off the bus sooner. Sometimes he would start with the furthest stop and work his way back. And that was what he did that day.




  In the back of the bus, Eddie Williams (the first stop on his route) was giving Patty Grisillo (the third stop on his route) an Indian burn of Olympic quality. She was biting him on the arm.

  Hard. They were both screaming. Patty’s friends were whacking Eddie with their backpacks and Eddie’s friends were laughing and telling him to cut it out.




  “Y’all are acting like a bunch of idiots!” Leon said. “Eddie? Get your butt up here and work the door! I’m going to the Isle of Palms first!”




  The bus lumbered up Middle Street toward Breach Inlet at twenty-five miles an hour, moaning and complaining with every shift of the gears. Restless drivers passed us and we swore they would get

  tickets for passing a school bus. We made faces through the windows and hollered at the top of our little lungs at the disrespectful criminals who zoomed around us. They were merely further proof

  of the overall disregard adults had for children.




  We crossed the bridge and headed for Forty-first Avenue, way up at the end of the island. Everybody was carrying on, despite Leon’s pleas to Please y’all! Shut the hell

  up!




  Somebody, Sparky Witte, I think, said, “Look at all the police cars!”




  All at once, the bus became quiet. There was a huge commotion where I lived. Fire engines appeared behind us and Leon pulled over to let them roar past. They were from the Sullivan’s

  Island Fire and Rescue Squad. Must be huge, I thought. We followed them, going a little faster than before.




  When we got to Forty-first Avenue, the police had blocked off the road. People were all over the streets. Leon didn’t know what to do, so he stopped and waited for a moment. I started to

  shake, afraid that whatever the trouble was, that it was happening at my house.




  Leon got off and told us to stay put and be quiet. He walked over to a police officer and must have explained his predicament. He had a kid on the bus who lived on that street and what should he

  do? The police officer walked over to the bus with Leon, boarded the bus, and called my name.




  “Anna Lutz?”




  “Yes, sir?” I felt numb.




  “Come with me, honey.”




  I looked at this uniformed stranger with the gun on his hip and knew something terrible had happened. Lillian, my best friend, wanted to come with me, but he said, No, just Anna. It

  wasn’t a good idea, he said. Lillian started to cry and so did I. I still remember her crying and everyone saying, Oh, no! What happened? Call us, Anna, okay? You okay?




  I wasn’t okay. Not one bit. How could I be anything but scared to death? I walked with the policeman who introduced himself as Beau. He held my sweaty hand and carried my backpack

  for me. I knew something horrific was waiting for me. As we rounded the corner, I saw it all.




  My house was surrounded by police cars. It frightened me so badly I wanted to run. I just stood there with this Beau person, waiting for someone to explain this to me. What did it all

  mean? Had my house been robbed? Did they get away? Did they steal all our stuff? Were there a bunch of bad guys still inside—was that why so many police cars were there?




  Our neighbors were like statues in their yards, rooted by the spectacle before them. The Emergency Medical Service ambulances and attendants waited with a stretcher. When I saw Daddy’s

  car, I panicked. Was he in there? Oh! My God! What about Momma? Where was she? Where were they? Where were they?




  Out of nowhere my daddy appeared by my side and lifted me up. He was breathing so hard I started getting hysterical. I couldn’t understand what was happening but I knew it was a

  catastrophe.




  “Momma is. . . Momma’s had a terrible heart attack,” he said. “I’m so sorry, Anna.” Did that mean she was dead? He shook and gulped while he held on to me.

  Then he coughed, pulled out his handkerchief and blew his nose, hard. “Oh! Dear God! Why? How could I let this happen?”




  I couldn’t talk; I could scarcely breathe. Did he have something to do with it? I could only watch. Momma was dead? It just didn’t seem possible to me. The rescue workers had

  disappeared inside the house. Shortly, they came back out with a body on a stretcher. It was Momma. She was covered in a sheet. The ambulance attendants zipped a bag around her. A few minutes

  later, the police reappeared with a man. His shirt was unbuttoned. From where I stood he seemed to be in handcuffs. Was he? I started screaming. What did he do to my momma?




  “Hush!”




  The hush came from our neighbor, Miss Mavis, who broke through the crowd and grabbed me by the arm. It seemed she wanted to take me to her house on the next block.




  “This child doesn’t need to see all of this, Douglas! Have you lost your mind? Someone should have brought her to me right away. Come on, baby!”




  She started to lead me away with Daddy bringing up the rear. My mother had not spoken to Miss Mavis for a long time. They’d had an argument about something so I thought it was a little

  peculiar for her to jump into the middle of this. Momma said she had a tongue as long as a telephone wire and that she was going to hell for gossiping. But since Daddy was coming along with me and

  Miss Mavis, I went without arguing. It was no time to resist adult decisions.




  Miss Mavis had a house worthy of a full-scale investigation, but I would not have wanted to live there. I think because she had multitudinous cats, she thought it was necessary to stick one of

  those deodorant frogs or shells on every table and potpourri in bowls all over the place. It smelled seriously sickening to me. On the occasions I would stop by for a cookie with some kids from the

  neighborhood, we would always hold our noses. The minute we got out of there we hollered Phew! and laughed about it, making gagging noises for the rest of the afternoon.




  Her house was divided in two, upstairs and downstairs. She lived on top and could see the ocean, and Miss Angel, who worked for her, lived downstairs. Miss Angel was much more interesting than

  Miss Mavis. She could trace her ancestors back to slavery. She was also a master basket weaver. She had so many stories, her stories had stories.




  We would always see Miss Angel sitting in the backyard, weaving sweetgrass, sewing it around and around with a strip of palmetto, or on other days shucking corn or stringing beans. If we were

  too tired or hot to run around anymore, we would wander into her shadow, asking her what she was doing.




  “Ain’ you chillrun have nothing better to do than come around ’eah bothering Angel?”




  She would stare us up and down, one by one.




  “No, ma’am,” we would say.




  “Well, then I expect y’all want something to drink?”




  “Yes, ma’am.”




  She would sigh, put down whatever she was doing, and, like ducks, we would follow her into her kitchen. Then the storytelling would start.




  “When I was a girl, we had to pump our water . . .”




  When she got warmed up she would go on and on.




  “Tha’s right! My daddy, he say to me, ‘Angel?—be my angel and go fill this ’eah bucket like a good girl. Lawd! That girl is strong like two bull ox!’

  Tha’s fuh true, ’eah? You chillrun don’t know what hard times is! I hope y’all helps your momma when she call. Do you?”




  “Oh! Yes, ma’am!” we would all say, lying through our teeth.




  “All right, then. Angel gone give y’all fresh lemonade she make this morning. Just this morning I say, Angel?—gone be hot like de Debbil’s breath today! Better have

  something fuh dem bad chillrun when they come ’round, and come ’round y’all surely did. Drink up and gwine leave me be!”




  Homemade lemonade! Wonderful! She thrilled us all the time.




  Miss Mavis was the exact opposite of Miss Angel. Momma said she was always putting on airs, whatever that meant. Miss Mavis had a daughter who was away at college and a son who was

  married, living way off in California trying to be a movie star. She would show me his publicity pictures and tell me that he was up for a commercial or a part in a movie. Daddy always said her son

  was a damn fool because he had changed his name from Thurmond to Fritz. I didn’t know which name was more stupid.




  Miss Mavis and Miss Angel were the neighborhood’s official but revered old biddies. They had taught us plenty, and contrary to what Miss Angel thought about us being just a bunch of

  spoiled Geechee brats, I was to learn what hard times were.




  We climbed the steps up to Miss Mavis’s part of the house and the minute we stepped inside you couldn’t smell anything except dried flowers and pine. I sat on the couch, crying and

  hiccuping. Miss Mavis handed me a box of Kleenex, covered in needlepoint with magnolia flowers on a red background. She was one of those craft people.




  “I don’t understand,” I said. “Who was that man? Was Momma murdered? Was he a robber?”




  “No, baby, I’m sure he didn’t murder her. Good gracious! Too much television!”




  I started to wail. What a mean thing to say! I wasn’t crying because of some television program! My momma was dead! Daddy was rubbing a hole in my back. He was in shock himself and I guess

  he couldn’t begin to think of what to do with me.




  “Come on now, Anna,” Miss Mavis said, “let’s blow our nose, all right? I’m gonna go over to your house with your daddy and see what we can find out. You just stay

  put and we’ll be right back, okay?”




  “Okay,” I said, and thought for a second about why grown-ups said stupid things like let’s blow our nose. Miss Mavis was nice, but she was making me mad.




  When they closed the door behind them I felt very alone, confused and out of place. I didn’t know what I was supposed to be doing while they were gone. I mean, watching television seemed

  inappropriate. Calling Lillian didn’t seem right either. I guess I was sort of stupefied because the only thing I seemed capable of doing was looking around the room and wondering how

  something so awful could happen to me. I could feel a terrible weariness in my chest and for a moment I worried that there was something wrong with my heart too. What if Momma and I died on the

  same day? I didn’t want to die. I tried to relax.




  Miss Mavis’s coffee table was covered with magazines and her end tables were jammed with framed photographs. I wasn’t interested in any of it, but then my eye caught a picture of her

  in her wedding dress that must have been a million years old. She looked pretty in that picture and really young. Momma always said that her husband ran around on her like his pants were in flames,

  and he turned his liver into a rock. When he died, Miss Mavis went around telling the immediate world that he was a saint. He wasn’t any saint. Even I knew that.




  Daddy, who had as many stories as Angel, used to tell me a story about this pirate named Major Stede Bonnet. People said he became a pirate to get away from his nagging wife. Well, he wound up

  with his neck in a rope. I never understood how somebody could do something so mean to his family and his liver and then get to be a saint. I wasn’t absolutely positive what running

  around meant, but I figured it had to do with other women. Stede Bonnet would’ve told him he’d be better off to just stay home and behave himself. Anyway, this slew of happy family

  pictures was pitiful because Momma told me Miss Mavis and all her people were all a bunch of screwballs.




  Momma. I was so tired then that I just wished I could lie down and sleep. I hadn’t realized I wasn’t alone until Miss Angel appeared to see what I was doing.




  “Come on, honey,” she said, “Angel fixed you something to eat.”




  Angel hardly ever said I. Maybe she thought I couldn’t remember her name. I followed her to the kitchen to find a slice of homemade peach pie on a flowered plate and a glass of

  milk. Angel was the only person I knew who could really cook. The pie was so delicious I ate it in huge bites and then threw it up all over the floor and all down the front of my favorite

  dress.




  “I’m so sorry,” I said and began to cry again. “I have allergies.”




  “Poor baby,” she said, “don’t you worry about a thing. The pollen is terrible this year and pollen can sure make a body sick.”




  It wasn’t allergies. Being a natural born liar, I didn’t want to tell her that it was that I had felt sick ever since I got off the school bus, that the smell of all those cats was

  disgusting, and that trying to swallow food had pushed my stomach over the edge. Didn’t she smell the cats? Apparently not. She wiped my face with a damp paper towel, I tried to stop crying,

  and she said, “Come on now. Come with Angel.”




  She took me to Miss Mavis’s daughter, Merilee’s, room.




  “All right, let’s see now.” She dug in Merilee’s drawers and pulled out a big Citadel T-shirt. “Take off that dress, put this on and I’ll throw she in the

  wash. Be good as new in two shakes.”




  She was so nice it was hard to feel embarrassed, but I wasn’t taking off my clothes in front of her, so I waited. She waited. I waited some more.




  “You want me to turn my back? I don’t mind but Angel can tell you that you ain’t got nothing Angel ain’t seen.”




  “Sorry,” I said, “it’s just that . . .”




  I must have looked like I was going to start crying again so she said, “That’s all right, baby. Angel understands. You just go on and do it and she’ll be right outside the

  door.”




  She left the room; I quickly changed and handed my ruined dress to her.




  “Okay, now you lie down on that bed and get a good nap. This has been a terrible day, ’eah? I’ll call you when your daddy gets back. But you shut your eyes like a good

  girl.”




  She closed the door behind her. For the second time that day, I was going to do as I was told without giving anybody any lip.




  I remember that Merilee’s room was filled with the standard array of girlhood memorabilia. Her walls were covered in posters of Audrey Hepburn and other old movie stars. Audrey Hepburn was

  the only one I recognized because I had always watched her movies with Momma. It was one of the few things we did together that she seemed to really enjoy, but then, Momma had a weakness for all

  things glamorous. She loved to go shopping too and would take me to Evelyn Rubin’s on King Street in Charleston for my clothes. I’d miss those afternoons an awful lot, I thought. Would

  Daddy take me shopping? What would he say? It would be awkward and embarrassing and the thought of it made me feel heavy with sadness.




  Merilee’s bed was covered in stuffed rabbits, probably from Easter baskets, and Teddy bears from who knew where. There were books, old dolls, cheerleader pom-poms, class pictures, and

  about a hundred ribbons from swim meets were hung across a cord over her dresser mirror.




  Under different circumstances, I would have snooped through everything. Not then. My legs weighed about a thousand pounds each and my eyes just wanted to slam shut. I crawled up on her high bed,

  pushing everything aside, and put my heavy head down on a soft cool pillow.




  As soon as I closed my eyes, the image of my house and all the police cars came back. My momma was dead. My beautiful momma had a heart attack. Damn, I said to myself and I marked the

  occasion as the first time I had ever used a curse word and really meant it, although it wasn’t said aloud. So I said, “Damn everything!” out loud to Merilee’s room.

  I was entitled to say it, too. I felt clammy and woozy, like I was going to throw up again, so I held very still and said my favorite prayers over and over again. I heard a soft voice in the

  twilight calling me. “I’m sorry, Anna. I’m so sorry.”




  I thought it was my momma talking to me, telling me it was a mistake and everything was going to be exactly like it was, but it was just Miss Mavis. She was sitting on the side of the bed. It

  was night and I had slept after all—a black sleep with no dreams.




  “It’s eight o’clock, honey,” she said, and wiped my hair back from my face. “Do you want some supper?”




  “No,” I said, and forced myself to add, “thanks.” I was suddenly very angry.




  “I made Campbell’s Chicken Noodle soup for you with some saltines and a Coca-Cola on shaved ice,” she said. “I always made shaved ice for my children when they felt

  bad.”




  Her voice was so sympathetic and heartfelt that I nodded my head and sat up. She turned the bedside lamp on and left the room assuming I would follow. What I really felt like doing was throwing

  every rabbit and bear of Merilee’s life right out of the window and smashing the faces of all her dolls. I wanted to scream. Where was my daddy? Why wasn’t he here?




  I pulled down Merilee’s T-shirt to cover myself and wandered out to the kitchen. Miss Mavis plopped me on a kitchen stool and left to answer the doorbell. I sat in front of the steaming

  soup watching Miss Angel wipe the counters to a polished sparkle. My dress, starched and ready to dance on its own, hung on a hanger from a cabinet knob. I said nothing. She said nothing. Nothing

  was going to make me happy. I just sipped the Coke and eyeballed Miss Angel.




  Miss Angel was as tall as a woman could be without hitting the ceiling, I thought. She stood straight as a ramrod, not that I knew what a ramrod was, either. It was just something people said.

  When all the neighborhood kids, including me, pulled plums from Miss Mavis’s cherished trees, Miss Angel would threaten to call the police and we would scatter like mercury. (I know about

  mercury because once when I was trying to fake sick to get out of school, I held the thermometer next to the lightbulb and it burst.) On other, brighter days when she liked us, she’d call us

  away from our street games to test her famous chocolate chip coconut cookies.




  “I want to be sure they’s okay to send to Miss Mavis’s chillrun,” she would say with a wink. “If y’all bad apples get sick, tell me quick so I can throw them

  out, ’eah?”




  We would snicker and gobble them up like a pack of starving beagles, knowing she had really made them for us. She was a force to be reckoned with.




  She wore her hair as she always had, pulled back tight in a neat bun. Her perfectly white shirt was a sharp contrast to her smooth complexion that had always reminded me of the color of light

  pecans. I figured her to be around forty, which was decrepit in my book. I was fascinated by the fact that she never wore and didn’t need a stitch of makeup. Probably because my mother wore

  so much. But Angel didn’t need a thing to improve her appearance. Her thick curly eyelashes framed her light hazel eyes like awnings and those crazy light eyes of hers held the wisdom of a

  thousand ages. I was about to get an unsolicited dose of it.




  “Gone be all right,” she said, finally breaking the silence, “by and by. You’ll see. Now eat up.”




  “I wish,” I said, “but it won’t.”




  “ ’Cause the good Lawd take care of His own and you’re one of Gawd’s chillrun, ain’t you?”




  “No offense, Miss Angel, but God ain’t sending my momma back. She’s dead, you know. Dead is dead.”




  “Your momma was a beautiful woman, Miss Anna, and she was the finest gardener I ever knew. She’s up in heaven now, tending the Lawd’s flowers. Eat up that soup. Ain’t no

  good cold.”




  “Ain’t no good hot,” I said and waited for her reaction to that one.




  She looked hard at me and I thought she was going to tell me how ungrateful I was, but she changed her mind and sat down beside me instead.




  She exhaled a long breath and slapped her hands on her thighs. “You know what?” she said.




  “What.”




  “This ain’t no good,” she said with another sigh, “it ain’t no good.”




  “What? This soup?”




  “No, chile, this day. It’s plain awful and that’s all she wrote.”




  “Yeah, it sure is,” I said and let my spoon rest on the side of the bowl.




  She looked at me for a few minutes and then she looked straight through me before she spoke, as though she saw something on the wall behind me.




  “I’m a Gawd-loving Christian woman, Miss Anna, and I never miss Sunday church. My preacher, he say all kind of things about Gawd and how He got His plan and His mysteries and such.

  But I gone tell you this, and let the lightning strike me down righ’ chea in this kitchen, things happen in this world that ain’t the hand of Gawd. People do all kind of crazy things,

  the innocent get hurt. These thing just don’t make no sense. No sense, no how. This whole business never should have come to pass.”




  “Yeah,” I said. My tears were streaming again and I wiped them away with the back of my hand. What was she saying? I couldn’t hold a thought in my head. I could barely sit. I

  felt faint but Angel just continued to talk as though I wanted to listen.




  “Never should have come to pass,” she said again, handing me a tissue from her pocket. “I’m so, so sorry to see this day. You go on cry, baby. It’s okay.”




  I put my head down on my arms on the counter and sobbed. What did she mean that it never should have happened? Did anybody know what had really happened? I wanted to get out of there and

  run. If I could just run and run, I would feel better. I wanted it to be day, not night. The dark seemed scary for some reason. It had never bothered me before. Now everything seemed wrong. I

  wanted to go home to my room, slam the door and lock it. I wanted my daddy. And, I wanted my momma.




  Daddy was probably at our house. I suddenly realized I couldn’t go there, not even to get clothes. I had been told to stay put. On an ordinary day, I would have ignored that and taken the

  consequences. I realized I was afraid to move.




  “I can’t go home,” I said. I looked at her and knew my face was all twisted because I could feel a hard pull in my jaw. I started to shake and burst out into tears one more

  time. “What am I supposed to do? Just sit here? Just sit here?”




  My bewilderment must have sobered her, made her realize that what she took for granted that night had only begun to dawn on me. I was a sassy island brat, but I was still a little girl. And now

  I was a sassy island brat, little girl, with no mother, refused even the comfort of her own bed for some inexplicable reason, and with a daddy whose grieving would come with a price to pay.




  “You’re not going to worry about that just now,” she said. “You listen to me good, Miss Anna. Your daddy is a good man and you are a good girl. Dr. Douglas needs for you

  to hang on to yourself. Neither one of you deserve this kind of terrible thing, but here it comes anyhow. So now what? If you go off all half-cocked and crazy it’s just gone make a bad

  situation worse. So you need to tell yourself that you gone be the smart young woman Angel knows. Ain’t that right? And don’t you know your daddy’s gone need you to be strong?

  I’ll bet he feels pretty bad too.”




  “Yeah.”




  To tell you the truth, I didn’t care how anyone felt. I was so stunned that I couldn’t think about anything or anybody. I quit crying and, switching gears from that short blast of

  deep sorrow, I felt my fury grow. I couldn’t do anything with or about my anger, so I clenched my jaw and quit talking to her.




  There were people out in the living room. The door had been opening and closing every ten minutes. Daddy was probably back, but why hadn’t he told me if he was? A car horn honked loudly,

  outside in the backyard.




  Angel looked annoyed and opened the back door, calling out, “Hush! I’ll be along directly!” She took her purse from the closet, went back to the door and turned to me.

  “That’s my nephew. I promise to him I go see his new baby tonight. Shuh! Got him a man-child now and he ain’t got the brains Gawd give a garden pea, ’eah? There’s your

  dress all done up.”




  She pointed to it hanging there on the wall. I had forgotten all about it.




  “Thanks.” I looked at it and tried to control myself. “It looks great.”




  “Glad I could do something. You all right now?”




  “Yeah, I’m okay.”




  “All right then. Miss Mavis and I gone help you and your daddy. Don’t you worry. You just ask Gawd to send you strength and He will. All right?”




  “All right, Miss Angel, I will.”




  She paused for a moment, gave me one of her loving half-smiles, and said, “All right.” Then she was gone.




  I poured the cold soup down the drain and went into the living room, where there was a growing crowd of our neighbors. I went to Daddy’s side and he smoothed my hair, squeezed my shoulder

  and proceeded to ignore me. Nobody was acting normal. Miss Mavis and Daddy were talking all around my head, never once asking what I thought, so I wandered away from them. Daddy was in a corner

  chair, sometimes talking but sometimes with his head in his hands and his elbows dug into his knees. He was listening, nodding, and occasionally standing to shake someone’s hand. I saw that

  his eyes were all red and swollen, even behind his wire-rimmed glasses. It was very obvious that he had been crying. I had never seen my daddy cry and even now on this night when we should have

  been able to console each other, he had hidden his tears from me. It broke my heart to think about my daddy crying all alone. My mother had done this to him and to me. Why? What would happen to us

  now?




  People were coming and going. My best friend, Lillian, and her momma came with a bunch of flowers for me. It made me feel worse instead of better. They handed me a bag from Belk’s. I

  opened it to find a new nightgown and some underpants. They must have known I wasn’t going home that night. They knew more than I did, which made me even angrier.




  Everyone who came that night brought something for us—a bouquet of flowers, some Coca-Colas, a pie. I looked at all the things before me and it began to dawn on me that my life was changed

  forever. My breathing changed to something deep and rushing, as though I were going to hyperventilate. It scared Lillian. She hugged me hard, thinking she could calm me down. I jerked away, gasping

  and struggling to get a grip on myself.




  “Quit!” I said.




  “Come on, honey,” her momma said to her, moving her away from me. “Anna’s had an awful thing happen.” She turned to me, bending down and putting her hands on my

  shoulders, and said, “Sweetheart, we are so, so sorry for you and your daddy. But don’t you worry. The grown-ups will have this all figured out in no time at all.”




  “Thanks,” I said.




  At least I thought I had said thanks. I was working as hard as I could to control myself in front of everybody and I was about to lose it.




  What Lillian’s mother had said was now the undisputed most stupid thing I had ever heard an adult utter in my whole life. The grownups would figure this out? Weren’t the

  grown-ups the ones who caused this in the first place? Didn’t they always start the trouble?




  I might have still been a kid but I wasn’t a daughter of the South for nothing. The Civil War and Civil Rights had been hammered into my brain from the day I was born. War and suffering

  followed by more war and suffering. Even with all the great minds and hundreds of years, the world still had war and suffering. What adult was going to solve this? I had no mother. And, it was

  obvious, even to me, that this wasn’t an ordinary death or else the police wouldn’t have taken that man away to jail. My house was probably still crawling with the police. I

  didn’t know because nobody was telling me anything. I was afraid to ask.




  No. This couldn’t be fixed. Was there anyone on this earth who could possibly have the nerve to believe they could make things right for me and for my daddy? As a matter of fact, it seemed

  that yes, there was. Daddy’s mother, that’s who. Just when I thought they were shutting me out completely, Daddy said, “My mother is coming tomorrow.”




  Grandmother Violet, who preferred to be called Grandmother—not Nana, not Grandmomma or Mama or Grandma, but Grandmother—had been called in Estill and given the news. She was coming

  in the morning. Great, I thought, just when it didn’t seem possible that my situation could get worse.




  My grandmother was the most unpleasant woman I ever knew. She found fault with everyone and everything. She had never liked my mother either, calling her a gold-digging nobody whenever

  she was out of earshot. Adults thought kids didn’t know what was going on, but they did. I heard every single thing she said in our house because she had this unbelievable haunted house

  voice. When she got upset or laughed too loud, the dogs outside would howl. I’m not kidding either. They did. It wasn’t that I wanted to eavesdrop, it was that the noise she made was

  near impossible to avoid. Maybe my momma wasn’t from some stuck-up self-made American Dream family like Grandmother’s, but she was a former beauty queen and spoke like a normal

  person. Besides, if there was any gold around to dig for, I never saw it.




  Maybe, just maybe, Momma being dead would be big and horrible enough to make Grandmother be nice. Inside, I doubted it. I really did.




  All night long, I heard the grown-ups talking about funeral plans. I was brushing my teeth in the hall bathroom with a new toothbrush that was too big for my mouth. I had decided the best thing

  for me to do was stay out of the crowd, but the door was ajar and I could hear them.




  Our pastor’s wife said our church was going to put together a reception for us. Somebody else was going to make phone calls for Daddy. Daddy’s best friend, another doctor, came in

  with a brown bag of booze for him and a Barbie for me. He didn’t know what to do for me, he said, but he figured a Barbie might be welcomed by a little girl. Eventually they got around to

  talking about me and who would take care of me in the afternoons after school.




  A voice drifted from the living room, saying, “Well, you could send her to boarding school.”




  I couldn’t believe my ears. I was standing there wearing my new nightgown and all at once, ranting and raving gushed out of my mouth like I was the Hoover Dam with a drastic leak. I

  screamed at all of them.




  “Just what’s going on here? What’s going on? Don’t y’all know I’m sick? I threw up tonight! I don’t want to go to boarding school! I have

  a school and I have to go tomorrow! I didn’t even do my homework!”




  They all stopped and stared down at me, realizing the disaster was too much for me to absorb. I would never forget their faces—embarrassed that they had overlooked me that horrible night.

  And it was all made worse by the fact that they knew I had seen my momma dead, being carried out from my house. Miss Mavis had been right. I had not needed to be a witness to my mother’s body

  being put in a bag. I wanted all those people gone from the house that minute.




  There I stood, barefoot, with my toothbrush dripping and hair shot in every which way, looking up at them, them looking down at me. I was as mad as every demon in all of hell. They were pushing

  Daddy into all kinds of decisions. I wanted to wait and discuss these things with my daddy by myself, the same way we always had. Then, as though someone said Action!, they all began talking

  again, to each other and to me.




  Honey, as a practical matter, certain things have to be done at once. Plans have to be made, right, Doc? Sweetie, we know you love this island. All the children love this island. Don’t

  worry. You won’t go off to a boarding school. Oh! Look at you! Of course, you’ve had a terrible, terrible loss! This is too much for her, Doc! She needs to be in bed, Doc. It’s

  past ten o’clock, Doc.




  Daddy moved through the crowd, picking me up.




  “Come on, my beautiful string bean,” he said in a weary voice, “Daddy’s gonna tuck in your bony bahunkus and tell you a story. No school tomorrow.”




  I let him tell me one of the same old well-worn yarns to make him feel better, but that night I knew I was too old for any more bedtime tuck-ins. I felt tiny and weak but for all the world, I

  didn’t want him to know it. He rubbed my back and finally said a few things to me that I needed to hear.




  “We’ll go home in the morning. I love you, baby, and I don’t want you to worry.”




  “I’ll help you, Daddy,” I said. “I’m almost eleven and there’s a lot of stuff I can do. I can cook scrambled eggs, you know.”




  I could see him smiling in the dim light of Merilee’s bedroom.




  “I know, honey. You’re growing up fast but you’ll always, always, always be my baby. Don’t ever forget that.” He got up and walked to the window.




  “Daddy?” He didn’t answer. “Daddy?”




  “What, sweetheart?”




  He turned to face me. Maybe it was the blue light and shadows of night that cast his face in such a way that he looked completely spent. And old.




  “What happened? I mean, how did all this happen?”




  “I don’t know.” After a moment or two he said, “I really don’t know. Try to get some sleep, okay?”




  He kissed me on my forehead and left the room, without closing the door all the way. If I needed him, I would call him, the same way I had when I was really little and had nightmares. It was

  always Daddy who came to make my world right. After all, Daddy was a pediatrician and he understood children. Most people, except me, called him Doc. The nickname alone implied that he was the one

  who could make things better.




  But no sleep would come to me that night. And Daddy never came to check on me. I called for him a couple of times, but he never came. Despite the late hour, the front door of Miss Mavis’s

  house continued to open and close with people offering sympathy and help. While it was really nice of Miss Mavis to let us stay with her, I wished all the loud voices would be quiet. And why

  wasn’t Daddy at least looking in on me?




  Then I heard Officer Jackson, the Chief of Police, say, “I’m sorry, Dr. Lutz. They were in bed. We’re holding the fellow over in Charleston. Apparently he was giving her a

  controlled substance—amyl nitrite—and her heart just stopped. He’s going to lose his pharmacist’s license and . . ”.'




  They had been in bed? My momma had been in bed with that man! The man drugged her? Even though I was a kid, just a Geechee brat from the Isle of Palms, I knew what that meant my momma

  was. My momma was a whore. From that moment, and for the rest of my life, I was sure I would despise her. I was so ashamed I wanted to die. And, worst of all, where was my daddy to tell me that

  everything would be all right?
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  BETWEEN the time Momma died in 1975 and now, enough stuff happened to me to make your hair stand up just like it would if you stuck your

  tongue in a football stadium light socket. I ain’t lying. I got married, had a baby, got divorced, moved back in with Daddy, went to beauty school, became a stylist, raised my daughter,

  Emily, and learned so much it makes my head spin like a globe in the hands of a third grade boy.




  I pride myself on the fact that I can garden like nobody’s business and, honey chile, I can cook, doing my voodoo on chicken and pork chops in a most excellent and reasonable, down-home

  fashion. Now, I have no intention of dragging you through every blessed detail of my life. I just want to give you some highlights. Highlights? Get it? Salon humor. God, I just crack myself up

  sometimes. Sorry. Occupational hazard.




  Where were we? Ah, yes. The present situation. Here’s something nobody knows except me and the South Carolina Federal Bank. I have seventy-four thousand eight hundred and eighty-three

  dollars in my interest-bearing account, not that interest is anything to brag about these days. But, I have no debt. I never thought I’d see the day, but here it is. But there was this

  monumental problem blocking the path of my beach house spending adventure.




  Daddy.




  I knew it was time for me to leave because he had been completely driving me out of my cotton-picking mind. But I was afraid to go because, somewhere along the line, I had forgotten to get a

  life for myself.




  I love when people say that. Get a life. What is that stupid cliché anyway? (I think, if one wants to be taken seriously, one should avoid clichés like the plague.) Some guy cuts

  some other guy off in traffic. Get a life! the guy in the other car yells. Well, my father spends years in front of a television. So, get a life! I think to myself. Wouldn’t you

  know, this stupid get a life business finally got around to me. Thank you so much. Took long enough! My eyes got yoinked open in a most unceremonious and insensitive blast delivered by Jim

  and Frannie.




  Jim lives in San Francisco and Frannie lives in D.C. They’re my best friends in the world since forever. We were doing our monthly conference call last week and they gave me the freaking,

  red-suited devil. I made the foolish, self-indulgent, tiny mistake of complaining once too often about Daddy’s moodiness.




  “Anna? Girl?” Jim said. “You know, Frannie and I are so not ready for you to start your rag on Doc. I think it’s a little tired, you know? Like a lavender, glen plaid

  polyester pant suit.”




  “With a safari jacket,” Frannie said. “And shoulder pads. With epaulets.”




  “Oh!” I said. “O-kaaay.” I started feeling largely and understandably defensive. I mean, if I couldn’t take my troubles to my dearest friends, who could I tell?




  “Give it up! It’s worn out!”




  “Anna, Jim’s right,” Frannie said. “Look, you haven’t had a date in two years, that I know of. You haven’t been to the movies since when? I mean, do you even

  know who Cameron Diaz is?”




  “Yes, I do. But who cares?”




  “Look, hon,” she said, “and I mean this in the nicest possible way, it seems to us that when you come home from work, you piddle around in the yard, fix dinner, and go to bed,

  only to start the whole thing over again the next day! You’re acting like you’re sixty years old! Like me dear old granny from Waterford was fond to say, you need to dry your arse. Go

  have more fun, excuse me, any fun in your life and then your daddy wouldn’t bother you so much. Or us!”




  “Anna? You need to rise from your rut and never go back.”




  I exhaled my disgust at myself and my frustration with them. Dammit all to hell. I hated it when I was wrong. “Well, you’re right, all right? You both are. I know that.” I was

  chewing on the ends of my hair, a disgusting habit of mine, I suppose, but one I had found comforting since I was a kid.




  “Well, that’s a start. It’s just that I hate to see you like this, you know? We both do. Hell, Anna, Frannie and I love you!”




  “Listen to Jim. You need to move out of your daddy’s house, Anna, and you know it. It just ain’t natural for our generation to go through menopause under our

  daddy’s roof. It just ain’t becoming for a Magnolia to pale on the branch in daddy’s shadow.”




  “Ouch! Jeesch! Menopause! Of all the despicable and totally disgusting thoughts!” That would have been the old proverbial cold water sloshed in my direction. God. Reality truly

  sucks. Sometimes. “Frannie? Okay. You’re right. Listen, I know y’all won’t believe this but I’ve actually been looking for a house on the Isle of Palms. Sort

  of.”




  “What?”




  “Finally! Great God, woman!” Jim said. “Great God!”




  I could hear Jim sit up straight and Frannie’s gasp was powerful enough to blow any earwax I had right to the core of my brain.




  “Just be sure you’re having a guest r-r-room,” Frannie said, trilling her r’s. “Ocean view would be good.”




  “Dream on, but yeah, I’m looking. Maybe something will turn up.”




  “Sugar Pants, if ever there was a woman who deserved a beach house on that island, it’s you!”




  I giggled at Jim calling me Sugar Pants. I told them about how I had been combing the ads and how I had a real estate broker working on it. We all agreed that a house was essential for my

  relationship with Emily and for my own sanity.




  “God’s good, Anna, but now you’re tap dancing in a small boat! What if you actually find something? Old Doc will howl like a wild animal on a full moon!”




  “Well, he’s gonna have to howl. I also know that eventually I will find something and then what will I tell him?”




  “Girlie, listen to your ex-husband. You’re gonna tell him that I said you should do this and that Frannie said so, too.”




  “Oh, that will solve the whole issue!”




  I wished it would but we all knew it wouldn’t. Yes, Jim was my ex-husband and we will get to him soon. Suffice it to say that Jim was my closest and dearest love, despite the fact that his

  hormones had other plans for our marriage. Frannie was my most important girlfriend of my entire life. If it hadn’t been for her, my Emily would have been at some loser school instead of

  Georgetown University. Frannie was an alumna and a recruiter and one of the most powerful lobbyists in Washington. She had spearheaded and won Emily’s acceptance. Frannie and Jim were devoted

  and vocal feminists, believing that every woman should be able to stand on her own two feet. I had adored both of them since Momma died. They had saved me then, but I guessed they were a little

  weary of propping me up. I couldn’t really blame them.




  “I’m gonna do it,” I said. “I have a lot of money in the bank, enough for a deposit and I know I can get a mortgage. Hell, I’ve been working for Harriet for a

  billion years.”




  “If you need help, let me know,” Jim said.




  “Thanks, sweetheart, but I gotta do this on my own.”




  “However?” Frannie said, laughing.




  “Okay, I’ll holler if I can’t manage it, but I swear to God, y’all, I’m gonna do it.”




  “Just make sure it has a room for me. I wanna tell everybody in San Francisco that I have a house on the infamous Isle of Palms!”




  “Ocean view, please.”




  “I’m taking notes,” I said.




  That was it. I knew my days of assassinating Daddy’s reputation had ceased or else their respect for me would be compromised. That innocent monthly chat with Jim and Frannie lit the final

  and long overdue draggling string of my bloomer’s fuse. I emerged as a woman on a pyrotechnic mission.




  I was like an IRS agent, sifting and scrolling the ads and minding the obituaries every day—with the proper respect, to be sure. It was a known fact that this was how the “classic

  houses” on the Isle of Palms came onto the market. Sadly, somebody had to keel over and drop dead.




  If the deceased was over eighty, the odds were that the departed’s offspring already had their own brand-new beach houses with Anderson windows and Pella doors and were anxious to settle

  the estate by selling the well-worn family home. That was how I house shopped and I told myself that it wasn’t morbid or callous.




  My real estate agent, Marilyn Davey, kept me on the go. She called me every time she thought there was something in my price range. We would race out to see it and sure enough we would be

  greeted by the sellers shaking hands with the buyers. Every single time.




  “Damn it!” I could see her mouth the words from behind the steering wheel of her navy blue BMW. She would get out of her car and apologize. “I swear, Anna! We just got the

  listing this morning!”




  “It’s okay,” I’d say, “the right house will find me when the time’s right.”




  Apparently, there were a lot of people with the same plan I had, but I was still hopeful. Counting up my chits, I figured I was next in line for an intergalactic, multidimensional, karmic act of

  Divine justice to reclaim, at the very least, my rightful spot on the planet. Just gimme my damn house, okay? While I’d never been someone to believe in entitlements, I had come to believe

  that this time, I was entitled. I got gypped out of living on the Isle of Palms as a child, my daughter got railroaded into living with her grandfather because of my problems, and we had all

  endured enough.




  I didn’t want a big splendid house on the ocean, mainly because I knew I couldn’t afford a big splendid house on the ocean. Maybe fate would throw in splendor at a later date.

  Just a reasonable house would have sent me to heaven.




  At last, excellent news! Mr. Randolph Simmons, of the Isle of Palms, eighty-eight years old, choked and died last week on a hunk of mustard pork barbecue at a family picnic. His children were

  playing touch football and thought he had a heart attack. When they realized later the Heimlich maneuver could have saved his life, they were aghast with shame and consumed with regret. Guilt

  worked for me. Mr. Simmons’s tiny house would suit me fine. I considered it a sign from God that I heard it in the salon at the same time Marilyn heard it from one of Mr. Simmons’s

  children. Affordable houses stayed on the market for about two seconds, because that kind of news traveled faster than Palmetto bugs in the kitchen when you turned on the lights. And, in a bizarre

  twist of fate, Mr. Simmons’s house was only a few houses away from where I had lived as a child. I made an offer and shook hands. Marilyn and I hugged and screamed like schoolgirls.




  Now I had to tell Daddy. I sweated it all the way home.




  First, I called my gurus for courage. I squirreled myself away in my room and dialed their numbers.




  “Jim? Hang on. Let me flash in Frannie.”




  “Hey!”




  “Hey, Frannie!” Jim said, “Okay, Angel Heart, spit it out! I’m out here tasting Merlots and we all know California grapes don’t hold forever!”




  “Yeah,” Frannie said, “I’m on the way out. Got a dinner at the Capitol for some jokers from Merrill Lynch.”




  “Okay. I have major news,” I said.




  “Doc find himself a bride?”




  “No such luck,” Frannie said, “that would undermine his chances for martyrdom.”




  I giggled. “No, Daddy ain’t found no babe, but I found a house!”




  Much screaming ensued.




  “That’s wonderful!”




  “Tell it and be quick! I got two seconds and then I’ll call you tomorrow for details.”




  “Well, I told y’all I was looking, ’eah? It ain’t no palace and it’s little, but I can afford it. And y’all can please help me figure out how to make it look

  like something?”




  “No problem. I’ve got so much stuff in storage, you wouldn’t believe it,” Jim said. “Is it on the water?”




  “Are you insane? But it’s two houses from the path to the beach, across from Wild Dunes. And it’s got a big yard, so I could add on at some point. But then there’s the

  kicker part.” Jim’s wallet lived in another world than mine and no doubt what he had in storage would be better than anything I could ever afford.




  “Lemme guess,” Frannie said, “Doc is gonna kill himself?”




  “Basically, yeah.”




  “Shit,” Jim said.




  “How should I break the news?”




  They were both quiet for a moment and then Frannie spoke.




  “He’ll understand, Anna, I’m sure of it.”




  “Anna, just tell him straight out and be sweet about it. Old Douglas adores you. We know that. Christ, it’s not like you wanna move to Patagonia or something!”




  “You’re right. Okay. I’ll do it. I’ll call y’all tomorrow.”




  “You’d die without us, you know,” Jim said.




  Frannie said, “If he gives you a hard time, I’ll be home tonight around ten.”




  “Thanks, y’all. Love you madly!”




  It was still light outside so I decided to weed the beds and deadhead the flowers until Daddy came home. Gardening was a kind of meditation for me. I would have my conversation with nature and

  the answers to my problems would always come. Now I needed to find words. First, I checked the chicken stew I had started that morning in the Crock-Pot and it smelled wonderful. It was thick and

  rich. When I lifted the lid the whole room was filled with the fragrance of onions and celery. That would put old Douglas in a good mood for sure. I picked out a mushroom, blew on it, and popped it

  in my mouth.




  “Damn, honey,” I said out loud to myself, “you ain’t fancy, but you sure ’nough know how to put the hurt on a bird!”




  I was relishing my extraordinary good humor and suppressing my nerves. Eventually I got myself outdoors and began yanking some grass intruders from the azaleas. Daddy’s car pulled up. My

  heart sank, knowing the moment of truth was nigh, like Daddy always said when my report card came. I had cut a handful of basil I was going to chop with tomatoes for a salad, and some

  parsley to garnish the stew. I walked over to greet him, forcing myself to smile.




  “Hey! How was your day?”




  “Hey, sweetheart! Let’s see,” he said, pulling his well-worn black leather doctor’s bag from the floor of the backseat of his sensible Buick. “Three cases of

  stomach bug, four ear infections, lots of DPT shots, and one appendicitis. All in all, an average day, I’d say.”




  He hadn’t noticed anything different. Good.




  I followed him into the house and began setting the table while he went through his mail. I watched as he began to reenact his daily routine, saying the same things for the millionth time. Odd.

  His words that had grown to a stockpile of irritants now seemed to spark some melancholy in me. I realized the day might arrive when I would miss hearing him say, I wish I had the money it costs

  to produce all the junk mail I throw out every day. We got any beer?




  “I wish I had the money it costs to produce all the junk mail I throw out every day. We got any beer?”




  I reached into the refrigerator and, after some digging around, produced a Corona Light. I drank Corona. He drank Beck’s. Corona was going to make him say Humph, sissy beer.




  “I need to go to the store,” I said. Next, he would ask about supper time.




  “Humph,” he said, “this is sissy beer. When’s supper?”




  What did I just say? See what I mean? Sweet but annoying. Maybe it would be a while before I missed the dazzling repartee we shared every night.




  I served the chicken stew over biscuits and we began to eat. Now he would ask about my day.




  “So how was your day? This is delicious, Anna.”




  “Thanks,” I said. “My day was the usual baloney with Harriet and the normal gossip with my clients. Did you know that Alex Sanders resigned from the College of Charleston? I

  heard he’s running for the U.S. Senate for Thurmond’s seat.”




  “Well, personally, I like Alex Sanders very much. However, if Thurmond can still frost a mirror, that’s his seat.”




  Strom Thurmond had been a U.S. senator since before we were all born, was a hundred, and it seemed like he would live forever. People would vote for him even though he fell asleep during Senate

  sessions. Tradition. It’s how Charlestonians were wired. No one cared if the rest of the country snickered. What the hell did they know? Not diddly about what mattered to us, let me assure

  you.




  “I think Sanders can win if he runs.” I wasn’t too sure about that but said it for a couple of reasons. One, I thought Alex Sanders was brilliant—not only as the

  college’s president, but he had shown himself to be a man of grace and integrity, something in short supply around Washington. Second, I was in the mood for change of any sort. Last but by no

  means least, I was using this little politico discussion to figure out how I was going to break the larger news to Daddy. “At least I’d like to see him win.”




  “Who knows? Personally, I think the guy who raises the most money wins, which is very sick to consider.”




  We fell silent for a while and then Daddy spoke again.




  “What’s on your mind?” he said.




  “Why?”




  “Anna, since you were a tiny girl, whenever you had something on your mind, you chew your hair.”




  I knew the longer I delayed the news, the more difficult it would be to tell him, so I just blurted it out.




  “Okay. I have something to tell you. I’ve found a house on the Isle of Palms and I think I’m going to buy it.”




  He sat up and looked at me as though I had just announced peace between the Israelis and the Palestinians. I didn’t think he believed me; in fact, I was certain of it.




  “Tell me this again,” he said and gave me his full and rapt attention.




  “I found a house on the Isle of Palms and—”




  “I thought that was what I heard.” He wiped his mouth with his napkin and sat back in his chair, still staring at me. “Why, Anna? You don’t need to leave here. I mean, I

  thought that we had a pretty good arrangement, you and me. You were able to save money, buy yourself a nice car . . .”




  “That’s not it, Daddy. You know that.”




  “How would you manage? I mean, who’s gonna take care of all the insurance forms and all those kinds of things? You hate that stuff! And, who’s going to cut your grass and paint

  your window trims every year and unplug the garbage disposal and . . .” He stopped and got up from the table, putting his napkin down by the spoon of his place setting. “Fine,” he

  said. “Do what you want.”




  “I’m sorry, Daddy.”




  “Don’t be sorry. You’re a grown woman. I knew this would happen one day, I suppose.”




  He went outside to the backyard to stare at the water of Charleston Harbor. That was what he always did when he was upset. He’d go out there for a while and think through whatever was

  bothering him. This was different, though. Daddy was sixty-seven, near retirement. He might be worrying about getting old, getting sick, being alone. I knew these were terrible and dark thoughts

  for him. But the thought of growing old under Daddy’s roof was just as frightening for me. Was I wrong to want this for myself and for Emily?




  We had no other family on his side and I had produced only one daughter. College meant she was gone, really she was, and there was no promise that she would ever return to settle here. But I

  wanted so badly for her to have her own home to come home to and to see that I could accomplish this.




  I wanted to say to him that he could have a room in my new house for himself, but I knew that would only perpetuate the troubles that made me want to leave in the first place. I felt I had the

  right to live measuring up to my standards without a daily review of my shortcomings from another single person. Daddy couldn’t help himself. I knew that. The scars of immigration to this

  country and his marriage to my mother had made him exacting, overprotective, meddling, patriarchal, and unforgiving.
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