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  “The setting and the characters are blazingly authentic. . . . Frank evokes the eccentric Hamilton family and their feisty Gullah housekeeper with

  originality and conviction; Susan herself—smart, sarcastic, funny and endearingly flawed—makes a lively and memorable narrator. Thanks to these scrappily compelling portraits, this is a

  rich read.”




  

    —Publishers Weekly (starred review)


  




  “Dorothea Frank and I share the exact same literary territory. . . . Sullivan’s Island is hilarious and wise, an up-to-the minute report on what it is like

  to be alive and female in the South Carolina Lowcountry today. It contains the funniest sex scene I have ever encountered.”




  

    —Pat Conroy


  




  “Dottie Frank’s take on the South Carolina Lowcountry is tough, tender, achingly real, and very, very funny. Sullivan’s Island roars with

  life.”




  

    —Anne Rivers Siddons


  




  “In Sullivan’s Island, southern womanhood has found a new voice, and it is outrageous, hilarious, relentless and impossible to ignore.”




  

    —John Berendt


  




  “A satisfying treat. . . . Dorothea Benton Frank ventures into the territory of another three-named writer, Anne Rivers Siddons.”




  

    —Orlando Sentinel


  




  “Frank’s wit, her fast pacing and the details of Lowcountry life and place give the novel a solid grounding. . . . The book’s greatest pleasure lies in the

  delightfully realized Susan, who has all the pluck, charm and gutsy good humor anyone might wish for. . . . Sullivan’s Island is really a treat. It’s fun, fast reading. . . . a

  good writer with a fictional creation who—as they say in the movie biz—has legs.”




  

    —The State (Columbia, SC)


  




  “One heck of a beach book. . . . Frank keeps you reading compulsively.”




  

    —The Charlotte Observer


  




  “Those who enjoy Pat Conroy or Anne Rivers Siddons will not be disappointed.”




  

    —Library Journal


  




  “A novel with such authentic characters and setting that the reader is reminded of the rich storytelling of Pat Conroy and Anne Rivers Siddons. . . . Filled with

  Lowcountry and Gullah legend, this delightful contemporary romance is a very moving story of family, love and place.”




  

    —Knoxville News-Sentinel


  




  “A novel that should be on every ‘beach reading’ list this summer.”




  

    —The Greenville News (Greenville, SC)


  




  “A guaranteed reading pleasure.”




  

    —News Chief (Winter Haven, FL)


  




  “Rarely in contemporary fiction have we encountered a heroine so real, so sympathetic, so at once courageous and outrageous. . . . Sullivan’s Island is the

  kind of novel readers are always asking for—and, usually these days, can’t find.”




  

    —Putnam County Courier (Carmel, NY)


  




   




   




  PRAISE FOR




  Plantation




  “Effortlessly evokes the lush beauty of the South Carolina Lowcountry while exploring the complexities of family relationships . . . Readers will enjoy immersing

  themselves in the lives of these deftly drawn, heartfelt characters.”




  

    —Publishers Weekly (starred review)


  




  “Filled with entertaining characters and lots of humor.”




  

    —The State (Columbia, SC)


  




  “Think Terry McMillan meets Rebecca Wells by way of the Deep South and you’ll be barking up the right bayou.”




  

    —The Mirror (UK)
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  I searched for sleep curled up in my quilt—the one made for me at my birth by my paternal grandmother’s own hands. Southern

  women have always taken pride in the excellence of their needlework. Over the years it had been abused and then its edges rebound and its tears carefully mended. The design was my

  grandmother’s own—so unique—a beautiful, pastel-colored garden, with a stream of gray and pale blue silk water running down its center. As a child the scene had seemed so real to

  me that I could imagine myself there, climbing the garden wall of stone and pale green ivy and then wading in the water.




  The front was pieced together from tiny swatches of fabrics to form flowers, birds, trees and shrubs. She had probably collected those swatches for years. The back of the quilt was now ivory

  silk, blind-stitched over its original backing of cotton. Hundreds of tiny French knots gave the quilt texture and dimension. Its fragile state was so urgent; it should have been mounted as a wall

  hanging for the sake of preservation. If there was one thing that Charlestonians did it was to preserve. But, I couldn’t retire it as an art object. I preferred to wrap myself in its cool

  folds, wondering if my grandmother—the one I had scarcely known—was trying to tell me something.




  I turned in our ancient, creaking bed—my parents’ bed—solid mahogany, with carved shafts of rice decorating each of its four red patina posters, a symbol of long-gone

  plantation crops. We had once grown the most desirable rice in the world in Charleston’s rice fields—Carolina Gold. The bed was a souvenir of the past.




  I remembered the day we had carried it into the house in pieces, up the steep stairs from the front hall to our bedroom—Tom and I—and together we had assembled it, fitting the neatly

  labeled pegs in just so. There was not a single nail in it—only handmade pegs. We had just bought our house then—an old Victorian in the historic district of downtown—and my

  sister had insisted that we have the bed as a housewarming gift.




  My mind moved on. I tried to convince myself that the gentle, rhythmic snoring of my husband was in fact the sound of the tide coming in on Sullivan’s Island. The sounds of the Island had

  never failed to help me fall off to deep sleep. But that night no amount of imagining or remembering brought the rest I so desperately sought.




  It had been well past one o’clock when I finally got to bed and I twisted and turned until past two. Somewhere around then I kicked off the covers and opened a window. At that hour the

  city noises of Charleston had at long last given up to near silence, except for the occasional foghorn from the harbor or the lone car engine revving up and flying away from a red light. The

  car’s driver—probably a college student—knew no one was around to stop him at that hour.




  As I raised the sash, the night air rushed through my window, causing my curtain sheers to billow, and my bedroom air became damp all at once. Damp and slightly chilled. I should have recognized

  the smell of impending disaster, but I didn’t. I hurried back to bed and when the alarm failed to wake me at six-thirty, I woke in a panic at seven.




  The day began in a whirlwind of petty grievances. Beth didn’t like the cereal I put out for her and whined about it as though I were trying to feed her poison instead of a bowl of healthy

  fiber. Tom couldn’t find his favorite cuff links and accused me of being nosy for rearranging his jewelry tray. I had done no such thing. Who had the time for that sort of housekeeping?

  Rearrange his jewelry tray? What a joke that was. I had barely had time lately to remember my name. He had probably left them at the gym, I told him.




  Half apologetic for his foul humor, Tom took our daughter to school so that I could get to my office at the Charleston County Library on time. Even he knew I had to make a major presentation

  that afternoon at work. “Good luck!” he called out on his way out the back door.




  I had been up late working on a proposal for the South Carolina Electric and Gas Company. It was pretty much a done deal, but I still worried. I got paid to worry. I raced to work like a

  madwoman. I couldn’t be late. An ugly side of government employment involved time-clock punching and score keeping at an obsessive level. If you were fifteen minutes late, your salary was

  docked. Absurd. I had two master’s degrees, but if I was fifteen minutes late for work, eyes rolled, eyebrows arched and the bookkeeper had a smug moment of glee. Where had they been

  at one in the morning? Forget it. It wasn’t an argument worth the blood pressure. You see, I’d learned. Pick your battles carefully.




  Anyway, I felt like a plate spinner. Remember those guys on television? The Ed Sullivan Show, I think—some Russian fellow who had twenty plates on flexible poles, all spinning at

  once over his head. That was my life. My daughter, Beth, was one plate—her academic career, her social life, her complexion and her compulsion to spend. Oh, she spun all right. My husband,

  Tom, was another—spinning somewhere out of my direct line of vision. The house was another—threatening to fall down around my ears. It was always something—a broken pipe, a

  leaking gutter—and it was my job to see about it all. Tom was too busy. Or whatever. My sex life was another plate. That one spun backwards, along with my wallet plate—slightly cracked.

  Don’t ask. I just kept thinking that soon, things would be better—as soon as I got to the bottom of the paper on my desk, filled out all the health insurance claims, as soon as I did

  this or that.




  I should not have been in the least surprised to discover, when I made it to the library, that I had left the support materials for the charts at home. Well, I thought, I could put a Band-Aid on

  that one too. Instead of lunch, I’d just fly home as fast as I could, grab the papers and fly back in time for the two o’clock meeting. It wasn’t a big deal—just a mosquito

  bite in the scheme of things.




  I gave my diskettes to our development department secretary, who swore up and down that it was no problem to print the graphs on sixteen-by-twenty paper for the easel. I blew her a kiss and ran

  back home at around eleven. If I got back by twelve, it would give me two solid hours to assemble everything and go over it again.




  It was a gorgeous South Carolina morning. I don’t know why, but I was struck by the clearness of the sky—all that blue. So beautiful. I raced down Meeting Street, passing all the

  tourists crossing the streets, thinking how pleasant it was to live in a place that everyone wanted to see. And Charleston is no cheesy resort. She is noble and grand. People came here to learn, to

  be enriched. Of course my enthusiasm was tempered by the natural reserve with which Charlestonians have the good fortune to be born. No, no. During Spoleto Festival, we do not drive down Murray

  Boulevard blowing our horns and swilling beers like in the football towns. Heaven forbid. We open our gardens and serve iced tea with mint sprigs to total strangers, treating them like favored

  friends.




  I was thinking about all this graciousness and hospitality, and singing “Sixty-Minute Man” along with the radio, as I swung into my narrow driveway on Queen Street. I didn’t

  even slam my car door, but left it open, intending to stay only long enough to get what I needed. I was already bounding up the steps to Beth’s room (somehow the family word processor had

  migrated there) when I heard the voices. I stopped dead. Someone was in my house. Someone was in my bedroom! “Oh, God!” I heard a distinctly female voice cry out.

  “Oh, my God!” Was it Beth? Was someone hurting my Beth? It sounded like someone having sex! With my heartbeat loud in my ears, I sneaked back downstairs as fast as I could and

  grabbed the fireplace poker. I was shaking all over. I didn’t know whether to call the police first or try to stop what was happening myself. I stood outside my bedroom door and listened for

  a minute. My box spring was creaking and groaning.




  “Ride me! Yes! My tiger!”




  Then an all too familiar voice said, “I’m gonna give it to you like you want it! Tell me you want it!”




  “Oh! Yes! Please!”




  It took me about one split second to realize I was about to confront some major bullshit. My heart sank. I could’ve walked out of there and maintained my dignity, but oh, no. Not me.

  Something made me open the door. The tiger—whose bare backside faced me—was none other than my husband, Tom. The female he rode—whose ankles he held high in the air while she

  clung to my headboard—was the chemically enhanced and surgically improved young woman who ran the New Age bookstore on St. Phillip’s Street. I stood there in the doorway with the poker,

  anger rising like a geyser, waiting for them to realize they had company, thinking for a split second that a poker was a rather Freudian and humorously named weapon to have at the moment. I cleared

  my throat as loudly as I could when it was clear my husband and his love puppy didn’t have a clue. She was the first to react.




  “Tom!” she screamed. “Stop! My God!” She scrambled to cover herself with my sheets.




  He turned around to face me and started screaming, “What are you doing here?”




  “I live here,” I said. My voice sounded weak. “I forgot some papers.” I couldn’t move.




  “Well, go get them,” he said, “and close the door!” He sounded cold and foreign. Not like the man I had shared the last sixteen years with.




  His dismissal finally infuriated me beyond reason. “Get out of my house,” I said, “both of you.” I crossed the room and raised the fireplace tool over Tom’s head.

  They were suddenly horrified and begged me to put it down. They scrambled to the other side of the bed to escape, caught in the sheets, knocking a lamp from the end table, sending it smashing to

  the ground.




  “Please, Susan! I can explain! Don’t do this!” Tom was pleading with me and, thank God, I heard him. I would’ve hit them both, bashed their brains in. I dropped the

  cast-iron poker to the floor and began trembling. I’d never hit anyone in my life and suddenly there was a raging murderer inside of me.




  “Get out,” I said to her in a low voice. My heart pounded so hard I thought I might have a stroke. She slipped out of the bed, naked and wet with perspiration, her blond hair all

  matted in the back from her tiger ride. Her dark pubic hair was shaved into a heart shape. “Who do you think you are?” I hissed at her. “You’re not even a real

  blond!”




  “Go downstairs, Susan,” Tom said, “try to pull yourself together.”




  “Really?” I said. “Pull myself together? You’re in my bed with this slut and I should worry about how I behave? This bitch is screaming ‘Ride me like a

  tiger!’ and I should compose myself? I’ll tell you what, Tom Hayes. You get that cheap whore out of my house and get your ass dressed and downstairs in five minutes.

  If you can’t give me the apology of your life, I want you out of this house today. Is that clear?”




  I didn’t even know if he answered me. I slammed the door so hard behind me that it thundered all over the house. I don’t remember going to the kitchen, or lighting the cigarette I

  found myself smoking a few minutes later. I heard the front door close. Silence. I waited for Tom to appear. Silence followed by silence. I went back to the foot of the stairs.




  “Tom?”




  He was gone.




  I called my office after some time and apologized, saying that I had become ill, asking my boss to do the presentation. My illness wasn’t a lie. The room spun around me as I fed the

  support material for the presentation through the fax in Tom’s study. I pulled the sheets and pillowcases off our bed and flipped the mattress. I got a sponge and wiped down every square inch

  of my bathroom and dusted every surface in my room. It wasn’t until I put the linens in the washer that I began to cry. I saw by the kitchen clock that it was afternoon—it was

  two-thirty. Beth had cheerleader practice and she wouldn’t be home until five. What would I say to her?




  I debated calling Tom’s office but before I could think of what to say, I heard the front door open again. In a matter of seconds I turned to see Tom staring at me. I knew I looked

  horrible. My eyes were all swollen and red. Somehow the favorite dress I had chosen to wear to work now seemed frumpy and dowdy. I stood there in my stocking feet. I felt a run growing by my big

  toe on my left foot—it ran right up the front of my leg. I had to wear black pantyhose today? It came to me in a rush that my nails were chipped and my hair hadn’t had a professional

  cut in six months. Needless to say, I was twenty pounds overweight.




  I looked hard at Tom. He was tan and fit. He stood quietly in the doorway to the kitchen. His teeth were perfect, his stomach was as flat and hard as Formica and his loafers were shining from

  diligent polish. He pulled off his tie and began to roll it around his hand.




  “We need to talk,” he said.




  “Yeah, I guess so.”




  “I’m sorry you found us, Susan,” he said.




  “Wait a minute. You’re sorry I found you? Shouldn’t the first thing you apologize for be that you betrayed me?” I began to panic all over again.




  “Of course I’m sorry I betrayed you,” he said quietly, looking at the floor. “We had it good together for a long time.”




  “What are you saying, Tom?” My breath was uneven.




  “I’m saying I think we should try living apart for a while,” he said.




  There it was. The hideous truth. He wanted out.




  “Why? Tom, why? Look, I know things haven’t been great between us lately. I mean, I know we haven’t been as close as we used to be, but I can change. I can try harder.” I

  was pleading and I could see from his expression that he was embarrassed by it.




  “Please, Susan, don’t make this any harder than it is,” he said.




  “Don’t make it harder? What does that mean?”




  “I just need some space, some time to think,” he said. “It has to be this way.”




  “Why?” I began to cry. “What about Beth? What about our family, Tom? What about me?”




  “Look, I just came back to get some things. You know I’ll take care of you and Beth. I’ll talk to her. I just have to have some time, Susan.”




  “Look at me, Tom. Look at me in the face and tell me why this is happening, because I don’t understand.”




  When he looked at me I knew all at once why it was happening. He didn’t love me anymore. He didn’t even look guilty. He looked relieved. He cleared his throat.




  “Where is my black hanging bag?” he said.




  “Find it yourself,” I said. It began to sink in that he was really leaving. Nothing I could say or do would change that. “And while you’re finding your black hanging bag

  that I worked overtime to buy you for Father’s Day last year . . . oh, God. It’s on the third floor in the hall closet.” I was going to tell him to go to hell but I couldn’t

  get the words out of my throat. What difference would it have made? Father’s Day. I watched him leave the room and listened to his quiet footsteps on the stairs. I heard him walk overhead and

  up the steps again to the third floor. I couldn’t move. I felt like someone had died and it was such a shock that I couldn’t absorb it. Suddenly I started thinking about seeing him in

  bed with that woman and then I started getting mad again.




  I went upstairs and found him lifting stacks of shirts from his drawer and putting them on the bed. His hanging bag was spread open and held several suits. I sat on the other side of the bed and

  tucked my feet under me.




  “What’s her name, Tom?” No answer. “Come on, Tom, she must have a name.”




  He opened his sock drawer and stopped. “Karen,” he said.




  “How old is she? I mean, she’s obviously younger than I am. Just out of curiosity . . .”




  “I don’t know,” he said.




  “Nineteen? Twenty?” I was being a bitch but, hey, I figured, why not? “So, do you think she loves you for yourself?”




  “Susan, she’s twenty-three and yes, she loves me for myself.”




  “And you love her too. Is that right?”




  “Yes, I think so,” he said in a whisper.




  “What was that? I couldn’t hear you, Tom. Did you say she’s closer to Beth’s age than to yours and that you are in love with her?”




  “Yes,” he said.




  “I see. Well, we may as well be civilized about this, to the extent that’s possible for me anyway.” I got up from the bed and went to the bathroom. He closed the drawer to let

  me pass without touching him. That act of avoidance infuriated me further. “No sense in prolonging the misery,” I said, “I’ll pack your shaving kit for you.”




  “Thanks,” he said.




  I closed the bathroom door behind me, locked it and looked in the mirror. I had never been so furious in my life. I ran the cold water, took off my glasses and washed my face. When had I stopped

  wearing contact lenses? Ten years ago? When had my teeth started turning yellow? Five years ago? I pulled his leather bag from the cabinet under the sink and opened it. Condoms? How old were they?

  I took his razor from his medicine cabinet and dropped it in the bag, along with his shaving cream and the Colgate. Reaching for his toothbrush, I looked at it and realized he’d been brushing

  his teeth for somebody else for a long time. I don’t know what possessed me to do it but I dunked it in the toilet. That pleased me so much that I rubbed it around the inside rim. That seemed

  so pleasant I then scrubbed up under the rim, good and hard, where no toilet brush could’ve reached in weeks.




  “Tom, do you want a hair dryer?” My heart was pounding as I put the toothbrush in its holder and dropped it in the bag.




  “No, that’s okay,” he said.




  “I’ll be out in a minute,” I said. I pulled off my pantyhose and threw them in the wastebasket. I took his aftershave and cologne out of the medicine cabinet. It occurred to me

  that he’d been wearing these for Karen. I peed in the bathroom glass, drained the Aramis and poured urine into two of his cologne bottles. “Up yours,” I said quietly. I dropped

  the bottles in his bag and zipped it closed. Once more I looked in the mirror. I wondered what had become of the nice girl I once was.




  When I went back to the bedroom, his suitcase was gone. I took the shaving kit downstairs and met him at the door.




  “Where can I reach you?” I said, handing it to him.




  “I’ll call you,” he said.




  We just stood there looking at each other.




  “I’m sorry, Susan, it’s not you, it’s me,” he said. He turned and left.




  “Yeah,” I said. I watched him go to his car, the same way I had a million other times.




  





  One




   




  The Porch
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  1999




  I began putting my life back together at the feet of my older sister and her family. She lived in Momma’s house—the family

  shrine—on the front beach of Sullivan’s Island. Every time I went over to the Island—which was frequent in the first months after Tom left—I tried to leave the harsh

  realities of my new life behind me.




  My old station wagon rolled slowly across the causeway, liberating my daughter and me from the starched life of the peninsula to the tiny dream kingdom of Sullivan’s Island. Black magic

  and cunja powder swirled invisibly in the air. The sheer mist became the milky fog of my past.




  From within the pink and white branches of the overgrown oleanders, which lined both sides of the road, floated the spirits of decades long gone. The haints were still there, just

  waiting for us in the tall grasses and bushes. Suffice it to say that everything in the Lowcountry was just a-wiggling with life and it wasn’t always a warm body.




  The spirits urged me to roll down my windows and breathe in the musk-laden drug of the marsh. The scents of plough mud and rotting marsh life filled my senses like a warm shower of rare perfume.

  Then the sirens sounded their cue and the drawbridge lifted up before us to allow passage for a tall-masted sailboat. We would be detained on the Charleston side for fifteen minutes. I left my car

  to stand outside and feel the air. Beth stayed in the car listening to the radio.




  I walked to the edge of the marsh. The full force of the salty air washed my face and, in an instant, I was a young girl again.




  I was hurrying home to my momma and Livvie, my heart already there. The sweet steam of Livvie’s simmering okra soup beckoned in a long finger all the way from the back porch. In my mind I

  heard the voices of my brothers and my sister as we converged on the supper table, all of us bickering in Gullah over the largest piece of cornbread. Livvie ran interference, telling us to hush,

  warning us that Daddy was coming.




  It was odd what I remembered about growing up. My first associations were tied into the smells of the marsh and the aromas of the kitchen. Maybe I should have done fragrance research instead of

  planning literacy programs at the county library, but I was always more inclined toward saving the world. One thing was for sure, I needed a job that would let me offer my opinions because,

  according to everybody I knew, that was one area where I excelled.




  Livvie. God, not a day passed that I didn’t remember her. She raised me—all of us, actually. Here was an old Gullah woman who put her own five children through college working as a

  housekeeper. Just when she should have been thinking retirement, she took on the notorious clan of Hamilton hardheaded ignoramuses. She was the captain of our destiny, redirecting our course as

  often as needed. With every snap of her fingers we woke up to the truths of life and our own potential a little more. It was because of her that we all loved to read. She’d shake her head and

  lecture. “Feast your hungry brain with a good book,” she’d say. “Quit wasting time! Life’s short. Humph!” Humph, indeed. Who was I kidding? It was because of her

  that we were not all in some treatment program. She had taught us how to think—no small feat.




  She’d probably have had plenty to say if she could have seen Beth and me right now, playing instead of working. I’d told my boss I had a doctor’s appointment. A tiny lie. But I

  had an excellent excuse for playing hooky on this particular weekday afternoon. Heat. Over one hundred degrees every day since last week. We were having a heat wave, Lowcountry style. It felt as if

  old-fashioned southern cooks were deep-frying us in bubbling oil like a bunch of breaded chickens. One flip of the wrist and the whole of Charleston and its barrier islands sizzled in a cast-iron

  skillet. We’re talking hot, Bubba. Take it from an old Geechee girl. Geechee? That would be someone born in the Lowcountry, which extends from the Ogeechee River down in Georgia clear up to

  Georgetown, South Carolina. I was raised in the downy bosom of the Gullah culture, as opposed to a Charlestonian reared in the strictures of the Episcopal Church. Big difference. Gullah culture?

  Ah, Gullah. It’s Lowcountry magic. That’s all.




  Coming to the Island made me feel younger, a little more reckless, and as I finally went back to my car and closed the door—pausing one moment to lower the audio assault of the

  radio—I realized the Island also made me lighthearted. I was willingly becoming re-addicted. As we arrived on the Island, I pointed out the signs of summer’s early arrival to Beth, my

  fourteen-year-old certified volcano.




  “Oh, my Lord, look! There’s Mrs. Schroeder!” I said. “I can’t believe she’s still alive.” The old woman was draped over her porch swing in her

  housecoat.




  “Who? I mean, like, who cares, Mom? She’s an old goat!”




  “Well, honey, when you’re an old goat like her, you will. Look at her, poor old thing with that wet rag, trying to cool her neck. Good Lord. What a life.”




  “Shuh! Dawg life better, iffin you ask me!”




  I smiled at her. Beth’s Gullah wasn’t great, but we were working on it.




  “This ’eah life done been plan by Gawd’s hand, chile,” I said.




  It was a small but important blessing how the Gullah language of my youth had become a communication link to her. A budding teenager was a terrible curse for a single parent, especially given

  the exotic possibilities of our family’s gene pool. But speaking Gullah had become a swift ramp to her soul.




  Gullah was the Creole language developed by West Africans when they were brought to the Lowcountry as slaves. While it mostly used English words in our lifetime, it had a structure and cadence

  all its own and most especially it had many unforgettable idiomatic expressions.




  It was spoken by Livvie, taught to us, and we passed on the tradition to our own children. We used it to speak endearing words to each other, to end a small disagreement or to ignite memories of

  the tender time we spent with Livvie. When I was Beth’s age every kid on the Island spoke Gullah to some extent, at least those lucky enough to have someone like Livvie.




  I stopped at the corner for some gas at Buddy’s Gulf Station, the Island institution renowned for price gouging on everything from gasoline to cigarettes. We got out of the car, I to

  perform the elegant task of pumping the gas and Beth to get a cold Coke. A group of old Island salts were ogling the thermometer in front of Buddy’s store. One of the old men called out to

  Buddy.




  “Jesus! If it’s this hot in June, what’s August gone be like?”




  “Gone sell y’all a loada ice, ’eah?” Buddy said.




  “Gone be hotter than the hinges on the back door of hell, that’s what!” the old man shot back. “Humph!”




  I smiled, listening to them. They sounded the same as Islanders had sounded for generations, same accent, same lilt in their speech. Traces of Gullah phrasing. It was my favorite music.




  As we drove down the Island I decided to take Atlantic Avenue to check the horizon, watch the shrimp boats and container ships. Today’s slow ride did not disappoint us. Boats were

  everywhere. I pointed them out to Beth. It was the whole world, these container ships, coming and going from our busy port as they had done for centuries. She nodded with me in agreement. First,

  that it was beautiful, second, that we were lucky to be there.




  Along our drive by the water, we passed ten or so young mothers pulling their offspring home in wagons from the sweltering beaches, hopping from one bare foot to the other on the blistering

  asphalt roads.




  “How stupid is that?” Beth said.




  “What?”




  “Shoot, Momma, even I know not to go to the beach without flip-flops or sandals! God, they must be dying!”




  “Please. Don’t use the Lord’s name, unless you’re in prayer. It’s a hundred years in purgatory.”




  “You do.”




  “I’m an adult and personally responsible for my own immortal soul.”




  “Whatever.” She made one of those sounds of disgust, the kind that could be confused with indigestion, used for running defense against parental dominance.




  Beth. This child got the cream of our genetic smorgasbord. She inherited the Asalit blue eyes, a shade of chestnut hair with more red and wave than mine, my brains and grapefruits (bosoms),

  Maggie’s tiny waist and when she finally stops growing she could be five feet, nine inches. She was a colt, all legs and a shiny coat, looking for a place to run. She was really beautiful to

  watch and she worked it too, pulling all her poor momma’s chains.




  “Two hundred years of Catholicism coursing in your veins is gonna make a lady out of you if it’s the last thing I do,” I said.




  “Well, at least you’re not trying to make me a nun,” she said with some relief.




  “Honey, I wouldn’t encourage my worst enemy to the doors of a convent.”




  “Come on, Momma, step on it. I’m dying to go to the beach! It’s so hot I could scream!”




  I was just cruising along, enjoying the scene before me and looking around to see if I knew anyone. The Island had changed so much from when I was a child, but thankfully all the attempts to

  make it slick like Hilton Head or Kiawah had failed. Part of me depended on that. If it stayed the same I still owned it, even though my sister, Maggie, got the Island Gamble.




  Maggie had laid claim to our ancestral home when our mother closed her eyes for the last time. I got the haunted mirror and that seemed like a fair trade to me. The rest of us had always known

  Maggie would walk those floors in adulthood. She would raise her children within the same rooms. Tradition was as much a part of her makeup as rebellion was of ours.




  Digging roots off the Island had been essential to my sanity. I would have tied that house up in a bow and given it to her rather than live there. There were too many ghosts in the paneling, too

  many tears in the pipes. I had too much energy to stay, and back then I had no desire to reconcile the issues. No, there was no argument from me on who should get the house. If Maggie wanted

  it—and I would never understand why until I was well into my thirties—it was just fine with me. I had run an entire seven miles away from home to Charleston. But seven miles from this

  Island was another world.




  At last, I pulled up in the backyard next to Maggie and Grant’s boat and tooted the horn to announce our arrival. The back door swung open and Maggie called down to us from the back

  porch.




  “Susan! Beth! Where have y’all been?” She waved, smiling at seeing us.




  She looked frighteningly like a nineties version of June Cleaver, Beaver’s mom, only with frosted blond hair. I hated to admit it, but she was beautiful and always had been. She had

  Bermuda blue eyes like all the Asalits. A natural blond toned to a perfect size six, she was pleased to no end with her life. Maggie was hopelessly lost in a Talbot’s world of flowered skirts

  and hand-knitted sweaters. She was the president of the Garden Club and active with the Junior League. Even though we disagreed on everything from politics to the merits of duck decoy collecting,

  when her blue eyes met mine, we were family.




  “Getting gas at Buddy’s and smelling the marsh,” I said, gathering up all the towels and tote bags. “Got caught by the bridge again.”




  “That awful old bridge! Y’all come on in! Beth, the boys are waiting. You want to go crabbing? Tide’s perfect!”




  “Ab! I brought my bathing suit.” Beth grabbed her straw beach bag and pushed past us to find her cousins.




  “In the parlance of today’s young people, ab is short for absolutely,” I said. “God, is it hot or what? Thanks for letting us invade your afternoon. I

  thought I was gone die in Charleston. It’s so hot in the city the blacktop sinks under your feet.”




  “Y’all moving in? Let me help you with some of that.”




  “Thanks,” I said.




  I followed her up the steep steps into the kitchen; my eyes struggled to adjust to the low light inside.




  “I hate the heat too. Well, this summer’s gonna be a scorcher, I guess. You want something cold to drink?” Maggie opened the door of the refrigerator and pulled out a pitcher

  of iced tea.




  “Please.” I reached for two glasses from the cabinet and handed them to her. “No Diet Pepsi?”




  “Picky, picky. No, I have to go to the store.”




  “Tea’s fine. I’m gonna change into some shorts and hit the porch.”




  “Okay. Wanna go for a swim?”




  “Maybe later. First I have to calm down and cool off.”




  “Tom?” Maggie cleared her throat with a knowing “ahem.” I hated that little “ahem” thing she did.




  “Who else?” I leaned against the counter as she poured, feeling embarrassed that my whole life had spun clean out of control.




  “What’s happened now?”




  “Maggie, you should’ve been a shrink. I can’t keep dumping stories on you about him. I’m gonna drive you crazy. Let’s just say that he’s still a son of a

  bitch.” I took a long drink of the tea. “Thanks. I’ll meet you on the porch. Can you sit awhile?”




  “You bet. Let me just start the dishwasher and marinate the steaks for tonight. Grant got a new grill for Father’s Day and wants to break it in.”




  “I wish he’d break it in by putting Tom Hayes’s behind on a spit,” I said, thinking that I’d been muttering a lot lately. “See you on the porch.”




  I sprawled out in her Pawley’s Island hammock, using my heel to kick off from the porch banister. The hammock, a testimony to the practical application of macramé, was like all the

  ones that have hung on the western end of this porch since I was a child. Hammocks were generally undervalued, except in the South and probably the Amazon. There was nothing like crawling in,

  stretching out and swinging away your troubles.




  I closed my eyes and began daydreaming about the porch. If this porch were hanging on the side of my house in the city, it would be a veranda. But over here on the Island, it was a porch. That

  general lack of pretension was one more feature that made the Island so appealing.




  I could be blinded and still find everything here. If I hopped out of the hammock, I could take three steps and sink into one of the two old metal frame chairs, the kind that bounced a little.

  There was an ancient coffee table between the chairs and the glider. If I wanted to perch in the bench swing that hangs from the other end, or park myself in a rocker, I would only have to stretch

  out my right arm and follow the ferns that Maggie had hung in perfect intervals above the banister.




  The only differences between the porch of today and the one of forty years ago were the ceiling fans that moved the air around, making the suffocating heat bearable, and the fresh coat of paint

  on the furniture and the floor. In my day, nothing much was shiny. Whatever Maggie didn’t decorate, Grant painted. The porch used to be entirely screened in with doors to the outside, but

  Grant and Maggie took them off. The house looked wonderful without them and nobody seemed to mind an occasional yellow jacket. Even the most persnickety old-timers on the Island agreed that Maggie

  and Grant had done a great job with the house. You have to understand that the old Islanders were highly suspicious of any sort of change. Busybodies. After all, Grant was from Columbia, and what

  in the world would he know about historic beach houses? But, they crept around, one by one, with a pound cake or some fresh fish as a house gift, to see what Maggie and Grant were up to. In the

  end, they all said that Maggie and Grant had done all right.




  Like many of the older houses on the Island, this one had its own name: the Island Gamble. Living on the edge of the Atlantic Ocean, our house had its own tide that rose, fell, foamed, swirled

  and, at times, went mad. Everything inside and outside was suffused with the smell of salt water and sea life. The Island Gamble was very nearly a living, breathing thing.




  Our mother’s parents, Sophie and Tipa Asalit, were its second owners, its first being a lady of dubious background. Legend holds that she entertained a handsome sea captain here for a

  prolonged period of time while her husband was in Philadelphia on business. It must’ve been true, because when Tipa and our father renovated the house they found torrid love letters between

  the floorboards and thousands and thousands of Confederate dollars.




  Island Gamble. Our grandmother had always hated the name. She said it made us sound like a bunch of hooligans. The argument was one of the few times that our grandfather ever stood up to her,

  that I knew of anyway. He insisted that the name not be changed, suggesting it was tampering with history to remove it. Lord knows why he picked that battle to fight, given the number of hissing

  matches she started, but the name remained and the Island Gamble has belonged to our family for nearly one hundred years. At first it was our family’s summer house, but when Grandma Sophie

  became frail, Tipa moved her from the city to the beach permanently, believing the salt air would do her some good.




  The Island Gamble was a sentinel; she stood tall with a commanding view of Charleston harbor and Fort Sumter. Her white clapboards made up three stories, built in the old Island style that only

  God could pull asunder. Her wide hips were wraparound porches and her French doors swung open for airflow. The most interesting original details were her cupola and widow’s walk on the top of

  the house. They sat up there like a bonnet on her lovely head. When I was little, I used to climb up there to hide from everyone to write in my journals, privacy being a precious commodity in those

  days.




  In our family, the birth of every new baby was preceded by a building frenzy. Our grandfather, with the help of our father, added rooms to the sides or off the back like a line of freight train

  cars. Our house was kind of crazy looking, the patchwork quilt of our family’s history. She gave the impression she could withstand anything and, indeed, she had weathered scores of

  hurricanes, sheltered many broken hearts and played host to hundreds of people in her history. Her heart had harbored too many secrets for my blood, but I seemed to be the only one really bothered

  by that.




  “Oh, if these walls could talk . . .” people would say.




  And I’d say, If these walls started talking, the entire Island would be put under quarantine while the government moved in an army of psychiatrists.




  But there were marvelous things about this place too. The hammock, for one, was extremely comforting, and Maggie was a great friend to let me come here to nurse my wounded heart. I didn’t

  sleep too well these days with all that I’d had on my mind. I tossed and turned in my bed in the city, but the nightly visualization of this porch and hammock always helped me make headway

  toward some peace.




  Just as I was about to drift off for a little desperately needed shut-eye, the screen door slammed.




  “You want me to paint your toenails?” Maggie had arrived to cure me with a cosmetics bag and a tray of food. I looked down at my feet and shrugged in agreement.




  “They look bad, ’eah? Whatcha got in that basket? Feed me, I’m starving.”




  ’Eah. Great Gullah word, versatile like anything. It means here, yes, right now, do you hear me, isn’t it so, don’t you agree and just about anything you want

  it to.




  “You don’t look to me like you’re starving, although you do look thinner,” she said.




  “Okay, you can paint my toenails if it makes you feel better.”




  These days, if anyone told me I looked thinner, I became the most agreeable sort of woman you knew. I got up from the hammock and inspected the snacks.




  “Sit ’eah and I’ll pour you some more tea.”




  I took a stalk of celery and dipped it in fat-free ranch dressing. Maggie pointed to the glider for me to sit in and began a replay of our childhood ritual. She wadded up pieces of Kleenex and

  stuck them between my toes. Then she moaned in disgust about my corns and calluses, while she buffed them away. Next, she lectured me on cuticles while she clipped and finally, thank the Lord, she

  applied a base coat followed by two layers of some color she got as a gift with purchase from Lancôme. She always felt better when she could work on my appearance.




  “I’ve lost twelve pounds,” I told her as she applied the top coat.




  “I see it in your ankles.”




  Of course, if she lost twelve pounds, she’d look cadaverous. “Thanks a lot,” I said.




  “I can see it in your face too,” she said, smiling angelically, like a diet counselor from Jenny Craig. “Listen, twelve pounds is a lot, ’eah? Turkeys weigh twelve

  pounds! How’d you do it?”




  “Swell. I’ve only got a few more turkeys to go. I’m counting fat grams. Can I have a tomato?”




  “Well, you’re looking much better!” Maggie twisted the top of the nail polish bottle back in place and offered me the Sweetgrass basket filled with raw vegetables. “

  ’Eah, try one. They’re fabulous!”




  I got up carefully, trying not to wreck my pedicure, chose a deep red one, and hobbled back to the hammock. Twisting off the stem, I chomped through its rosy skin like an apple. The juice

  escaped at once and ran down my chin, seeds and all. I lifted the hem of my T-shirt, exposing my hadn’t-seen-the-sun-in-decades pink stomach, and wiped my face. Maggie watched, just shaking

  her head. What did she know? I knew I was still a bit of a femme fatale. Okay. Truth. I knew my ability to break hearts was momentarily eclipsed by my unfortunate girth. I ignored her and lost

  myself in the joyous simplicity of munching on a perfectly vine-ripened tomato.




  “Damn! This is so good! Dee-vine! Where’d you get ’em? Are they Better Boys?”




  “Yep. Mr. Andregg brought ’em over from his garden as a thank-you for ten pounds of blue mackerel the boys and Grant caught last week.”




  She reached for a tomato for herself, wrapped it in a napkin, and took a small bite. No drip. I ignored that too.




  “Keep those boys in the river! Where’s the salt shaker?”




  “You don’t need salt. Bad for your blood pressure and makes you retain water.”




  “Right. You’re right. So I only have a thousand more pounds to go and I’ll look like my old self. Any suggestions? I mean, I’m starving myself on twenty fat grams a day

  and my butt is shrinking with glacier speed . . .”




  “Forget fat grams . . . just eat what you want in moderation.”




  “I can’t forget them if I ever want to get laid again,” I said under my breath.




  I sat up a bit and looked out over the railing toward the ocean. The sight always took my breath away. The dark green velvet of the front yard contrasted with the radiant white of the sand dunes

  that separated the family’s property from the beach. The white mounds cut a wavy line across the deep blue of the Atlantic, like the finger paint of a child in his first attempt to create

  something beautiful. Feathery sea oats grew in clumps across their tops. The water glistened and the sun danced on the phosphorus. An illusory field of diamonds.




  “You know, this must be the most beautiful place on this earth,” I said, realizing my voice was barely a whisper.




  “I hope you don’t talk like that in front of my niece.”




  “What? That this is gorgeous?”




  “No, Susan, your reference to your sex life. Beth doesn’t need to ’eah that.”




  “Maggie, my sex life is nonexistent. Besides, she’s barely fourteen! Beth is clueless about that stuff.”




  “Trust me. She’s not clueless. Remember when you were fourteen and had that mad crush on Simon?”




  “I need a cigarette. Where’d you hide my purse?”




  “It’s under the hammock. I wish you wouldn’t smoke. It’s nasty.”




  I nearly fell out of the hammock trying to reach my purse and, finally having retrieved it, I dug out my Marlboro Lights and my old Zippo. I lit it and exhaled away from Maggie.




  “Give it up, Maggie,” I said. “You can’t cure me in one day.”




  “I’m not trying to cure you,” she said with all the indignation of an older sister, “but you should try the patch or that gum. Nobody smokes anymore, Susan, in case you

  haven’t noticed.”




  “Right. Have you heard from Simon lately?”




  “Not since Christmas. Let’s call him. He’s living in Atlanta now, you know. Who knows? Maybe his marriage is on the rocks!”




  I had to giggle at the thought of calling Simon. “I’ve got my cell phone right ’eah! Got his number?” I said with bravado.




  “No, but I’ve got yours. Big talker.”




  “Oh, well.”




  She raised her eyebrows at me. Maggie had been a saint since Tom left me three months ago, but with the single lift of that brow, she let me know she knew I was a chicken.




  “You’re right. I’m not ready for men yet, even Simon. Men still stink.” I drained my glass and flicked my cigarette butt over the rail, regretting it the second I did it,

  knowing it landed in her roses. “Sorry. I’ll get it later.”




  “Don’t worry about it.”




  “Yeah, Simon. God, he was cute, ’eah? I’d love to see him again. Maybe that little girl he married ran away or something.”




  “Well, his card didn’t say anything about her, just that he was in Atlanta to teach a course on rare viruses and fevers or something at Emory.”




  “Oh. Do you know that man hasn’t written me in over ten years?”




  “Call him.”




  “Yeah, right.”




  Simon, Simon, I thought. I wondered if he still had all his hair. When he was young he had an almighty head of silky brown hair. God, I loved him, for years and years. He must be fifty by now. I

  felt the heat surge again. Although the tide was coming in, there wasn’t a breath of air to be had.




  “Guess who did call?” I said.




  “Let me guess . . .”




  “Henry,” I said before she could answer.




  “Our dahlin’ baby brother? What’s up with him?”




  “Well, bless his mercenary little heart, he just wanted to know if I needed anything. Is that nice, or what?”




  “It’s out of character, that’s what,” Maggie said.




  “Well, normally I would be highly suspicious, but he was sincere, I think. Maybe Paula doesn’t have any more plastic surgery left to do and he doesn’t know what to do with his

  money.”




  “We’re terrible,” Maggie said.




  “Yeah.” The heat was paralyzing. “Maggie, was it this hot when we were kids? I don’t remember it ever being this hot.”




  “I hate to break this to you, but you’re getting older. Have you had your estrogen checked?”




  I looked over at her stirring her tea like the Queen of England. I took the bait.




  “Estrogen? Maggie, I’m barely forty-something.”




  “The first indication of menopause is a broken thermostat. It’s either that or your weight. In any case, if you don’t do something, you could be dead by

  August.”




  “God, middle age is an unending insult.”




  I closed my eyes and pretended to nap. It took about two seconds for me to sense her towering over me, her and her “I’m-a-self-help-book-waiting-to-be-published” lips. I opened

  my weary eyes.




  “What is it?” I said rather testily. “What now?”




  She just stood there, feigning mild offense, waiting for me to beg her to tell me how to fix my life. Her wheels cranked and turned in her head over the gentle rustling of the palmetto fronds

  and the incoming waves. She drove me crazy sometimes.




  “Nothing,” Her Highness said, and heaved a deep sigh. She sighed the same way our mother used to. An unfair advantage.




  “Come on, Maggie, spit it out. You’re gonna choke if you don’t.” She sauntered back to the coffee table and poured me another glass of tea. She dropped a lemon in the

  glass and handed it to me. I pushed it in with my finger, realizing I was being a little difficult. “Okay, I’m sorry,” I said. “I admit it. Nobody has ever done more for me

  than Livvie Singleton and you. So tell me what you’re thinking, besides that it would be nice if it were eighty degrees instead of a billion.”




  “Susan, you have a serious opportunity here.”




  I just stared at her.




  “You do,” she said. “Come on, let’s rock.”




  “What do you mean ‘opportunity’? What I’ve got is a daughter with probable simmering hormones, a stack of bills you could lay end on end to Charlotte that Tom won’t

  help me pay, a backside that looks like thunderous Jell-O, no matter how I starve the thing. All I do is worry. Forgive me, but I’m having a hard time finding the opportunity in all

  this.” I was prepared to mount my high horse now and she knew it. I took a seat in the rocker next to her.




  “The butt’s easy to fix, just walk to work instead of driving.” She was perfectly calm, as though dealing with the borderline deranged.




  “You’re probably right . . .”




  “And the exercise would do you a world of good, give you a chance to think about how to handle the rest of the stuff. Exercise is good for your brain.”




  “I know. You’re right, you’re right, you’re right. But, Maggie, it’s easier for you to see what I need to do than it is for me to do it!”




  “Susan, listen ’eah! Do you know how many women would trade in their husbands if they had the gonads?”




  “Yeah, but I never wanted to trade Tom, he traded me, remember?”




  “Minor point. The fact is, what are you gonna do about it? First of all, it’s been three months. Do you have a separation agreement yet?”




  “No, I’m not ready for that.”




  “Well, if he wanted to come home, would you let him?”




  I looked out at the ocean again, remembering the good things about my marriage to Tom. The way he kissed, the way it felt to be in his arms. But then, I remembered finding him in bed with his

  young thing and I felt my heartbeat quicken from the anxiety of his betrayal. I drained my glass. The boulder in my throat made it hard to talk about a separation agreement.




  “Remember how Livvie used to say that if you rocked a chair when you weren’t in it, you rocked away your life?” I said. “That always spooked me.”




  I avoided giving the decision and Maggie was having no part of it.




  “Because you were wasting time, is what she meant. And let me tell you something else, Livvie Singleton would beat you to a pulp if she could see the time you’re wasting now. She

  raised us to spit in the faces of those who did us wrong, not to get fat and depressed and lie around moaning. Tom Hayes is a bum and the sooner you realize it and do something about it, the sooner

  you can rebuild your life. If Livvie was ’eah, she’d tell you to buck up!”




  “Don’t mince words now. Tell me how you really feel.”




  “I’m sorry, Susan, it needs to be said. You’re my closest sister and I love you. Now, for once and for all, if Tom came to you and said he was sorry, would you take him back?

  Please, think this through, because if you’d forgive him, so would I.”




  I had given hundreds of hours of thought to how it would be if Tom came home. I might forgive him but I had come to the conclusion that I’d never trust him again. A good marriage was

  impossible without trust, I knew that.




  “No, I’d never take him back now, Maggie. No, it went too far and he’s just been awful to us. He’s the one who screwed another woman in our bed and walked out.”




  “Are you absolutely sure?”




  “Yes, I’m sure. If I took him back, he’d just do it again the first time some bubble wit lifts her Wonder Bra in his direction. Who needs it?”




  “You’re ready. I’ll get you a list of lawyers and you can start interviewing them next week.”




  “Okay.” I inhaled the healing salt of the beach and exhaled my soured marriage. “I just hate dealing with this, you know?”




  “I know, I don’t blame you for that at all.” Maggie reached over, patted my arm and continued. “Look, a family breakup is a tragedy, no doubt about it, but you

  don’t have cancer, you’ve got a great job and you have Beth. What’s he got? Some stupid twit! Big deal! Sounds to me like he’s the loser, not you.”




  “I hope he rots in hell.”




  “That’s the spirit!” Maggie started cleaning up. She took our glasses and put them on the tray and, balancing it, wiped the tabletop with a napkin. “You need a new

  haircut.”




  Having someone who always told me what I needed was a little exasperating, but I knew it didn’t pay to call her on it.




  “You’re right, I need to do something about my looks. But that tightwad I need to serve with papers still has the five bucks his Aunt Helen gave him for his tenth birthday! I need

  another job or something.”




  “Or a bulldog lawyer, somebody with zero sense of humor.”




  “Yeah, with big teeth who’s got the guts to tear a big piece out of his miserable carcass. Wait! Don’t take the celery! You want a hand with that? Where are our children?

  It’s getting late.”




  “You just relax, I can handle this. I guess they’ll be home soon. Listen, if they caught anything, why don’t you stay for supper? Crab cocktails and grilled steaks? Not the

  worst meal on earth.”




  “Sounds good,” I said. “Hey, Maggie?” I stared at her while I dug around for the right words. “I’m gonna get a lawyer. I just have to find the right person

  and I have to find my nerve, you know?”




  “Since when have you had a problem finding nerve?”




  “Very funny. What I mean to say is that I really appreciate your advice.”




  She smiled at me. “Well, you know your own mind. You always have. I just don’t want to see you victimized again.”




  “I was never victimized. I just married the biggest ass in South Carolina and was too bullheaded to see it.”




  “Well put by the family poet!” Maggie smiled at me again. “I just want you to be yourself again, you know? Like a bad dog, chasing cars. I miss that about you. I mean, what

  would you do if you could do anything with your life? Like, change careers?”




  She balanced the tray on her hip, held the screen door open and challenged me to come clean.




  “I don’t know. Maybe . . . oh, shoot, Maggie, I don’t know.”




  “Well, think about it, little sister. There’s a new world out there if you want it. Seize the day and all that. Livvie didn’t raise us to wallow.”




  “You’re right. Hey, you know, on the growing list of things I intend to do with my life is another tidbit.”




  “Yeah, what’s that?”




  “I’m gonna figure out what happened to Daddy.”




  She ran her fingers through her hair and looked at me like I had said something foul. “Give it up, Susan,” she said. “Daddy’s been dead for decades.”




  “That’s not it, Maggie,” I said. “I just have to know that I didn’t cause it.”




  “Susan. I’m your sister. I love you. . . .”




  “I know that. . . .”




  “You need to concentrate on other things. Daddy died of a heart attack. Period.”




  I hated when she looked at me like that, taking the posture that her word was the final one on the subject. So I said, “It ain’t period. It’s a question I have to resolve for

  my own soul.”




  “Suit yourself. But I think your time’s better spent on other avenues,” she said.




  “Whatever. But, I’m telling you I know in my guts that Daddy was murdered,” I said.




  “Susan, ain’t nobody on this planet who loves you more than me but I’m telling you I can’t stand to listen to this.”




  “Maggie,” I said, “I can’t stand to think it. I have to know that the fight didn’t cause him to die. I have to believe it was the Klan.”




  “What is this fight you always refer to? I don’t know what you’re talking about!”




  She was becoming agitated. It was suddenly clear that for some reason she didn’t remember the fight. Maybe she had blocked it from her mind. I didn’t know. I just wanted the waters

  smooth again.




  “Never mind,” I said, “I’ll figure it out someday.”




  “Well, my advice is worry about the living. The dead had their chance.”




  “Whoa, that’s cold,” I said.




  “No, it’s not. I care about you and Beth. That’s all.”




  She went inside. The door slammed behind her with a loud thwack and the sound of wood slapping wood woke me up like a sock in the jaw. Maggie had just succinctly reduced my life to an

  ancient Latin maxim and some hard facts. She was right about Livvie too. Livvie would be incensed to have seen me rolling around in my despair of chocolate chip cookies and fast food for the past

  three months.




  Maggie was always right. When all hell broke loose, Maggie was right there at my side. She’d taken Beth under her wing too. She had listened to me wail and moan ad nauseam. It was enough

  now. I looked defeated and that had never been a word in my vocabulary.




  It’s just that my head was in gridlock at the thought of a new life. I was a little afraid, you know? What if I failed? What if I couldn’t take care of Beth? What if she went wild

  and flunked out of school and got pregnant? What if this was all there was? O Lord, I prayed, help me figure this out!




  I peeled myself up from the rocker, knowing the slats had left their imprint on the back of my legs. I decided to throw one leg over the banister and straddled it like a horse, hanging on to a

  support beam, the same way I did when I was a child. The tide was almost high and its power was mesmerizing. I wished I could have some of it for myself.




  The waves had now grown from the baby hiccups they were at low tide to crashing rollers, and washed everything in their path with silvery foam. They began down at the eastern end of the Island

  at Breach Inlet. Danger, danger. People drowned in whirlpools and ebb tides there every year in spite of posted warnings. Didn’t people read?




  I knew that attempting to investigate Daddy’s death was dangerous too, but the compulsion to do so was growing each day. Of all the stones I carried in the sack tied to my heart, his death

  was the heaviest. I had told Maggie it was a personal guilt thing, but the guilt stemmed from being the only one who seemed to care if he had died at all, never mind how. Added to that was

  Tom’s deception, which only exacerbated my thirst for truth.




  The waves arrived in stacked sets of three, the current driving them in on an angle. As they reached our end of the Island, they seemed to calm in the faint, sweeping beams of the lighthouse.

  Turning tides were hypnotic. The water flooded the shore in anger, then turned, withdrew and renewed itself.




  The beams from the lighthouse grew in intensity, spreading protection for boats at sea. It was in these moments that I was sure there was a God. He was tapping me on my stubborn shoulder,

  telling me the scene before me was a metaphor for my own life. Withdraw and renew; life goes on. Maybe Beth and I would stay for dinner, crack some crabs, grill steaks and shoot the breeze. Maggie

  was right. I needed to reinvent myself. The question was, could this old dog still hunt?




  I could just see Beth and Maggie’s boys now, coming down the beach in silhouette against the edge of dusk. They were swinging a basket of crabs and a bucket of bait. It could have been a

  photograph of our childhood, the happy days. So many days I spent with Maggie, Timmy and Henry, catching fish and crabs, throwing plough mud at each other . . . those were, I think, my happiest

  memories. We’d come home all sunburned and sticky and present Momma and Livvie with our catch of the day. They’d act like we were heroes for feeding the family. We were so proud.




  And then there was our daddy, Big Hank.
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  Summer, 1963




  DON’T, Daddy! Please! I’m sorry! Please stop!”




  It was the unmistakable lament of my little brother Henry begging for mercy while he got a rare whipping from the old man. Henry was seldom spanked. I thought he must’ve blown up the

  church or something, because Henry was Daddy’s undisputed favorite.




  When Daddy took off his belt, we paid for it with the stinging disappearance of a layer of our childhood innocence. The old man had an uncontrollable temper. It simply didn’t pay to draw a

  line in the sand with him. If you argued with him, his rage grew to such outlandish proportions that you might walk away in the right, but your backside would be covered with welts. He would never

  understand that these beatings changed the way we felt about him. The cracking of leather across our young skin sliced away layers of trust, and our love.




  Timmy and I were on the porch, holding our breath, not moving a hair. A door slammed somewhere inside. What now?




  “Get in the car! On the double!”




  Daddy’s command boomed from upstairs out to the front porch. I was sure Henry’s wailing could be heard for miles. I felt very sorry for my little brother, but I wasn’t sure

  that we weren’t next. Timmy and I weren’t sure if Daddy meant for us, or someone else, to get in the car. We heard Daddy stomping down the steps. Next, the screen door

  flung open, slammed against the back wall and he pointed his index finger at me and then Timmy.




  “You children deaf?”




  “No, sir,” we answered together.




  “Then, get in the damn car when I tell you to!”




  The screen door slammed again behind him and we jumped up and followed his lead down the hall, into the kitchen, out the back door and down the steps. He was on another rampage and for whatever

  cryptic reason he had, he wanted us to go someplace with him. We said not one word to each other or to him.




  We got in the car before he had the chance to consider boxing our ears, as he often did when his fury got the best of him. We’d unearth the details with our silence.




  We were the children of a gifted and brilliant man, a World War II veteran, a civil engineer who had graduated with high honors from Georgia Tech, an adored and only son. Daddy was tall and

  handsome, with piercing brown eyes and straight brown hair. He wore thin wire-rimmed glasses, which wrapped tightly around the backs of his ears. On sight, he could’ve passed for a diplomat.

  His laugh and voice were loud, no, enormous. We wondered if he hadn’t suffered a hearing loss during the war.




  His parents, dead for nearly a decade from heart ailments, were a quiet Baptist couple who had prided themselves on refinement and doted on their son. Daddy had been accustomed to getting his

  way, but everything about his life with our mother’s French-Irish Island family had denied him that privilege. It would have required the patience of a thousand saints to tolerate our house

  and there was no news of a pope traveling to Sullivan’s Island to canonize our father. Daily doses of our family drama and the chaos of our grandparents’ infirmities fed his rage like

  shovels of coal feed the furnace of a tramp steamer.




  And he was having trouble at work. As an engineer, Daddy and his partner had been awarded a contract from the South Carolina Department of Education to build a new school in the country, in a

  colored area, which was slated to be integrated by bussing. Daddy had figured out how to heat the school, build a new gymnasium, a cafeteria and a library, all on a shoestring budget. That

  wasn’t such a big deal; certainly there was no uprising from the colored people. But there sure was noise from the Department of Education and the local school boards. The reality was that no

  white family would bus their children there and it would always remain a colored school. This infuriated the authorities, who claimed that our daddy’s plans would lead to having to upgrade

  the rural colored schools all over South Carolina. Things were happening, such as him finding his tires slashed and construction equipment destroyed, and he knew it was the work of the Ku Klux

  Klan.




  When I thought about him like that, I had empathy for him. But when his demons bettered him, I ran for cover like everyone else.




  We lowered the car windows and didn’t utter a single syllable about how hot the car was as he backed out of the driveway and started down Middle Street toward the small business district.

  It was a sticky Saturday in the middle of June and we’d been out of school and shoes for about three weeks as another summer got under way. The United States was in the midst of the Civil

  Rights movement, which as far as we knew was something happening at lunch counters in Rock Hill, South Carolina, and Montgomery, Alabama. When Medgar Evers was murdered, we thought for a moment how

  that could happen to our daddy, but he was white and nothing like that ever happened around Charleston. We were frightened, but we were just kids and not focused on it. All the same, violence was

  everywhere that summer, in the newspapers and in our house.




  Because of the high attrition rate of our housekeepers, we hadn’t ever had a stretch of time to consider the grave injustices done to the Negro population at a close look. But the world

  was evolving in front of our eyes and we were changing our minds about a lot of things.




  Revolutionary acts became part of our everyday existence. For example, our father, the same man who lost control of himself with the terrifying velocity of an earthquake, had taken ice water and

  cigarettes to some chain gang workers on the Island last week when he knew it was too hot for them to be in the sun. The same irrational man, who had just now left his eight-year-old baby son in a

  crumpled heap, had a heart for justice and compassion in the outside world.




  “Gotta get gas,” he mumbled, pulling into Buddy’s Gas Station.




  He got out of the car, slammed the door and went inside the store. Timmy and I stared at each other.




  “It’s safe to talk now,” I said.




  “Jesus, what in the world could’ve happened?”Timmy said.




  “Who knows? I hope Henry’s not bleeding all over the floor or he’ll go crazy about that too!”




  “Susan, he really is crazy, you know.”




  “Yeah, I know,” I said, “but he’s more unreliable than crazy.”




  He came out with a beer can wrapped in a small brown bag. We watched him take a long drink and heard him ask the man at the pump to check the oil. He opened the door and got in, leaving his legs

  hanging outside, and drained the beer. He crushed the can with his left hand and tossed it in the trash barrel.




  “Two points,” Daddy said.




  We exhaled a small sigh of relief. He was calming down.




  “Good one, Dad,” Timmy said.




  “Your brother, Mr. Timmy and Miss Susan, is enough to drive me right out of my skull.”




  “What’d he do?” I asked nonchalantly, as though this were normal behavior, which it was for him.




  “Sadie quit,” he answered. “I gave him the belt.”




  Sadie was our housekeeper. She was the third one to quit in a month.




  “Because of Henry? What happened?” I asked, even though I was sure we’d hear anyway. I knew from experience that the faster he got it out of his system, the faster he’d

  get over it.




  “Your brother, little Mr. Henry the entrepreneur, was selling tickets for all his juvenile delinquent friends to watch poor Miss Sadie use the outhouse through one of the loose

  boards.”




  “Oh, Lord,” I said, “that’s not nice. Plus, it’s disgusting, if you ask me.” No one was asking, but Daddy sucked his teeth in agreement.




  “Ah, man! I can’t believe he did that! I liked Sadie! She made the best red rice I ever had!” Timmy said.




  “So now, we gotta go the whole way out to Snowden and find us somebody else because your momma says she can’t raise her children without help.” He made another noise with his

  teeth and tongue that sounded like snncck. “I gotta pay this man. You kids want a cold Coke?” He raised his eyebrows at us, half smiled and peeled a dollar bill out of his

  wallet, handing it to me. “Hurry up, ’cause time’s wasting.”




  “Yes, sir!” I said.




  The money for the Cokes was his way of apologizing for beating the daylights out of Henry. I thought that was a pretty pathetic gesture, but I grabbed the money anyway. He was relaxed now, and I

  scampered out of the car and ran inside. Nothing like a little alcohol to improve his disposition, I thought.




  The low light in the store caught me off guard and I bumped into a man coming out.




  “Watch yourself, little lady!”




  “Sorry!” I said, and hurried through the stench of his beer breath and the smoke-filled room to the bar. “Two Cokes, please,” I nervously asked Buddy, the proprietor of

  the only bar on the Island.




  Every kid on the Island knew that it was Sin City in there, even if you were only a kid buying a Coke. There was card playing and a pool table in there. The Island men went there to

  escape the world and no woman, save one, that I’d ever heard of, would be caught dead inside of Buddy’s. That one, Alice Simpson, happened to be our next-door neighbor. My momma said

  she was a disgrace to all women. I thought that was stupid; I mean, maybe she liked to play pool. And besides, why shouldn’t a sinner have a place to go besides hell?




  Buddy rattled around inside his cooler and put the two bottles on the counter. While he fished around for the bottle opener, he eyed me up and down. “Getting kinda grown up, ain’t

  ya? Gone be asking for a Pabst Blue Ribbon pretty soon, isn’t she, fellows?”




  The two old goats at the end of the counter started laughing and I felt my face flush.




  “Yeah, right, very funny,” I said, not caring what they thought.




  Don’t you know these old buzzards started laughing and whistling real low? God, what a bunch of jerks! I grabbed the bottles, mumbled some thanks and ran out of there as fast as I could.

  Daddy had the car running and waiting by the curb.




  “Come on, girl! It’s hot as Hades in here!”




  I jumped in the back with Timmy, slammed the door and we took off over the causeway to Mount Pleasant. When we crossed the bridge, Daddy speeded up the car to sixty-five. He liked to drive fast.

  The marsh air came flooding through the open windows, blowing my long hair into a mass of damp tangles. Some old geezer on the radio was crooning like a sick cat. It was Daddy’s favorite

  station and I wasn’t about to ask him to lower the volume. In spite of the possibility of instantaneous death, Timmy and I couldn’t resist the temptation of making faces at each other

  and silently imitating the singer. Daddy cut his eye at us in the rearview mirror and I could tell from his back that he was smiling by the way he shook his head. He let his arm rest on the

  windowsill and I knew that, for the moment, all was well.




  “Y’all children!”




  That was all he said until we turned down Rifle Range Road. The mood changed in an instant from the liveliness of spiky marsh, swooping birds and the deep blue of the sparkling inland waterway

  to the mysterious, dreamy and haunted world of the past. The Spanish moss hung in long torn pieces from the live oaks that covered the road in umbrella shade. Their long sheets looked like ghosts

  floating across your path when you drove this road after dark. I imagined bedraggled soldiers walking in pairs, coming home from the Revolution or the Civil War, weary and perhaps wounded,

  searching for home in the burned-out countryside.
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