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Praise for Bed & Breakfast

“[Lois Battle] manifests throughout a sort of fundamental decency—a compassion for human frailty—that makes her book especially appealing.”

—The Washington Post

 

“The Tatternall family will seduce you from page one of Bed & Breakfast.... It’s a tender sigh, glad-I-read-it, perfect-for-Christmas kind of book.”

—San Antonio Express News

 

“Like a cup of high voltage coffee, Bed & Breakfast will jolt you awake.”

—Rita Mae Brown, author of Hounded to Death and 
Rubyfruit Jungle



“Lois Battle’s Bed & Breakfast is pure delight: touching and witty, sympathetic and shrewd. It’s the kind of book I’ll rush to tell all my friends about; it’s the book I can’t wait to give my mother!”

—Nancy Thayer, author of The Hot Flash Club

 

“I loved it—it’s truthful and benevolent and entirely recognizable. It’s also a wonderful portrait of the fractured nature of the modern family, and proof that however much we wish we could get along without one, we simply can’t.”

—Joanna Trollope, author of Friday Nights

 

“An engrossing [and] emotion-filled story.”

—Newport News Press

 

“A heart-tugging drama.”

—The Beaufort Gazette

 

“A literate, witty, and affectionate tale.”

—Kirkus Reviews

 

“There are no heroes in this family drama, no villains either—just regular folks, drawn with sympathy and keen-eyed humor.”

—Booklist




Lois Battle is the author of seven novels, including Storyville. She lives in Beaufort, South Carolina.
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PART One




 Prologue

IT WASN’T AS though Josie’d had a premonition. Nothing as strong as that. Just a sense that something was going to happen that would be more than she could cope with. She’d had it from the moment she’d opened her eyes and realized that the girls were coming to her house for their weekly bridge game. She’d tried to shrug it off but the feeling had persisted, undeniable as the sneezes and aches that signaled the flu, right up until the moment it had happened. Then she’d been totally involved but totally surprised, as though she were watching an old movie she’d seen many times.

The four of them—she, her sister Edna, Peatsy Gibbs, and Mary Gebhardt—had been playing bridge on her sun porch. The grandfather clock in the dining room, which she’d had repaired just last week but which was still running about seven minutes fast, had struck three. Peatsy had just trumped Mary’s ace and said she was feeling dizzy. “ ’Course you feel dizzy,” Edna had said, “you’re a dizzy broad.” But instead of the tight little smile Peatsy usually showed when Edna talked slangy, Peatsy’d closed her eyes and got a strange look on her face, as though someone had just come up behind her and whispered, “Guess who?” Her hand had wandered up to her pearls, forgot where it was going, and pawed the air. Then she’d plunged forward, her head hitting the table with an awful thud, one arm flung out scattering cards and Mary’s glutted  ashtray. “Mother of God,” Mary cried, and ran to her, hauling her back by her shoulders so that her arms flopped to her sides and her head snapped back, mouth open, showing her bridgework. “Mother of God!” Mary cried again. Edna got up as though someone had lifted her by the hair, stared at Peatsy, doused iced tea on the smoldering cigarette that had rolled out of the ashtray, then sat down hard. But she, Josie, had known just what to do.

She’d walked straight to the kitchen telephone and dialed 911, and when she’d said, “This is Mrs. Josephine Tatternall, over at The Point. We need some help here,” she’d sounded so calm as to be sociable.

She’d answered all the questions, speaking slowly and enunciating carefully because the girl sounded young and not too bright, and when the girl told her that the ambulance was on its way, she’d even remembered to say, “Thank you. And Merry Christmas.”




 One

SHE’D WOKEN AROUND seven, shut off the alarm she always set as a precaution, and turned to look past the bedpost to the windows. They were undraped because her bedroom was on the second floor where no one could see in and she liked to be woken by natural light. The sun was already making a shy appearance, and it looked like a seasonable day for mid-December. She would like to have lingered in bed, but that was out of the question. When you ran a bed-and-breakfast, you had to get up. Hooking her arms behind her head, she ran her mind over the day’s tasks: she would fix breakfast for last night’s guests, see them on their way, do the dishes, garden while Cuba did the laundry, then make a quick trip to the Azalealand Nursing Home to see Mawmaw. Her sister Edna said there wasn’t any point in visiting because Mawmaw wouldn’t even know she was there, but just last week as she’d been about to leave, Mawmaw had said, “So glad you dropped by. You know, I’ve always thought of you as one of the family.” So even if Mawmaw no longer recognized her as her daughter, she at least seemed to appreciate her presence.

When she got home from Azalealand she’d toss some leftovers together for lunch, then she’d decorate the tree. She’d carried boxes of ornaments down from the attic over a week ago when Edna’s husband, Dozier, had set up the tree in her living room, but  she just hadn’t been able to face the prospect of decorating it alone. If Cuba helped her . . . that is, if Cuba came in. When it came to Christmas, or “the birth of our Baby Jesus” as Cuba called it, Cuba went hog-wild. She strung every bush and tree around her own house with colored lights, put little statues of the Three Wise Men on her scrubby lawn, and fixed a black-faced Santa, ready to crawl down the chimney, on her roof. She plaited wreaths, baked mounds of cookies and coconut cakes, drove her dinged-up’83 Olds on a daily round of Wal-Mart, Kmart, and the Bay Street stores, and went into hock for every toy and gewgaw her grandchildren saw on TV. And this year Cuba was making new robes (actually dashikis) and headgear for her choir at First African Baptist, so she’d told Josie straight out that she wouldn’t be putting in her regular hours until after the New Year. So ... if Cuba didn’t come in, she’d do the laundry, then she’d fix lunch, then . . . then she remembered that the girls were coming to her house for their weekly bridge game, and she allowed herself a single but heartfelt “Damn!”

They usually met out at Mary Gebhardt’s place on Dataw Island on the third Wednesday of each month, but last Wednesday Mary had asked if someone would switch with her because her children and grandchildren were coming “from all over the country” for the holidays. Peatsy had said she couldn’t possibly switch because she was supervising the wrapping of Toys for Tots and singing the Messiah at St. Helena’s Episcopal before she took off to visit her son, Waring, in Washington, D.C. Edna, predictably, had begged off, too, saying she was keeping her gift shop open extra hours to catch the Christmas trade, then she and Dozier were driving up to their son’s place in Columbia. So the lot had fallen to Josie. How could she possibly refuse when they all knew she had no special plans? None of her three daughters was coming home for the holidays. On Christmas Day her daughter, Lila, would just drive over from  Hilton Head to pick her up. They’d go back to Lila and her husband Orrie’s place, open a mountain of presents, then Orrie would take her, Lila, and the kids out to some expensive restaurant. So Josie’d said, “Why, sure, you girls can come back here again.”

Edna, who’d gotten religion about the women’s movement since she’d gone into business, had said, “We’re not girls, Josie, we’re women.” She could have pointed out that Edna, who was two years her senior, still lied about her age, whereas she always told the truth (partly because in a town the size of Beaufort most everyone knew your real age anyway, partly because when she confessed to seventy-three, most people said she didn’t look it), but she’d just said, “Well, y’all are more than welcome to come here again.”

At the time she’d meant it, but now she could hear the conversation in advance, the gush about holiday plans, the updates on children and grandchildren that were really just an accepted form of bragging (less happy topics—bankruptcies, unwanted pregnancies, and divorces—being reserved for one-on-one conversation). With a bright smile that only served to point up her underlying pity, Mary would ask if Josie had heard from her eldest daughter, Camilla, now known as Cam. Mary had never even met Cam but she knew (though Josie had never personally told her) Cam had sworn, some ten years ago at her father’s funeral, that she would never come back to Beaufort or speak to Josie again. She also knew that though Cam had relented to the point of making obligatory monthly phone calls, she had held to her promise never to come back home. Since Cam was unmarried, lived in New York, and worked for a publishing company, Mary thought of her as some sort of soap-opera siren—glamorous but hard as nails. Josie sometimes thought of her that way herself.

Then, Mary would ask about her youngest daughter, Evie, a onetime runner-up in the Miss South Carolina contest. Evie wrote  a column in the Savannah paper in which she shared the most intimate details of her private life, including her “dysfunctional” childhood. She wrote under the byline “A Good Ol’ Girl” but that, as Cuba had pointed out, provided about as much concealment as Saran Wrap.

Josie focused on the bedroom windows, comforting herself with the thought that she could talk about her daughter, Lila. Lila had achieved the old-fashioned Southern ideal of being the well-cared-for wife of a successful man. Her husband, Orrie Gadsden, was a real-estate developer who’d been elected to the state legislature just months before. Lila had money, social position, a beautiful home, and two lovely teenage children. She called Josie daily; they saw one another at least once a week. They shopped and occasionally even traveled together. Lila was everything a mother could want. Or so everyone believed. And Josie wasn’t about to disabuse them of that notion. Still . . .

Thank goodness she had only that nice Canadian couple to cope with this morning, and they’d been so grateful that she’d bent the rules to let them keep their little dog in their room that they’d said they’d only want tea and toast before they got back on the road to Florida. But since most of her guests came through word of mouth, she’d make the effort and fix the homemade sausage, pan-fried gravy, biscuits, and peach preserves for which she was rightly famous. Maybe she’d even sell them a copy of the Lowcountry cookbook she’d published years before and kept on the kitchen counter. She was too polite to push the book, but guests often wanted to buy it after they’d tasted some of the recipes, and the extra cash was always welcome.

Hearing her dead husband, Bear, command, “Reveille! Up and at ’em,” she flung back the quilt, grasped the bedpost, and stood up. The floorboard’s creak seemed to be a cry of protest coming from her feet but she straightened, pulled her jade satin robe over  her flannel nightdress, tucked her hands into her armpits to warm them, and moved to the window to look down on her garden. In the early morning light it was like an Impressionist painting—a misty blur of greens, blues, grays, and white limned with pale gold. The paperwhites she’d planted for the Garden Club’s Christmas tour of historic homes—“Snow in the South”—were so thick that they really did look like snow and her mind drifted to the first time she’d seen snow—when she’d gone to visit Bear at that base in New Jersey right after they were married. When he’d said “up and at ’em” in those days, he’d meant something entirely different. He’d made love to her first thing every morning, and again when they’d come back to the inn after the walks he’d said were bracing but she’d sworn would give her frostbite. He’d undress her, pulling off her hat, gloves, galoshes, and socks, teasing her for being a hothouse flower, chafing her hands and feet, then massaging them, telling her in a husky voice, “I’m a gentleman. I always start with the extremities.” It had been a wonderfully arousing form of foreplay, though at the time she’d been such an innocent she hadn’t even known the word, let alone realized that he must’ve perfected his technique on other women.

Thinking about those long-ago mornings put her into a sort of daze. Her fingers moved, gently kneading her breast, until the memory of the lumpectomy she’d had three years ago came across her like a shadow. The cyst had been benign and, perversely, she’d stopped all self-examination after she’d had the operation. She refused to think of her breasts only as a danger zone. If something went wrong, then it was up to that boy doctor to find it when she went for her semiannual checkup. True, she hadn’t kept her last appointment, and she’d ignored the nurse’s phone call and followup postcard, but she wasn’t going to think about that either. At least not until after the holidays.

As she reached into the chest of drawers for fresh underwear, her  eyes caught the two silver-framed photos on the dresser top. She found her glasses next to the bowl of potpourri, put them on, and studied the pictures.

She had never, not even in the early years, been able to look at her wedding portrait without regret. There was Bear in his dress whites, wholesome yet somehow dangerous, already the embodiment of the World War II hero he was to become. His eyes under his brimmed hat had that “I can take on the world” look that had magnetized her when she’d first seen him, while ladling out nonalcoholic punch at a local “Support Our Troops” social. Only his nose—broken in a fight when he was ten and one of the boys at the Baton Rouge orphanage had called him a bastard and told him what it meant—stopped him from being movie-star handsome. And there she was, always notoriously unphotogenic, but just this once looking truly beautiful, her light brown hair flowing around her shoulders, her eyes shining, her smile bright, with just a whisper of sensuality.

The photo was in black and white but she always saw Bear’s chocolate eyes and hair, the gold buttons on his uniform, her suit—“dusty rose” the saleswoman had called it and she’d loved the name. It had been an expensive, well-tailored suit and the cream hat and gloves and her purple-throated corsage had complemented it nicely. But it wasn’t a wedding gown. It would have taken only another few weeks of preparation to have a real wedding. Why had she crumbled under Bear’s insistence and forgone all the pomp and celebration she’d dreamt about? Because, at the time, as Mawmaw had said, she would have walked off a cliff if Bear had told her to. Her fault, not his. “We create our own reality,” her daughter, Evie, was always saying. “We always get what we secretly want.” But that couldn’t possibly be true. She had never gotten anything she’d wanted except this house, and she’d had to drive the final wedge between her and Bear and threaten divorce to get it.

The other photo, taken some ten years later, was a typical studio portrait of a typical (though certainly better looking than average) well-bred, well-fed, well-groomed American family, circa 1950s, when being typical was a badge of honor. At one time the photo had filled her with pride, but over the years she’d come to see it differently. In it, she and Bear, his uniform now decorated with medals, were seated with Cam and Lila between them. Evie, who was only a few weeks old, was held in her lap. Bear was, if possible, even more handsome than he’d been in their wedding photo, but he looked a bit too rigid. Playing Daddy had never been an easy role for him and he’d had a terrible hangover the morning the photo had been taken. When she looked closely she could see the nick on his left cheek and remembered rushing around the house to find his styptic pencil. But that had been back in the days when two-fisted men had been expected to tie one on at weekend parties, when booze had increased rather than diminished his sexual prowess, when she’d denied that he had a problem.

She was still in maternity clothes (that teal suit with the bow at the neck, which she’d come to hate). Her face was fuller and her hair was gathered into a chignon, because in those days there were definite styles that corresponded to each phase of a woman’s life and a young matron didn’t go around looking like a teenager. Her smile had lost the hint of seductiveness it had shown in her wedding portrait but was still trusting and open. You didn’t see such innocent expressions anymore, not even in very young girls, but back then she’d still believed everything her husband, her government, and the newspapers had told her. And if she’d had any doubts, she’d hidden them, because that was her duty as a military wife.

She hadn’t planned on being a military wife. When they’d married during the war it had been impossible to plan anything. She’d just prayed that he would come back alive and whole, and when he  did, he’d probably go to college on the G.I. Bill. But by the time the war had ended he wasn’t Ted Tatternall anymore, he was what his admiring buddies had christened him: he was “Bear,” a fearsome career warrior. And she’d known, with a jealousy she hadn’t been able to admit, that the military had become not just his profession, but wife and mistress to him as well. Asking him to take an office job or sit in a classroom would have been like asking Tarzan to put on a three-piece suit. So she’d accepted his decision, as a loving wife was supposed to do. Bear was climbing the promotional ladder and writing a book about his experiences in the Pacific. When the book was published (and she’d never doubted that it would be), she would get the home she’d always wanted. In the meantime she’d be stoic about her homesickness and overcome her panic at being constantly uprooted and having to make a nest in strange towns, even in foreign countries.

During the long periods when Bear was away she was expected to, as he put it, “hold the fort.” Her appearance and behavior, and even that of her children, would be written up in Bear’s periodic fitness reports. Any misstep could damage his chances of promotion (because, the reasoning went, if a man couldn’t keep his family in line, how could he be fit to command men?). She’d studied the wives’ reference manual. The rigid and detailed instructions made her want to laugh (“answer the phone in a low, well-modulated voice.... Place an ashtray at the top of each plate to the left of the water glass, and in it put two or three cigarettes and a book of matches.... When making a social call at a commanding officer’s house never stay more than twenty minutes....”), but she kept the joke to herself. Any hint that she didn’t take all the conventions seriously might put Bear at risk. So she joined the appropriate organizations, spearheaded fund-raisers and welcoming committees, kept herself, her children, and her home ever-ready for white-glove inspection. When Bear returned, they’d joke about his giving  her an A on her periodic evaluation. He rewarded her with gifts from wherever he’d been deployed, but her real reward came after the girls had shown him their report cards, new teeth, drawings, and merit badges, when he’d give her his thousand-watt smile and say, “Dammit, call that babysitter. I want to paint the town with my best girl.”

And he could paint the town as no one else could. From the best hotels and nightclubs to roadside juke joints, if there was a place to laugh and cut loose, drink and dance, Bear Tatternall could find it. He could coax the best table out of a snooty maitre d’, get a bartender in a country tavern to reach under the counter for the white lightnin’ on a Sunday, set an entire table laughing at the officers’ club. And dance! In the slow numbers he led with a light but masterful touch, and when he jitterbugged he had such swivel-hipped, athletic vitality that couples would stop and applaud. He was, quite literally, the life of every party. But when he gave her the look they called “the eye-melt” and touched her leg under the table, she couldn’t reach for her coat fast enough.

Their lovemaking had all the thrill and excitement of the first times, without her initial shyness and fumbling. What joy it was to have him back! To have what she’d remembered, thought about, longed for. In the mornings, she’d wake to the sound of the kids stirring, say “Rest,” pull on her robe and go into the kitchen. She’d be turning the bacon or brewing coffee and he’d saunter out, showered and shaved, looking none the worse for wear, to tell the girls that he expected them to be especially dutiful while he was away because she was both Mama and Daddy, to which Cam had once giggled, “No, she’s not the daddy, she just pretends to be tough.” In a way this was true. Josie coaxed obedience, but Bear’s word was law.

In the photograph, Camilla, then almost six, stood next to Bear, one of her arms around his shoulder, her face close to his, pointing  up their remarkable resemblance. Lila was at Josie’s side, trying-tobe-a-big-girl at four, with her hands laced obediently at her waist. Both girls were wearing identical white eyelet, puff-sleeved dresses she’d made them for Easter, with white gloves and tiny gold crosses she’d bought at the PX. Lila had a bow in her hair, but Camilla had taken off her bow, saying it was babyish. Josie had reasoned and cajoled, then Bear had brought Cam into line with an order to “shape up,” and the photographer had arranged them.

In the picture there was no hint of disagreement. All—even milky-eyed Evie—seemed to be smiling and focusing in the same direction, as though they all saw the same bright and limitless future. Actually, they’d been focusing on a toy bird the photographer was holding up next to his right ear. A yellow plastic bird with a single, bent feather in its tail. And to keep the children’s attention, Josie’d quoted the Emily Dickinson poem she loved: “ ‘Hope’ is the thing with feathers—That perches in the soul—And sings the tune without the words—And never stops—at all—.” But how long could one hope?

“I’m a mother,” Peatsy had once said to her, “because I was born with female equipment in the days before the Pill. But you’re a different kind of mother. No matter how old your children get, you’re still watching them for signs of improvement.” Josie knew this was true. Despite all sense and reason she couldn’t give up worrying about her children, couldn’t give up wondering where she’d failed. Hadn’t she birthed, nursed, and cuddled them? Hadn’t she tucked them in, read to them, kissed their hurts, taught them manners, disciplined them even when it had hurt her to do so? Hadn’t she watched, hawk-eyed, for their individual tastes and talents, and fostered those talents as best she knew how? Even after they’d left home, hadn’t she called and written, fiddled with the bank account to send them money, taken them back in whenever they’d wanted? Hadn’t she scaled down all her great expectations  to a tepid “Whatever makes you happy” that secretly stuck in her craw? But none of her understanding, compromises, or maneuvering had helped. All of her children (even, if she looked beneath the surface, Lila) were lost to her. It was one thing that her marriage had started on a tidal wave of love, then shipwrecked, and bleached and dried to bitterness. That happened to so many women. But her failure with her children—that was the ache for which there was no painkiller, the foghorn she heard on the sunniest days.

“Stop this,” she said out loud. She tightened the sash on her satin dressing gown and turned to make the bed. She maintained her weight at a respectable 135, so it must be the dressing gown, a slinky Jean Harlow affair with swirling skirt and wide sleeves, that made her feel fat and foolish. Lila said, rightly, that it was old and tatty and her inability to throw it out was a sign of her “Depression mentality.” Lila gave her a robe almost every Christmas, expensive but practical, grandmotherly robes in pastel colors, with ruffles, pockets, and zippers. But she couldn’t bear to throw out this old jade satin one. It was the last gift Cam had given to her out of love and it had come with a note saying, “For the secret you.” None of the others would have guessed that she’d want something so glamorous and impractical.

Even as a child, Cam’d had that uncanny ability to sniff out what was really going on. When she was no more than four, Cam could sense Josie’s upset and unhappiness. She would comfort her, touching her hand or her cheek, giving her a “make-it-better kiss.” But all that had changed when Cam was about twelve. Then she’d turned with a fury, seeming to blame Josie for everything. There’d been that awful Christmas when Bear had called from Okinawa at the last minute and said that his commanding officer had canceled his leave, so he wouldn’t be coming home as planned. That was the first time she hadn’t been able to deny her suspicions that he really  didn’t want to come home, when she’d known undeniably that he was lying.

She’d struggled to make the holiday special—the tree, the presents, the twelve-pound turkey. But on Christmas morning Cam had refused to get out of bed, and when Josie had ordered her to get up, she’d yelled, “Oh, tell us about the old days when you were grateful to get an orange in your Christmas stocking,” and Josie had slapped her—not a don’t-run-out-in-the-street wallop on the butt or a swift stop-being-sassy flick on the arm—but a real across-the-face slap, as though they were mortal enemies. Child abuse, they’d call it nowadays, though at the time she’d been so desperate, so beside herself with worry that she was lucky she hadn’t picked up a knife and killed them all. “Childrens,” Cuba had said last week when her youngest daughter (who’d run off to Philadelphia and left a child in her care) had called to say she couldn’t make it home for Christmas, “might as well raise a flock of blackbirds to peck out y’eyes.”

She finished making the bed, deciding that she would have the jade satin robe cleaned one last time. Then she’d wrap it in tissue paper and mothballs and put it in the storage room, along with Mawmaw and Grand’s useless furniture, the christening gowns, the prom dresses, the butter churn, the windup gramophone, the boxes of papers dating back to great-grandfather Marion’s enlistment papers for the Civil War, the diplomas, the photographs, Bear’s unfinished memoirs, and his gun collection. Sometimes she wished she could be more like her sister Edna, who lived next door with her husband, Dozier. Nothing was sacred to Edna. She made a clean sweep every two or three years, throwing out clothes, appliances, furniture. She’d even changed the lovely veranda that wrapped around the side of her house into a “Florida room,” replacing screens with louvered windows, painting the ceiling (which, in keeping with the tradition of most of the historic  homes, had been a pale aqua) a midnight blue and pasting it with luminescent stars. But she could never be like Edna. Decades of moving from one base to another had changed Josie’s natural desire to nest into a compulsion to hoard and preserve. Part of the reason she’d wanted this five-bedroom antebellum house was so she could save it all. And if she ever had to give it up (a recent 60 Minutes segment about an old woman who’d been stripped of her belongings and shunted off to a nursing home came to mind), she’d just set a match to it.

Alarmed at such incendiary thoughts, she stripped off her nightdress and went into the shower. She gave herself a shampoo, singing “I’m Gonna Wash That Man Right Outta My Hair,” toweled and powdered herself, put on her underwear and pantyhose. Twisting her long salt-and-pepper hair into a topknot, she pulled out a few strands and curled them with mousse, the way Lila had taught her to do. Moving so close to the mirror that her nose was almost touching it, she examined her face. She didn’t really think of it as her face anymore—her real face was left behind in that family portrait—this face was just something she had to deal with, like the weeds in her garden. She plucked a wiry white hair from one of her eyebrows, stroked a tad of blusher high on her cheeks, touched her mouth with rose-colored lipstick, and muttered, “That’ll do.”

She put on her gray, pleated skirt, buttoned up her paisley blouse, threw a cardigan over her shoulders, and slipped her feet into her sneakers. Her mouth was watering for some of her homemade sausage and it was good to think that she’d be sharing it, even with paying guests. Most of her friends were financially better off than she and felt sorry that she had to run a bed-and-breakfast, but she didn’t mind. At least she wasn’t an old woman rattling around her house like a marble in a coffee can. She’d gotten used to sleeping alone, doing most everything alone, way before Bear had died, but eating alone was downright uncivilized.

[image: 002]

After the Canadian couple had breakfasted and gone, as she was carrying dishes to the sink, Josie looked out the window and saw her brother-in-law cutting across her backyard. Though Dozier had retired years ago, it still surprised her to see him in work clothes instead of his three-piece suit. She watched as he stopped, stuffed his hands into the back pockets of his jeans, looked up at the largest live oak, and sighed so deeply she could see his shoulders heave. When the last hurricane had snapped off some of the tree’s outer branches, Dozier had wanted to cut it back. But Edna’d said that an old man up a ladder with a chainsaw was just asking to be made an amputee and, “If you think I’m gonna spend the rest of my life playing nursie, you’ve got another think comin’.” Josie knew Edna was right. From this distance, despite near baldness and a slight paunch, Dozier looked rangy and fit, but his grip was not as strong as it had once been, and his new glasses couldn’t restore his vision to its former sharpness. But she sympathized with Dozier. Like her, he wanted to keep on keepin’ on, even if it involved a certain amount of risk.

She knew he’d never liked the lumber business he’d inherited but he’d taken his role as provider so seriously that he’d worked for decades to turn the company into a lucrative tri-state firm. All those years he’d been in harness, he’d fantasized about retirement. But retirement had proved to be a disappointment, like some beautiful girl he’d longed for from afar but found he didn’t much like once he got to know her. Always handy around the house, he channeled his restlessness into carpentry and repair. He hammered creaky stairs, built bookcases and windowboxes, carved wooden toys for kids who preferred Nintendo. He haunted secondhand stores, scrounging for broken lamps, busted ceiling fans, old radios, which he fixed and donated to church bazaars where, Edna pointed out, they were sold (if at all) for the same price he’d paid for them.  But his handiness was a blessing for Josie. Bear had mastered aerodynamics, radar, and complex weaponry but he’d hated household maintenance so much that he’d griped if she’d asked him to change a light bulb. But Dozier anticipated repairs and fixed things without being asked.

In return for all the work he did around her house, she’d taught him about gardening and, on the q.t., slipped him the spicy, cholesterol-heavy delights Edna had banned from her table. “You two belong together,” Edna would say. “You’re both as housebound as neutered cats.” But Dozier was far from neutered. Sometimes when their eyes met, Josie felt a current between them. Not the blood rush of youth, but a deep fondness, all the more tender because they both knew that it would never be spoken of, let alone acted upon. She didn’t think she knew Dozier better than Edna did, but she knew him differently. Sometimes a wife didn’t see the forest for the trees. Sometimes a wife didn’t appreciate.

She busied herself with the dishes as he came through the back door. He said, “Morning, sister,” and she smiled at the country greeting and told him to help himself to the last of the sausage and biscuits. He picked up a knife, reached for the butter, decided against that indulgence but couldn’t resist the peach preserves. “Waited till I saw your last night’s guests leave ’bout ten minutes ago,” he said. “Saw they had Canadian plates.”

“All the way from Toronto,” she told him, taking off her rings and putting them on the shelf above the sink. He offered to load the dishwasher, but she said, “I don’t mind doin’ them by hand if there’s just a few.” She actually enjoyed the feel of the warm suds, the squeak when she rinsed the plates, the sense that she could make something visibly better in the space of fifteen minutes. “They were a real nice couple,” she told him. “He’s an engineer and she’s an art teacher, or at least she was. They’ve been trying to get pregnant for about five years, and now she’s expecting, so she’s  taking a leave of absence to ...” He nodded. It always amazed him how women managed to find out intimate details of strangers’ lives.

“I wonder,” he said, “why so many young people have trouble conceiving these days. Do you s’pose it’s because they put it off for too long, or do you think it has something to do with pollution?”

“Can’t blame the women for putting it off. You know how hard it is for young couples to make it financially these days and—”

The bleat of the telephone cut her off and Dozier watched as she dried her hands on her apron and went to pick it up. She was the only women he knew who still wore an apron and seeing her in it gave him the nostalgic, relaxed glow he got from listening to Golden Oldies.

Josie said, “Hello,” and, not even waiting for a response, “Cuba, is this you?” She knew it would be Cuba, saying she wouldn’t be in on time, possibly saying she wouldn’t be in at all, so she just went, “Uh-huh, uh-huh,” while Cuba told her that her youngest grandchild, Antoinne, had a fever so she wouldn’t be coming in till late afternoon when the other childrens would come home to watch over him. In all the years they’d known one another, Josie had never been able to coax Cuba away from misplaced plurals (childrens instead of children, mens instead of men) any more than she’d been able to get her to say “asked” instead of “axed.” “I axed the gentlemens,” Cuba would say, and Josie would picture a crashing guillotine with aristocratic heads tumbling into baskets.

She told Cuba to come in when she could, hung up, and reached into the closet for the cleaning caddy. “I’ve got to go make up the room,” she told Dozier.

“Can’t you leave it?”

She shook her head. “Didn’t I tell you that Mrs. Beasley’s coming in this afternoon? She’ll want the lavender room because it’s got its own bathroom and TV, and Mrs. B.’s got to have a TV,  and I put the Canadians in the lavender room last night.”

“Didn’t know we were getting Mrs. Beasley. That’s like getting a lump of coal in your Christmas stocking.”

“It surely is, but you know things are always slow this time of year, so I couldn’t tell her no. I’ll be back down soon’s I can.”

The lavender room had the usual detritus—shells and pinecones from the beach at Hunting Island, real-estate brochures the tourists always picked up and left behind—but was otherwise neat. She wiped down the bureau and dressing table with lemon oil and looked at the carpet. Since she didn’t want to bother Dozier to lug the vacuum cleaner upstairs, she decided to give it a miss. She was getting that tense, queasy feeling she’d known since childhood: too much to do and not enough time to do it in.

As she scoured the toilet, basin, and tub and collected the towels, she thought about Mrs. Beasley and began to feel more queasy. Mrs. Beasley had a condo in Boca Raton but her only relative, a niece, lived out on Fripp Island. Mrs. B. visited several times a year and always stayed at Josie’s, saying she didn’t want to stay with her niece because she valued her privacy. It hadn’t taken Josie long to figure out that Mrs. B.’s niece, who had her eye on a sizable inheritance, couldn’t afford to reject Mrs. B. entirely but simply couldn’t stand to have the woman in her house. Josie understood why. Mrs. B. watched Oprah and Montel and Sally so much that she’d adopted their style, asking the most intimate questions as though she were merely asking the time of day. She was also a terrible snoop. The last time she’d stayed, Josie had caught her lurking in the hallway, eavesdropping on Josie’s phone conversation. It was a rudeness she would not have tolerated in a friend but she’d pretended not to notice. Mrs. B. was a regular guest and she couldn’t afford to alienate a regular guest.

As she stripped the bed, she realized that she would have to decorate the tree before Mrs. B. arrived, otherwise Mrs. B. would  notice it and, hoping for a refill on the complimentary glass of sherry Josie offered guests upon arrival (no one, she’d noticed, scrounged freebies more avidly than the wealthy), Mrs. B. would ask why none of Josie’s children were coming home for the holidays, mutter some cliche about “we poor lonely widows,” and offer to help her decorate it. She couldn’t bear the thought of Mrs. B. touching ornaments that had been in the family for generations. Couldn’t bear the thought of Mrs. B. herself.

Feeling winded, she sat down on the bed, the soiled sheets in her lap. She could hear, almost verbatim, the terrible fight she and Bear had had when he was getting ready to retire and she’d said she wanted to buy the house. What, he’d wanted to know, did she want with “a goddamn plantation”? They couldn’t afford it. He wanted to travel. Travel? she’d said in a whisper; then her voice had gone into a yowl of protest. Travel? When she’d spent her whole adult life being shunted from base to base, when he’d destroyed her life, their childrens’ lives by constantly uprooting them? And it wasn’t as though they had the money to travel in style, sit in front of some whitewashed hotel in Portugal, and watch the fishermen. If they traveled, it would be in a camper where she couldn’t even fix a decent meal! She didn’t have to remind him how he’d squandered their savings and thrown away their security because she knew, after a lifetime of arguments, that if she made him feel too guilty he’d just walk out and she might not see him for days. She did remind him of his promise, the promise that had kept her at his side, the only promise he hadn’t broken: when he retired she would get a real home, a fine home. Or was that another sop he’d thrown her? A lie, as she’d said then, “like all the other lies in this rotten marriage?” (Why was it that ugly words, words that could never be taken back, stuck in the mind so clearly?) She wanted this house, next door to the house her brother-in-law had bought for her sister, in this town where she’d been born, wanted it so much  that if he didn’t let her have it, she’d leave him and get every damned penny she could get out of him.

She’d softened that threat with a practical plan: she knew the house was too big for the two of them, understood that they couldn’t really afford it (though it was going for a ridiculous price and a blind man could see that the town was expanding), but she’d be willing to work to make it possible. She’d turn it into a B & B, not with a vulgar sign out front (neighbors on The Point wouldn’t have stood for that anyway), but a graceful, comfortable place that would provide them with a cash flow. Despite her reasoning, he’d walked out anyway. It was the first time in years that he’d stayed out overnight, and the last time he would ever do so.

When he’d come back the next morning, he’d just said, “Do what you want. It doesn’t matter anymore,” and she’d known that she’d won the final battle but had lost him for good.

Remembering that awful morning, she put her hands to her mouth, lowered her head, took a deep breath. Since the thought of preparing food usually calmed her, she turned her mind to lunch. “I’ll fix spinach salad for lunch,” she thought. “Peatsy likes spinach salad.” But she still felt a hum of fear, not a memory of past troubles but a sense that something terrible was going to happen that day. “You’re crazier than a bedbug” she said out loud, and, picking up the cleaning caddy, she left the room.
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