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PROLOGUE

My wound is geography. It is also my anchorage, my port of call.

I grew up slowly beside the tides and marshes of Colleton; my arms were tawny and strong from working long days on the shrimp boat in the blazing South Carolina heat. Because I was a Wingo, I worked as soon as I could walk; I could pick a blue crab clean when I was five. I had killed my first deer by the age of seven, and at nine was regularly putting meat on my family’s table. I was born and raised on a Carolina sea island and I carried the sunshine of the lowcountry, inked in dark gold, on my back and shoulders. As a boy I was happy above the channels, navigating a small boat between the sandbars with their quiet nation of oysters exposed on the brown flats at the low watermark. I knew every shrimper by name, and they knew me and sounded their horns when they passed me fishing in the river.

When I was ten I killed a bald eagle for pleasure, for the singularity of the act, despite the divine, exhilarating beauty of its solitary flight over schools of whiting. It was the only thing I had ever killed that I had never seen before. After my father beat me for breaking the law and for killing the last eagle in Colleton County, he made me build a fire, dress the bird, and eat its flesh as tears rolled down my face. Then he turned me in to Sheriff Benson, who locked me in a cell for over an hour. My father took the feathers and made a crude Indian headdress for me to wear to school. He believed in the expiation of sin. I wore the headdress for weeks, until it began to disintegrate feather by feather. Those feathers trailed me in the hallways of the school as though I were a molting, discredited angel.

“Never kill anything that’s rare,” my father had said.

“I’m lucky I didn’t kill an elephant,” I replied.

“You’d have had a mighty square meal if you had,” he answered.

My father did not permit crimes against the land. Though I have hunted again, all eagles are safe from me.

It was my mother who taught me the southern way of the spirit in its most delicate and intimate forms. My mother believed in the dreams of flowers and animals. Before we went to bed at night as small children, she would reveal to us in her storytelling voice that salmon dreamed of mountain passes and the brown faces of grizzlies hovering over clear rapids. Copperheads, she would say, dreamed of placing their fangs in the shinbones of hunters. Ospreys slept with their feathered, plummeting dreamselves screaming through deep, slow-motion dives toward herring. There were the brute wings of owls in the nightmares of ermine, the downwind approach of timber wolves in the night stillness of elk.

But we never knew about her dreams, for my mother kept us strangers to her own interior life. We knew that bees dreamed of roses, that roses dreamed of the pale hands of florists, and that spiders dreamed of luna moths adhered to silver webs. As her children, we were the trustees of her dazzling evensongs of the imagination, but we did not know that mothers dreamed.

Each day she would take us into the forest or garden and invent a name for any animal or flower we passed. A monarch butterfly became an “orchid-kissing blacklegs”; a field of daffodils in April turned into a “dance of the butter ladies bonneted.” With her attentiveness my mother could turn a walk around the island into a voyage of purest discovery. Her eyes were our keys to the palace of wildness.

My family lived in splendid isolation on Melrose Island in a small white house my grandfather had helped build. The house faced the inland waterway, and the town of Colleton could be seen down the river, its white mansions set like chess pieces above the marsh. Melrose Island was a lozenge-shaped piece of land of twelve hundred acres surrounded on four sides by salt rivers and creeks. The island country where I grew up was a fertile, semitropical archipelago that gradually softened up the ocean for the grand surprise of the continent that followed. Melrose was only one of sixty sea islands in Colleton County. At the eastern edge of the county lay six barrier islands shaped by their daily encounters with the Atlantic. The other sea islands, like Melrose, enscarved by vast expanses of marshland, were the green sanctuaries where brown and white shrimp came to spawn in their given seasons. When they came, my father and other men like him were waiting in their fine and lovely boats.

When I was eight I helped my father build the small wooden bridge that linked our lives to a narrow causeway through the marsh that connected to the much larger St. Anne’s Island, which itself was linked to the town of Colleton by a long steel drawbridge across the river. It took five minutes for my father to drive his pickup truck from our house to the wooden bridge; it took him another ten to drive into the town of Colleton.

Before we built the bridge in 1953, my mother would take us to school in Colleton by boat. No matter how bad the weather, she would steer us across the river each morning and be waiting for us at the public dock each afternoon. It would always be a faster trip to Colleton by Boston Whaler than it would ever be by truck. Those years of taking us to school by water turned my mother into one of the finest pilots of small craft I have ever seen, but she rarely entered the boat once the bridge was built. The bridge only connected us with our town; it connected my mother with the world beyond Melrose Island, so inconceivably rich with promise.

Melrose was the one notable possession of my father’s family, a passionate but unlucky clan whose decline after the Civil War was quick, certain, and probably inevitable. My great-great-grandfather, Winston Shadrach Wingo, had commanded a battery under Beauregard that fired on Fort Sumter. He died a pauper in the Confederate Soldiers’ Home in Charleston and refused to speak to a Yankee, male or female, until the day he died. He had won Melrose Island in a horseshoe game near the end of his life, and that island, uncleared and malarial, passed down through three generations of declining Wingos until it came to my father by default. My grandfather had tired of owning it and my father was the only Wingo willing to pay the state and federal taxes to keep it out of the government’s hands. But that horseshoe game would assume celebrated dimensions in our family history and we would always honor Winston Shadrach Wingo as our family’s first athlete of note.

I do not know, however, when my mother and father began their long, dispiriting war against each other. Most of their skirmishes were like games of ringolevio, with the souls of their children serving as the ruined captured flags in their campaigns of attrition. Neither considered the potential damage when struggling over something as fragile and unformed as a child’s life. I still believe that they both loved us deeply, but, as with many parents, their love proved to be the most lethal thing about them. They were remarkable in so many ways that the gifts they bestowed almost equaled the havoc they so thoughtlessly wreaked.

I was the son of a beautiful, word-struck mother and I longed for her touch many years after she felt no obligation to touch me. But I will praise her for the rest of my life for teaching me to seek out the beauty of nature in all its shapes and fabulous designs. It was my mother who taught me to love the lanterns of night fishermen in the starry darkness and the flights of brown pelicans skimming the curling breakers at dawn. It was she who made me take notice of the perfect coinage of sand dollars, the shapes of flounders inlaid in sand like the silhouettes of ladies in cameos, the foundered wreck near the Colleton Bridge that pulsed with the commerce of otters. She saw the world through a dazzling prism of authentic imagination. Lila Wingo would take the raw material of a daughter and shape her into a poet and a psychotic. With her sons she was gentler, and the results took longer to tally. She preserved for me the multiform appearances of my life as a child, the portraitures and still lifes visible through the blooming window of time. She reigned as the queen of exquisite imagery in the eye of a worshipful son, yet I cannot forgive her for not telling me about the dream that sustained her during my childhood, the one that would cause the ruin of my family and the death of one of us.


The child of a beautiful woman, I was also a shrimper’s son in love with the shape of boats. I grew up a river boy with the smell of the great salt marsh predominant in sleep. In the summers, my brother, my sister, and I worked as apprentice strikers on my father’s shrimp boat. Nothing pleased me more than the sight of the shrimping fleet moving out before sunrise to rendezvous with the teeming shoals of shrimp that made their swift dashes through the moon-sweetened tides at first light. My father drank his coffee black as he stood at the wheel of the boat and listened to the heavily accented voices of the other shrimp boat captains keeping each other company. His clothes smelled like shrimp and there was nothing that water or soap or my mother’s hands could do to change that. When he worked hard, his smell would change, the sweat cutting into the odor of fish and becoming something different, something wonderful. Standing beside him as a small boy, I would press my nose against my father’s shirt and he would smell like some rich, warm acre. If Henry Wingo had not been a violent man, I think he would have made a splendid father.

One bright summer night, when we were very small and the humid air hung like moss over the lowcountry, my sister and brother and I could not sleep. Our mother took us out of the house, Savannah and I with summer colds and Luke with a heat rash, and walked all of us down to the river and out onto the dock.

“I have a surprise for my darlings,” our mother said as we watched a porpoise move toward the Atlantic through the still, metallic waters. We sat at the end of the floating dock and stretched our legs, trying to touch the water with our bare feet.

“There’s something I want you to see. Something that will help you sleep. Look over there, children,” she said, pointing out toward the horizon to the east.

It was growing dark on this long southern evening and suddenly, at the exact point her finger had indicated, the moon lifted a forehead of stunning gold above the horizon, lifted straight out of filigreed, light-intoxicated clouds that lay on the skyline in attendant veils. Behind us, the sun was setting in a simultaneous congruent withdrawal and the river turned to flame in a quiet duel of gold. . . . The new gold of moon astonishing and ascendant, the depleted gold of sunset extinguishing itself in the long westward slide, it was the old dance of days in the Carolina marshes, the breathtaking death of days before the eyes of children, until the sun vanished, its final signature a ribbon of bullion strung across the tops of water oaks. The moon then rose quickly, rose like a bird from the water, from the trees, from the islands, and climbed straight up—gold, then yellow, then pale yellow, pale silver, silver-bright, then something miraculous, immaculate, and beyond silver, a color native only to southern nights.

We children sat transfixed before that moon our mother had called forth from the waters. When the moon had reached its deepest silver, my sister, Savannah, though only three, cried aloud to our mother, to Luke and me, to the river and the moon, “Oh, Mama, do it again!” And I had my earliest memory.

We spent our formative years marveling at the lovely woman who recited the dreams of egrets and herons, who could summon moons, banish suns to the west, then recall a brand-new sun the following morning from far beyond the breakers of the Atlantic. Science was of no interest to Lila Wingo, but nature was a passion.

To describe our growing up in the lowcountry of South Carolina, I would have to take you to the marsh on a spring day, flush the great blue heron from its silent occupation, scatter marsh hens as we sink to our knees in mud, open you an oyster with a pocketknife and feed it to you from the shell and say, “There. That taste. That’s the taste of my childhood.” I would say, “Breathe deeply,” and you would breathe and remember that smell for the rest of your life, the bold, fecund aroma of the tidal marsh, exquisite and sensual, the smell of the South in heat, a smell like new milk, semen, and spilled wine, all perfumed with seawater. My soul grazes like a lamb on the beauty of indrawn tides.

I am a patriot of a singular geography on the planet; I speak of my country religiously; I am proud of its landscape. I walk through the traffic of cities cautiously, always nimble and on the alert, because my heart belongs in the marshlands. The boy in me still carries the memories of those days when I lifted crab pots out of the Colleton River before dawn, when I was shaped by life on the river, part child, part sacristan of tides.

Once while sunning ourselves on a deserted beach near Colleton, Savannah shouted for Luke and me to look out toward the sea. She was screaming and pointing toward a school of pilot whales that had risen out of the sea in a disoriented pack; they surged around us, past us, until forty whales, dark and glistening like cordovan, lay stranded and doomed on the shore.

For hours we walked from back to back of the dying mammals, speaking out to them in the cries of children, urging them to try to return to the sea. We were so small and they were so beautiful. From far off, they looked like the black shoes of giants. We whispered to them, cleared sand from their blowholes, splashed them with seawater, and exhorted them to survive for our sake. They had come from the sea mysteriously, gloriously, and we three children spoke to them, mammals to mammals, in the stunned, grieving canticles of children unfamiliar with willful death. We stayed with them all that day, tried to move them back to the water by pulling at their great fins, until exhaustion and silence crept in with the dark. We stayed with them as they began to die one by one. We stroked their great heads and prayed as the souls of whales lifted out of the great black bodies and moved like frigates through the night and out to sea where they dove toward the light of the world.

Later when we spoke of our childhood, it seemed part elegy, part nightmare. When my sister wrote the books that made her famous and journalists asked what her childhood was like, she would lean back, brush her hair out of her eyes, grow serious, and say, “When I was a child, my brothers and I walked on the backs of dolphins and whales.” There were no dolphins, of course, but there were to my sister. That is how she chose to remember it, how she chose to celebrate it, how she chose to put it down.

But there is no magic to nightmares. It has always been difficult for me to face the truth about my childhood because it requires a commitment to explore the lineaments and features of a history I would prefer to forget. For years I did not have to face the demonology of my youth; I made a simple choice not to and found solace in the gentle palmistry of forgetfulness, a refuge in the cold, lordly glooms of the unconscious. But I was drawn back to the history of my family and the failures of my own adult life by a single telephone call.

I wish I had no history to report. I’ve pretended for so long that my childhood did not happen. I had to keep it tight, up near the chest. I could not let it out. I followed the redoubtable example of my mother. It’s an act of will to have a memory or not, and I chose not to have one. Because I needed to love my mother and father in all their flawed, outrageous humanity, I could not afford to address them directly about the felonies committed against all of us. I could not hold them accountable or indict them for crimes they could not help. They, too, had a history—one that I remembered with both tenderness and pain, one that made me forgive their transgressions against their own children. In families there are no crimes beyond forgiveness.

In a mental hospital in New York I visited Savannah after her second suicide attempt. I leaned down to kiss her on both cheeks, European style. Then, staring into her exhausted eyes, I asked her the series of questions I always asked whenever we met after a long separation.

“What was your family life like, Savannah?” I asked, pretending I was conducting an interview.

“Hiroshima,” she whispered.

“And what has life been like since you left the warm, abiding bosom of your nurturing, close-knit family?”

“Nagasaki,” she said, a bitter smile on her face.

“You’re a poet, Savannah,” I said, watching her. “Compare your family to a ship.”

“The Titanic.”

“Name the poem, Savannah, you wrote in honor of your family.”

“ ‘The History of Auschwitz.’ ” And we both laughed.

“Now, here’s the important question,” I said, leaning down and whispering softly in her ear. “Whom do you love more than anyone in the world?”

Savannah’s head lifted up from the pillow and her blue eyes blazed with conviction as she said between cracked, pale lips, “I love my brother, Tom Wingo. My twin. And whom does my brother love more than anyone else in the world?”

I said, holding her hand, “I love Tom the best too.”

“Don’t answer wrong again, wise-ass,” she said weakly.

I looked into her eyes and held her head with my hands, and with my voice breaking and tears rolling down my cheeks, I almost broke apart as I gasped, “I love my sister, the great Savannah Wingo from Colleton, South Carolina.”

“Hold me tight, Tom. Hold me tight.”

Such were the passwords of our lives.

This has not been an easy century to endure. I entered the scene in the middle of a world war at the fearful dawning of the atomic age. I grew up in South Carolina, a white southern male, well trained and gifted in my hatred of blacks when the civil rights movement caught me outside and undefended along the barricades and proved me to be both wicked and wrong. But I was a thinking boy, a feeling one, sensitive to injustice, and I worked hard to change myself and to play a small, insignificant part in that movement—and soon I was feeling superabundantly proud of myself. Then I found myself marching in an all-white, all-male ROTC program in college and was spit on by peace demonstrators who were offended by my uniform. Eventually I would become one of those demonstrators, but I never spit on anyone who disagreed with me. I thought I would enter my thirties quietly, a contemplative man, a man whose philosophy was humane and unassailable, when the women’s liberation movement bushwhacked me on the avenues and I found myself on the other side of the barricades once again. I seem to embody everything that is wrong with the twentieth century.

It was my sister who forced me to confront my century and who finally freed me to face up to the reality of those days beside the river. I had lived life in the shallows for too long and she led me gently toward the deeper waters where all the bones, wreckage, and black hulks awaited my hesitant inspection.

The truth is this: Things happened to my family, extraordinary things. I know families who live out their entire destinies without a single thing of interest happening to them. I have always envied those families. The Wingos were a family that fate tested a thousand times and left defenseless, humiliated, and dishonored. But my family also carried some strengths into the fray, and these strengths let almost all of us survive the descent of the Furies. Unless you believe Savannah; it is her claim that no Wingo survived.

I will tell you my story.

Nothing is missing.

I promise you.


1

It was five o’clock in the afternoon Eastern Standard Time when the telephone rang in my house on Sullivans Island, South Carolina. My wife, Sallie, and I had just sat down for a drink on the porch overlooking Charleston Harbor and the Atlantic. Sallie went in to answer the telephone and I shouted, “Whoever it is, I’m not here.”

“It’s your mother,” Sallie said, returning from the phone.

“Tell her I’m dead,” I pleaded. “Please tell her I died last week and you’ve been too busy to call.”

“Please speak to her. She says it’s urgent.”

“She always says it’s urgent. It’s never urgent when she says it’s urgent.”

“I think it’s urgent this time. She’s crying.”

“When Mom cries, it’s normal. I can’t remember a day when she hasn’t been crying.”

“She’s waiting, Tom.”

As I rose to go to the phone, my wife said, “Be nice, Tom. You’re never very nice when you talk to your mother.”

“I hate my mother, Sallie,” I explained. “Why do you try to kill the small pleasures I have in my life?”

“Just listen to Sallie and be very nice.”

“If she says she wants to come over tonight, I’m going to divorce you, Sallie. Nothing personal, but it’s you who’s making me answer the phone.”

“Hello, Mother dear,” I said cheerfully into the receiver, knowing that my insincere bravado never fooled my mother.

“I’ve got some very bad news, Tom,” my mother said.

“Since when did our family produce anything else, Mom?”

“This is very bad news. Tragic news.”

“I can’t wait to hear it.”

“I don’t want to tell you on the phone. May I come over?”

“If you want to.”

“I want to only if you want me to come.”

“You said you wanted to come. I didn’t say I wanted you to come.”

“Why do you want to hurt me at a time like this?”

“Mom, I don’t know what kind of a time it is. You haven’t told me what’s wrong. I don’t want to hurt you. Come on over and we can bare our fangs at each other for a little while.”

I hung up the phone and screamed out at the top of my lungs, “Divorce!”

Waiting for my mother, I watched as my three daughters gathered shells on the beach in front of the house. They were ten, nine, and seven, two brown-haired girls divided by one blonde, and their ages and size and beauty always startled me; I could measure my own diminishment with their sunny ripening. You could believe in the birth of goddesses by watching the wind catch their hair and their small brown hands make sweet simultaneous gestures to brush the hair out of their eyes as their laughter broke with the surf. Jennifer called to the other two as she lifted a conch shell up to the light. I stood and walked over to the railing where I saw a neighbor who had stopped to talk to the girls.

“Mr. Brighton,” I called, “could you make sure the girls are not smoking dope on the beach again?”

The girls looked up and, waving goodbye to Mr. Brighton, ran through the dunes and sea oats up to the house. They deposited their collection of shells on the table where my drink sat.

“Dad,” Jennifer, the oldest, said, “you’re always embarrassing us in front of people.”

“We found a conch, Dad,” Chandler, the youngest, squealed. “He’s alive.”

“It is alive,” I said, turning the shell over. “We can have it for dinner tonight.”

“Oh, gross, Dad,” Lucy said. “Great meal. Conch.”

“No,” the smallest girl said. “I’ll take it back to the beach and put it in the water. Think how scared that conch is hearing you say you want to eat him.”

“Oh, Chandler,” said Jennifer. “That’s so ridiculous. Conchs don’t speak English.”

“How do you know, Jennifer?” Lucy challenged. “You don’t know everything. You’re not the queen of the whole world.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “You’re not the queen of the whole world.”

“I wish I had two brothers,” Jennifer said.

“And we wish we had an older brother,” Lucy answered in the lovely fury of the blonde.

“Are you going to kill that ugly ol’ conch, Dad?” Jennifer asked.

“Chandler will be mad.”

“No, I’ll take it back down to the beach. I can’t take it when Chandler calls me a murderer. Everyone into Daddy’s lap.”

The three girls halfheartedly arranged their lovely, perfectly shaped behinds on my thighs and knees and I kissed each one of them on the throat and the nape of the neck.

“This is the last year we’re going to be able to do this, girls. You’re getting huge.”

“Huge? I’m certainly not getting huge, Dad,” Jennifer corrected.

“Call me Daddy.”

“Only babies call their fathers Daddy.”

“Then I’m not going to call you Daddy either,” Chandler said.

“I like being called Daddy. It makes me feel adored. Girls, I want to ask you a question and I want you to answer with brutal honesty. Don’t spare Daddy’s feelings, just tell me what you think from the heart.”

Jennifer rolled her eyes and said, “Oh, Dad, not this game again.”

I said, “Who is the greatest human being you’ve encountered on this earth?”

“Mama,” Lucy answered quickly, grinning at her father.

“Almost right,” I replied. “Now let’s try it again. Think of the most splendid, wonderful person you personally know. The answer should spring to your lips.”

“You!” Chandler shouted.

“An angel. A pure, snow-white angel, and so smart. What do you want, Chandler? Money? Jewels? Furs? Stocks and bonds? Ask anything, darling, and your loving Daddy will get it for you.”

“I don’t want you to kill the conch.”

“Kill the conch! I’m going to send this conch to college, set it up in business.”

“Dad,” Jennifer said, “we’re getting too old for you to tease us like this. You’re starting to embarrass us around our friends.”

“Like whom?”

“Johnny.”

“That gum-snapping, pimple-popping, slack-jawed little cretin?”

“He’s my boyfriend,” Jennifer said proudly.

“He’s a creep, Jennifer,” Lucy added.

“He’s a lot better than that midget you call a boyfriend,” Jennifer shot back.

“I’ve warned you about boys, girls. They’re all disgusting, filthy-minded, savage little reprobates who do nasty things like pee on bushes and pick their noses.”

“You were a little boy once,” Lucy said.

“Ha! Can you imagine Dad as a little boy?” Jennifer said. “What a laugh.”

“I was different. I was a prince. A moonbeam. But I’m not going to interfere with your love life, Jennifer. You know me, I’m not going to be one of those tiresome fathers who’re never satisfied with guys his daughters bring home. I’m not going to interfere. It’s your choice and your life. You can marry anyone you want to, girls, as soon as y’all finish medical school.”

“I don’t want to go to medical school,” said Lucy. “Do you know that Mama has to put her fingers up people’s behinds? I want to be a poet, like Savannah.”

“Ah, marriage after your first book of poems is published. I’ll compromise. I’m not a hard man.”

“I can get married anytime I want to,” Lucy said stubbornly. “I won’t have to ask your permission. I’ll be a grownup woman.”

“That’s the spirit, Lucy,” I applauded. “Don’t listen to a thing your parents say. That’s the only rule of life I want you to be sure and follow.”

“You don’t mean that. You’re just talking, Daddy,” Chandler said, leaning her head back under my chin. “I mean Dad,” she corrected herself.

“Remember what I told you. Nobody told me this kind of stuff when I was a kid,” I said seriously, “but parents were put on earth for the sole purpose of making their children miserable. It’s one of God’s most important laws. Now listen to me. Your job is to make me and Mama believe that you’re doing and thinking everything we want you to. But you’re really not. You’re thinking your own thoughts and going out on secret missions. Because Mama and I are screwing you up.”

“How are you screwing us up?” Jennifer asked.

“He embarrasses us in front of our friends,” Lucy suggested.

“I do not. But I know we’re screwing you up a little bit every day. If we knew how we were doing it, we’d stop. We wouldn’t do it ever again, because we adore you. But we’re parents and we can’t help it. It’s our job to screw you up. Do you understand?”

“No,” they agreed in a simultaneous chorus.

“Good,” I said, taking a sip of my drink. “You’re not supposed to understand us. We’re your enemies. You’re supposed to wage guerrilla warfare against us.”

“We’re not gorillas,” Lucy said primly. “We’re little girls.”

Sallie returned to the porch, wearing an off-white sundress and sandals to match. Her long legs were tanned and pretty.

“Did I interrupt the complete lectures of Dr. Spock?” she said, smiling at the children.

“Dad told us we were gorillas,” explained Chandler, removing herself from my lap and mounting her mother’s.

“I cleaned up some for your mother,” Sallie said, lighting a cigarette.

“You’ll die of cancer if you keep smoking that, Mama,” Jennifer said. “You’ll choke on your own blood. We learned that at school.”

“No more school for you,” Sallie said, exhaling.

“Why’d you clean up?” I asked.

“Because I hate the way she looks at my house when she comes over. She always looks like she wants to inoculate the children for typhus when she sees the mess in the kitchen.”

“She’s just jealous that you’re a doctor and she peaked out after winning a spelling bee in third grade. So you don’t need to clean up everytime she comes over to spread plague. You just need to burn the furniture and spray with disinfectant when she leaves.”

“You’re a bit hard on your mother, Tom. She’s trying to be a good mother again, in her own way,” Sallie said, studying Chandler’s hair.

Jennifer said, “Why don’t you like Grandma, Dad?”

“Who says I don’t like Grandma?”

Lucy added, “Yeah, Dad, why do you always scream out ‘I’m not here’ when she calls on the phone?”

“It’s a protective device, sweetheart. Do you know how a blowfish puffs up when there’s danger? Well, it’s the same thing when Grandma calls. I puff up and shout that I’m not here. It would work great except that your mother always betrays me.”

“Why don’t you want her to know you’re here, Daddy?” Chandler asked.

“Because then I have to talk to her. And when I talk to her it reminds me of being a child and I hated my childhood. I’d rather have been a blowfish.”

Lucy asked, “Will we shout ‘I’m not here’ when you call us when we’re all grown up?”

“Of course,” I said with more vehemence than I intended. “Because then I’ll be making you feel bad by saying, ‘Why don’t I ever see you, dear?’ or ‘Have I done something wrong, darling?’ or ‘My birthday was last Thursday,’ or ‘I’m having a heart transplant next Tuesday. I’m sure you don’t care,’ or ‘Could you at least come over and dust off the iron lung?’ After you grow up and leave me, kids, my only duty in the world will be to make you feel guilty. I’ll try to ruin your lives.”

“Dad thinks he knows everything,” Lucy said to Sallie, and two cooler heads nodded in agreement.

“What’s this? Criticism from my own children? My own flesh and blood noticing flaws in my character? I can stand anything but criticism, Lucy.”

“All our friends think Dad is crazy, Mama,” Jennifer added. “You act like a mom is supposed to act. Dad doesn’t act like other dads.”

“Here it is. That dreaded moment when my children turn on me and rip my guts out. If this were Russia, they’d turn me in to the Communist authorities and I’d be in a Siberian salt mine, freezing my ass off.”

“He said a bad word, Mama,” Lucy said.

“Yes, dear. I heard.”

“Grass,” I said quickly. “The grass needs cutting.”

“The grass always needs cutting when he says that word,” Jennifer explained.

“At this very moment my mother is crossing the Shem Creek bridge. No birds sing on the planet when my mother is on her way.”

“Just try to be nice, Tom,” Sallie said in her maddening professional voice. “Don’t let her get under your skin.”

I groaned, drinking deeply. “My God, I wonder what she wants. She only comes here when she can ruin my life in some small way. She’s a tactician of the ruined life. She could give seminars on the subject. She said she has some bad news. When my family has bad news, it’s always something grisly, Biblical, lifted straight out of the Book of Job.”

“At least admit your mother’s trying to be your friend again.”

“I admit it. She is trying,” I said wearily. “I liked her better when she wasn’t trying, when she was an unrepentant monster.”

“What’s for dinner tonight, Tom?” Sallie asked, changing the subject. “Something smells wonderful.”

“That’s fresh bread. I caught flounder off the rocks early this morning, so I stuffed them with crabmeat and shrimp. There’s a fresh spinach salad plus sautéed zucchini and shallots.”

“Wonderful,” she said. “I shouldn’t be drinking this. I’m on call tonight.”

“I’d rather have fried chicken,” Lucy said. “Let’s go out to Colonel Sanders.”

“Why do you cook anyway, Dad?” Jennifer asked suddenly. “Mr. Brighton laughs when he talks about your cooking dinner for Mama.”

“Yeah,” Lucy added, “he says it’s because Mama makes twice as much money as you do.”

“That rotten bastard,” Sallie whispered between clenched teeth.

“That’s not true,” I said. “I do it because Mama makes four or five times more money than I do.”

“Remember, girls, it was Daddy who put me through medical school. And don’t hurt your father’s feelings like that again, Lucy,” Sallie warned. “You don’t have to repeat everything Mr. Brighton says. Your father and I try to share the household chores.”

“All the other mommies I know cook for their family,” Jennifer said boldly, considering the bitter look that had entered Sallie’s gray eyes. “Except you.”

“I told you, Sallie,” I said, studying Jennifer’s hair. “If you raise children in the South, you produce southerners. And a southerner is one of God’s natural fools.”

“We’re southern and we’re not fools,” said Sallie.

“Aberrations, dear. It happens once or twice every generation.”

“Girls, go on upstairs and wash up. Lila is going to be here soon.”

“Why doesn’t she like us to call her Grandma?” Lucy asked.

“Because it makes her feel old. Run along now,” Sallie said, moving the girls inside the house.

When she returned, Sallie leaned down and brushed her lips on my forehead. “I’m sorry Lucy said that. She’s so goddamn conventional.”

“It doesn’t bother me, Sallie, I swear it doesn’t. You know I adore the role of martyrdom—how I blossom in an atmosphere of self-pity. Poor nutless Tom Wingo, polishing the silver while his wife discovers a cure for cancer. Sad Tom Wingo making the perfect soufflé while his wife knocks down a hundred grand a year. We knew this would happen, Sallie. We talked about it.”

“I still don’t like it worth a shit. I don’t trust that male ego strutting around inside you. I know it’s got to hurt. It makes me feel guilty as hell because I know the girls don’t understand why I’m not there with cookies and milk when they get home from school.”

“But they’re proud that their mama is a doctor.”

“But they don’t seem proud that you’re a teacher and a coach, Tom.”

“Was, Sallie. Past tense. I was fired, remember? I’m not proud of it either, Sallie. So we can’t really blame them. Oh, God, is that my mother’s car I hear pulling up in the driveway? May I have three Valiums, Doctor?”

“I needed them for myself, Tom. Remember, I’ll have to endure your mother’s house inspection before she turns on you,” said Sallie.

“Liquor’s not helping,” I moaned. “Why does liquor fail to numb my senses when I need it most? Should I invite Mom for dinner?”

“Of course, but you know she won’t stay.”

“Great, then I’ll invite her.”

“Be nice to your mother, Tom,” Sallie said. “She seems so sad and so desperate to be your friend again.”

“Friendship and motherhood are not compatible.”

“Do you think our kids will think that?”

“No, our kids will only hate their father. Have you noticed they’re already sick of my sense of humor and the oldest is only ten years old? I’ve got to develop some new routines.”

“I like your routines, Tom. I think they’re funny. That’s one of the reasons I married you. I knew we’d spend a great deal of the time laughing.”

“Bless you, Doctor. Okay, here’s Mom. Could you tie some garlic around my throat and bring me a crucifix?”

“Hush, Tom, she’ll hear you.”

My mother appeared in the doorway, immaculately dressed and groomed, and her perfume walked out on the porch several moments before she did. My mother always carried herself as if she were approaching the inner chamber of a queen. She was as finely made as a yacht—clean lines, efficient, expensive. She was always far too pretty to be my mother and there was a time in my life when I was mistaken for her husband. I cannot tell you how much my mother loved that time.

“There you are,” my mother said. “How are you, dears?”

She kissed both of us, was cheerful, but the bad news lay heavy in her eyes.

“You get more beautiful every time I see you, Sallie. Don’t you agree, Tom?”

“I certainly do, Mother. And so do you,” I answered, suppressing a groan. My mother could bring inanities tumbling out of me in a loose, ceaseless cascade.

“Well, thank you, Tom. That’s so sweet of you to say to your old mother.”

“My old mother has the best figure in the state of South Carolina,” I replied, counting my second rapid-fire inanity.

“Well, I work hard at it, I can tell you. The menfolk don’t know what we girls suffer to retain these girlish figures, do they, Sallie?”

“They certainly don’t.”

“You’ve gained weight again, Tom,” my mother noticed cheerfully.

“You girls don’t know what we menfolk put ourselves through to become fat shits.”

“Well, I certainly didn’t mean it critically, Tom,” my mother said, her voice hurt and sanctimonious. “If you’re that sensitive, I won’t mention it again. The extra weight is very becoming to you. You always look better when your face is filled out. But I didn’t come to fight with you today. I’ve got some very bad news. May I sit down?”

“Of course, Lila. Let me fix you a drink,” said Sallie.

“A gin and tonic, darling. With a squeeze of lime if you have it. Where are the children, Tom? I don’t want them to hear.”

“Upstairs,” I said, looking toward the sunset, waiting.

“Savannah tried to kill herself again.”

“Oh my God,” Sallie said, stopping outside the door. “When?”

“Last week, evidently. They’re not sure. She was in a coma when they found her. She’s out of the coma, but…”

“But what?” I murmured.

“But she’s in one of those silly states she goes into when she wants attention.”

“It’s called a psychotic interlude, Mother.”

“She claims she’s a psychotic,” my mother snapped back at me. “She’s not a true psychotic, I can tell you that.”

Before I could answer, Sallie jumped in with a question. “Where is she, Lila?”

“In a psychiatric hospital in New York City. Bellevue or someplace like that. I have it written down at home. A doctor called. A woman doctor like you, Sallie, only a psychiatrist. I’m sure she couldn’t make it in any real field of medicine, but each to his own, I always say.”

“I almost went into psychiatry,” Sallie said.

“Well, it certainly affords a lot of pleasure to see young women doing so well in the professions. I didn’t have those kinds of opportunities when I was a girl. Anyway, this woman called to tell me the tragic news.”

“How did she try to do it, Mom?” I said, attempting to retain control. I was slipping; I could feel it.

“She slit her wrists again, Tom,” my mother said, starting to cry. “Why does she want to do those things to me? Haven’t I suffered enough?”

“She did it to herself, Mom.”

“I’ll get your drink, Lila.” Sallie spoke as she moved inside the house.

My mother dried her tears on a handkerchief she pulled out of her purse. Then she said, “The doctor’s Jewish, I believe. She has one of those impossible names. Maybe Aaron knows her.”

“Aaron’s from South Carolina, Mom. Just because he’s Jewish doesn’t mean he knows every Jew in America.”

“But he’d know how to find out about her. To see if she’s on the up and up. Aaron’s family is very tight.”

“If she is a Jew, Aaron’s family is certain to have a file on her all right.”

“You don’t have to be sarcastic with me, Tom. How do you think I feel? How do you think I feel when my children do these terrible things to themselves? It makes me feel like such a failure. You can’t imagine how good society people look at me when they find out who I am.”

“Are you going to New York?”

“Oh, I can’t possibly go, Tom. This is a real hard time for me. We’re giving a dinner party Saturday night and it’s been planned for months. And the expense. I’m sure she’s in good hands and there’s nothing we can really do.”

“Being there is doing something, Mom. You’ve never realized that.”

“I told the psychiatrist you might go,” my mother said, tentative and hopeful.

“Of course I’ll go.”

“You don’t have a job now and it’ll be easy for you to arrange.”

“My job is looking for a job.”

“I think you should have taken that job selling insurance. That’s my honest opinion, though you certainly didn’t ask my advice.”

“How did you know about that?”

“Sallie told me.”

“She did?”

“She’s very worried about you. We all are, Tom. She can’t be expected to support you the rest of your life.”

“Did she tell you that, too?”

“No. I’m just telling you what I know. You’ve got to face facts. You’re never going to be able to teach or coach again as long as you live in South Carolina. You need to start afresh, work your way up from the bottom, prove yourself to some employer willing to give you a chance.”

“You talk like I’ve never had a job in my life, Mom,” I said, weary and needing to escape my mother’s eyes, wanting the sun to set faster, in need of darkness.

“It’s been a good long while since you had a job,” Mom persisted. “And a woman just doesn’t respect a man who doesn’t help bring home the bacon; that I can tell you. Sallie’s been an angel, but she can’t be expected to make all the money while you sit brooding on this porch.”

“I’ve applied for over seventy jobs, Mom.”

“My husband can get you a job. He’s offered to set you up in business.”

“You know I can’t take help from your husband. You, at least, understand that.”

“I certainly don’t understand it,” my mother half-shouted at me. “Why should I be expected to understand it? He sees your whole family suffering because you can’t get off your fat duff and get a job. He wants to do this to help Sallie and the girls, not to help you. He doesn’t want them to suffer any more than they already have. He’s willing to help you even though he knows how much you hate him.”

“I’m glad he knows how much I hate him,” I said.

Sallie returned to the porch with my mother’s drink and a fresh one for me. I felt like tossing out the drink and eating the glass.

“Tom was just telling me how much he hates me and everything I stand for.”

“Untrue. I merely said, under great provocation, that I hate your husband. You brought the subject up.”

“I brought up the subject of your joblessness. It’s been over a year, Tom, and that’s plenty of time for any man of your abilities to come up with something, anything. Don’t you think it’s embarrassing for Sallie to be supporting a full-grown man with all his limbs attached?”

“That’s enough, Lila,” Sallie said angrily. “You’ve no right to hurt Tom by using me.”

“I’m trying to help Tom. Don’t you see that, Sallie?”

“No. Not like that. Not ever like that. It’s not the way, Lila.”

“I have to go to New York tomorrow, Sallie,” I said.

“Of course you do,” she answered.

“You’ll give her my love, Tom, won’t you?”

“Of course, Mom.”

“I know she’s against me as much as you are,” she whined.

“We’re not against you, Mother.”

“Oh yes you are. Do you think I can’t feel your contempt for me? Do you think that I don’t know how much you hate it that I’m finally happy in my life? You loved it when I was miserable and living with your father.”

“We didn’t love that, Mom. We had a hideous childhood, which launched us prettily into a hideous adulthood.”

“Please stop,” Sallie pleaded. “Please stop hurting each other.”

“I know what it’s like being married to a Wingo male, Sallie. I know what you’re going through.”

“Mom, you’ve got to visit more often. I actually experienced a minute or two of happiness before you arrived.”

Sallie commanded, “I want this to stop and I want it to stop now. We need to think about how we can help Savannah.”

“I’ve done all I can for Savannah,” Mom said. “Whatever she does, she’ll blame me.”

“Savannah’s a sick woman,” Sallie said softly. “You know that, Lila.”

My mother brightened at this, shifted the drink to her left hand, and leaned forward to talk to Sallie.

“You’re a professional, Sallie,” she said. “Do you know that I’ve been reading a lot about psychosis lately? The leading authorities have discovered that it’s a chemical imbalance and has nothing at all to do with heredity or environment.”

“There’s been an awful lot of chemical imbalance in our family, Mother,” I said, unable to control my raw, blistery anger.

“Some doctors think it’s a lack of salt.”

“I’ve heard something about it, Lila,” Sallie agreed kindly.

“Salt!” I cried out. “I’ll take Savannah a box of Morton’s and let her start spooning it in. If it’s just salt she needs, I’ll put her on a diet that’ll make her look like Lot’s wife.”

“I’m just quoting what the leading authorities say. If you want to make fun of your mother, feel free, Tom. I guess I’m an easy target, an old woman who sacrificed the best years of her life for her children.”

“Mom, why don’t you get a job bottling guilt? We could sell it to all American parents who haven’t mastered the fine art of making their kids feel like shit all the time. You’d be a shoo-in to win the patent.”

“And then maybe you’d finally have a job, son,” she said coldly as she rose from her chair. “Call me, please, after you see Savannah. You can reverse the charges.”

“Why don’t you stay for dinner, Lila? You haven’t seen the children yet,” said Sallie.

“I’ll come visit when Tom’s in New York. I want to take the kids up to Pawleys Island for a couple of weeks. If you don’t mind, of course.”

“That would be lovely.”

“Goodbye, son,” my mother said. “Take good care of your sister.”

“Goodbye, Mother,” I answered, and I rose to kiss her on the cheek. “I always have.”



After dinner, Sallie and I helped the girls get ready for bed. Then we went for a walk on the beach. We headed toward the lighthouse, walking barefooted in the surf past Fort Moultrie. Sallie took my hand, and I, distracted and troubled, realized how long it had been since I had touched Sallie, since I had approached her as lover or friend or equal. My body had not felt like an instrument of love or passion for such a long time; it had been a winter of deadening seriousness, when all the illusions and bright dreams of my early twenties had withered and died. I did not yet have the interior resources to dream new dreams; I was far too busy mourning the death of the old ones and wondering how I was to survive without them. I was sure I could replace them somehow, but was not sure I could restore their brassy luster or dazzling impress. So, for months, I had not attended to the needs of my wife, had not stroked or touched her until she glowed and moved like a cat beneath my hands; I had not responded when she moved her bare leg against mine or put her hand against my thigh when we lay in solitude through sleepless nights. My body always betrayed me when the mind was restless and suffering. Sallie moved toward me and together we leaned into the summer wind as the waves broke around our feet. Orion the Hunter walked the skies above us, belted and armed, in the star-struck, moonless night.

Sallie said to me, squeezing my hand, “Tom. Talk to me. Tell me everything you’re thinking. You’re growing so quiet again and I can’t seem to reach you at all.”

“I’m trying to figure out how I ruined my life,” I said to Orion. “I want to know the exact moment it was preordained that I would lead a perfectly miserable life and drag everyone I love down with me.”

“You’ve got something to fight for that’s so valuable—something worth the fight. You seem to be giving up, Tom. Your past is hurting us.”

“There’s the Big Dipper,” I said, pointing halfheartedly.

“I don’t give a shit about the Big Dipper,” Sallie said. “I’m not talking about the Big Dipper and I don’t want you to change the subject. You’re not even good at changing the subject.”

“Why does everything my mother says, every single syllable, every single insincere phoneme, piss me off? Why can’t I ignore her, Sallie? Why can’t I simply go limp when she comes over. If I just didn’t respond to her, she couldn’t touch me. I know she loves me with all her heart. But we sit there and say things that wound and damage and destroy. She leaves and we both have blood on our hands. She cries and I drink; then she drinks. You try to intercede and we both ignore you and resent you for even trying. It’s like we’re in some monstrous passion play where she and I take turns crucifying each other. And it’s not her fault and it’s not mine.”

“She just wants you to find a job and be happy,” Sallie said.

“I want that, too. I want it desperately. The truth is I’m having a very rough time finding anyone who wants to hire me. There are dozens of letters I haven’t told you about. All very polite. All saying the same thing. All unbearably humiliating.”

“You could have taken the insurance job.”

“Yes, I could have. But it wasn’t an insurance job, Sallie. I would have been an insurance collector, knocking on sharecroppers’ shacks on Edisto Island, collecting nickels and dimes from poor blacks who bought insurance so they could have a decent burial.”

Sallie squeezed my hand and said, “It would have been a start at something, Tom. It would have been better than sitting around the house clipping recipes. You’d have been doing something to save yourself.”

Hurt, I answered, “I’ve been thinking. I haven’t been wasting my time.”

“I don’t mean this as a criticism, Tom. I really don’t, but . . . ”

“Every time you use that memorable phrase, Sallie,” I interrupted, “you mean it as a bone-crushing criticism, but go ahead. After Mom, I could endure a cavalry charge of Huns and elephants.”

“No, this is not critical. I want it to sound loving. You’ve been so self-pitying, so analytical, and so bitter since what happened to Luke. You’ve got to forget what happened and go on from here, from this moment. Your life isn’t over, Tom. One part of your life is. You’ve got to find out what the next part is going to be.”

For several minutes we walked in silence, in the disturbing solitude that sometimes visits couples at the most incongruous times. It was not a new feeling for me; I had a limitless gift for turning even those sweet souls who loved me best into strangers.

I tried to fight my way back toward Sallie, tried to regain contact. “I haven’t figured everything out yet. I can’t figure out why I hate myself more than anyone else in the world. It doesn’t make sense to me. Even if Mom and Dad were monsters, I should have come out of it with some kind of respect for myself as a survivor, if nothing else. I should have at least come out of it honest, but I’m the most dishonest person I’ve ever met. I never know exactly how I feel about something. There’s always something secret hidden from me.”

“You don’t need to know the absolute truth. No one does. You only need to know enough to get along.”

“No, Sallie,” I said, stopping in the water suddenly and turning her toward me, my hands on her shoulders. “That’s what I did before. I got along with my part of the truth and it caught up with me. Let’s leave South Carolina. Let’s get out of here. I’ll never get a job in this state again. Too many people know the name Wingo and they don’t like what it stands for.”

Sallie lowered her eyes and tucked my hands into hers. But she looked directly at me when she said, “I don’t want to leave Charleston, Tom. I have a wonderful job and I love our house and our friends. Why do you want to throw even the good things away?”

“Because they aren’t so good to me anymore, because I don’t believe in my life here anymore.”

“But I believe in mine.”

“And you make the money,” I said, embarrassed at how bitter I sounded, how preening, how male.

“You said that, not me, Tom.”

“I’m sorry. Truly I am. I don’t want to go to New York. I don’t even want to see Savannah. I’m furious, absolutely furious at her that she tried it again. I’m angry that she’s crazy and is allowed to be as crazy as she needs to be. I envy her craziness. But I know she expects me to be there when she starts slicing herself. It’s the old dance and I know all the steps.”

“Then don’t go,” Sallie said, slipping away from me again.

“I have to go. You know that. It’s the only role I really play well. The hero of the hour. The gallant knight. The jobless Galahad. It’s the fatal flaw of all Wingos. Except Mom. She gives dinner parties planned for months and can’t be bothered with suicide attempts by her children.”

“You blame your parents for so much, Tom. When does it start becoming your own responsibility? When do you take your life into your own hands? When do you start accepting the blame or credit for your own actions?”

“I don’t know, Sallie. I can’t figure it out. I can’t make anything whole out of it. I don’t know what it all means.”

She turned away from me and resumed walking up the beach again, slightly ahead of me.

“It’s hurting us, Tom.”

“I know,” I admitted, trying to catch up to her. I took her hand and squeezed it, but there was no return pressure. “To my surprise, I’m not a good husband. I once thought I’d be a great one. Charming, sensitive, loving, and attentive to my wife’s every need. I’m sorry, Sallie. I haven’t been good for you in such a long time. It’s a source of great pain. I want to be better. I’m so cold, so secretive. I swear I’ll do better once we leave this state.”

“I’m not going to leave this state,” she said definitively. “I’m perfectly happy living here. This is my home, where I belong.”

“What are you saying, Sallie?”

“I’m saying that what makes you happy doesn’t necessarily make me happy. I’m saying that I’m thinking things over, too. I’m trying to figure things out, too. I’m trying to figure things out between us. It doesn’t seem so good anymore.”

“Sallie, this is a bad time to be saying this.”

“It hasn’t been the same between us since Luke,” she said.

“Nothing’s been the same,” I said.

“There’s something you forgot to do about Luke, Tom,” she said.

“What was that?” I said.

“You forgot to cry,” Sallie said.

I looked up the beach toward the lighthouse. Then back across the harbor at the lights on James Island.

Sallie continued, “There’s no statute of limitations on your sadness. It’s impenetrable. You’ve cut me out of your life completely.”

“Do you mind if we change the subject?” I asked, and there was a mean edge to my voice.

Sallie said, “The subject is us. The subject is whether you’ve stopped loving me, Tom.”

“I just learned that my sister tried to kill herself,” I shouted.

She answered firmly, “No, you just learned that your wife doesn’t think you love her anymore.”

“What do you want me to say?” I asked, but I felt her urgency, her need to reach an untouchable place in me.

She was close to tears when she said, “The words are easy. Try this: I love you, Sallie, and I don’t think I could live for a single day without you.”

But there was something in her eyes and voice trying to deliver a far darker message, and I said, “There’s something else.”

Sallie began to weep gently and there was both despair and betrayal in her voice. “Not something else, Tom,” she said, “someone else.”

“Jesus Christ,” I screamed at the lights of the Isle of Palms. “First Savannah and now this!”

But Sallie said behind me, “This is the first time you’ve even looked at me in months. I have to say I’m having an affair just so my goddamn husband’ll notice I’m alive.”

“Oh, Jesus, Sallie. Oh, no, please,” I whispered, staggering backward, away from her.

“I was going to tell you when the time was right. I hate to tell you now. But you’re leaving tomorrow.”

“I won’t leave. I can’t leave like this.”

“I want you to leave, Tom. I want to find out how serious I am about this. If it’s real or not. I might even be doing this to hurt you. I’m not sure.”

“May I ask you who it is?”

“No. Not yet.”

“I promise not to do anything untoward or barbaric. At least until I get back from New York. I’d like to know.”

“It’s Dr. Cleveland.”

“Oh, no!” I screamed. “Not that pompous, intolerable asshole. For christsakes, Sallie, he rides a motorcycle and smokes a meerschaum pipe, a goddamn meerschaum pipe.”

“He’s better than that second-rate cheerleader you had a fling with,” she answered furiously.

“I knew you’d say that. I knew that seductive jackass with the big tits would come back to haunt me for the rest of my life. I’m sorry for that, Sallie. I’m so sorry. I was stupid. Stupid, stupid.”

“That hurt me more than you’ll ever know.”

“I begged you to forgive me, Sallie. I’m begging you now. I did it, and God knows, I’ve suffered for it and I promised on my knees I’d never do it again.”

“You don’t have to keep that promise now, Tom. Dr. Cleveland is in love with me, too.”

“Well, bully for Doctor Cleveland. Has Doctor Cleveland told Mrs. Cleveland, that sad, bovine pillar of the community?”

“No, not yet. He’s waiting for the right time. Both of us want to make sure. We don’t want to hurt people needlessly.”

“Grand-spirited people. Let me ask you something, Sallie. When your little beeper goes off at night and you’re called off to the hospital for one of those innumerable little emergencies, are you sometimes driving over to inspect the good doctor’s meerschaum?”

“That’s disgusting, Tom, and you know it.”

“I want to know if you both abuse the magic beeper, that holiest, most obnoxious symbol of the doctor as asshole in America.”

“Yes!” she shouted at me. “I’ve done it a couple of times. When there was no other way. And I’d do it again if there was no other way.”

I felt an irresistible desire to strike her, felt the ghost of a violent father assume dominion over the blood, felt his surge into power around the heart; my fists clenched, and for a moment I fought with all my strength against the man it was my birthright to be. I controlled myself and sent my father into exile again. I loosened my fists. I breathed and cried, “Is it because I’m getting fat, Sallie? Please tell me it’s that. Or because I’m losing my hair? Or maybe it’s because I’ve told you I’ve got a little dick. You know, I’m one of the few men in America who’ll admit he’s got a little pecker. I only told you that because you always felt so bad about having small breasts.”

“My breasts are not that small.”

“Neither is my poor slandered penis.”

It surprised me when Sallie laughed. There was something pure in her sense of humor that she could not control even in the most serious moments in her life. Her laughter was intimately related to her generosity and could not be suppressed.

“See, there’s hope, Sallie. You still think I’m funny. And I happen to know for a fact that the last time Cleveland laughed was right after Woodrow Wilson was elected president.”

“He’s only eleven years older than we are.”

“Hah! A different generation. I hate old men who ride motorcycles. I hate young men who ride motorcycles.”

Sallie sniffed the air defensively. “He’s an aficionado. He only collects British motorcycles.”

“Please spare me the details. Don’t tell me you’re leaving me for a guy who collects meerschaum pipes and British motorcycles. I’d feel better if you left me for a tattoo man at the circus, a waterbaby, or a dwarf on a unicycle.”

“I didn’t say I was leaving you, Tom. I said I was thinking about it. I’ve found somebody who thinks I’m wonderful.”

“You are wonderful,” I whined.

“Let’s not discuss it any more tonight, Tom. It was hard enough to tell you, and I certainly didn’t want to add to your troubles.”

“Hah!” I laughed bitterly, kicking a wave. “A mere trifle, my dear.”

We said nothing for a long while. Then Sallie said, “I’m going to go back to the house to kiss the girls good night. Do you want to come?”

“I’ll come up to kiss’ them good night later. I’ll stay out here a little while. I need to think about everything.”

Sallie said to me in a tender voice, “I don’t know what happened. I don’t know what happened to the fighter I married.”

“Yeah, you do,” I said. “Luke happened.”

She hugged me suddenly, fiercely, and kissed me on the throat, but in the full flower of righteousness, I was both patriot and helot of the male ego; with the patriarchal rectitude of the scorned male, I could not return that kiss or retrieve any value for that moment of grace. Sallie turned unkissed and walked down the beach toward our house.

I began to run down the beach. At first it was controlled, patient, but then I started to push myself, letting it out, until I was sprinting, breaking into a sweat, and gasping for air. If I could hurt the body, I would not notice the coming apart of the soul.

As I ran, I considered the sad decline of flesh. I struggled to increase the speed and remembered how once I was the fastest quarterback in South Carolina. Blond and swift, I would come out of backfields with linemen thundering toward me in slow-footed ecstasy as I turned the corner and stepped toward the amazing noise of crowds, then lowered my head and dazzled myself with instinctive moves that lived in some fast, sweet place within me. But I never wept when I ran in high school games. Now I ran heavily, desperately, away from the wife who had taken a lover because I had failed her as lover, away from the sister too quick with blades, away from the mother who did not understand the awful history of mothers and sons. I was running away from that history, I thought—that bitter, outrageous slice of Americana that was my own failed life—or toward a new phase of that history. I slowed down, sweating, exhausted. I began walking toward the house.
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It is an art form to hate New York City properly. So far I have always been a featherweight debunker of New York; it takes too much energy and endurance to record the infinite number of ways the city offends me. Were I to list them all, I would fill up a book the size of the Manhattan yellow pages, and that would merely be the prologue. Every time I submit myself to the snubs and indignities of that swaggering city and set myself adrift among the prodigious crowds, a feeling of displacement, profound and enervating, takes me over, killing all the coded cells of my hard-won singularity. The city marks my soul with a most profane, indelible graffiti. There is too much of too much there. On every visit I find myself standing on the piers, watching the splendid Hudson River flooding by and the noise of the city to my back, and I know what no New Yorker I’ve ever met knows: that this island was once surrounded by deep, extraordinary marshes and estuaries, that an entire complex civilization of a salt marsh lies buried beneath the stone avenues. I do not like cities that dishonor their own marshes.

My sister, Savannah, of course, matches my contempt with her own heroic yet perverse allegiance to New York. Even the muggers, drug addicts, winos, and bag ladies, those wounded, limping souls navigating their cheerless passages through the teeming millions, are a major part of the city’s ineffable charm for her. It is these damaged birds of paradise, burnt out and sneaking past the mean alleys, that define the city’s most extreme limits for her. She finds beauty in these extremities. She carries in her breast an unshakable fealty to all these damaged veterans who survive New York on the fringes, lawless and without hope, gifted in the black arts. They are the city’s theater for her. She has written about them in her poetry; she has learned some of the black arts herself and knows well their ruined acreage.

Savannah knew she wanted to be a New Yorker long before she knew she wanted to write poetry. She was one of those southerners who were aware from an early age that the South could never be more for them than a fragrant prison administered by a collective of loving but treacherous relatives.

At fifteen, she received a subscription to The New Yorker as a Christmas present from my grandmother. Each week, she waited breathlessly for her copy of the magazine to arrive, then would sit for hours laughing and giggling over the cartoons. Later, our brother, Luke, and I would stare incredulously at the same cartoons, waiting for the jokes to hit us. Things that had them whooping it up and knee slapping in New York were incomprehensible to me in Colleton, South Carolina. They were impenetrable, a kind of cuneiform of wit, and when I asked Savannah what in the hell she found so funny, she would sigh deeply and dismiss me with some withering phrase she had memorized from a previous cartoon. With Savannah as a sister, fancying herself an exiled Knickerbocker cut off from her native city by the humiliation of her birth in South Carolina, I hated New York long before I ever crossed its glorious rivers.

Savannah left South Carolina and lit out for the boroughs soon after we graduated from Colleton High School. She did it against our parents’ wishes, but she had asked for neither their permission nor their approval. She had a life to lead and an elaborate plan by which to live it, and she was seeking no advice from shrimpers or their wives who had chosen a life beside the inland waterway of South Carolina. Instinctively she knew she was a city girl and that she had learned everything about a small town she needed or wanted to know. In New York, she had chosen a city that would require a lifetime of vigilance and study, a city worthy of her gifts.

From the first day, she had loved it all: the pulse, the struggle, the unbridgeable flow of ideas and humanity, the rapture and majesty of the effort to master and tame the fabulous city into something personal and unforbidding. She took to the city on its own terms. She became a collector and archivist of genuine New York experiences. If it originated in New York, if it had the authenticity and stamp of Manhattan approval, then Savannah embraced it with the fervor of a catechist. From the very beginning she was lyrical in her advocacy of New York’s essential greatness, which she considered undeniable and beyond discussion. I denied it and discussed it obsessively.

“You’ve never lived here. You have no right to any opinion at all,” Savannah said cheerfully when Luke and I visited her in New York for the first time.

“I’ve never lived in Peking, either,” I replied, “but I bet the city’s full of little yellow people.”

“It must be the exhaust from all these cars, Savannah,” Luke observed, watching the rush-hour traffic move toward the bridges. “It eats away the brain cells. Once the brain cells go, you start liking this shithole.”

“You’ve got to give it a chance, dimwits. Once you catch the New York fever, then nothing is ever good enough. Feel the energy of this city. Just close your eyes and let it take you.”

Luke and I both closed our eyes.

“That’s not energy,” Luke said, “that’s noise.”

“Your noise,” she answered, smiling, “my energy.”

In the early days she supported herself by working as a waitress in a vegetarian restaurant in the West Village. She also enrolled at the New School, taking subjects that appealed to her, eschewing those that did not. She lived in a cheap rent-controlled apartment on Grove Street near Sheridan Square and had decorated it with great charm. There she contended alone with all the mysteries and delicacies of the language and began to write the poems that made her famous in a select circle before she was twenty-five. My parents had put her on the train north with reluctance and apocalyptic prophecies, allowing privately to their sons that Savannah would never last a month in the big city. But she had harmonized herself to the rhythms of New York. “Being in New York is just like living in a New Yorker cartoon,” she wrote in her first letter, and all of us opened back issues of Savannah’s favorite magazine and tried to glean some idea of what her life must be like by translating the inside jokes of the eight million to each other. From the cartoons we supposed that New Yorkers said many clever but arcane things to each other at intimate dinner parties. My father, ignoring the cartoons, studied the advertisements and said aloud to the family, “Who are these people anyway?”

When Savannah’s first book of poetry was published by Random House in 1972, Luke and I drove to New York to go to the parties and readings attendant to its publication. Savannah and I sat together beneath her hanging plants and beside her pretty desk and she signed a copy of The Shrimper’s Daughter for me while Luke tried to find a place to park safely through the night. She opened the dedicatory page and watched my face as I read, “To my brother, Tom Wingo, whose love and devotion has made the passage worthwhile. All praise to my fabulous twin.” Tears came to my eyes when I read that dedication and I wondered how any poetry at all could come from our childhood.

“Quarterbacks don’t cry,” she said, hugging me.

“This one does,” I answered.

Then she showed me the latest issue of The New Yorker, dated March 7, 1972, which carried the title poem of her book on page thirty-seven. We were both screaming madly at each other when Luke returned to the apartment. Then Luke started screaming. He opened the window, crept nimbly out to the fire escape, and shouted to everyone on Grove Street, “My little sister’s in The New Yorker, you Yankee motherfuckers.”

That night we attended her first major reading, which was given at a deconsecreated Anglican church in the West Village. It was sponsored by Women United to Stamp Out Penises or one of those other maniacal splinter groups Savannah had gravitated toward. Savannah’s earliest and dearest friends in the Village belonged to a feminist study group, and they all memorized Virginia Woolf, wore black belts, lifted weights for definition, and cleaned out bars of longshoremen on holiday weekends. “Linemen. Defensive tacklers,” Luke whispered as we approached the dimly lit church and saw the grim phalanx of women-warriors fanned out along the rear vestibule, collecting tickets. They looked as if they spent their time translating Sappho and drinking the blood of flies. But these were strange times in the history of the sexes and Savannah had trained both Luke and me to tread lightly among the two-fisted Brown Shirts of the women’s liberation movement. Savannah herself was in the middle of a politically militant phase of her own development and there were times her bulky southern brothers were an embarrassment to her. She coached us in how to appear androgynous and benign, and we perfected an obsequious shuffle when we found ourselves surrounded by her more hostile friends. Among this terrifying group, we feigned a state of penislessness that we thought would decrease Savannah’s anxiety when we were thrown together with her friends. “All of them have been damaged by males,” Savannah had explained. “Especially by fathers and brothers. You don’t understand how horrible it is to be a woman in America.”

Judging from the appearance of the ticket collectors, it must have been dreadful, indeed. But these were private random thoughts and ones we had learned never to express aloud to Savannah, who was known to scream at us if we seemed impervious to her new philosophy or too unregenerately male in our pronunciamentos. Our maleness irradiated unconsciously through Savannah’s world and troubled us greatly, because at that time we were too thick and too innocent to understand the nature of our sister’s problem with the world of men.

As we entered the church, Luke made a thoughtless mistake when he held the door open for a pretty, scholarly woman who was entering the church behind us. As southern boys, we were vaccinated with the oily serums of an instinctive politesse, and it would have been unthinkable at that time for either of us not to hold a door open for a lady. The lady reacted to different serums. In a surprisingly swift move, she grabbed Luke by the throat with one hand, then stuck two brilliantly sharpened nails beneath his eyeballs.

“You ever do that again, asshole, I’ll poke both your fucking eyeballs out,” she said.

Luke answered quietly, respectful of those two menacing fingers. “I assure you, madam, I will not open a door again for a single lady in New York City.”

“Woman, asshole,” the woman hissed. “Woman. Not lady.”

“Woman,” Luke corrected himself, and the woman, releasing him, swept triumphantly into the church.

. Rubbing his throat, Luke watched her disappear into the crowd. Then he said in a whisper, “I ain’t gonna open the door for a fucking grizzly bear in this town, Tom. She must not have known I was a Vietnam vet.”

“It didn’t look like she gave much of a shit, either, boy.”

“But we learned something, Tom. When a door opens, you just got to kick ass and run on through. That’s how it’s done in New York City.”

The church was almost full when Savannah walked out of the vestibule. She was introduced by a supercilious bearded male who wore a poncho, a beret, and leather-thonged sandals. According to the program, he was a leading spokesman of the New York School and taught a course called “Poetry, Revolution, and Orgasm” at Hunter College. I hated him on sight but changed my mind instantly when his introduction of Savannah proved so heartfelt and generous. He talked of Savannah’s background: her childhood on the island, her father the shrimp boat captain, her mother the mountain beauty, the family tiger, her grandfather who barbered hair and who sold Bibles on the side, and her grandmother who visited the Colleton cemetery and delivered soliloquies to dead relatives. Then he praised her work: the passionate lyricism of her hymns to nature, her technical virtuosity, and her celebration of the spirit of women. All of this, he concluded, was astonishing to discover in a woman who had spent almost her entire life on a sea island in the American South. Then, he surrendered the floor to Savannah.

The applause was sedate and polite except for one single bone-chilling, foot-stomping rebel yell, which exploded naturally from Luke as he saw his small sister rise like a flame in that church, blonde and shy and ethereal, her hair brushed severely back but moving along her shoulders in luxuriant waves.

I have always loved my sister’s voice. It is clear and light, a voice without seasons, like bells over a green city or snowfall on the roots of orchids. Her voice is a greening thing, an enemy of storm and dark and winter. She pronounced each word carefully, as though she was tasting fruit. The words of her poems were a most private and fragrant orchard.

But, at first, I could not hear her and I could tell she was aware of her audience, intimidated by it. But slowly, the language seized her; her language, her poems, and her voice lifted, steadied, and grew confident. And when it did, Savannah Wingo took that audience, that West Village audience, that cultured, jaded, city-hardened New York audience, by storm. I knew all the poems by heart and my mouth moved in congruence with hers and I told the stories of our life as she told them and I felt the supernatural power of poetry subjugate the crowd as Savannah’s voice lifted up toward the choir loft, lifted up toward the shining battlements of the Empire State Building, toward the. stars above the Hudson, and took us all back to the lowcountry of South Carolina where this beautiful sister was born to grief and sadness, and where all these poems, collected in fragments and images, grew in darkness like sharp pieces of coral, and awaited the annunciation of the poet, awaited this night, the collective breath of this audience, as she shared the poems of the heart by making the language sing and bleed at the same time.

Halfway through the reading, Savannah looked up and studied the audience. She sighted Luke and me sitting in the fifteenth row, conspicuous in our coats and ties. She smiled and waved and Luke called out, “Hey, Savannah. Doing good, sweetheart,” and the audience laughed.

“My two brothers, Luke and Tom, drove up from South Carolina to attend this reading and I’d like to dedicate this next poem to them.”

The woman who had threatened to put Luke’s eyes out at the front door was sitting unnoticed in the pew directly in front of us to the left. We spotted her when Savannah made us rise so the audience could see us. There was some restrained, serviceable applause. Luke put his hands over his head and waved to the crowd, then leaned down to the woman and said, “Thought I was a nothing, didn’t you, shithead?”

I pulled him back down into his seat and warned, “Shield your eyes when you insult that woman. Or we’ll be investing in Seeing Eye dogs.”

Then we returned to Savannah’s voice. She read for over an hour and there was a story to it all. A girl had been born to poor parents in South Carolina, had grown up barefooted and brown beside the marshes of Colleton, had learned to measure the seasons by the migration of shrimp and wildfowl and the harvesting of tomatoes, had seized onto the light of her grand, unnamable singularity, had nourished that light, had willed herself to be different, and had felt the language stir in her as she heard the owls moaning in the barn eaves and the buoys chanting in the waterway. Then the world struck back as the world always does and the child, unarmed and sullen, began contending with all the wildness and cruelty of that world. In her last poems, Savannah spoke of her breakdowns, her demons, her insanity. She spoke of them with astonishment and respect and a heartbreaking sadness. But even her demons she invested with inordinate beauty, consecrated them with the dignity of her attention. There were no gargoyles in her work, only defiled angels crying for home. It was all new to New York, but it wasn’t new to me and Luke. We were witnesses at the creation. In our house by the river we had watched a poet grow.

As I listened to her read her final poem, I thought of a dream I used to have of Savannah and me in the womb, floating side by side in our mother’s inland sea—hearts forming together, fingers moving, the patient blue coloring of four sightless eyes in darkness, the blond hair flowing like underwater grass, the half-formed brains sensing the presence of the other, gathering comfort from that nameless communion which sprang up between us before we were born. In the life before life, in the breathless womb and wordless safety of bloodstreams, I dreamed that something special happened to us, that there was a moment of divine sight known only to twins, of recognition when we turned toward each other in a roll that took weeks and she said, “Hello, Tom,” and I, who would grow accustomed to miracles, who would always believe in magic, would cry out, “Hello, Savannah,” and then happily, transcendentally, we would await our birth so the lifelong dialogue could begin. I first knew of my sister’s light in the darkness. What I didn’t know was how much of the darkness she would bring along on the voyage. I believe in the ties of Gemini, the perfect, superhuman connection of twins.

When Savannah finished, there was thunderous applause from that audience who stood and cheered for minutes. I had to talk fast to prevent Luke from racing up to the front of the church and bearing Savannah down the middle aisle on his shoulders. He contented himself with a few ear-splitting rebel yells in praise of his sister. I, secure in my role of the family sentimentalist, bent down between the pews to tie my shoe and dry the tears with my tie.

Later, we were always glad that we had been present on the March evening when Savannah made her triumphant debut in that dog-eat-dog subculture of the New York Poetry World. Much of what is perfectly wonderful about the city of New York was contained in that night, and after dinner at the Coach House, we stayed up late, watching the moon traverse the skyline, fueled by Savannah’s triumph, talking and drinking with her friends, exhilarated by how easy and predestined it all seemed, amazed that a girl from South Carolina could deliver a message that could illuminate the hearts of these people born to stone.

If I had left the next day, I might well have come to love the city. But Luke and I lingered and Savannah wanted to show us why she loved the city and why she could never follow us home again. So we shopped at Macy’s, went to a Yankees game, took the Circle Line tour, and had a picnic lunch on top of the Empire State Building. She drilled us well in all that was pleasurable and definitive in the New York way of life. But there were other definitions of New York, dark and unpredictable, that she did not take into account as she force-marched us around Manhattan.

It was on West Twelfth Street in the Village that we received a more treacherous, but no less definitive, view of the city. From far down the street we watched an old woman hobble down the stairs of her brownstone, pausing on each step to wait for her senescent, barely ambulatory French poodle to follow her. There was an imperturbable dignity to the slow descent of both the woman and the dog. The poodle and the lady were of the same general coloring and their walks revealed that they had aged harmoniously by developing the same generous limps. When she reached the sidewalk, she did not see the man appear suddenly behind her and we did not have time to scream out a warning. He was fast and professional and knew exactly what he wanted. He snatched her two gold earrings off her pierced ears, bringing the woman to her knees and tearing the flesh of her ear lobes as she came down hard on the sidewalk. Then he grabbed the gold necklace around her neck and ripped it violently until it broke. The woman began screaming and bleeding from the ears. The man punched her in the face and stopped the screaming. Then, he began walking away from the woman with a studied nonchalance, unhurried and calm. But he had made one serious tactical error. His avenue of escape took him in a direct line toward the Wingo kids of South Carolina.

There were many terrible things about our upbringing in the South, but we were unanimous in how to treat young men who mutilated the ears of old women with poodles. He crossed the street and broke into a run when he saw us move up to challenge him and heard Savannah blowing the hell out of a police whistle. Luke fanned out wide, moving low and fast, as I cut off his line of retreat. I heard a bottle break behind me. The mugger pulled a knife and I heard the small click and saw the flash of the blade as I made my approach.

“I’ll cut you, motherfucker,” the mugger screamed as he turned and ran straight for me, the knife pushed out before him. I stopped dead in the middle of the street and removed my belt in a single motion, wrapped it around my wrist until a foot of leather and the buckle swung free. He lunged for my throat with the knife, but I stepped back and swung the belt. The buckle snapped against his cheekbone and opened a cut below his eye. He screamed, dropped the knife, looked at me once, then was flattened by the blind-side charge of a consensus All-American high school linebacker who smashed into the mugger’s spine and drove him face down onto the hood of a Thunderbird. Luke held the man’s hair in one hand and punched the back of his head with the other, breaking the man’s nose on the crumpling hood of the car. Then the crowd engulfed us, screaming neighbors, gray-haired vigilantes who poked at the man with their weapons and made known their desire to dismember him before the police arrived. Savannah had placed a broken Coke bottle against his jugular and we could hear police sirens in the distance. The old woman, attended to by neighbors, wept softly on her stoop, the poodle licking her bleeding ears.

“Nice city you got here, Savannah,” Luke said, giving the mugger another shake. “Nice fucking city.”

“It could happen anywhere,” Savannah said defensively. “It’s still the greatest city in the history of the world.”

“Ask that old lady if it’s the greatest city in the world.”

But New York never quite finishes testing either its devotees or its citizens. On every corner, a thousand facets of that city’s infinite variety present themselves in various aspects of the hideous and the sublime. It is a city with too many stories and too many strangers. Throughout that long memorable week, Savannah and I could not stop Luke from helping every wino he encountered. Luke was constitutionally incapable of ignoring these helpless sodden strangers he discovered slumped against doorways, smelling of vomit and wine. He would prop them up, clean them off, lecture them about taking better care of their bodies, then slip a dollar into their pockets, assuring them, Savannah informed him, of a new bottle of wine when they awoke to sunlight and found the miraculous dollar.

“They’re perfectly happy,” Savannah explained. “A policeman told me that when I first came here and tried to help one of them.”

But Luke remained undeterred and continued to offer assistance to every drunk we passed, until one day in a small park on Seventh Avenue, he came upon a young teenage boy, supine on a wooden bench, who did not respond to his soft ministrations at all. When Luke moved him, all of us could see that rigor mortis had set in hours before. There was a hypodermic needle in his coat pocket and a driver’s license listing his address as Raleigh, North Carolina.

“He’s perfectly happy, Savannah,” Luke said as the ambulance crew carried the boy away.

The boy haunted Luke because of his southernness, and he thought it unnatural that any southerner could flourish between the Hudson and East rivers after growing up in the softer, more forgiving zones of the South. A southerner had to change too dramatically to become a New Yorker, Luke thought. He explained his newly conceived theory to Savannah and me over croissants and French coffee at breakfast one morning.

“It’s like a trout trying to become a streetcar, Savannah,” Luke said, pointing at her with his croissant. “It just wasn’t meant to be. You’ll see. You may pretend you’re a New Yorker, but you’re southern to the bone, Savannah. It don’t wash out.”

“My brother, the redneck philosopher,” Savannah said, pouring more coffee.

“I don’t mind being a redneck,” Luke said. “The only thing wrong with rednecks is that they hate niggers and most everything else. I don’t hate anybody. Except New Yorkers. I’m learning to hate eight million of these scumbags because they let kids curl up and die on benches and old men rot in doorways. I can’t understand people like that.”

“Don’t you like my friends, Luke?”

“They’re okay, Savannah. Not great, mind you, just okay. I want to be perfectly honest. I see the way they look at Tom and me. I mean, they were actually surprised that we could talk, coming from South Carolina and all. That one critter that introduced you at the reading laughed every time I opened my mouth.”

“He loved your southern accent. He told me so later. He said it was like being at the movies.”

“No movie. He was talking to Luke Wingo and I could tell that boy never caught a fish in his life except if it was wrapped and frozen in the A & P.”

“He’s a poet and an intellectual, Luke,” Savannah said, growing exasperated. “It’s not his job to catch fish.”

“And it ain’t his job to laugh at those that do. What’s wrong with that boy, anyway? He uses his hands funny.”

“He’s a homosexual, Luke. A lot of my friends are.”

“No kidding,” Luke said after an uneasy silence. “Is that a guy that does it to other guys?”

“That’s right.”

“Why didn’t you tell me, Savannah?” Luke said, excited. “That makes him a lot more interesting. I heard there were a lot of those guys up here but I never thought I’d get a chance to see one. I’d like to ask him some questions, you know, scientific ones. There’s some things I’ve never understood about all that and he could have told me straight away.”

“Thank God,” I moaned, “that you didn’t tell him, Savannah.”

“Luke, that’s private,” Savannah said.

“Private! He don’t give a shit about privacy.”

“How do you know, Luke?”

“Because look where he lives. New York Goddamn City. A man who wants privacy would never live here.”

“That’s what you don’t understand, Luke. Someone who really wants privacy will always come to live in New York. You can screw orangutans or parakeets and no one will care at all.”

“Well, if I ever start humping parakeets or a loaf of Sunbeam, I want you to help find me an apartment, baby sister. ’Cause you’re right, that sure wouldn’t go over big back home in Colleton. I just want you to remember where you came from, Savannah. I don’t want you to become like these folks.”

“I hate where I came from, Luke. That’s why I came here to New York, to escape everything in my past. I hated every single thing about my childhood. I love New York because I’m not reminded of Colleton at all. Nothing that I see here, absolutely nothing, reminds me of my childhood.”

“Do Luke and I remind you of your childhood?” I asked, suddenly hurt.

“You remind me of the good part of my childhood,” she answered fervently.

“Then let’s get drunk and eat fatback.”

“That doesn’t change the past,” she answered. “What do you do about the past? Why hasn’t it harmed you like it’s harmed me?”

“I don’t think about it, Savannah,” I said. “I pretend it never happened.”

“It’s over, sweetheart. We survived it. Anyway, we’re adults now and we’ve got the rest of our lives to think about,” Luke added.

“Until I figure out the past, I can’t bear to think about the rest of my life. It fucked me up, Luke and Tom. I see things. I hear things. All the time. I don’t just write that in the poems. I’ve been seeing a psychiatrist ever since I came to New York.”

“What kind of things do you see and hear?” I asked.

“I’ll tell you before you go back. I promise I will. I don’t want to tell you now.”

“It’s from eating this kind of shit,” Luke said, directing his scorn for the city toward the wilting croissant. “Your constitution just isn’t used to it. I had diarrhea the whole time I was in Vietnam from eating all that gook food.”

“Please shut up, Luke,” I said. “She’s talking about mental illness, not diarrhea.”

“How do you know mental illness is not some kind of diarrhea of the brain, big man? Something goes haywire and the body has a thousand different ways of letting you know something’s wrong. The body’s got integrity and you’ve got to listen to it.”

On our last night in New York, I awoke in the middle of the night, hearing a voice coming from Savannah’s room. Luke and I were sleeping on the floor in her living room and a streetlamp lit up the room, the light filtered softly through the fog. Listening, I heard my sister’s voice, terrified and surreal, speaking to the hidden ones again. I got up, went to her door, and knocked softly. There was no answer and I opened the door and went in.

Savannah was sitting up in bed, addressing something invisible against the opposite wall. She did not appear to see me even when I entered her line of vision. Her lips trembled and saliva spilled out of her mouth, and I listened as she spoke. “No. I will not do what you say. Not even for you. Especially not for you. Not now. Please leave me. Don’t come back. Never again. Stay out of my house. I will not let you in my house again. There’s work to do and I can’t work with your voice in my house.”

I walked over to her and touched her on the shoulder. “Savannah,” I said, “what’s the matter?”

“They’ve come back again, Tom. They always come back.”

“Who’s come back?” I said, getting in bed beside her and wiping her mouth with a sheet.

“The ones who want to hurt me. I see them, Tom. Can you see them?”

“Where are they, darling?”

“By the wall. And here, by the window. I see them so clearly, Tom. You don’t seem real to me. But they seem so real. Can you hear them? Can you hear them screaming at me? It’s going to be bad again, Tom. It’s going to be so bad. I must fight them. I can’t write when they visit. And they stay so long. They hurt me. They won’t leave. They won’t listen.”

“Who are they, Savannah? Tell me who they are.”

“There”—she pointed to the wall—“they’re hanging against the wall. You can’t see them, can you?”

“It’s just a wall, Savannah. There’s nothing there, darling. You’re just hallucinating again. It’s not real. I promise you.”

“Real. Terribly real. More real than you or me. They speak to me. They scream at me. Horrible things. Dreadful things.”

“What do they look like? Tell me what they look like so I can help.”

“There,” she pointed, and her whole body trembled as it leaned against mine. “Angels. Lynched. Hanging from that wall. Dozens of them. Screaming. Blood dripping from their genitalia. Screaming at me. Talk to me, Tom. Please talk to me, Tom, and make them stop.”

“I’m talking, Savannah. Listen to me. They don’t exist except in your head. They’re not there, not in this room, not in this world. They only live inside you. You’ve got to keep telling yourself that. You’ve got to believe that and then you can fight them. I know. Remember, I’ve seen this before. You can drive them out. Just be patient. It takes time.”

“What happened that day at the house, Tom?”

“Don’t think about that, Savannah. Nothing happened. It’s your imagination again.”

“They’re here, Tom. By the door. They’re unloosening their belts and screaming. Their faces are skulls. Screaming. And the tiger. Screaming too. I can’t take the screaming. Tell me I’m seeing things again, Tom. I need to hear your voice again. They’re shitting and moaning and screaming.”

“When did you start hearing these things, Savannah?” I said, alarmed. “You used to only see things. Are you sure you’re hearing them?”

“The dogs are over here. The black dogs. Black and lean. With human voices. When the black dogs come the others fall silent. The angels grow quiet. The tiger shows respect. The Dobermans rule the dark world, Tom. When they approach, it’s the worst. They’ll hurt me, Tom.”

“Nothing will hurt you, Savannah. I’m here. I won’t let anything hurt you. If anything gets near you, I’ll kill it. I’m strong enough to kill it and I will. I promise you. Do you hear me? I’m so sorry this happens to you, darling. I’m so sorry. I wish it were me. If it were me, I’d clean this room out of tigers and dogs and angels. I’d destroy everything and make both of us safe.”

“You don’t know what it’s like to have these things come, Tom. It takes so long to get rid of them. It’s so hard to fight them. And they always come to hurt me.”

“Explain them to me. Please explain what they are and where they come from. I can’t help you if I don’t understand them, Savannah. I’ve never had hallucinations. Are they like dreams or nightmares?”

“Worse. Oh, so much worse, Tom. But the same in some way. Except you’re awake and know you’re awake and know they come because you’re sick and helpless and have no power to banish them. They come when they smell your weakness. When they smell your willingness to die and you have to fight them, only there’s no strength. There are too many of them. Thousands. Countless. I try to hide it. Especially from you and Luke. I try to pretend they’re not here. But they came tonight. When we were walking through the fog. I saw the angels hanging from every lamppost. At first they were silent but as we kept walking, they began moaning and multiplying, until they were hanging and bleeding from every window. They always come to hurt me. I’ve known they were coming for weeks. I never should have given that reading. It took too much. No strength to give. No strength to fight them with.”

“I’ve got the strength. I’ve got enough to fight them with. Just tell me how. Tell me how I can help you. I can’t see them or hear them. They’re not real to me and I don’t understand why they’re so real to you.”

“They’re laughing at me for talking to you, Tom. Laughing. All of them. The Doberman is saying, ‘He can’t help you. No one can. No one can save you from us. No one on earth. No one can touch us. No one believes we’re real because we belong only to you. We’ve come for you again. And will come again. And again. Until you come with us. We want you with us.’ “

“Don’t listen to them, Savannah. That’s your sickness talking. It’s not real. That’s how the hurt comes to the surface. It comes in these lurid images. But I’m here. You can hear me. You can feel me. Feel my touch. That’s real. That’s me, Savannah. That voice loves you.”

She turned toward me, sweat pouring off her face, her eyes disconsolate and pained. “No, Tom, I can’t trust your voice.”

“But why?” I asked.

“Because they use all the voices. Remember when I cut myself for the first time?”

“Of course.”

“They used the voices that time. The black dogs came. The black dogs filled the room. Glowing in the dark. They snapped at my face with their horrible teeth. All but one. The kind-faced dog. The good dog. He spoke to me, but not in his voice. I like his voice but I didn’t that time.”

“Whose voice Savannah? I don’t understand any of this.”

“The good dog spoke and said, ‘We want you to kill yourself, Savannah. For the good of the family, because you love us.’ He spoke first in Mom’s voice.”

“But it wasn’t Mom.”

“I screamed, ‘No!’ Then I knew it was a trick. Then I heard Dad telling me to kill myself. His voice was sweet and seductive. But that wasn’t the worst of all. The good dog leaned close to my ear and close to my throat. And he spoke in the kindest voice of all. ‘Kill yourself. Please kill yourself so the family won’t suffer anymore. If you love us, take up the razor, Savannah. I’ll help you do it. I’ll help you.’ That’s when I slit my wrists the first time, Tom. No one knew about the voices then. I didn’t know how to tell anyone in Colleton that I saw and heard things.”

“You’re not going to hurt yourself now, Savannah. You won’t listen to them this time, will you?”

“No. But I need to be alone to fight them. They’ll stay for a long time, but I know how to fight them better now. I promise. Go back to sleep. I’m sorry I woke you.”

“No, I’m staying here until they go away.”

“I’ve got to fight them alone, Tom. It’s the only way. I know that now. Please get some sleep. I feel better now that I’ve told you. Thanks for coming in here. I wanted you to.”

“I wish I could do something. I don’t know how to fight things I can’t see or hear.”

“I do,” she said. “I have to. Good night, Tom. I love you so much.”

I kissed her and held her against my chest. I wiped the sweat from her face with my hands and kissed her again.

As I left the room I turned and saw her propped against her pillows, facing the grim population of the room alone.

“Savannah. The voice. The last voice that told you to kill yourself. Whose voice was that? You didn’t tell me.”

She looked at me, her brother, her twin.

“That was the kindest, most awful voice of all, Tom. It was your voice they used. The voice I love the best.”

When I returned to the living room, Luke was awake and listening. He was sitting against the wall, smoking a cigarette, staring at Savannah’s door. He motioned to me and I went over and sat down beside him.

“I heard everything, Tom,” he whispered, blowing smoke rings at the ferns across the room. “She’s crazy as owl shit.”

“She comes by it naturally,” I whispered, angry at his terminology.

“Why can’t she just take your word for it that nothing’s there?”

“Because something is there, Luke. That’s the whole point.”

“Nothing’s there. It’s just that psychological bullshit again. I think she likes it.”

“You’ve been talking to Mom again.”

“It scares me when she’s like this. I always want to run. To get away from her. She becomes someone else, someone I don’t know, when she starts talking to walls. Then she starts blaming it on the family. On Mom and Dad. If they were so goddamn bad why aren’t we seeing dogs on the wall? Why didn’t we get hurt the way she did?”

“How do you know we didn’t, Luke?”

“You and I aren’t crazy, Tom. We’re normal. Especially me. You get a little moody sometimes but I think that’s because you like to read. People that like to read are always a little fucked up. Let’s haul her out of here tomorrow and take her back down to Colleton. I’ll put her to work on the shrimp boat. The salt air will clear her head out. So will the hard work. It’s hard to be crazy when you’re bustin’ ass when the shrimp are runnin’. There’s no time. Savannah’s living proof that writing poetry and reading books causes brain damage.”

“And you’re living proof that catching shrimp does the same damn thing,” I whispered fiercely. “Our sister’s a sick woman, Luke. It’s like she has cancer of the brain or something horrible like that. Does that help you understand it better? It’s that deadly, too.”

“Don’t get mad at me, Tom. Please don’t. I try to understand it in my own way. It’s not your way, I know. But I’d feel better if she was near us. She could live with me and I could help her. I really think I could.”

“She mentioned that day on the island.”

“I heard her. You should have told her it never happened.”

“It did.”

“Mom told us it never happened.”

“Mom also told us that Dad never beat us. She told us we’re descendants of southern aristocracy. She told us a million things that weren’t true, Luke.”

“I don’t remember much about that day.”

I grabbed my brother’s shoulder and pulled him toward me. I whispered brutally in his ear, “I remember everything, Luke. I remember every single detail of that day and every single detail of our whole childhood. I’m a goddamn liar when I tell myself I don’t remember those things.”

“You swore you would never mention that. We all did. It’s best to forget some things. It’s best to forget that. I don’t want to remember what happened. I don’t want to talk about it and I don’t want you to talk about it to Savannah. It can’t help her and I know she doesn’t remember anything about it.”

“All right,” I said. “But don’t you pretend that day never happened. Because that makes me crazy. We’ve pretended too much in our family, Luke, and hidden far too much. I think we’re all going to pay a high price for our inability to face the truth.”

“Is that what you think Savannah’s in there doing?” Luke said, pointing toward her door. “When she talks to the angels and dogs? When she drools into her sandals? When she checks into the nut house? Is that how you face the truth?”

“No. I just think the truth is leaking out all over her. I don’t think she faced it any better than we did, but I don’t think her powers of suppression are as strong as ours either.”

“She’s crazy because she writes.”

“She’s crazy because of what she has to write about. She writes about a young girl growing up in South Carolina, about what she knows best in the world. What would you have her write about—Zulu teenagers, Eskimo drug addicts?”

“She should write about what won’t hurt her, what won’t draw out the dogs.”

“She has to write about them, Luke. That’s where the poetry comes from. Without them, there’s no poetry.”

“It scares me, Tom. One day she’s gonna kill herself.”

“She’s stronger than we think. And she wants to write lots of poems. That’s what will keep her alive. There aren’t enough dogs in her head to make her want to stop writing. Let’s get some sleep. We’ve got a long drive ahead of us tomorrow.”

“We can’t leave her like this.”

“We have to leave her like this. This is her life most of the time, Luke.”

“I want you to know one thing, Tom. I want you to listen and listen good. I don’t understand what’s wrong with Savannah. It’s not in me to understand it. But I love her every bit as much as you do.”

“I know that, Luke. She knows it, too.”

Yet I would not sleep anymore on this last remarkable night in New York City. Instead, I thought about how we had all arrived at this point in time, what benedictions and aggrievements each of us had carried from the island and how each of us had an indisputable and unchangeable role in our family’s grotesque melodrama. From earliest childhood, Savannah had been chosen to bear the weight of the family’s accumulated psychotic energy. Her luminous sensitivity left her open to the violence and disaffection of our household and we used her to store the bitterness of our mordant chronicle. I could see it now: One member of the family, by a process of artificial but deadly selection, is nominated to be the lunatic, and all neurosis, wildness, and displaced suffering settles like dust in the eaves and porches of that tenderest, most vulnerable psyche. Craziness attacks the softest eyes and hamstrings the gentlest flanks. When was Savannah chosen to be the crazy one? I thought. When was the decision made and was it by acclamation and had I, her twin, agreed to the decision? Had I played a part in stringing up the bleeding angels in her room and could I help cut those angels down?

I tried to think of all our roles. Luke had been offered the role of strength and simplicity. He had suffered under the terrible burden of being the least intellectual child. He had made a fetish out of his single-minded sense of justice and constancy. Because he was not gifted in school and because he was the oldest, he was the recipient of my father’s sudden furies, the hurt shepherd who drove the flock to safety before he turned to face the storm of my father’s wrath alone. It was difficult to mark the damage done to Luke or to tally the sum total of the desolation caused by his place in the family. Because of his enormous strength, there was something untouchable about his presence. He had the soul of a fortress and eyes that had peered at the world from battlements too long. He spoke his gospels and philosophies with his body alone. His injuries were all internal and I wondered if he would ever have to assess the extent of his wounds. I knew he would never understand our sister’s running war with the past and the long march of her private, inimitable demons through her daylight hours, nor did I think Savannah could appreciate the magnitude of Luke’s dilemma: the undermining responsibilities and duties of inarticulate strength. Luke acted when the heart cried out; the poetry in him was wordless. Luke was neither poet nor psychotic. He was a man of action, and that was the intolerable burden our family presented to him simply because he was born first of all.

And I? What had I become, sleepless and dazzled by the monstrous seraphim prowling before my sister’s eyes? What was my role, and did it contain the elements of grandeur or ruin? My designation in the family was normality. I was the balanced child drafted into the ranks for leadership, for coolness under fire, stability. “Solid as a rock,” my mother would describe me to her friends, and I thought the description was perfect. I was courteous, bright, popular, and religious. I was the neutral country, the family Switzerland. A symbol of righteousness, I paid homage to the irreproachable figure of the child my parents always wanted. Respectful of the courtesies, I had entered my adulthood timid and eager to please. And while my sister screamed and fought against the black dogs of her underworld and my brother slept like an infant, I stayed up the night and knew that I had passed an important week in my life. I had been married for almost six years, had established my career as teacher and coach, and was living out my life as a mediocre man.
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It had been nine years since that first visit to New York to witness Savannah’s triumphant reading in Greenwich Village. A full three years had passed since Savannah and I, once the inseparable twins, had spoken a word to each other. I could not utter her name without hurting. I could barely think about the past five years without coming apart. Memory had become both regent and keepsake of nightmare as I again crossed the Fifty-ninth Street Bridge by taxi and came to Manhattan as king’s horseman, required by custom to put my sister together again.

Savannah’s psychiatrist was one Dr. Lowenstein and she worked out of an elegant brownstone in the East Seventies. Her waiting room was all tweed and leather. The ashtrays were heavy enough to kill squirrels. There were two modern paintings, jangling enough to induce schizophrenia, hanging from opposite walls. They looked like Rorschach ink-blots gone to seed in a field of lilies. I stared at the one hanging behind the receptionist before I opened my mouth.

“Did someone really pay money for that thing?” I asked the proper, no-nonsense black woman behind the desk.

“Three thousand dollars. The art dealer told Dr. Lowenstein he was giving it away,” the woman said icily, not looking up.

“Did the artist stick his finger down his throat and puke at the canvas, or do you think he used paint?”

“Do you have an appointment?” she asked.

“Yes, ma’am. I’m supposed to see the doctor at three o’clock.”

“Mr. Wingo,” she said, checking her schedule and studying my face. “You planning to stay the night? This isn’t a hotel.”

“I didn’t have time to drop my suitcase off at my sister’s house. You don’t mind if I leave it out here when I see the doctor, do you?”

“Where are you from?” the woman asked me.

For a moment I was going to lie and say I was from Sausalito, California. Everyone loves you if you say you’re from California, while everyone is filled with sorrow or loathing if you admit you’re from the South. I’ve known black men who were strongly tempted to fillet me when they heard me drawl out the words “Colleton, South Carolina.” I could see it register in their eyes that if they rid the earth of this one sad-eyed cracker they’d be avenging ancestors kidnapped from the veldt centuries ago and brought chained and bleeding into southern ports. Nat Turner lives deep in the eyes of all modern black men.

“South Carolina,” I said.

“I’m so sorry,” she said, smiling but not looking up.

The music of Bach filled the room, entered my ears. The flowers were fresh on the sideboard at the end of the room; they were purple irises, carefully arranged, and they leaned toward me like the small, delicate heads of birds. I closed my eyes and tried to relax into the music, yield to its seduction. The music slowed my heartbeat and it felt like roses beneath my eyes. My head was aching slightly and I opened my eyes, wondering whether I had packed aspirin in my suitcase. There were books on the sideboard and I rose to inspect them as the Bach concerto ended and Vivaldi spilled into the room. The books were well selected and cared for and some of them were signed by the authors. The inscriptions were personal and I realized many of the writers had sat in this same room, shivering before this unnamed artist’s ghastly vision of the world. On the top shelf, I spotted Savannah’s second book of poetry, The Prince of Tides. I opened it to the dedication page and almost cried when I read the words. But it was good to feel the tears try to break through. It was proof I was still alive inside, down deep, where the hurt lay bound and degraded in the cheap, bitter shell of my manhood. My manhood! How I loathed being a man, with its fierce responsibilities, its tally of ceaseless strength, its passionate and stupid bravado. How I hated strength and duty and steadfastness. How I dreaded seeing my lovely sister with her damaged wrists and tubes running down her nose and the bottles of glucose hanging like glass embryos above her bed. But I knew my role so clearly now, knew the tyranny and the snare of maleness, and I would walk toward my sister as a pillar of strength, a vegetable king striding over the fields of our shared earth, my hands sparkling with the strength of pastures, confident in cycles, singing of her renewal, comforting her with the words of the coach and good news from the king of seasons. Strength was my gift; it was also my act, and I’m sure it’s what will end up killing me.

I turned the page to the first poem in the book. I read the poem aloud, accompanied by violins and irises and Vivaldi, trying to catch the tone and spirit of Savannah’s inflection, the palpable reverence she brought to the lectern when she read her own work.

I blaze with a deep sullen magic,

smell lust like a heron on fire;

all words I form into castles

then storm them with soldiers of air.

What I seek is not there for asking.

My armies are fit and well trained.

This poet will trust her battalions

to fashion her words into blades.

At dawn I shall ask them for beauty,

for proof that their training went well.

At night I shall beg their forgiveness

as I cut their throats by the hill.

My navies advance through the language,

destroyers ablaze in high seas.

I soften the island for landings.

With words, I enlist a dark army.

My poems are my war with the world.

I blaze with a deep southern magic.

The bombardiers taxi at noon.

There is screaming and grief in the mansions

and the moon is a heron on fire.

Then I turned again to the dedication and read:

Man wonders but God decides

When to kill the Prince of Tides.



When I looked up, Dr. Lowenstein was staring at me from the door of her office. She was expensively dressed, and lean. Her eyes were dark and unadorned. In the shadows of that room, with Vivaldi fading in sweet echoes, she was breathtakingly beautiful, one of those go-to-hell New York women with the incorruptible carriage of lionesses. Tall and black-haired, she looked as if she had been airbrushed with breeding and good taste.

“Who is the Prince of Tides?” she asked without introducing herself.

“Why don’t you ask Savannah?”

“I will when she’s able to speak to me. That might be some time,” she answered, smoothing her jacket. “I’m sorry. I’m Dr. Lowenstein. You must be Tom.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said, rising and following her into her office.

“Would you like a cup of coffee, Tom?”

“Yes, ma’am, I would,” I said nervously.

“Why do you call me ma’am? I believe we’re exactly the same age.”

“Good home training. And nervousness.”

“Why are you nervous? Do you take anything with your coffee?”

“Cream and sugar. I get nervous every time my sister slits her wrists. It’s a quirk of mine.”

“Have you ever met a psychiatrist before?” she asked, bringing back two cups of coffee from a closet near her desk. Her walk was graceful and assured.

“Yes. I think I’ve met all of Savannah’s doctors at one time or another.”

“Has she ever attempted suicide before?”

“Yes. On two other bright and happy occasions.”

“Why do you say ‘bright and happy’?”

“I was being cynical. I’m sorry. It’s a family habit I’ve fallen prey to.”

“Is Savannah cynical?”

“No. She escaped that part of the family horror.”

“You sound sorry she escaped your cynicism.”

“She tries to kill herself instead, Doctor. I would far prefer her to be cynical. How is Savannah? Where is she? When can I see her? And why are you asking me these questions? You haven’t told me about her condition.”

“Is the coffee good, Tom?” she asked with complete control.

“Yes. It’s fabulous. Now, about Savannah.”

“I want you to be patient, Tom. We’ll get to the subject of Savannah in a moment,” the doctor said in a patronizing voice shaped by far too many advanced degrees. “There are some background questions I need to ask if we’re going to help Savannah. And I’m sure we want to help Savannah, don’t we?”

“Not if you continue to talk to me in that unbearably supercilious tone, Doctor, as though I were some gaudy chimp you’re trying to teach to type. And not until you tell me where my goddamn sister is,” I said, sitting on my hands to stop their visible trembling. The coffee and the headache intermingled and the faraway music scratched along my eardrum like a nail.

Dr. Lowenstein, annealed to hostility in all its multifarious guises, looked at me coolly. “All right, Tom. I will tell you what I know about Savannah. Then will you help me?”

“I don’t know what you want.”

“I want to know about her life, everything you know about it. I want to hear the stories of her childhood. I need to know where these symptoms first manifested themselves, when she first started demonstrating signs of her illness. You did know about her mental illness, didn’t you, Tom?”

“Yes, of course,” I answered. “Half her poems are about her madness. She writes about it the way Hemingway wrote about killing lions. It’s the dementia of her art. I’m sick of Savannah being crazy. I’m tired of all this Sylvia Plath bullshit. The last time she opened herself up, Doctor, I told her that I wanted her to finish the job the next time. I wanted her to swallow the barrel of a shotgun and blow the back of her head out. But no. She’s got this attraction to razor blades. See? I can’t stand looking at her scars, Doctor. I can’t stand seeing her lying in bed with tubes running from her nose. I’m a good brother, but I don’t know what to say to her after she’s slit herself open like she was cleaning a deer. I’m not good at it, Doctor. And no shrink, no fucking shrink—and there have been scores of them—has ever helped Savannah quiet the demons that torture her. Can you do that, ma’am? Tell me. Can you do it?”

She took a sip of her coffee; her indigenous calm infuriated me as much as it formed a bold-stroked parenthesis around my lack of control. She replaced her cup into the saucer, where it clinked into its round groove nicely. “Would you like another cup of coffee, Tom?” she asked.

“No.”

“I don’t know if I can help your sister,” Dr. Lowenstein said, turning her professional stare on me once again. “Her suicide attempt took place over a week ago. She is now in no danger of dying from her wounds. She almost died the first night at Bellevue, but the receiving doctor in the emergency room did excellent work, I’m told. She was in a coma when I first saw her, and we didn’t know if she would live. When she came out of it, she started raving and screaming. It was gibberish but, as you might imagine, of a highly poetic and associative quality. I taped it and it might give us some clues about the latest cycle. Yesterday something changed. She ceased to speak. I called a poet I know and she found out your mother’s telephone number from Savannah’s next-door neighbor. I sent your father a telegram but he didn’t respond. Why do you think he didn’t?”

“Because you live in New York. Because you’re a woman. Because you’re a Jew. Because you’re a shrink. And besides, it scares him to death every time Savannah has one of her breakdowns.”

“So he handles it by refusing to answer a cry for help?”

“If Savannah cried for help, he’d be right here beside her if he could. He divides the world into Wingos, assholes, and asshole Wingos. Savannah is a Wingo.”

“And I’m an asshole,” she said without emotion.

“You’ve broken the code,” I answered, smiling. “By the way, my father couldn’t have received your letter.”

“Does your family hate Jews?”

“My family hates everyone. It’s nothing personal.”

“Did your family use the word nigger when you were growing up?”

“Of course, Doctor,” I said, wondering what this topic had to do with Savannah. “I grew up in South Carolina.”

“But there must have been some educated, enlightened people who refused to use that odious word,” the doctor said.

“They weren’t Wingos. Except my mother. She claimed that only poor white trash used that word. She prided herself on saying Negro with a long ‘o.’ She thought that put her high in the ranks of humanitarians.”

“Do you use the word nigger now, Tom?” she asked.

I studied her pretty face to see if she was joking, but these were business hours and the doctor was all seriousness, without time for the small subsidies and occlusions of humor.

“I only use that word when I’m around condescending Yankees like you. Then, Doctor, I can’t stop myself from using the word. Nigger. Nigger. Nigger. Nigger. Nigger. Nigger,” I said.

“Are you quite finished?” she said, and I was delighted I had offended her upholstered sensibilities.

“Quite.”

“I don’t allow that word to be used in this office.”

“Nigger. Nigger. Nigger. Nigger. Nigger. Nigger,” I replied.

She controlled herself with effort and spoke in a tense, coiled voice. “I did not mean to condescend to you, Tom. If you think I did, then please accept my apologies. It just startled me somewhat that the family of the poet Savannah Wingo used that word. It seems hard to believe her family was racist.”

“Savannah is who she is today because her family was racist. She reacted against her family. She began writing as an act of outrage that she was born to such a family.”

“Are you mad that you were born to such a family?”

“I would be mad no matter what family I was born to. But I’d have chosen the Rockefeller or Carnegie family if I’d had a choice. Being born a Wingo has just made it all the more difficult.”

“Explain, please.”

“I think life is painful to all human beings. It’s especially hard when you’re a Wingo. But, of course, I’ve never been anything but a Wingo, so I’m speaking theoretically.”

“What religion did your family practice?” the doctor asked.

“Catholic, for godsakes. Roman Catholic.”

“Why did you say ‘for godsakes’? There’s nothing wrong with being a Catholic.”

“You have no idea how weird it is to be raised a Catholic in the Deep South.”

“I might have some idea,” she replied. “You have no idea how weird it is to be raised Jewish anywhere in the world.”

“I’ve read Philip Roth,” I said.

“So what,” she answered, and there was real hostility in her voice.

“Oh, nothing. Just a cringing attempt at establishing a fragile bond between us.”

“Philip Roth despises both Jews and women and you do not have to be either Jewish or female to see that,” she said, delivering her statement as though the subject could be dropped forever.

“That’s what Savannah thinks, too,” I said, smiling at the memory of Savannah’s vehemence and dogmatism on the same subject.

“What do you think, Tom?”

“Do you really want to know?”

“Yes. Very much.”

“Well, with all due respect, I think both you and Savannah are full of shit on that subject,” I answered.

“With all due respect, why should we entertain the opinion of a white southern male?”

I leaned forward and whispered, “Because, Doctor, when I’m not eating roots and berries, when I’m not screwing mules from the tops of stumps, and when I’m not slaughtering pigs out back at the still, I’m a very smart man.”

She smiled and studied her fingernails. In the silence, the hushed music seemed to spill into the room, each note clear and bright, like a waltz coming across a lake.

“In your sister’s poetry, Tom,” Dr. Lowenstein tried once more, “are you the brother who is the shrimper or are you the coach?” I knew this woman was more than a match for me.

“The coach,” I admitted.

“Why did you lower your voice? Are you ashamed of being a coach?”

“I’m ashamed of the way other people feel about coaches. Especially in New York. Especially a shrink. Especially a woman shrink.”

“How do you think I feel about coaches in general?” she asked in complete control once more.

“How many coaches do you know in particular?”

“None,” she said, smiling. “I don’t seem to meet many of them in my circle.”

“You wouldn’t allow one in your circle if you knew one.”

“That’s probably true, Tom. Who makes up your crowd in South Carolina?”

“Just other coaches,” I said, feeling trapped and constricted in that fragrant room. I could smell her perfume and knew it well but could not recall its name. “We sit around reading the sports section, arm wrestling, and sucking on each other’s blood blisters.”

“You’re a very enigmatic man, Tom. I cannot help your sister if you only answer my questions with jokes or riddles. I need you to trust me. Do you understand?”

“I don’t know you, ma’am. I don’t speak easily about personal things with people I love, much less with people I’ve known for only half an hour.”

“But this cultural gap between us seems to concern you overmuch.”

“I can feel your contempt for me,” I said, closing my eyes. The headache surrounded my eyes in a pure netting of pain.

“Contempt?” she said in disbelief, rolling her eyes. “Even if I loathed everything you stood for, I would not feel contempt for you. I need you in order to help your sister—if you’ll let me. I’m completely familiar with her work, but I need to know the details of her life so that when she’s lucid again I can try to break through this destructive pattern she seems to have been in for as long as anyone can remember. If I can find a few clues in her background perhaps I can help her devise some strategies of survival, so she can pursue her art without such devastating consequences.”

“Ah, now I’ve got it,” I said, rising and beginning to pace around the room, disoriented and increasingly out of control, dizzy with the pastels. “You’re the heroine in this late-twentieth-century drama. The sensitive and dedicated therapist who saves the feminist poet for the ages, who lays her healing, manicured hands on the artist’s gaping wounds and, with the holy words of Sigmund Freud, brings her back from the edge of the abyss. The doctor becomes a small but revered footnote in literary history.” I squeezed my head with both hands and began to massage the temples with my fingers.

“Do you have a headache, Tom?” she asked.

“A terrible one, Doctor. Do you have a spot of morphine around?”

“No, but I’ve got some aspirin. Why didn’t you say something?”

“You feel bad complaining about a headache when your sister has slit her wrists.”

She had walked to her desk and emptied three aspirins out into her palm. She poured me another cup of coffee and I took the aspirin.

“Do you want to lie down on the couch?”

“No, for godsakes. I was terrified you were going to make me lie down on the couch when I came in here this afternoon. Like they do it in the movies.”

“I try not to do it the way they do in the movies . . . I don’t mean to shock you, Tom, but when I first saw her, she was covering herself with her own excrement.”

“That doesn’t shock me.”

“Why not?”

“I’ve seen her covering herself with shit before. It’s shocking the first time. Maybe the second. Then you get used to it and it becomes part of the scenery.”

“Where did you see it the first time?”

“In San Francisco. She was on a reading tour. She got herself in a genuine loony bin. The most depressing place I ever saw. I couldn’t tell if covering herself with shit was an act of self-hate or she was just redecorating her room.”

“You make jokes about your sister’s psychosis. What an odd man you are!”

“It’s the southern way, Doctor.”

“The southern way?” she said.

“My mother’s immortal phrase. We laugh when the pain gets too much. We laugh when the pity of human life gets too . . . pitiful. We laugh when there’s nothing else to do.”

“When do you weep . . . according to the southern way?”

“After we laugh, Doctor. Always. Always after we laugh.”

“I’ll meet you at the hospital. Is seven o’clock okay?”

“It’s fine. I’m sorry I said some of the things I said today, Doctor. Thank you for not kicking me out of the office.”

“See you tonight. Thank you for coming,” she said, then added in a teasing way, “Coach.”

In mental hospitals, no matter how humanistic or enlightened, keys are the manifest credentials of power, the steel asterisks of freedom and mobility. The march of orderlies and nurses is accompanied by the alienating cacophony of singing keys striking against thighs, annotating the passage of the free. When you find yourself listening to their keys and owning none, you will come close to understanding the white terror of the soul that comes with being banished from all commerce with mankind. I learned the secret of keys from one of my sister’s poems that she wrote at one sitting after her first internment. She looked upon keys as the talismans and ciphers of her dilemma, her undeclared war with herself. Whenever she was sick, she would awake to the subtracting noise of keys.

That evening when Dr. Lowenstein took me in to see her, Savannah was crouched in a corner, her arms wrapped around her knees, her head turned away from the door and resting against the wall. The room smelled of excrement and ammonia, the corrupt and familiar bouquet that debases each long hour of the insane, the essential defining fragrance of the mental hospital, American style. She did not move or look up when we entered the room. And I knew this would be one of the bad times.

Dr. Lowenstein approached Savannah and gently touched her shoulder. “Savannah, I have a surprise for you. I’ve brought your brother, Tom, for a visit.”

My sister did not move. Her spirit had been subtracted out of her flesh. There was a mineral stillness to her repose, an immaculate divinity to the black ensemble of her catatonia. The catatonic has always seemed the holiest of the psychotics to me. There is integrity in the vow of silence and something sacred in the renunciation of movement. It is the quietest human drama of the soul undone, the solemn dress rehearsal for death itself. I had seen my sister not move before and I faced her this time as a veteran of her incurable quietude. The first time I had come apart and had hidden my face in my hands. Now, I remembered something she had told me: that deep within her stillness and solitude, her spirit was healing itself in the unreachable places, mining the riches and ores that lay concealed in the most inaccessible passages of her mind. And, she had added, she could not hurt herself when she was not moving, only cleanse herself, only prepare for the day when she reached again for the light. When she reached for that light, I planned to be there.

I took Savannah by the shoulders, kissed her neck, and sat down beside her. I held her tightly and snuggled my face against her hair. I avoided looking at the bandages on her wrists. “Hey, Savannah. How are you, darling?” I said softly. “Everything’s going to be all right because the kid is here. I’m so sorry you’re feeling bad, but I’m going to be right here until you get well. I saw Dad the other day and he sent his love. No, don’t worry, he hasn’t changed. He’s still an asshole. Mom couldn’t come up to see you this time because she had to wash her pantyhose. Sallie and the kids are fine. Jennifer is starting to grow breasts. She came up to me after her bath the other night, pulled down her towel, and said, ‘Look, Daddy, bumps,’ then ran giggling and screaming down the hall, with me chasing lewdly behind her. South Carolina hasn’t changed much at all. It’s still the goddamn cultural center of the world. Even Sullivans Island is starting to get some culture. They cut a ribbon on a new barbecue house out on the highway the other day. I still haven’t found a job, but I’ve been looking hard. I know you’ve been worried about that. Saw Grandma Wingo at the nursing home in Charleston the other night. It was her birthday. She thought I was the Bishop of Charleston in 1920 and that I was trying to have sex with her. And I saw . . .”

For thirty minutes I talked to my sister, until Dr. Lowenstein interrupted my monologue by touching me on the shoulder and motioning that it was time to make our departure. I stood up. Then I lifted Savannah in my arms and carried her to the bed. She had lost weight and her cheeks were dark and sunken. Her eyes registered nothing; they were two turquoise gems lying inert in a field of off-white. She curled like an embryo when I set her down on her bed. I pulled a brush from my pocket and began stroking her damp, tangled hair. I brushed hard until I could see some of the gold return; I stroked her hair until some of its glorious luster and shine ignited down her back. Then I sang her a song from our childhood.

Take me back to the place where I first saw the light,

To the sweet sunny South take me home,

Where the wild birds sing me to sleep every night.

Oh, why was I tempted to roam?

I stood over her in silence for a moment, then said, “I’ll be back to see you tomorrow, Savannah. I know you can hear, and just remember this: We’ve been here before. And you’ll come out of it again. It takes time. Then we’ll go singing and dancing and I’ll say shitty things about New York and you’ll punch my arm and call me a redneck. I’m here, darling. And I’ll be here for as long as you need me.”

I kissed my twin on the lips and pulled the sheet over her.

When we were outside, in the late spring air, Dr. Lowenstein asked me if I had eaten, and I remembered I had not. She suggested a small French restaurant, Petite Marmite, that she knew well and liked. I instantly thought about the cost, the automatic response of a South Carolina schoolteacher humiliated by years of coolie wages. My joblessness I had forgotten. American teachers are all trained to think poor; we love conferences and book fairs with hospitality suites, expenses paid and banquets of rubbery chicken, sweet French dressing, and unspeakable peas.

“Is it expensive, Doctor? I’ve paid for some meals in this city where I thought I was sending the chef’s kid to private school.”

“It’s very reasonable by New York standards, I think.”

“Wait here. I’ll call my bank and see if I can arrange a loan.”

“I’ll buy, Coach.”

“As a completely liberated male, I accept, Doctor.”

The maître d’ greeted Dr. Lowenstein with an understated intimacy that let you know immediately that she was a regular. He led us to a corner table. The couple at the next table were moaning passionately to each other; their hands were clenched, their eyes orgasmic and engorged with candlelight, and you could tell they wanted to fling themselves across the pure white tablecloth and copulate over the béarnaise sauce. The doctor ordered a bottle of Macon Blanc, then looked briefly at the leather-bound menu.

“Can I have an hors d’oeuvre?” I asked.

“Of course. Have anything you like.”

“Can I have all the hors d’oeuvres?”

“No, I want you to eat a well-balanced meal.”

“You are Jewish.”

“Damn right,” she said, smiling. Then, growing serious, she asked, “What did you think about Savannah?”

“It’s worse than it’s ever been. But I feel a lot better.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I find it much harder to deal with her when she’s screaming and hallucinating and out of control. When she’s like this it’s almost as if she’s resting, building up her strength, getting ready to step out into the world again. She’ll be coming out of it in a month or two, Doctor. I promise you that.”

“Can you make predictions like that?”

“Not really, but this is the pattern I know.”

“Why don’t you have a job now?”

“I was fired.”

“May I ask why?”

“It’s part of a long story,” I said, “and for now, you cannot ask why.”

The sommelier brought the wine to the table and poured some into Dr. Lowenstein’s glass. She inhaled it, tasted it, and nodded. I love the small dramas of mealtime, the elegance of ritual. I tasted the wine gratefully and felt it enter my body to begin the night’s long siege against the migraine. I knew I should not drink but I wanted to. I was supposed to tell this woman my story in order to help my sister. But I had decided on a different strategy: I would tell her my story to save myself from myself.

“I’ve got a migraine headache coming on, Doctor. I don’t have a job and I have no prospects for getting a job. My wife, who is an internist, is having an affair with a heart specialist. She is thinking about leaving me. I hate my mother and my father, yet in five minutes I’d tell you that I didn’t really mean to say that and I love them with all my heart. My brother Luke is a family tragedy. You’ve heard about Luke but have not yet made the connection with Savannah. Did I mention that my father is in prison? That’s why he didn’t respond to your telegram. The story of the Wingos is one of humor, grotesquerie, and tragedy. Tragedy predominates. You’ll see that Savannah’s madness was the only natural response to our family life. And that my response was the unnatural one.”

“What was your response?”

“I pretended none of it happened. I have a gift for denial inherited from my mother, and I use it well. My sister calls me the Coach of Unremembrance. But I think I remember a lot more than she does.”

“And now?”

“Now I’m in the process of falling apart. That’s never been a role reserved for me. My family has always expected me to be the tower of strength, the man with the whistle, the good coach. I’ve always been the first secretary and star witness to the family melodrama.”

“Aren’t you being a bit dramatic, Tom?”

“Yes. And now I’ll stop and be charming.”

As we ordered our meals, she told me about her life, and she grew softer over candlelight. She ate soft-shell crabs encrusted with almonds and I told her about pulling crabs from the Colleton River. I ate salmon napped in a velvet dill sauce and she told me about watching the salmon fishermen in Scotland. There was another bottle of wine and a mushroom salad so fresh it was like tasting the bottom of the forest. The vinaigrette was mottled with basil leaves. The headache was gone now, but I could feel the approach of the migraine in the spine, moving upward, marshaling its forlorn powers slowly, like a train in the mountains. I had raspberries and cream for dessert. When her sorbet arrived, she began questioning me about Savannah again.

“Does the word Callanwolde mean anything to you, Tom?” she asked.

“Sure, why?”

“It’s one of the things Savannah kept repeating when she first regained consciousness. One of the things she was screaming.” She handed me a piece of paper across the table and asked me to read it. “I told you I recorded everything Savannah said in those first few days. I thought it might prove helpful once she’s well enough to return to therapy. I culled this paragraph out of a dozen hours of gibberish.”

I reached for the wine and read the words.

“Taps for the Prince of Tides. Dogs to my birthday party. Come to live in the white house, the marshes are never safe. Black dog not related to tigers. Daddy get the camera. Daddy get the camera. The dogs are roaming in packs. Three men are coming down the road. Callanwolde. Callanwolde. Out of the woods of Callanwolde and up to house on Rosedale Road. Taps for the Prince of Tides. The brother’s mouth is not safe. The marsh is never safe. The shrimp are running, the shrimp are running, the dogs are running. Caesar. Red pins and gardenias. Now. Now. The giant and Coca-Cola. Bring the tiger to the back door. Play Dixie for the seals. A root for the dead men by the crow. Do you hear someone, Mother? The graves are talking again. Someone outside? Someone pretty, Mother. The snow is stolen from the river and someone prettier than me, Mother. How many angels dropped from the womb bloomed into ugliness in springtime? Where is fruit and Grandpa is cross. Stop the boat. Please stop the boat. I’m going to be with you for a very long time. Hurt you. Promise I will hurt you. Hurt the tiger man. Hurt the tiger man. Kill the tiger man. Stop the boat. Where is Agnes Day?”

When I finished reading I said, “Jesus Christ.”

Dr. Lowenstein took back the paper and folded it neatly. “Is there anything in this that you recognize as significant?”

“I recognize a lot of it. Everything seems significant.”

“What does it mean?”

“She’s screaming out her autobiography to you . . . to anyone who is listening . . . to herself.”

“Her autobiography? Will you stay in New York and tell me all you know?”

“From beginning to end, Doctor. For as long as you need me.”

“Can you start tomorrow at five?”

“Fine,” I said. “I’ve got some terrible things to tell you.”

“Thank you for wanting to help Savannah, Tom,” she said.

“No,” I replied. And, almost strangling, I said, “Help me. Help me.”

It was past midnight when I entered my sister’s apartment on Grove Street. Sheridan Square appeared languid and surreal on a moonless night and through it drifted those casteless citizens of the after-midnight city. Each night they crossed each other’s paths with no sign of recognition. Always, they moved through the plangent light in a ceremony of surprised nostalgia. Their faces had the glow of some interior, sustained equinox beyond the comprehension of strangers. Nightwalkers, unafraid, I had studied each of them as they passed me by, oblivious of me. I tried to mimic their expressions, so ethereal, unsponsored, and original. But my face is a lousy actor. They knew how to walk in a great city and I did not. Outlander, visitor, I could smell the sea as I entered the lobby of Savannah’s apartment, the old familiar scent of the Eastern seaboard roaring up the Avenues.

The antique elevator, the size and shape of a coffin, wheezed and groaned its way to the sixth floor. I set my luggage on the marble floor and tried twelve keys before I discovered the four that slid back the enormous bolts that protected my sister from the world.

Leaving the door open, I walked into Savannah’s bedroom and threw my suitcases on the bed. I turned on the lamp by the bed but the bulb was dead. In the darkness, I fumbled around for the wall switch and sent a cut-glass flower vase shattering to the floor, and then I heard a voice screaming at me from the hallway. “Halt! Don’t move, asshole. I’m a crack shot, this pistol is loaded, and I take pleasure in shooting criminals in cold blood.”

“It’s me, Eddie,” I shouted from the bedroom. “For godsakes, it’s me—Tom.”

“Tom?” Eddie Detreville said, puzzled. Then he began to scold. “Tom, you should never break into anyone’s apartment in New York without alerting me.”

“I didn’t break in, Eddie. I have a set of keys.”

“That doesn’t make you the Lone Ranger, sweetheart. Savannah gives out sets of her keys like they were party favors.”

“Why didn’t you call me about Savannah, Eddie?” I asked, thinking of the question for the first time.

“Now don’t you get cross with me, Tom. I’ll not have it. I have strict orders never to call her family about anything unless she dies. Don’t you think I wanted to? I was the one who found her. I heard her fall in the bathroom. She’d been gone for months. Months! I didn’t even know she was back. I thought she was being murdered by some criminal. I came trembling into this apartment with this loaded gun and found her bleeding on the bathroom floor. It was a total mess and I nearly passed out, as you can imagine. It makes me a nervous wreck just to think about it.”

“You were the one who found her? I didn’t know that.”

“It was a total mess. It took me days to clean up the blood. It was like an abattoir in there.”

“You saved her life,” I said to Eddie, who stood in the chiaroscuro of the dim light of the hallway.

“Yes. I, too, like thinking of it in those heroic terms.”

“You can quit pointing the pistol at me, Eddie,” I said.

“Oh, yes. Sorry, Tom,” he said, lowering the pistol. “I’ve been robbed twice this year.”

“Why don’t you lock your door?”

“My door’s got more locks than Shirley Temple’s hair, sweetheart. These men are acrobats and stuntmen. One leapt from a fire escape on the next building and landed on my air conditioner. I’ve greased all my windowsills with Crisco, but these are serious thieves. Serious. I won’t even tell you about my insurance premium. It’s astronomical. How are you, Tom? I haven’t even said hello properly.”

I walked to the doorway and embraced Eddie Detreville. He kissed me on the cheek and I returned the kiss, before we walked into the living room. He turned on a lamp and I fell heavily into a soft armchair. The light hurt my eyes and entered my brain with a cruel, stunning voltage.

“Where’s Andrew?” I asked with my eyes shut.

“He left me for a younger man, Tom. Called me an old fag. An old, worn-out fag. It wasn’t very pleasant. But he calls every once in a while and it looks like we might be friends again. Savannah was an angel when it happened. I practically lived over here.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, opening my eyes. The light felt as if someone had tossed a tumbler of acid at my retinas. “I liked Andrew. You two were good together. Any other nice boy on the horizon?”

“Ha! Not a one. Unless I can tempt you to cross the line while you’re here. Or are you still holding to the ridiculous claim that you’re a hopeless hetero?”

“I’ve become a neuter,” I said. “I’m not into sex anymore. I’m into wallowing self-pity.”

“Let me make you a drink,” he said. “Then I’ll begin the slow sensual seduction.”

“Make it light, Eddie. The migraine cometh.”

“Did you see Savannah?”

“Yeah. It was like talking to a fern.”

“She was so out of control for a while. You have no idea. Cuckoo nest time.”

“Do you have any pain pills? I left mine back home.”

“Pills?” he answered. “I’ve got uppers, downers, middlers, and in-betweeners. You name it and Dr. Eddie’s got it. My medicine cabinet looks like a branch of Bristol-Myers. But it’s not good to drink and pill at the same time.”

“Since when have I done what’s good for me?”

“You look terrible, Tom. I’ve never seen you look so dreadful. You’re hardly even cute anymore.”

“Is this how you begin a slow sensual seduction?” I asked, smiling at him. “No wonder you’re alone.”

“I didn’t mean it critically,” he said, pouring a drink at the bar beside Savannah’s desk. “Yeeesh. Mr. Sensitive. By the way, you didn’t tell me how you thought I looked.”

He brought me a cognac. I watched him as he crossed the room. Eddie Detreville was elegant, refined, and middle-aged. His sideburns were silver and there were splinters of gray visible in his immaculately combed brown hair. He had the face of a tired king. His skin was soft and slightly exhausted around the mouth and eyes. The whites of his eyes were threaded with red veins. There was a slight yellowing there, as though he were watching you through discolored linen.

“I’ve told you before, Eddie, and I’ll tell you again. You’re one of the finest-looking men on the planet.”

“You’re just saying that because I fished so shamelessly for a compliment. Well, I don’t apologize.”

“You look good enough to eat,” I said.

“Well, well, perhaps we can work something out.”

“I didn’t mean it that way, Eddie,” I said.

“Promises, promises. But you really think I look good? I haven’t aged that much, have I?”

“You ask me that every time I see you, Eddie.”

“It’s important every time I see you. Since you only see me rarely, you’re in a perfect position to judge my deterioration. I came across some old pictures of myself the other day, Tom, and I just wept. I was beautiful. Perfectly beautiful when I was a young man. I never turn the lights on in the bathroom when I shave now. I can’t bear to study my face in the mirror. It’s just too sad. I’ve started cruising the bars again, Tom. I approached a young man the other night. A lovely child. I wanted to buy him a drink. He said to me, ‘Are you shitting me, gramps?’ I was perfectly stunned.”

“His loss, Eddie,” I said.

“I fear getting old far more than I fear dying. But enough about me. How long do you plan to be in New York this time, Tom?”

“I don’t know, Eddie. Savannah’s shrink wants me to tell her all the shitty stories about my family so she can put Humpty Dumpty together again. I’d like to just tell her that Mom’s wacko, Dad’s wacko, all Wingos are wacko, ergo, Savannah is wacko.”

“When’s the last time you talked to Savannah or heard from her, Tom?”

“It’s been over three years,” I said, embarrassed by the length of time. “She says that I remind her too much of Luke.”

“Tom, I want to tell you something. I don’t think Savannah’s going to come out of it this time. I think it’s gotten to be too much for her. I think it’s exhausted her. She’s just tired of fighting it.”

“Don’t say that, Eddie. Say anything else you want to, but I never want to hear you say that again.”

“I’m sorry, Tom. It’s just something I’ve felt for a long time.”

“Feel it, Eddie. Please don’t say it.”

“It was stupid of me. I recant every syllable. Let me fix you dinner tomorrow night.”

“I’d like that very much. See how I feel in the morning.”

After Eddie left, I surveyed the apartment and waited for the migraine to move across my brain like the great shadow of a lunar eclipse. It was still two hours away, but I could feel the high-pressure area building at the base of my skull. Not until it reached the left temple would it bring me to my knees. I took the first pain pill and washed it down with the last swallow of cognac. My eye rested on the photograph Savannah had placed on the wall above her desk. My father had taken it on the deck of his shrimp boat at the beginning of our senior year in high school. Luke and I are smiling at the camera and both of us have our arms draped around Savannah’s shoulders. Savannah is laughing and staring up at Luke with pure, uncomplicated affection. The three of us are tanned, young, and, yes, beautiful. Behind us, past the dock and the marsh, small and barely visible, my mother is waving at my father in front of our small white house. If any of us knew what that year would bring, we would not have been smiling. But the photograph stopped time, and those three smiling Wingo children would stand on that boat forever holding one another close in a bond of frail but imperishable love.

I took out my wallet from my back pocket and extracted the folded, crumbling letter Savannah had written to me after I had coached my first football game. I stared at the laughing girl in the picture and wondered when it was, the exact moment, that I had lost her, that I let her fall too far away from me, that I betrayed the laughing girl and let the world have her. The photograph cut into my heart and I began to read the letter aloud.

Dear Coach,
     I was thinking about what you can teach your boys, Tom. What language you can use for the love of boys driven by your voice across the grass you mowed yourself. When I saw you and your team win the first game, all the magic of sport came to me silver voiced, like whistles. There are no words to describe how beautiful you looked delivering urgent messages to quarterbacks, signaling for time-outs, pacing the green, unnaturally lit sidelines, loved by your sister for your unimaginable love of play, for the soft gauzy immensity of your love for all the boys and all the games of the world.
     But there are some things only sisters can teach the coaches in their lives. Teach them this, Tom, and teach them very well: Teach them the quiet verbs of kindness, to live beyond themselves. Urge them toward excellence, drive them toward gentleness, pull them deep into yourself, pull them upward toward manhood, but softly like an angel arranging clouds. Let your spirit move through them softly, as your spirit moves through me.
     I cried last night when I heard your voice above the crowd. I heard you cheering for the clumsy tackle, the slow-footed back, music of your sweet praise. But Tom, my brother, the lion, all golden and hurt: Teach them what you know the best. There is no poem and no letter that can pass your one ineffable gift to boys. I want them to take from you the knowledge of how to be the gentlest, the most perfect brother.                                         Savannah

When I finished reading the letter, I gazed at the photograph again, then carefully replaced the letter in my wallet.

In the bedroom, I replaced the bulb in the lamp on her bedside table and cleaned up the glass shards of the broken vase. I undressed quickly and threw my clothes on the chair beside the bed. I pulled the covers back and climbed into bed. I closed my eyes, then opened them.

And then the pain summoned me. It came like a pillar of fire behind my eyes. It struck suddenly and hard.

In the perfect stillness, I shut my eyes and lay in the darkness and made a vow to change my life.
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