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There is a Gullah saying, “When you are here, you are home.”  
With deep love, this book is dedicated to home: my husband, Pat Henry,  
and our children, Meagan, Thomas and Rusk.
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PART I

“It was when I was happiest that I longed most. . . . The sweetest thing in all my life has been the longing . . . to find the place where all the beauty came from.”

 

—C. S. LEWIS, Till We Have Faces




CHAPTER ONE

“If you don’t know where you are going, you should know where you came from.”

—GULLAH PROVERB

 

 

A sweet, hollow nest below my heart tells me there is more as I stand at the dock’s edge where the flowing river rounds the bend past my home to meet the sea. The wind caresses my face. Two dolphins, mother and baby, rise in synchrony; then their silver bodies disappear below the rolling surface of pewter water. I throw my arms wide, begging the world to bring to me everything I long for. It is my twelfth birthday. Mother and Daddy have given me a pink banana seat bicycle with tassels hanging off the handlebars. Yet this gift just doesn’t seem like enough—sacred enough.

I turn from the river and jump on my bike. I am wearing my lime green party dress and I stand on the pedals, careful not to rip the tulle. I am eager for what all the boys on the street already have—the freedom a bike offers. I’ve learned to ride on my neighbor Timmy’s bike. I ride past my home on the long river road that will end in a cul-de-sac. Mother is standing on the porch yelling at me to come back right this instant and change clothes before I run off on the horrid bike. I push down harder on the pedals. Mother screams to my daddy in the shrill cry of exasperation I often bring to her, “Dewey, I told you we shouldn’t have gotten her a bike. She’s wild enough already.”

“Oh, Harriet, let the girl have some fun,” Daddy says.

I never hear Mother’s response; I am long gone, rounding the  bend of the dead-end street. I can’t go too far away, as we live on a street shaped like the curled water moccasins running below our land and marsh—a twist to the left, then the right, then the left again—one long street following the curl of the river until it meets the sea at the tip of the land. Even after I learned that the expanse of blue river behind my house ran to the sea, then across to Africa, I did not believe it. I don’t believe many things adults tell me. They have obviously stopped living life—always worried about things like their hair, or their car, or what party they’re invited to.

I screech to a halt—a moving van with a dented black ramp stuck out like a tongue from its open mouth fills the end of my street in front of the Carmichaels’ old house. Large men, completely soaked in the heat of the Lowcountry, unload boxes labeled “Danny’s Room,” “Living Room,” “Library” in large black letters. I prop my bike up with my legs on either side, my green tulle skirt puffing out like a dented balloon.

The door to the gray-silver shingled house stands open and another ramp leads to the front porch. A man, taller than most I know, appears in the doorway. He looks straight at me and waves, wipes his brow with a white handkerchief. I wave back. He holds up his finger in a hold-on motion and takes a step out onto the porch. “Daniel,” he calls out.

A boy appears from behind a bush, jumps up onto the bottom step. “Yes, sir?”

“Looks like a friend has come to welcome you to the neighborhood.”

The boy turns. His face is splattered with freckles. His eyes are so blue I see the color from where I stand. He wears tattered blue jean shorts and a Pink Floyd T-shirt. Oh, Mother would just die. I smile, wave.

The boy turns back to his father. “She’s a girl.”

The large man laughs, slaps the boy on the shoulder so hard he stumbles forward. “You’re brilliant, son.”

“Dad, I don’t want—”

The man holds up his hand, motions for me to come up to the porch. I drop my bike and join them.

“Welcome to the neighborhood,” I say, nervous in an unfamiliar way—like I’ve eaten too many raw oysters. “I’m Meridy McFadden and I live up the street and today is my twelfth birthday.”

The man leans down, puts his hands on his knees. “Well, hello there. Happy birthday to you. You look like a little fairy. I’m Chris Garrett and this here is my son, Danny.”

I stick out my hand toward Danny. “Nice to meet you. Where’d you come from?”

Danny grabs my hand, shakes it loosely, drops it and turns to his daddy.

“Answer her, son. Cat gotcha tongue?”

“Birmingham,” Danny says.

“Alabama?” I stand on my tippy-toes—I think it makes my legs look longer and this boy looks down at me.

“Is there another one?” The boy named Danny turns away from me.

“Yep. There is. In England.” I try to stand taller, but can’t. I trip, stumble on the front porch.

Danny glances over his shoulder. “Do we look like we’re from England?”

“Son.” Mr. Garrett cuffs Danny on the ear. “That was rude.”

“Sorry.” Danny blushes and his freckles blunder into a red mass.

“Wanna go for a bike ride? I’ll show you the whole street,” I say.

“The whole street. Wow, that should take about five seconds,” Danny says.

I feel like a puppy that has been kicked. I skip down the steps to the wilted summer grass—I won’t show my embarrassment.

“Wait, little fairy.” Mr. Garrett’s voice follows me.

I turn. “Yes, sir.”

“You’re gonna have to forgive my son. He’s a little pissy about the move. He’d love to take a bike ride.” Mr. Garrett points to a rusted blue Schwinn at the side of the porch. “Wouldn’t you, son?”

“Dad, not with a girl . . . what if someone sees me?”

“Go on, son, and that’s an order.”

“Yes, sir.” Danny slouches down the steps and grabs the bike, mounts it, then takes off down the driveway toward the road.

I jump on my bike and follow, calling after him, “Wait, wait. . . . You’ll get lost. And it’ll take more than five minutes—the street is two miles long.”

We race up the street with nowhere else to go as Danny’s house is at the very end of the road, surrounded on both sides by water. I catch up with him, come alongside him. “Hey, you don’t know where you’re going.”

“Doesn’t look real complicated to me,” Danny says, stopping.

I jump off my bike. “It is. If you go too far that way”—I wave to the left—“you’ll be seen by Mrs. Foster and then she’ll come outside and you’ll be obliged to have tea and cookies with her. You have to go on the other side of the tree line. And”—I point—“if you go too far on the right side there, Mad Mr. Mulligan will come out and start screaming at you about grenades coming and getting back under the foxhole. Mother says he thinks he’s still in World War Two. I think he drinks too much whiskey. There’s lotsa things you need to know about riding your bike here. You can’t just go pell-mell up and down the street.”

“Pell-mell? You sound like an old lady.” Danny stands with his legs wide on either side of the bike.

“Yeah, well, then catch me.” I jump back on my bike and pedal as hard as I can down the length of the road. Wind and marsh-sweet fragrance envelop me. The warmth of the sea-soaked air mixes with a sudden, piercing thought—Danny Garrett will fall in love with me. Why else would he show up on my birthday, on the day I received my first bike? Life is finally coming to me instead of me running after it.

The rush of his tires whirs behind me. I imagine I feel his breath, although I only hear it. He is trying to catch me—I won’t let him.

My skirt flies out from the sides of the bike, my tangled blond hair flaps in my eyes, and I believe I am exactly what Mr. Garrett called me: a fairy. Then the tires make a terrible screeching sound. The ground rushes up at me and I soar through the air. My skirt catches in the chain of the bike and my face crashes onto the gray-sand dirt at the side of the road.

I roll on the ground and the bike flips over my head, bangs the side of my temple with a pain similar to the time Daddy used the spoon on my bottom when I’d told Mother to shut up. I curl into a ball and wait for the pain to pass, wait for Danny Garrett to be swallowed into the earth so he won’t have to see me sprawled on the ground.

Laughter pours over me, but I won’t open my eyes to see him. I want to fade away right there on my twelfth birthday before I am ever loved by the freckle-faced boy who is laughing at me.

Then the sound becomes familiar and I open one eye and look up at Timmy. “Meridy McFadden, what in the tarnation you doing?” Timmy Oliver, my next-door neighbor, childhood rival and best friend rolled into one, stands over me.

I jump up. “I’m fine . . . fine.”

“Your mama is going to just kill you.”

I look down at my party dress, smeared with dirt, rock and torn pieces of lime tulle. I groan.

Timmy’s smile falls. “You okay?”

“Mother is going to kill me.” I glance over at Danny; he is standing next to his bike, his mouth open. He looks so helpless and adorable, my heart opens wide.

“Timmy . . . that’s Danny.” I point at him. “He just moved in the old Carmichael house . . . today.” I brush what dirt I can off my skirt.

Danny walks toward us, reaches his hand out and touches my temple. “You’re bleeding. Should I go get your mama?”

“No, no, don’t do that.” I grab Danny’s arm. “If I need something, I go see Timmy’s mama. . . . This is Timmy.”

Danny looks over at Timmy. “Hey.”

“You just moved in?” Timmy motions with his hand toward the end of the road.

“Yep,” Danny says.

They circle each other like dogs until Danny’s face breaks open into the most stomach-butterfly-inducing grin I’ve ever seen. “You live on this street too?” he asks Timmy.

“I do. Welcome.” Timmy nods.

I push my skirts to the side. “Hey, I found him first.”

Timmy and Danny look at each other, double over in laughter, slap each other on the shoulders as if they’ve known each other for years.

“He’s not a puppy, Meridy.” Timmy picks up my bike.

I lift my chin. “Bet I can beat both of you to the dock.”

“Since I don’t know where the dock is, you probably can.” Danny winks and my heart loses a beat.

“Let me grab ole Silver.” Timmy disappears behind his house and emerges pedaling toward the dock at the far end of the road, playing cards flapping in his tires.

“No head starts,” I scream after him, and stand hard on my pedals, suddenly hating my pink seat and pink pom-pom tassels. My older sister, Sissy, probably picked out the bike to humiliate me. I tuck my skirt up under the seat and lean forward over the handlebars. Danny is right behind me and I hope my hair is flying like a bird’s wings and not a mass of tangles.

We all reach the dock’s edge simultaneously and drop our bikes, each declaring ourself the winner.

I glance at both boys and then run to the start of the dock, screaming, “Only way to break the tie . . .”

“No way, Mare.” Timmy runs up behind me, grabs my arm. “You can’t jump in the river in that dress. You’ll be double dead.”

“No one can be double dead, dimwit. You just don’t want to lose.”

“Lose?” Danny steps between us. “Never.” And he takes off running down the length of the dock.

I holler and run after him, but he reaches the end of the dock ten steps ahead of me—the fastest twelve-year-old boy I’ve ever seen. I catch up, stare at him.

Timmy comes up behind us. “My God, where’d you learn to run like that? I never seen anything like it.”

“Nobody’s won yet,” I say, spread my arms, place my toes over the edge of the dock.

“Oh, I dare you,” Danny says.

I close my eyes and jump out from the dock, arms splayed to the side as I imagine my party dress floating like the fairy wings Danny’s father saw.

Both boys holler my name as the water envelops me. I stay under, like I always do for a moment or two, with the sweet caress of the sea wrapped around my body. The sea and I have a special relationship—it waits for me, hugs me, loves me. I speak to the water under the wave-filled top. I found him. His name is Danny Garrett and he came here for me. I always imagine the water reads my thoughts . . . knows what I want and need.

Betraying me, my lungs burn. I burst through the water and stare up at the boys looking down at me, my dress now a tulle bubble floating around me. “I won,” I say.

Danny crinkles those blue eyes, turns his head toward Timmy. “She’s crazy, ain’t she?”

“We don’t say ain’t here in South Carolina.” I wiggle my legs beneath me to stay afloat. “And I won.”

The boys wink at each other and jump in after me. We wrestle in the water, the boys in their shorts and T-shirts and I in my party dress, and we bounce off the moss-covered floor of the river and laugh.

Danny grabs my arm and points. A few feet away a dolphin rises from the water, flips his tail and splashes us. A hush, the full quiet that comes of nature, falls over the three of us in the presence of the smooth animal. I reach out my hand and run it along the back side of the dolphin. Danny gasps and reaches out, and his hand comes next to mine on the mammal’s back. The dolphin lifts his rounded  nose and nods at us, dives back under the water and swims away. He has left a blessing.

When we pedal home, I know that whatever punishment Mother doles out won’t touch my heart. My family stands on the porch when I ride up on my bike. Mother runs out, grabs me. “Oh, oh, my dear God, what happened to you, Meridy?”

“Nothing, Mother. Don’t have one of your fits.”

Danny and Timmy stand at the end of the driveway, glancing at each other, then up the driveway alternately. I wave at them to go on. Mother glances up, points her shaking finger at me. “You’ve been running around with those boys while I was so worried about you. Oh, I almost called the police.”

Daddy steps up, wraps his arms around me. “You okay, precious?” He winks at me.

“I’m fine, Daddy.”

Mother shrieks in that voice I dread—a high-pitched wail that means she’ll be in bed for three days afterward and Doc will have to come visit and it will be all my fault.

“What are we going to do with her, Dewey? What? We just can’t have a daughter . . .” Mother’s words trail off; she slumps on the porch step and the tears start. It’ll be days before they stop.

Danny appears at my side. “Sir.” He looks up at Daddy. “It’s all my fault. I’m new to town—moved down the street—and I asked your daughter to show me around and—”

“It’s not his fault—” I interrupt.

“And I dared her to jump in the water, sir—not knowing she’d really do it.”

“You’ve ruined your dress,” Mother chokes through her tears. “You’ve ruined the dress from Mawmaw.”

Sissy leans back in the wicker rocker on the front porch, a smirk on her face. “You are so, so embarrassing,” she says, tosses her curls behind her shoulder. I stick my tongue out at her.

“Mommy, did you see that? Meridy stuck her tongue out at me.  She is just so . . . gross.” Sissy stands and walks back into the house, slams the screen door for emphasis.

Daddy wraps his arms around me and looks at Danny. “And who are you, son?”

“I’m Danny Garrett.” He blushes, shuffles his feet in the stone walkway leading to the house.

“Well, Danny Garrett. Now you know—Meridy will always take the dare. And it’s not your fault.”

Mother wails again. I pick up my dripping skirt and look up at Daddy. “It’s really not his fault, Daddy, and I hated the dress anyway.”

“Meridy, that is disrespectful.” Daddy squeezes my shoulders.

“Please, sir, don’t punish her,” Danny says.

And right there on my twelfth birthday with my mother wailing like a dying animal, as I drip in my party dress from Mawmaw with my daddy’s arms wrapped around me, Danny enters my heart without even asking.

I turn back to Danny and Timmy. Timmy is gone and I’m confused, turning left and right looking for him. Then Danny walks backward, becoming a smudged outline of a boy with wisps of trailing smoke at his edges. I reach for him; I am older now but not sure how much. Danny dissipates into the Lowcountry sage green edges of grass and marsh. I turn back to my family—scream, beg for help to get Timmy and Danny to return. But Mother and Daddy are gone too. I am alone. Utterly alone. I crumble in upon myself and know I deserve it.

 

I grabbed at the bedspread, awoke and curled into myself. The longing of youth returned with this dream, as it always had. It had been so long since I’d dreamed about Danny, and I waited for the feeling to pass, buried my head in the pillow for the few seconds before fully awakening and attempted to pin down the emotion still attached to the leftover impression of the dream. Outside the window the trees were still in the shapes of the night. The alarm clock blinked: three a.m.

I wasn’t alone, although I felt it as surely as though the bed were empty. My husband, Beau, lay next to me, breathing the even, open-mouthed sleep I’d watched for twenty years now. He was adorable even in sleep.

I stood, careful not to disturb Beau so early since he’d been working late—into the hours I defined as morning. I stretched and tiptoed out of the bedroom. At the end of the hall, I stopped in front of my son’s closed door. For the first time in years, I could open the door without knocking—B.J. wasn’t there. The emptiness the dream brought to me widened, then deepened. I’d often thought that I wouldn’t be like other mothers when I faced the proverbial empty nest, that I wouldn’t go through the engulfing change and sorrow I’d observed in others.

B.J.’s door creaked as I opened it—a sound of intrusion. The room was shrouded in the predawn light falling through the open blinds. He’d been gone for only three weeks to Vanderbilt’s baseball camp, and his room appeared as though he were still there. Except for the smooth plaid bed linens and the absence of uniforms, cleats, and baseball hats scattered across the floor, I could fool myself into believing he was home.

I shut the door and leaned my forehead against the doorframe; exhaustion beyond the lack of sleep covered me, as if my motor had been running on high speed for the years I had raised, cared for and loved my son, and now that I wanted to stop, the momentum carried me forward.

The spiral staircase lay in shadow; I clicked on the foyer light and descended to the kitchen. I filled the coffeepot and grabbed the grinder. My elbow knocked Beau’s briefcase; papers fell to the floor in an emblematic flurry of how busy his job had become in his quest for partnership in the law firm. I leaned down to pick up the files. Flowery, scribbled notes from the firm’s new junior partner, who had been assigned to help with the overwhelming negligence case, filled the margins—her handwriting was as feminine as her clothes, her walk, her thin muscular legs carried on incessantly high heels. I shook my  head. I ought to be thankful for her help—at least it freed Beau from some of the grueling tasks of the case.

So the dream had accomplished the goal it always had: to remind me to live my life responsibly or I would lose as much as I had lost back then, back when I took the dare, back when I thought all of life waited just for me.




CHAPTER TWO

“The heart doesn’t mean everything the mouth says.”

—GULLAH PROVERB

 

 

I could blame the remainder of the disintegrating day on my dearest friend, Cate. And sometimes I do. I’m not sure if her words and hints set off something that was already in motion or if she started the forward drive. Whichever is true, uneasiness settled over me like syrup—sweet, sticky and annoying.

She sat at a round table in the corner of Sylvia’s Tea Room, a restaurant in the heart of the shopping district in Buckhead—perfect for eating, then making it to Neiman Marcus before any time was lost. I spotted Cate’s brown curls as she read the menu I knew she’d memorized years ago.

I walked toward her, knocked on the edge of the table. “Cate.”

She looked up at me and a smile spread across her face, but didn’t light up her features in the manner I was accustomed to in previous years. Her blue eyes appeared faded, tired. “Hey, girlfriend, I didn’t see you come in,” she said, stood and hugged me.

We sat and I lifted the menu. “And you need to read this? Like you don’t have it memorized?”

She laughed, tucked a curl behind her left ear in a familiar motion that tugged at my memories of better times—before her divorce, before all the changes in our lives. She’d been married to Beau’s boss, Harland, and what was once the most convenient and perfect friendship had now become complicated and distant. I had almost forgotten the intensity with which I missed her until she said or did something I’d watched or known for the past twenty years—it was like looking at a photo of a forgotten vacation and allowing the nostalgia to wash over the memory.

She reached across the table, touched my arm. “How are you, Meridy?”

“I’m good—more importantly, how are you?”

She pressed her lips together so only a thin line of her classic red lipstick showed. “It’s getting better, slowly,” she said.

“I wish I could do something . . . more.”

Cate shrugged. “Not much you can do unless you can snap Harland out of the insanity he’s obviously come into. But then again—I wouldn’t even want you to do that. I don’t want him back now.”

“You don’t?” I pushed the menu away.

Cate looked sideways, nodded at the waiter walking toward us. After we’d ordered the gorgonzola and pecan salad—as usual—Cate asked for two glasses of white wine.

I held up my hand. “No way. I’ll have to take a nap in an hour if I have a glass of wine in the middle of the day.”

Cate looked up at the waiter. “Today she’ll have a glass of white wine.” And she turned back to me. “Today you will.”

I held up my palms in surrender. “Okay, okay, but don’t blame me if my head falls into the salad.”

The waiter walked away and I looked at Cate. “You didn’t answer my question. You don’t want him back? Because I really think he’ll wake up, realize he’s lost his mind.”

“It’d be a dollar short, day late. I just want to pull myself together now.”

I nodded. “I miss you here so much. Any chance you’d come back to town when the . . . dust settles?”

Cate sighed, tucked her hair again. “Meridy, I don’t think so. I have to . . . move on. Luckily I have the house in Wild Palms. I can’t come back here and see him and his paralegal . . . of course I do mean his wife, running around town, living in my house. It’s all too . . . lurid  and I’ll never be able to get on with my life while hanging on to . . .”—she spread her hands and made a sweeping gesture—“this life.”

“Wow.” I took a long sip of water.

“I have friends there. I’m painting again. The settlement is final.”

I nodded. “Okay, so I’m selfish to want you back here.”

Cate smiled. “Not selfish. You still live in the middle of all this chaos, all this fake . . . stuff. You just aren’t able to see it from the other side.”

I leaned back in my chair. The familiarity and comfort of our friendship shifted, wavered before me: miragelike. “Why do I feel like that was a vague insult?”

Cate’s eyes filled. “Oh, oh. I didn’t mean it that way. Ever since the divorce I find myself saying things I wouldn’t have said before. I didn’t mean to insult you. You’re my dearest friend. I adore you. It’s just that I’ve been where you are.”

The waiter appeared, placed our plates and wine before us. “You ladies need anything else?” We shook our heads.

“What do you mean, where I am?” I asked.

“It’s all noise and chaos and busyness, and we forget to take the time to notice anything or talk about anything and the next thing you know your husband has a new Porsche and a new wife.”

“Cate,” I spoke softly, “that’s not Beau.”

She nodded. “It wasn’t Harland either.”

And I had nothing to say because she was right. If I’d had to bet on ten men in the law firm who’d have an affair and leave their wives, Harland would’ve been number nine. I took a deep breath. “So, tell me. How are Chandler and Becca?”

Cate smiled, and this time it did spread across her face. “Good. They have both decided to live with me, instead of Harland, for the summer before their sophomore and junior years at Georgia. I’d like to think it’s all about me, but of course it’s all about the beach.”

Something familiar flashed in the corner of my eyesight. I  glanced, winced. “Cate—you know how you don’t want to live here so you won’t bump into Harland?”

She followed my line of sight, groaned. “God, Meridy, just when I think I’ve come to a better place in myself, I fall into this damn hole. Please don’t let him see us.”

I glanced over my shoulder, trying not to turn my head. Harland strode up to the hostess stand. Alexis held on to his arm and kept stride with him in quick, small steps in her pencil skirt and too-tall heels.

I rounded my shoulders. “Just keep talking about something else and they’ll ignore us. . . .”

“What the hell are they doing here? Harland hates this place—says it’s a women’s lunching place.”

I shrugged, then heard my name being called. My head snapped around at the familiar sound of my husband’s voice. He waved, moved through the tables.

“Beau?” I stood.

He came to me. “Hey, darling, what a great surprise.” He kissed me. “Nothing like running into you to make my day.”

He reached down and hugged Cate. “So good to see you, Cate.”

She nodded, turned her fork in her hand. “You too, Beau.”

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

He waved his hand toward the front of the restaurant, where Harland, Alexis and the new junior partner, Ashley, stood. “We’ve been working nonstop on this case and we had a breakthrough today, so we let the ladies pick where to eat lunch. Obviously a mistake. I voted for Chops. I lost.” He held up his briefcase. “But we’ll work through lunch.”

“Oh . . .” I stared at the three of them at the front; Harland waved his hand in a “Hurry up” motion. Beau put his finger up, mouthed, “One minute.”

“So,” he said. “What kind of trouble are you two up to today?”

I glanced at Cate. “Eating, shopping . . .”

“I’m making her go with me to all the stores I miss the most,” Cate said. “Then I’m going back to get the last few boxes of my family heirlooms from the house.”

Beau glanced at me. “Oh . . . okay. Well, you have a great day.” Then he swooped me into his arms, leaned me backward and kissed me. The patrons at the table next to us laughed. Two women clapped. He grinned.

I punched him in the shoulder. “Go back to work.”

He sauntered past the tables and waved back over his shoulder. I sat. “God, I’m sorry that happened, Cate. I so wanted this to be our day, catch up, shop. I’ve been looking forward to it forever. Harland is such a—”

“Asshole.” Cate finished the sentence for me, took a long swallow of her wine. “Such an incredible asshole.” She covered her face, shook her head. “I’m fine. . . . Let’s pretend this didn’t happen.”

I squeezed her arm. “Okay, do-over.”

“No such thing,” she said.

“Yes, there is. . . .”

“Meridy.” She leaned forward. “Be careful. Watch. Listen. We get lulled into this life where it all just looks so damn good—but isn’t. Like that big ole oak tree that used to be in our backyard. It was so gorgeous, at least until it fell through our roof and into the kitchen and we found out that the roots were rotted all the way through, under the ground where we couldn’t see it.”

“Are you trying to tell me something?”

“No, nothing like that. I guess I’m just trying to tell you how different it all looks from this side. Listen, Meridy, I know you’ve hinted to me that Beau doesn’t know everything about your past. And I don’t believe a woman should always have to tell every ugly thing she’s ever done—a woman needs to have her secrets.” She winked. “But I’m just telling you to watch and listen. The late nights, the not talking—it all adds up.”

I nodded, then longed to tell her about my dream, about who I used to be before she knew me, before the designer clothes and the  coiffed hair, before the husband, house and child. But instead I took a long sip of wine.

“I don’t know how we get this way . . . so deadened to what is going on—but I do know I don’t want to get there again,” Cate said. “Remember when B.J. was part of that bus incident?”

I glanced over my shoulder. “That was years ago.”

She nodded. “I know. And you never told Beau.” She leaned forward. “Those are the things that rot the roots.”

“I was just trying to keep the peace . . . just . . .”

“I know, girlfriend. So was I.”

“I think I’m beginning to like this new you . . . the one who says whatever the hell she wants,” I said.

“Ah, there you go. You cussed. I’m already a bad influence. Maybe I’ll talk you into an outfit that doesn’t match or even a second glass of wine.”

“I’m not that bad, Cate.”

“No, you’re that good.”

I lifted my wineglass and tilted it toward her. “To you.”

“And you,” she said.

The woman sitting across from me was my best friend, yet completely different. Almost as though she had removed shackles from her life—ones she’d thought she wanted.

But I was different and so was Beau. Weren’t we?

 

After the full day with Cate, the last thing I wanted to do was go out to dinner with Harland, Alexis and two other couples. But it was Harland’s fiftieth birthday party and we had committed to going. I shook the achy lonely feeling that had settled in my chest and leaned back against my granite kitchen counter with the phone tucked under my chin, stared out at an early-evening sky where a star cuddled up to the underside of the moon. As the night progressed, the star would move farther and farther away from the moon—or maybe it was the other way around, but in any case, the movement gave me a desolate feeling, like a deepening hole. I was preoccupied with the week’s calendar and the party Beau and I were late for as Mother talked of her latest Ladies of Seaboro Society meeting.

“Mother, I’ve got to go now . . . ,” I said, thinking more about which pair of shoes to wear with my linen suit than what she said.

“Okay, Meridy,” Mother said. “If you’re too busy for me . . .”

“That’s not it. I’m just late. . . .”

“Oh, by the way . . .” Her voice pitched upward in the signal that she had some news of high import about Seaboro, where I was born and reared and which I had spent the last twenty-six years avoiding. “I forgot to tell you—the Seaboro Historical Society is trying to raise the money to finally renovate the Lighthouse Keeper’s Cottage.”

The memory of the Lighthouse Keeper’s Cottage came like breath on my skin—so close I thought I could reach out and touch the weathered shingles. I shivered. “I thought they did that a long time ago,” I said, quiet and still as if someone might find me if I moved.

“Well, when they relocated the foundation away from the sea after the fire all those years ago, there was this talk of rebuilding and renovating. Then the place just kind of . . . sat there. Now there’s a new movement to renovate. It all started when the historical society tried to figure out how to draw more tourists here from Beaufort. That Lighthouse Keeper’s Cottage is just full of so much interesting history. So now they are trying to raise money . . . well, not raise it, but obtain the funds from Tim Oliver. He’ll finally have to pay his dues.”

My numbness transformed to nausea. Mother hadn’t mentioned the Keeper’s Cottage since the fire twenty-six years ago.

“What? Why Tim?”

“Well.” She spoke slowly, as if I were a small child who didn’t comprehend her words. “They need a large amount of money and the city doesn’t have it. The easiest thing to do is have Tim pay for what he did.”

“God, Mother, you sound like Beau. Pay for what he did? There’s no way Seaboro can make him donate that kind of money for an accident that long ago.”

“Accident or not . . . someone has to pay and it was determined to be his fault all those years ago, Meridy. Just a little pressure from the town and—”

“Surely Seaboro can raise that kind of money.” I wasn’t even sure Mother heard me, my voice small and fading. “Tim didn’t do anything to the cottage.”

“I know you’d like to believe that about an old friend, but you know the truth and he did give the party.” Her tone of voice filled the lines with haughty righteousness.

“The truth,” I said. A gap—larger than the distance between past and present—opened before me.

“Meridy, are you there?” Mother’s voice came from far away.

“Yes, I’m here.” My body slithered down against the cabinet until I was sitting on the travertine floor. “I’ll talk to you later, okay?” I pressed the END button and dropped the phone to the floor without saying good-bye to Mother—one of the deadlier sins.

Tim.

I had never, not even once in all these years, thought this shattered fragment of my past would return to me. I had spent too long building this life I dwelled in, this life in which I’d proved my worthiness.

Not now.

From across the space in time that Mother’s words had awakened, I heard our old Gullah housekeeper’s voice spilling one of her many proverbs. “No matter how you try to cover up smoke, it must come out.”

The dream. The Keeper’s Cottage.

Not now.

The doorbell rang and I jumped up from the floor, shook my head. I wasn’t expecting anyone. Beau called out, “I’ve got it.”

I moved toward the front door as Beau crossed the foyer, buttoning his baby blue oxford. He opened the door; Ashley stood on our front step. I came up next to Beau as she moved into our home. She didn’t glance at me, but gazed up at Beau, held out a pile of folders. “Here are the files you forgot.”

“Files?” I asked.

Beau didn’t answer me. “Ashley, thank you so much. I really needed these. I’m glad you noticed them and called.”

“You’re welcome. Anytime. That’s why I’m here—to take care of things.” Her eyes flitted across the foyer to the living room on the left. “You have a beautiful home.”

“Thank you,” Beau said, wrapped his arm around me. “Meridy’s the one with all the good taste.”

Watch.

Listen.

I smiled. “Why do you need files tonight? We’re going out. . . .”

Beau squeezed me. “I have to read these before tomorrow morning. New info on the case.”

He nodded at Ashley. “Thank you.”

She hesitated before leaving, glanced at me, then turned on her heels and walked down my front steps. I tapped the pile of papers in Beau’s hand as I shut the door. “Couldn’t you have stopped by the office and picked them up on the way to the club tonight?”

“I could’ve, but the last thing I wanted to do was go back there. I’m there too much as it is. Ashley said she drove this way going home.” He tilted his head at me. “Is there a problem?”

“No, no problem at all. Just need to go get shoes on.” I looked into his face. Beau had been and still was the most beautiful man I’d ever known. His black hair was a blank night sky, his eyes the dark blue of the deeper parts of the sea behind my childhood home in the Lowcountry. I’d once imagined—since I’d vowed never to swim in the ocean again—that Beau’s eyes were the sea I could immerse myself in.

If he found out about the Keeper’s Cottage, the knowledge would widen the space between moon and star, too far to draw them together again the next night. I grabbed some strappy sandals from my closet, then met Beau in the car and tried to swallow the fear rising in the back of my throat.

Beau stared out the windshield while driving us to the club. His mouth moved to the words of a song on the radio, but I could guess where his mind was—on the case he was prosecuting. Beau had been  with the same law firm for twenty years now, and if this case went right, he’d be promoted to senior partner, on an equal footing with Harland. Beau had followed the perfect path—new hire to partner in less than five years.

I stared out the car window at the traffic on Peachtree Road, which was at a complete standstill, the cars like blood clots. But what I saw was Ashley standing at my front door, surveying my house and husband. I reached over and grabbed Beau’s hand. These were the nights when I was the angriest at Harland Finnegan. I needed Cate, not Harland’s substitute wife, to be at that dinner table tonight. I wanted a stabilizing force against the off-kilter feeling.

Beau’s cell phone rang; he grabbed it from the cradle.

“Beaumont Dresden.”

I leaned my head on the windowpane as he mumbled agreements into the phone. I discerned it was another call from the press about the negligence case that had devoured every minute of his time the past year. I longed to grab the BlackBerry and throw it out the window. A part of me could not stand to hear one more word about the food poisoning that had cost the life of a small child.

“We will make them pay—they can’t get away with this.” Beau sighed after he spoke the words I’d heard him say a thousand times. “Once again, I’ll repeat what I’ve said before. At first this negligence was probably an accident, a mistake. But then the company hid their mistake, covered up their incredible carelessness. They didn’t tell the truth after the child got sick. This was their fatal error. The deceit is what will cost them the most. They must pay for the pain and suffering of my client. A child died.”

And that was his job—the work of my husband, whose sense of integrity was ingrained as deep as the furrows in his forehead from staring at legal documents into the wee hours of the morning. I’d heard it as many times as I’d ever heard anything in my life—if you caused pain and suffering, you paid.

Beau hung up and looked over at me as we pulled into the valet parking at the club. “You okay, honey?” He touched my leg.

I nodded. “Just fine, you?”

“You look . . . I don’t know, like you don’t really want to go tonight.”

I forced the best smile I could from below the quivering in my chest. “I do want to go.”

“I know you don’t like Alexis . . . but can’t you just . . . try? She’s here to stay.”

“Just because Harland traded Cate in for a new wife doesn’t mean I’ll trade her in for a new best friend.” Then a hidden idea whispered across my mind, Or maybe you’d like to trade me in for a new wife. I closed my eyes and mind to the thought.

“Okay, then . . .”

“Sorry,” I said, unsure what I was actually apologizing for. “I’m just a little tired.”

“Talking to your mother would make me tired too.”

This time my smile was real. “You got it.” I glanced out the window. “How far away are you from closing this case?”

“It should go to trial in the next couple weeks.”

The car pulled up to the curb, and I climbed out and nodded to the valet.

“Hello, Mrs. Dresden, you look beautiful tonight,” he said.

“Thanks, Jack.” I looked down at my outfit—an off-white Tahari suit and high-heeled sandals that matched the shade of the pearl buttons down the front of the jacket. I walked through the double front doors of the club; Beau came up behind me and grabbed my arm. For the first time I felt as though I was trespassing on a life meant for someone else.

Six people sat at a white linen-covered table waiting for us. Shouts of hello, backslapping and cheek kisses greeted us. I sat, placed the swan-formed napkin in my lap. I picked up the sterling silver and rolled it over and over in my hand as I stared out the window to the immaculate golf course spread like a carpet to the horizon.

Across from me sat Penni and Harvey. We’d known them since B.J. went to preschool with their oldest daughter, McKenzie. We’d  plotted for our children to get married to each other, but McKenzie’s experimentation in the world of Goth nixed that entire idea for B.J. Penni and Harvey had come to a place, as had most of the parents I knew, of complete apathy in the midst of the noise and chaos of their children’s adolescence. Their opinion seemed to be that they’d given their children everything they could possibly want; now the kids had to figure it out for themselves.

Penni looked tired, as if the race she ran would never end. She was a fragile-appearing woman, but anyone who knew her well would never use the word fragile to describe her. Standing at only four eleven, she didn’t command attention—but she garnered it nonetheless. Her beauty was that of the well-bred women whose mothers had warned them of the perils of the sun; her wavy brown hair fell to her shoulders in a bob of Jackie O. distinction. Harvey’s hair had whitened with age, but he was a handsome, broad-built man with a gentle voice that belied his size. They had been our friends for at least fifteen years now—a companionship that I’d often thought was built only on the commonality in life’s circumstances: children and job.

Betsy and Mike sat to my right, rigid and still. Their marriage—always tottering on the verge of collapse—was not holding up well under the strain of building their new “dream house” in Brookhaven. Betsy’s lips were white with a bloodless grimace. Mike was already on his second glass of bourbon and the waiter hadn’t taken our order yet.

Mike and Harvey both worked with Harland, and the underlying knowledge of Beau’s probable promotion shimmered over the table in unspoken tension.

The couples were all talking, and no one, as yet, had turned to me. So I watched them with an odd fascination at my membership in their ranks. Mother’s phone call became the reminder of how I didn’t belong here, in this world, with these people. It was as if, at a very young age, they’d known their place in life and never once wavered from it. I had once had that confidence about where I belonged, but that had been shattered long ago.

My vague discontent morphed into agitation—something was  amiss or off-balance, and I didn’t know what. I had reasons and explanations for everything; I even had lists for everything. Then in the middle of Penni’s complaints about the ladies’ locker room running out of mints, I found a need to run away—a feeling no more or no less than that when I was eight years old and had packed my Barbie suitcase and made it as far as Mrs. Foster’s house at the corner of our street.

“So, Beau, what are your plans for the summer?” Harland bellowed across the table, because that’s what Harland did, bellowed. He’d played college football for Georgia and I imagined he always thought he was calling out plays to a huddle.

Alexis took his hand and made a shushing noise with her forefinger over her pursed lips.

Beau glanced at me. “We haven’t really talked about it yet.”

I offered a close-mouthed smile. No, we hadn’t really talked about it, but we really hadn’t talked about anything lately. B.J. had left early for Vanderbilt, to play baseball, and we shared only the case that ate Beau’s time like a starving, clawing animal.

Beau continued. “I’ll be working . . . I assume.” He lifted his glass and nodded at Harland, then squeezed my hand and laughed.

“Well,” Harland said, “I’m sure Meridy knows how to hold down the fort while you’re working.”

Alexis giggled, “Yes, I’m sure she does, perfectly.”

Beau smiled at me. “Yep.” He patted my knee. “She’s the one who keeps it all together.”

I needed to get away from the table, from the inane talk and Alexis. I stood; all four men at the table stood. I nodded and turned to walk to the ladies’ dressing room. The loneliness, which had been only a nagging feeling of emptiness the past few months, now covered me. I had once vowed never to feel this vacant ache again—but it nestled underneath my ribs, beckoned by the combination of a dream, lunch with Cate and Mother’s mention of the Keeper’s Cottage.

I pushed open the door to the ladies’ room, plopped down on the  couch that looked like it had been covered in a Lilly Pulitzer sundress. I put my head down, let it rest in the palms of my hands and stared at the striped pink-and-lime-green carpet. I knew how this feeling went—eventually the swinging sameness of my full days would numb the ache.

The squeak of door hinges startled me. I looked up—a smile already in place. Penni stood in the entranceway with a martini in one hand, her Prada purse dangling from the crook of her other arm. Her hair was pulled behind her neck so her face appeared as if it were poking out from behind a closed door—neck out, face eager.

“You okay, Mare?” she asked.

“Just perfect, Penni. Just perfect.”

Penni sat down on the couch, offered her martini glass to me. “Want some? You look a little . . . tired.”

I looked at the glass—an olive danced at the bottom.

“Meridy . . . hello . . . you there?” Penni poked my shoulder. Martini drops landed on her Chanel jacket.

“Aren’t you . . . sick of all this?” I was stunned by my voice.

“Sick of what? Oh, that the ladies’ locker room is never as nice as the men’s? Ah, nah. I’ve gotten used to it. The men—they rule it all. We’re just along for the ride.” She laughed.

“Really?” I said.

“Yep. At least it’s a fun ride. You know? What’s the alternative, darling? Working at the Publix cash register, being an administrative assistant to some bald boss trying to feel you up? Please . . .” Penni shook her head. “Dare you to try.” She giggled with her hand over her mouth.

Now you know—Meridy will always takes the dare.

Betsy and Alexis walked in, laughing. Penni shot up from the couch. “What’s so funny? What’d I miss?”

“Nothing, nothing.” Betsy pushed her hair off her forehead. She claimed she had to wear bangs until her husband approved of Botox—permission must be granted.

“Nothing?” Alexis walked over to the mirror and pulled out her bright red lip liner. “Ms. Betsy received a nice pass from the landscape architect working on her new house.”

“What do you mean?” Penni downed the last of her martini.

“Well,” Betsy said, “I’ve been working with him for months now on our new house plans and last night—right in the middle of planning the front rock garden—he tells me that he can’t sleep or eat because all he does is think about me. He’s been dragging out this job just to be around me. . . .” Betsy stood taller, as if her designer’s declarations were something to be immensely proud of.

“Oh, how sweet.” Penni gazed up at the ceiling. “It’s so nice when someone notices that we’re more than someone’s mom or wife or housekeeper.”

“Sweet?” I stood up. “I think it’s creepy. Did you tell Mike?”

“No way.” Betsy crinkled her eyes. “He’d freak out, fire him.”

“Well, shouldn’t he?” I said.

Alexis finished her lip application and turned back to the conversation. “Please, Mare, don’t be so perfect all the time. Nothing’s going on with them. . . .”

“Perfect?” I felt the floor shift below me. I’m faking it; I’ve always faked it. The reasons for my unsteady emotions began to take shape, form and definition.

“Oh, you know we’re always jealous of you,” Alexis said. She came over and dropped her arm around my shoulder. I resisted the urge to push her away. “You do freaking everything right. Your jacket matches your shoes; your purse is one of a kind; your son has a scholarship to Vanderbilt for baseball; your husband is adorable.”

I shook my head.

Betsy took a step forward. “And you’re the most beautiful woman I know. What’s not to be jealous of?” She kissed my cheek.

I stared at the women. Jealous? They didn’t know I hadn’t picked up the dry cleaning today, that I’d forgotten my mother’s birthday last week, or that I was an impostor.

“Come on, girls.” Betsy tossed her hair over her shoulder. “They’ll come in after us if we don’t go back out there.”

“They probably don’t even know we’re gone,” I said, and walked out the door.

I sat down at the table and the other women followed, all glancing at each other with that aren’t-we-so-worried look. How could they include Alexis in that look, as if by marrying Harland she now belonged? I patted Beau’s knee and smiled.

The plans-for-the-summer conversation was still going on. “Well,” Mike said, “Bets and I are headed to our house in Wild Palms. She’ll stay with the kids all summer and I’ll come and go.”

“More go than come,” Betsy murmured.

“Someone’s gotta feed the family.” Mike laughed, head back.

“We haven’t decided about our summer yet.” Penni looked at Harvey. “Have we?”

“Well, I was thinking we’d take it easy,” Harvey said. “Maybe a couple trips to the mountain house. The kids only want to hang out with their friends now. They hate family vacations—like totally.”

Harland leaned back in his chair, making the tapered legs groan. “I’m taking my baby on a cruise in the French Riviera. Anyone wanna come? That’s why I brought the subject up—I organized it today and wanted to see how many of y’all would be up for it.”

Alexis leaned into Harland. “Doesn’t it sound divine?”

“Just divine,” Betsy said, and looked up at Mike. He looked away from her and Betsy’s pained, drawn look made me cringe. Maybe Mike had someone else he’d prefer to spend the summer with.

We were all saved by the appearance of the waiter. The evening progressed as hundreds of evenings had before, with talk of kids and school and, of course, work. Near the end, Harland raised a wineglass. “To my birthday, happy, happy birthday to me.”

Everyone laughed a bit too loudly, and lifted their glasses. I took a very, very long swallow of Merlot.

After the good-byes, after everyone had told Harland to e-mail  them the specifics about the French cruise, hugs and kisses were offered all around.

When only Alexis and I remained on the front stoop of the club-house waiting for Beau and Harland to return from the men’s locker room, where they went to get some things from their lockers, Alexis placed her hand on my arm. “Meridy, I’d really love it if you and Beau came on the cruise with us. I just adore being around y’all.” She winked. “And I bet Beau is adorable in his swim trunks.”

Beau came up behind me, touched the small of my back. “You ready?” I nodded, climbed into the car without answering Alexis. I began to smell smoke—like the burned char of a leftover log from a campfire—surround me.
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