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Toward the Sea

The wind is an empty place. You enter

expecting something softened by the sea.

A piece of cedar shaped into a body

you once loved. Perhaps the hand that held you

from a distance or the face that simply

held you here. Still moving in and out of time

during the hour when night meets day,

you try to find your bearings.

You pick up objects. You want to remember.

Jagged edged rocks in the palm of your hand.

You hold them up in the moonlight.

They are earthbound, filling with sky.

You walk on further, pause to scoop tiny iridescent

shells, the colors of cream and roses.

Little by little the air brightens into hours,

which are either empty or full of all the things

you love and remember, depending

on which direction the wind is coming from.

Marjory Heath Wentworth,

South Carolina Poet Laureate
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CHAPTER ONE

Meet Betts




Trouble. In the charcoal shadows that delivered dawn to day in my Manhattan apartment, trouble lurked like a horrible thief. It would snatch my guilty life out of my pocket. I could sense but not pinpoint the exact location. It did not matter. Trouble would get me anyway. Trouble so practiced and seasoned that I would never know its clammy hand, each fingertip as light as feathers had been there mocking me the whole way to ruination. Except for one telling detail. Before I threw back my bedcovers, before I even glanced at my alarm clock, my left eyelid had begun to twitch in earnest. Always a redoubtable warning of approaching and certain disaster. My heart pounded. Was it a dream?

Moments later, real life began again. My cell phone rang and vibrated against the blond wood of my bedside table. It was my secretary, Sandi, calling to say Ben Bruton wanted to see me that morning. Wonderful. I was to begin my day with an audience with the Great and Terrible Oz. Not to mention I had a scheduled meeting later that morning with a gaggle of fast-talking suits from Tokyo.


Swell. No one at my level was called to see Bruton unless he wanted you dead and out of his lifeor your status was to improve vastly. I had no reason to fear for my position and no reason to believe I was in line for anything except to continue what I had been doing for the past four yearsevaluating and restructuring the distressed properties in our portfolio. Sounds boring? Anything but. Trust me.

I was late, which was unusual. Normally, Im up at six. My nerves got in between me and everything I had to do. As I dressed, I pushed my toe through an expensive pair of Wolford panty hose, jabbed my eyeliner into the white of my eye, spilled tea on my shirt, on and on it went until I finally got out the door.

I rushed the nine and one-half blocks from Park and Sixty-first to work dodging traffic, juggling my Tazo chai, my handbag, the Wall Street Journal, and my briefcase. Click, click, click. The heels of my Prada pumps clicked and echoed in my ears as I hurried across the rose-colored, gold-speckled granite floor of the lobby. In my peripheral vision, I spotted Dennis Baker swinging into action, moving toward me like a PI, knowing he had caught my eye.

Why was he always following me? He made my skin crawl. I slipped into an empty elevator, his arm caught the closing door, and I was trapped.

You look great today. New dress? he said, exuding enough testosterone to impregnate every female in the five boroughs of New York City.

Except me.

Thank you. I avoided eye contact and his question.

He leaned against the opposite wall, put his hands in his pockets, and struggled to look adorable. So, let me ask you something, McGee.

What?

Why arent you committed to someone who could, you know, see about all your needs? Too risky to get involved?


Its not about money, Dennis, I said, looking directly at him without a shred of warmth. Its about my survival. And since when is my life your business?

Disbelieving, Dennis Bakers obnoxious eyes surveyed me as though he could not imagine what I struggled to overcome. In his opinion I had no problems because money was the great cure-all. As if I was rolling in it. Would that it were so.

Ive been watching you. Andjust curious, I guess. Next, with what Im sure he deemed considerable insight, he said, Well then, it must be about power. Why you work so hard and why youre such a loner? A relationship might distract your focus and therefore dilute your power. Am I right?

Nooooo, I said, assuring him that I had no interest in chatting with him for the minute it took us to rise from the thirty-eighth-floor lobby to the seventieth floor. Any and all conversation with him was exasperating. I stood rooted to my side of the elevator and stared up at the rapidly changing red digital trailer of weather and news.

I said to myself, no, it wasnt about power. It actually was all about survival. Was it easy for a woman to make it in this business? No. You had to be twice as right, twice as qualified, and twice as anything else the assignment required.

Relieved when the doors opened, I left him to slither back to his cubicle on the sixty-eighth floor.

Have a great day, he said.

See ya. I said. Loser.

Dennis was like a swarm of gnats at dusk, annoying and confident that he would eventually get to you. He was fortunate that I had not reported him to human resources for sexual harassment and that I spoke to him at all.

Dennis Baker was one of a dozen male and female secretaries with a degree in chiropractic medicine, culinary arts, or medieval literature who hunted the halls like a hungry animal, searching for prey, married or single, with a mid-seven-figure income that could give them a life of ease. Married with children didnt bother them one iota. And they seemed unaware of a greater truth, which was this: Why would anyone of actual significance be interested in anyone so pathetically amoral? Even the occasional drunk partner or lonely associate knew the difference between a sporting screw and a relationship that could cost them a marriage and, not to be overlooked, a painful division of assets. Dennis Baker was a stellar bartender and amateur sommelier, hence his longevity at the firm.

But back to the more important issue. I had been summoned to Ben Brutons office, or rather I should say the real estate he occupied in the penthouse of the five floors we owned on Fifty-second and Fifth. When his gatekeeper, Darlene, spotted me, she smiled and pressed the button to his inner sanctum, whispering the news of my arrival as though we were gathered in an ICU with a priest. I sat in the waiting area and then got up to pace. What did Bruton want? I was nervous.

Bruton wasnt the chairman of our private equity firm, but he was well positioned on the launchpad. Our chairman, Doug Traum, who had been on the aura of his own retirement for at least the last decade but was still in the game for the thrills, was currently aboard the firms two-hundred-foot yacht, cruising the coast of Croatia, wooing some unfathomable amount of oil money into one of our funds. There, the perfectly toned arms of well-trained shipmates/nymphets were pouring vintage Cristal into Baccarat flutes as the Croatian investor, stupefied by Traums style of extravagance, wasted on sun and salt, mesmerized by bountiful female blessings and long tanned legs, was wondering how much could be had for a price. Or was it free? Part of the deal?

I could see him in my mind. Traum was smug, rolling an unlit Cohiba from side to side in his mouthdoctors orders, no more fumeand another deal was struck. No, the chairman was not in the city. Chairman Traum was otherwise engaged, honing his finest skill by topping off our already bulging coffers. Traum, the antithesis of Bruton, was a great beast of a man with a roaring laugh, a mind-boggling compute speed, and a definite preference for the outdoors.

President Bruton was perfectly comfortable at the stateside helm in his steel-and-glass testimony of success. Bruton was another breed. Heartless and bloodless. But a genius with movie-star looks. Everyone acknowledged that he oozed nuclear power. Even the most self-assured predator in the office dared not sniff around him. He would have annihilated them. Bruton was seriously married to a former supermodel with whom he had two small children and had never once stepped out on his wife. If he had, she would have annihilated him, to give you a sense of the family portrait. Tough bunch.

Mr. Bruton will see you now, Darlene said.

I swallowed hard and opened the door to his office as she buzzed me in. He kept it lockedwhy? For fear that the boy from La Grenouille who was delivering his poached salmon and haricots verts and a bottle of Badoit on the side might be an Uzi-toting terrorist? Please. My eye twitched again.

There he was. Bruton stood with his back to me as he looked out through the wall of floor-to-ceiling windows, high above Rock Center, like a lord surveying his lands. Although not yet forty, he was one of the most influential men in the world of finance. He knew it but he did not take his reputation for granted. Every detail of every deal was scrutinized and given the nod by him. Bruton controlled the firms oxygen supply, and to be in his presence was exhilarating as well as terrifying.

You wanted to see me, sir?


He swung around to face me and actually smiled, something I had rarely seen him do. Yes, Bettsdo you mind if I call you Betts?

Not at all.

I was dubbed Bettsshort for Elizabethwhen I was six years old because I never backed away from a dare. To date, Id always won. At that precise moment my eye twitched hard and my self-assurance wavered. Something told me, something that made me shiver with dread, that my confidence and nonchalance were packed and leaving for an extended vacation in another solar system.

Please, sit down. He walked around his desk and indicated with his left hand for me to sit in one of the two green leather chairs in front of him. Coffee? A cold drink?

No, Im fine. Thank you.

Okay, well thenI asked you here, Betts, because I have been following your progress for some time. I have to tell you, companies that my partners would have dumped, youve revived. And turned a profit.

Thank you, sir.

Betts? For the sake of my vanity, do not call me sir. Were almost the same age.

Okay. Pause. Mr. Bruton.

Ben. Please.

Ben.

Right, thenwhere were we? Ah, yes. That fixtures company? Brilliant. The taxi company? Great work. Dealing with the TLC isnt for pansies.

No. Foolishly, I began to relax a little. The Taxi and Limousine Commission isnt for the faint of heart.

He leaned back in his chair, staring with a quizzical expression, trying to comprehend how someone of my gender, age, and size could take on one of the most difficult agencies in the city of New York and emerge virtually unscathed, and yes, victorious. I got the giggles then and he nearly giggled, too. He caught himself, so I stopped and asked him a question.

Um, Ben? Having trouble wrapping your mind around how a southern girl like me deals with those big tough guys?

Well, now that you bring it up, perhaps I was

Thought so. I do my homework. And, a southern female can be disarming, and once the enemy is disarmedyou see where Im going here?

Yes, I do. Thats why I handpicked you over all the other candidates for what Im sure is the project youll hang your career on.

Oh?

Youre originally from Charleston, South Carolina, arent you?

Uh, yes. Yes, I am. My eye twitched then so badly that I had to hold it still with my hand. How did he know that? Id told everyone I was from Atlanta.

You okay?

Yes. Fine. No, I was not fine. I was mortified.

Okay. Know the area well?

As well as anyone whos from there, I guess. Whats this about?

Well, it seems that the state of South Carolina or some governing body cut a deal with a huge local land developer. Theyre to put up the most expensive gated community ever built on a place called Bulls Island. Ever hear of it?

I sat up straight in the chair and my mouth got dry.

Impossible. That land belongs to the Cape Romain National Wildlife Refuge.

Not anymore.

This could not be true. No, seriously. Its got a Class 1 rank and is protected againstshoot, you cant even spend the night there, not that anyone would want to


Interesting comment. Since were about to invest a fortune there, triple what weve ever laid down on any other real-estate deal, one should ask, why wouldnt one want to spend the night there?

Gatorzilla, for starters.

Gatorzilla. Bruton cleared his throat. This does not sound like a value-added feature.

Biggest American alligator on record. Over seventeen feet and growing.

We should assume he has friends and family? Bruton smirked as though he wanted to meet them face-to-face. They could floss together.

Legions. Did I mention the bugs? I could feel perspiration rolling from the nape of my neck, traveling down to my waist.

Im sure. But that can be handled.

Right. Technology can wipe out anything.

Well, the inks dry on the deal and we want you to head it up. Cant send a Yankee down there, can we? We need a bona fide belle. Is that the term? Youll be working with Langley Development and

Twitch! That was it! I didnt hear another word he said after Langley. I was going to faint. No! I would not faint then. I would vomit. Later. Langley! It was just in the odds. No! I couldnt take on a long-term assignment in Charleston. It was impossible. Not happening. Being in Charleston meant I would have to confront my entire family and, God help me, J. D. Langley. J. D. Langley. His mother, Louisa. The whole lot of them. They despised me. J.D. most of all.

No. I could not and would not under any circumstances go back. Entangle my life with theirs again? No! Every strand of self-defense in my DNA was screaming Dont do it!

But this was exactly the kind of business opportunity I had been lusting after since I walked in the front door of ARC Partners. I knew what it meant. If the project went well, I would get a huge bonus, shares of stock, a better office, and probably some elevation in titlesenior vice president. Maybe partner. It would change my world in every way.

I realized that Bruton had stopped talking and was waiting for me to come out of my fog and return to the conversation. His eyebrows were knitted in annoyance. Small wonder. He could not have known that his proposal caused a virtual landslide of chest-heaving emotion as I relived every terror I had ever known in fast frames.

Sorry, I said.

Have you heard anything Ive said? You seem very far away.

No, I heard youWell, actually, I did miss some of what you said. Its just that I have issues with CharlestonI mean, not with Charleston, but I havent been there in almost twenty years

Does this mean that youre not interested?

No! I almost leapt from my seat. Of course Im interestedits just that I have to figure this out. I mean, I never thought I would go there again and I have to think about it a little to see how I can make this work. Its slightly complicated, thats all.

Betts, we dont have the luxury of time here. If I need to research the ranks again for another candidate, I need to know. Now.

Of course, and I appreciate the opportunity, Mr. Bruton. Ben. I do. I accept. Im thrilled! Seriously!

He leaned back in his chair and looked at me for what seemed a long time. I could see he was trying to get a read on why anyone would hesitate to grab the priceless gem he was offering me.

Okay, he said at last. Good.

His tone said it was less than good. There was a crack in my wall and he could see it. There was nothing Ben Bruton and all the leadership of ARC Partners hated more than weakness of any kind. Bruton now believed there was a chance he might have made a mistake in choosing me. The chance of a misstep was enough to make him skittish about me, my commitment to the firm, to my career. What had I done? I stood and extended my hand. He shook it without conviction.

Ill work it out, Ben, I said, smiling so fake and so wide that my gums were showing, and I seriously appreciate the opportunity.

Well talk tomorrow, he said, and all expression of camaraderie had drained from his face.

First thing.

My body temperature must have been over one hundred degrees. Bruton had offered me the opportunity of my whole career and I had blinked.

I took the elevator all the way down to the street and began to walk toward Fifth Avenue. I was shaking with nausea and it was all I could do to keep from being ill. I kept walking, sweating all over, and realized after several blocks that I was heading home. I couldnt work that day. I would be useless if I returned to my office. That was it. I would go home and take the day to sort this out. I pulled out my cell and called my secretary, Sandi.

Where are you? she said. Youve got a meeting five minutes ago with the Japanese investorstheyre in the conference room and

Crap. Crap. Crap. Wonderful. I had to go back. What was I thinking? Hadnt I set this meeting up? How could I forget just like that? What was the matter with me? Okay, I was slightly traumatized! But if I blew the chance to see their presentation on public transportation in Tokyo after we had flown these guys in to meet with the Metropolitan Transit Authority and two of our senior partners, I would be in serious disgrace.

Ill be there in five. Tell them I lost a cap and ran to my dentist to cement it back in. Keep serving muffins and juice. Tell Paul McGrath to show them the slides of the Los Angeles project and to be brilliant, which he always is anyway. Im on my way


It was going to be a rough day for the belle.

It was. By the time I got home that night at nine-thirty, after a dinner of steak and lobster large enough to feed the New York Giants and a family of six, I was exhausted. All the conversation across the huge table in the private room at the Gramercy Tavern had been about the future of the cities of Tokyo and Nara. For those few hours I had been able to relegate the Charleston assignment to a separate compartment in my mind. But once I was back home, Charleston and J. D. Langley came whooshing through the walls and windows of every room like poison gas. How on earth would I handle this?

I glanced at my wristwatch. It was almost too late to call Sela. Sela OFarrell, the closest friend of my entire life, would be finishing up the last dinner seating at her restaurant in Charleston, buying some tourists drinks, and thinking about things on the next days menu she needed to discuss with her chef. Sela was a night owl, which was partly why the restaurant business was a perfect match for her in every way. Sela would know what to do.

She answered on the fourth ring.

Hey, you! If youre calling me at this hour, it must be drama. Arent you usually in bed by now?

I hate caller ID, I said. Takes all the mystery out of life.

Well, not all of it. Whats going on?

How busy are you? Should I call you tomorrow?

No, heck no. Im in my office just signing a pile of checksspill it!

A long and mournful groan escaped my throat to set the stage and then I told her the story.

Whew! she said when I was finished. So, whats the plan?

Im thinking that I have to do this or my career at ARC is freaking flattened, no pun intended. So, Im coming down there, renting a condo in an obscure location, and bringing my smart assistant, Sandi, who can wear a wire and attend all the meetings with J.D. No one will know I was ever there. Ever.

Yeah, sure. Thatll fly.

No, huh? You dont think I can do this and then slip back into the night?

No.

Crap. So what should I do?

Listen, youre not going to like what Im about to tell you, but it needs to be said.

Go ahead. Ive been waiting years for an honest assessment of my life.

Sela sighed long and hard. Well, girl, here it is. Its time you came clean. Thats it. You dont talk to your daddy and hes as old as Adams housecat. Thats wrong because if Vaughn dies before you two reconcile, youll have to live with it for the rest of your life. Your sister, Joanie, has completely demonized you and you let her. You need to seriously repossess her high horse, and her little soapbox, too. And, missy? Youre still dead in love with J.D. and you always have been. And heres the killer

Not true! Stop! I cant listen to this now!

Look, Betts. I love you to death. Youre like the sister I never had. But this isnt a bunch of baloney and there are other people here who deserve a fair shake.

I knew she was right. Oh Lord.

Are we in prayer?

Yes. I am deep in prayer.

You know, Betts, its time to pull the boogeymen out from under the bed and deal with them. Just deal with them.

Youre right. I did not believe she was right.

Im guessing there will be a whole lot of hell-raising to follow, but Ive got ten bucks that says it will be worth it in the end.

Ten bucks? That much? Youve got more confidence than I do, Sela.


Nah. I just like a good scrap. And since when did you ever walk away from a challenge?

When I couldnt predict the win.

You cant see a victory here?

No. This looks like a minefield.







    

CHAPTER TWO

Meet J.D. and His Tribe of Malcontents




Do we have a ceiling fan in the dining room? No. Why? Because five years ago, when we built this massive house, my wife, Valerie, insisted on buying and installing the largest and most expensive chandelier in the Western world. Was the room air-conditioned? Yes, of course. The whole house was air-conditioned. But it was turned off because Mother believed air-conditioning was unhealthy.

If it wasnt a hundred degrees in the dining room, it was damn sure close to it. The wiry horsehair in the ancient cushions of the chairs coiled its way to freedom to itch and torment the backs of my legs through the thin seersucker cords of my trousers. Not that sweltering or oppressive heat was unusual for any Lowcountry July. But my short list of petty grievances seemed to have conspired to compromise my normally hearty appetite. That was a bothersome thing given the platter of roasted quail sitting right in front of me. These days, a man had so few pleasures left in life. You couldnt smoke cigars, eat rare meat, drink too much whiskeyit was a tremendous disappointment. The glistening sliced tomatoes from my garden had the perfume of Eden, the parsley on the roasted and buttered fingerling potatoeswell, there it was. One of my favorite suppers was sitting right there and it was too damn hot to eat.

The weather had been stifling for weeks. An early riser, I woke at first light to a slice of hell combined with humidity so fierce that it steamed and actually burned the green from the grass. Our huge lawn that rolled down to the Wappoo River was pockmarked by large irregular brown patches of scorched earth. Even my old chocolate Labs, Goober and Peanut, usually howling with excitement to see me, were downright sleepwalking, having spent the recent days searching for shady spots and drinking bowl after bowl of water. It was even too hot to fish. If wed had sidewalks, you could have sunny-sided up a slug of eggs. We did not have sidewalks, but I did have a neck, and you couldve grilled a steak on it.

The mercury rose with each hour until around four in the afternoon, when the world would darken like a warning to prepare humanity to meet its Maker. With the first thunderclap, you would hear a sigh of anticipated relief from everyone around you. It meant that while the approaching storm would split the skies wide open with screaming lightning and pounding rain, it would end as quickly as it began, leaving the earth slightly cooler for a while. Just for a little while. I mean, Im not trying to exhaust you with a weather report, Im just telling you that you may be able to run from the federal government, but there was no running from the Lowcountry heat.

It was on an evening following a trail of such days that Mother found herself trapped in our home by the threat of a sudden squall. She decided to stay for dinner and took it upon herself to turn off the air-conditioning. Just as I opened the French doors to the portico, raindrops as fat as my fist began to splatter the dusty ground with a slapping sound. A meager breeze swept the room, offering little in the way of relief. Just for the record, should my mother and Valerie decide to reincarnate themselves into my next life, I hoped they would get along better than they did in this one.

Since youre up, will you pour more iced watah, J.D.?

Yes, Mother, I said, moving around the table with the silver pitcher to refill her glass. It is hotter than usual today. The frost on the pitcher felt good on my hands and I wiped my forehead with the moisture.

Its as hot as I can evah recall, Mother said, fanning herself dramatically with both hands. The air is so close! Thank you, dear. So close! The skies look grimly and threaten present blustahs

The Mariner? The Winters Tale?

My smaaart son! Yes!

Mother loved to quote Shakespeare.

Then Valerie piped up with one of her crazy non sequiturs. Hmm. Do you all think the rains gonna hurt the rhubarb?

Faces blank, Mother and I looked at her, waiting for Valerie to answer her own question.

Not if they put it up in Mason jars! Valerie began to laugh hysterically.

Ah dont believe Ah understand the punch line, Mother said, drawling her annoyance.

You dont get it? Valerie said, genuinely puzzled. J.D.? You get it, dont you?

I scrutinized Valeries face, her eyes in particular. She was having some difficulty in focusing on mine. Something was wrong. She seemed to be growing drowsier by the second.

Sure, Val. I get it. You feeling all right?

Nope.

Poor child! Mother said, with a tsk-tsk. For very good reason, I doubted the genuineness of her concern.


I feel a migraine coming on. Behind my eyes. I took a Vicodin. It wasnt doing a thing so I had a lil bitta vodka.

Dahlin? Mother said. Thats not a good idea, especially when you all are trying to conceive

The gloom of failure filled the humid room and I knew at once that Valeries and my latest attempt at in vitro fertilization had been unsuccessful. How many times had we tried? Nearly a dozen. All of them resulting in heartbreak.

Valerie began to weep a little, as she always did when the announcement was made that she was not carrying the familys heir. Mother looked up to the ceiling for relief. Ill admit, even I was really weary of it all.

Why dont you just go on to bed, Val, I said, passing her my handkerchief. I can bring you something to eat later on.

Its probably best, Mother said.

Valerie looked back and forth across the table at us, wiping her eyes, uncertain if she was being dismissed in anticipation of poor conduct on her part or if we thought she would actually be better off resting in bed, in a darkened room. The truth was somewhere in between, and I knew how this act would play itself out. If Valerie stayed at the dinner table, Mother would become infuriated by her slurred speech and trancelike behavior, Valerie would feel like a small trapped animal, and I would be completely frustrated by my female bookends of discontent. And once more, I would be embarrassed by my wife.

I stood and went around to the foot of the table to hold her chair so that Valerie, my blond bobble-headed, bubble-witted Barbie, could leave the room with her dignity intact. That gesture also closed the door on what I knew from experience was Mothers brewing criticism.

Its all right, Val, I said. Its too hot to eat anyway.

Thank you, J.D. Mother. Im sorry


Dont think another thought about it, Mother said, and flicked her wrist in dismissal.

I walked Valerie to the door, listened as she climbed the stairs and finally clicked the door of our bedroom closed. My spirits sank. Our marriage was cruising in rocky water. When I turned back to the table I saw that Mother had risen from her place and assumed Valeries chair, which struck me as slightly Freudian, but then I thought perhaps she wanted to be closer to the doors for the stingy air. The room seemed more stifling than ever.

I feel sorry for her, I said, plopping back in my chair and picking up a quail from the platter with my fingers. I dropped it onto my plate and gave a moments consideration to eating it with a fork and knife or dismembering it with my bare hands.

Well, who doesnt? You know what, son? Maybe Id prefer a tomato sandwich with a little tumbler of bourbon over ice to all this heavy meat and potatoes.

I yanked a drumstick from the little fellow and the meat fell away as I sucked it from the bone in a single noisy slurp.

You and your father. You all eat like mountain men!

Ill ask Rosie to make you a sandwich. I got up without apology, picked up the platter of tomatoes, and headed for the kitchen. Rosie was our housekeeper and cook; she had been in our familys employ for nearly fifteen years. She was a single parent and lived on our property in one of the sharecropper cottages. Her fifteen-year-old son, Mickey, was one the sweetest kids I had ever known, probably because he had a healthy curiosity about everything and a great disposition. I pushed open the swinging door that separated the dining room from the kitchen.

Rosie was stooped over the sink, scrubbing the roasting pan.

What can I get you? she asked. When I told her she said, Your mommas right. Its even too hot for sinning! Tell Miss Louisa Ill have that sandwich to her in a jiffy.


Thanks, Rosie. Its easier just to give her what she wants. So, whats Mickey up to tonight?

Reading. What else? That child! He always has his nose in a book!

Thats not a bad thing, I said. Not a bad thing at all. Maybe Ill have a sandwich, too. We got any basil mayonnaise?

We will in two minutes, she said.

I went over to the wet bar on the pantry side of the kitchen and poured Mother a drink. I stared at her tumbler for a moment and then poured a short one for myself.

The quail is delicious, I said to Rosie on the way back to the dining room, and she smiled at me, giving me the okay hand signal over the whir of the pale green mayonnaise in the blender.

I placed Mothers drink before her with a minor clunk and went back to my seat, taking another quail to munch on until the sandwiches arrived.

Poor thing, Mother said, raising her glass to me and taking a long sip. Is she evah going to give me a grandchild?

Doesnt look very promising, does it?

Maybe you should take her to someone up in New York.

Maybe. I mean, it has to be a difficult thing to endure all the procedures she had with no positive resultsyou know, an assault on the value of her reproductive system or something like that.

Mother sighed hard enough to sway the Spanish moss that hung from every camellia bush and live-oak tree on our three thousand acres.

And to think I chose her for you! I should have had her examined by a doctor!

What a thing to say, as though we had been in the market for a broodmare. But it was true. In effect, we had been.

I drained my bourbon in a long swallow, swished the ice around, and drained it again. There and then, I decided Id had my fill of hopelessness in my life.


Weve been discussing adoption, I said. Now and then it comes up.

What? Mother gasped and put her hand to her heart, or where ones heart would be if one had one, and here came her most southern accent, the one reserved for dramatic presentations. Ah think, no, Ah am certain that Ah heard you incorrectly.

It appeared that perhaps I had shortchanged myself in the cocktail department.

May I freshen up your glass?

You certly may!

I nearly collided with Rosie and the sandwiches on the way back to the kitchen.

Ill be right back, I said to her, and she nodded, understanding from my tone that a skirmish was about to ensue.

Rosie was a silent veteran but a witness nonetheless of many family differences of opinion. Sure enough, when our paths crossed again in the next minute or so, she asked to be excused for the night.

No problem, I said. Give my best to Mickey. Ask him if he wants to go fishing tomorrow. Early, before its a thousand degrees.

She smiled at me and once again I realized I had crossed the line, encouraged a personal relationship with her via her son. My early-warning system told me this was dangerous. Not my type, but a nice gal. I ignored my conscience and smiled back at her.

I will. Thanks. Ill put the rest of dinner in the fridge, and if you could just turn the dishwasher on

I can do that! You go on and have a pleasant evening now She was a nice gal. Around Valeries age.

Good luck! she whispered, with the crisp understanding that while my mother was taking polite bites of tomatoes on white bread with basil mayonnaise, she was also poised to sink her talons into my jugular. Rosie never missed a trick.


All right, Mother. Here we are, I said, putting her drink before her and taking my seat yet again.

There is something I want to say, so I am just going to say it.

Incoming. I took a huge bite of my sandwich and gave her my most innocent look.

Go head, I said.

Dont speak with a full mouth, J.D. Its very impolite.

Kay.

Now see here, J.D., I know that you have concerns about Valerie. I share them. Her inability to conceive is a cause for grave concern. And your father

Where is Big Jim tonight?

Down in Savannah at a business meeting.

Oh.

We both knew that meant he was visiting the strip joints he owned with an anonymous U.S. senator on the border and very likely on the receiving end of the intimate favors of a pole dancer.

Listen, son. I understand that you want children, but you must also understand that this land has been in our familys blood since the days of King Charles II. Why, we even own Cavalier King Charles spaniels! It is our bloodline that has worked this land, fought to hold on to it, and our blood that cares so much about it. You cannot, simply cannot, bring in some foreign child born to some drug-addicted prostitute and call that child our blood!

Oh. I waited a few seconds and then said, Why not? I tried to maintain a placid expression to minimize the scuffle.

Have you and Valerie both gone completely insane?

Mother? I wiped my mouth, put my napkin on the table, and sat back in my chair. Plenty of people adopt wonderful children who grow up to do great things! I must say, you surprise me. How can a woman like you continue to be so narrow-minded?

Narrow-minded? Me? Not in a million years and you know it!


Was not our Lord adopted by Joseph? And what about Moses?

Beside the point

And Dave Thomas?

Who in the world is Dave Thomas?

Founder of Wendys?

You mean that fast-food establishment?

Yes. That fast-food establishment. And President Gerald Ford? Art Linkletter? Even Eleanor Roosevelt, Mother. I mean, come on!

Well, I can see you did some homework, J.D. You did some homework. Youre just like your father! Always have to have the last word!

Come on nowlets be civilized about this.

I just want you to be careful, thats all.

I am, Mother. And I always have been.

Dont you worry about Valeries headaches, too? Heavenly days, it just seems to me that she has a litany of maladies, J.D. Dont you think she should seeI dont know, a neurologist?

Who knows why she gets headachesprobably pollen. Fine. Ill take her to a neurologist.

Please dont adopt, J.D. Please.

Lets talk about something else. A long pause in our conversation ensued and I knew it was my job to get things rolling on a better and more courteous track. Hey, did I tell you that we got the permits for the docks out on the Edisto project?

No. How?

The same way as alwaysa sack of fifties.

Everyone has their price, dont they, son? Your daddy has taught you well. Mother smiled.

Yes, Mother, they certainly do, I said, needing to change the subject. How are things on the symphony board?

Hmm. The symphony? Well


Mother rattled on for a while about the fall season and the holiday concerts that were being planned and soon I could see she was growing fatigued. The bourbon and the heat had done their job. It was time to send her home. Frankly, I was whipped, too.

Come on, Ill walk you to your car.

Thank you, son.

We stepped outside. The skies had cleared and stars twinkled everywhere. Only distant rumbles of residual thunder and the occasional flash of heat lightning disturbed the landscape. Lowcountry? Swamp? Marsh? We called our locale every manner of thing, but on nights like this when I was a kid, my dad would laugh and say it was a beautiful night in the jungle. The swell of music from the crickets and other critters was the signal that peace had been restored in the world. And yes, it was a beautiful night in the jungle.

As propriety dictated, I opened the door of Mothers station wagon and she slipped in behind the wheel.

You sure you want to drive? I can take you home and bring the car back in the morning.

Go on and hush, she said, kissed her fingertips, and touched my cheek with them. I could drive home blindfolded.

All right, then. Call me just to let me know you got there

Whos the parent? She smiled at me and then said, Ill call your cell, let it ring once, and hang up.

Okay. Night.

Naiiight, she said in an exaggerated drawl, and the Mercedes-Benz engine turned over with a predictable purr. Love you, dahlin!

Love you, too, Mother. I nearly choked on the words every time I said them.

I watched her pull away and thought about how complicated and unsatisfying my life had become. Nothing had turned out the way I thought it would, except for the constant flow of money. It made me laugh. Money for the Langley clan was sort of like manna. It just seemed to fall from heaven. It was true that the richer we became, the richer we still seemed to become. But were we happy? Had any Langley ever thought about happiness? Except me, that is. We spent generations thinking about how the accumulation of wealth and power begets more wealth and power, but we surely never wasted the turn of a tide clock thinking about a trifling thing like happiness.

The pursuit of happiness is for the poor people, my maternal grandfather, who we always thought was an atheist, used to say. They will never be rich, J.D., so they coddle themselves with other matters, like the great mythology of Divine Justice and that they will get their rewards in another world, that their enemies will surely burn in the fires of hell. We do not have the privilege of fantasy. We have to concern ourselves with duty and leadership. Creating jobs. Keeping food on the tables of others.

There was a frowning portrait of him over the fireplace mantel in my living room that Mother had given us as a housewarming present. Nice gift. My mothers white-haired father had been a formidable man, stout, bearded, and gruff. Family legend said that he enjoyed a generous shot of whiskey with his morning coffee and not another drop all day or night. I took every word he said seriously, and to this day I have never known a man who spoke with more emphatic self-assurance. Because he dictated our familys mission and because his manner was enough to turn your own hair white, I largely agreed with his philosophy. Besides, to disagree was traitorous.

As a little lad, I was terrified by the whole concept of Satan, devils, and the smoldering brimstone I heard about on Sundays when my father would take me to the small Fundamentalist church we occasionally attended down the road. Like her parents, Mother had little interest in organized religion, so my dad and I went to services together. Big Jim would wet-comb my cowlick and tie my necktie, and Mother would yawn, implying that the entire exercise was a complete waste of time. I liked the choirs music well enough, but the sermons were the cause of some serious night frights. Looking back, I think old Big Jim spent more time reassuring me that the devil wasnt waiting around the corner to grab me than he did trying to explain how wonderful heaven would be if I lived a righteous life. His enthusiasm to indoctrinate me into old-time religion began to wane when I called him from his sleep night after night to look under my bed for the dark thing that wanted to gobble me up.

As a result of my childhood psychosis and my fathers boyish desire to fish, our participation in Sunday services dwindled down to Easter and Christmas and a healthy donation for whatever the minister neededa new roof, organ repair, or rewiring. No Langley seemed to possess the aspects of character required to become zealots about anything except net worth, but we padded the churchs bank account just in case.

You never know, Big Jim said every time he signed a check for them.

My parents were opposites in many ways, but I had to admit this much: Mother had made a good marriage when she married my father. Thats how they referred to marriagesmade well or marrying down. So Mother had married well, but unfortunately her union with Big Jim had only produced one child. Me. The burden of being that one child, that only promise for future generations, was greatly imperiled by my childless union with Valerie.

There we lived on the opposite side of the familys property from my parents, under the constant and unforgiving surveillance of my mother, Louisa, and the distanced but benign eye of my father, Big Jim. It was one helluva gilded cage.

I went back inside to turn out the lights, feeling a little down. I glanced around our Anglophiles treasure trove of a dining room that was proof of the complete absurdity of my life. All the priceless Georgian silver and bucolic eighteenth-century portraits of hunting dogs in the realm could not lessen the disappointment Mother felt toward Valerie, the hysterics that possessed my poor wife, or the aggravation I suffered with both of them. I had a domineering mother and a wife who was fast-tracking toward becoming an imbecile.

I turned on the dishwasher in the kitchen and took the remaining small bag of garbage outside to the shed. One dependable fact about Lowcountry livingyou took out the garbage at night or you had a staggering population of bugs to greet you in the morning. So, after stepping out into the night once more, I stopped to feel the air and to consider my life. I threw the bag in the can, replaced the lid, closed the shed, and flipped the latch. My cell phone rang once and then stopped. Mother had reached her home safely.

In a sentimental moment, I strolled across the yard toward our dock on the Wappoo River. The lights were still on in Rosies cottage. She was probably online, working toward her degree with whatever online university was taking her money. I had to admire her. Although she worked for Mother, Daddy, Valerie, and me, and was a single parent, she was always trying to better herself. I knew she had a little bit of a shine for me and it was flattering in some marginal way.

It was a good thing she didnt know the real me, the one who had given up on life the day my childhood sweetheart, Elizabeth McGee, walked out. Very few people did. So Mother picked Valerie for me to marry instead. I married Valerie. Big Jim wanted me to run the business, so I ran the business the way he wanted, doing whatever it took to get what we wanted. My life was prescribed like an antibiotic a doctor gives a patient, swearing it will cure what ails him. So far, it had not worked for me, and that was probably never going to change. I barely cared.

The moon shone over the Wappoo, throwing everything into a kind of half-light, and in those dream shadows sometimes I wondered whatever had become of Betts. She had never married, so far as I knew. I knew she worked for some kind of huge company in New York because I had Googled her, and that she had done very well. She lived on Park Avenue, Id heard. She was still beautiful according to the picture on the companys website. It was best not to think about her too much and I had disciplined myself to do that, but still I couldnt help thinking I might drop by her friend Selas restaurant and try to weasel some news about her. Sela was pretty tight-lipped about anything that had to do with Bettswhich told me she knew everything. I needed a Betts fix.

Six oclock the next evening and I was walking through the door of Selas restaurant, named OFarrells for her husbands family from Dublin. I was to meet Valerie there after her appointment with the head of neurology at the Medical University. Valerie hadnt been happy when I told her we were going to OFarrells for dinner.

Its so casual! she complained.

Its delicious, I said.

Its so noisy!

Because its popular, I said.

I loved OFarrells, with its decrepit brick walls, sawdust floors, and endless Irish memorabilia hung from every inch of wall space. Big wooden bowls of pretzels were scattered the length of the bar and the menu was written on a blackboard and rarely changed. Shepherds Pie. Bangers and Mash. Fish and Chips. The Dublin Burger. When they were in season the menu offered fried shrimp and oysters, and when the weather was cold there were endless stews with dumplings and chicken potpie. It didnt matter to me; all the dishes were pretty mouthwatering. No frigging sprouts, no freaking tofu, no girlie smoothies. Sela was a great regulation cook, and when shed grown tired of cooking, she trained four people to do her job, which should tell you something else about her.

Anyway, I arrived early and there was Ed OFarrell, Selas husband, who also happened to be the chief of police for the city of Charleston. Ed was out of uniform and working behind the bar. The regular guy mustve been out or late. He saw me in the enormous mirror behind the rows of bottles of liquor and turned around to greet me.

Well, well! J. D. Langley in the flesh! As I live and breathe! How are you, my man?

Good, Ed. Good. You?

Right as rain! What can I get you?

Harps? On tap?

God love ya, man. Harps is mothers milk!

He filled the mug and put it before me.

Thanks! So whats all the news in Charleston?

Not much newsame old drug business, crack houses, meth labs, the occasional murderyou know how it is.

I chuckled, thinking about this fair-haired, blue-eyed fellow, how unthreatening he seemed as a barkeep and how he had this whole other life as a Jedi keeping Charleston out of the hands of Darth Vader.

Right. Sela around?

He winked at me, knowing exactly what I wanted, and said, Ill tell her youre here. She went to the beauty parlor when she saw your reservation.

Women, I said.

Youre telling me? Watch the till for me, will ya?

You know it.

Ed disappeared behind the door to the office and he and Sela came out at the same time as Valerie came in the front door. Valerie despised Sela and any other detail of life remotely connected to Betts. Ridiculous.

Hi, J.D., Valerie said, and gave me an air kiss.

While Im no fashion expert, I thought Valerie was very overaccessorized for the occasion, especially in the diamond department. She had obviously overdressed for Selas sake, in the hope of sending a message to Betts about what Valerie assumed Betts likely didnt have. Sela scrutinized Valerie with such narrow eyes that I was surprised she didnt pull out a jewelers loupe.

Hi, Valerie, Sela said. Its been a long time.

Yes, it has, Valerie said, in a singsong voice. Nothings changed here! Can I get a double Grey Goose on the rocks with a twist?

Sure. Sela turned away to fix her drink.

Now, in Valeries defense, I dont think she really meant to speak to Sela like she was the help or to imply that the joint was a dump. It just came out that way.

Here you go, Sela said, and placed the drink on the bar. Hey, J.D.? Did you hear?

What?

Hurricanes coming down the coast.

Ed and Sela looked at me to gauge my reaction.

Really? I said. Well, that piddling Anastasia was a sorry excuse for a storm. Is this a big one? Were probably due for one.

I watched the Weather Channel all day long and didnt see a thing about a hurricane, Valerie said, and pounded back her cocktail like it was a mere glass of water. God in heaven, I am so parched! Can somebody please freshen up my drink?

Sela cocked her eyebrow in disapproval and took Valeries glass. Yep, its a big one, she said over her shoulder.

Coming down the coast. The next one would be a B. Could it be? Hurricane Betts was what Sela meant. Good. I was ready.

No. I was not ready.
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