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CHAPTER ONE

My mother is in chains. Chained to what or for what I have no idea. Thomas only said,“Mother is chained to it.”

I didn’t ask.

I looked down at the denim bow that tied up my wrap dress. It was slightly tilted, so I straightened it. Now, the bow is an amazing accessory, the way it holds things together. Tying a bow is one of the first achievements of childhood. How unfair: a child, learning how to hold things together. I traced the perfectly symmetrical loops with my index fingers. I thought of childhood and sanity.

The phone rang. Again. I jumped. I snatched up my ringing satchel off the hood of Old Betsy and found my phone conveniently resting on the bottom.

“What?”

“Where are you?” my younger brother,Thomas, asked.

“I’m on my way.”

“You said that five minutes ago.”

I plopped into the driver’s seat.“Are you the clock police?”

“Get down here now. Are you a human-interest writer or not?”

“I am and I’m coming. Just take a breather. I’ll be there in a minute.”

Welcome to my world. The world of Savannah, where a mother in chains for any reason is no great cause for my alarm.

I pointed my declining Saab away from the newspaper office and toward the courthouse. Something off-kilter hovered in the muggy Savannah humidity. Today I suspected something other than the steamy afternoon sun lured people outside their stores, cooling themselves with makeshift fans. I was certain it had to do with “the woman in chains.”

A plump, elderly, floral blur almost attached herself to my front bumper.“Watch where you’re going!” I hollered at the closed window. She scampered on up the street, oblivious to the fact that she had narrowly escaped a lovebug’s fate.

As I tried to pull up to Wright Square—where both Dad’s coffee shop and the U. S. Courthouse stand—I encountered an impassable bottleneck of cars, SUVs, trolleys, and a few unhappy horses toting gawking spectators. This jam was a phenomenon not even experienced on parade day, because cars aren’t allowed into the historical district on parade day. But today Savannah had apparently plunged into the depths of downright delirium.

I pulled into the covered parking place at the back of Jake’s. My little brother (or rather, younger brother; the child stands six feet tall and towers over my five-foot-four-inch frame like a bamboo stalk over a tulip) snatched open the car door.

“Vanni, get out of the car! You’ve got to get to the courthouse.”

“How did you even see me?”

“I’ve been looking for you for fifteen minutes.”

“You only called five minutes ago.”

“I called you twice.” He grabbed my arm and slammed the door behind me. Thomas, the only one in the world allowed to call me Vanni, dragged me out of the alley and onto the sidewalk in the direction of the courthouse.“What were you doing anyway?”

“I have a job,Thomas. An important job. I have things to finish up before I can just run from my office and jump to the streets.”

“Give me a break. You were probably checking your hair.”

I would die a thousand deaths before admitting how close he was to the truth.

“Just come on, because you are not going to believe what Mom has done!”

I tried to keep pace with him and actually talk at the same time. “Trust me, I’ll believe it. And slow down, I don’t run well in heels.”

“You shouldn’t be wearing heels. The combination is dangerous to society. And trust me, sweet child, you would never have guessed what you’re about to see.”

We turned the corner and met a scene not witnessed since Tom Hanks sat on a bench and ate a box of chocolates. I could hardly even catch a glimpse of the marble courthouse for the mass of people gathered around something—or dare I say someone—in front of it. ABC and NBC news trucks had arrived. People milled and jabbered like schoolchildren at recess.

We took refuge from the blazing sun with fifteen other shameless gawkers under a live oak near the edge of the square.

“She’s in the middle of that, isn’t she?”

“You bet your sweet britches she’s in the middle of that.”

“Does Dad know?”

“Oh yeah, he knows.”

“Where is he?”

“He’s out there with her.”

“Is he angry?”

“Doesn’t seem to be.”

“Am I going to have to move out of town?”

“Move? Are you kidding? We haven’t had this much excitement, since . . . well, since Mom tried to pass that law to neuter all golden retrievers.”

“I believe the opposition defined her actions as ‘discriminatory.’”

“You should know”—he gave me a beautiful white smile and winked a green eye at me—“Ms. Opposition.”

“Just because Duke isn’t a lapdog doesn’t mean she can ruin his existence.” I said, looking around for the golden retriever that had been my mother’s nemesis since the day Dad brought him home.

“Where is Duke anyway?”

“Tucked away inside Dad’s shop.”

“Lucky boy. What did he do? Go potty on her Persian again?”

“No, he just can’t endure both this squelching heat and Mom.

A dog can only take so much in one afternoon.” Odd but true:

Duke had no idea he was actually a dog.

We moved along the sidewalk that passes in front of the courthouse, and a few people parted enough for me to make out the lovely vision I left less than an hour ago after a perfectly normal lunch at The Lady & Sons. Her blue capri slacks and floral Kate Spade mules came into view before her face did.

“Does she have a chain wrapped around her?”

Thomas laughed and folded his arms across his chest.“Yes, that would be a chain.”

“What’s that big stone thing that she’s attached to?” I asked, not certain I wanted to know.

“That,my friend, is a six-thousand-pound stone monument of the Ten Commandments.”

“You are not serious.”

“Dead serious. Judge Hoddicks brought it in yesterday afternoon. Had it delivered right here.”

“Who’s he trying to be, Roy Moore?”

“Judge Moore called him earlier actually. Right before I left Judge Hoddicks’s office.” Thomas wiped the beading sweat off of his forehead and pushed it up through his short, sun-kissed brown hair.“Judge Hoddicks says the case belongs to the people, not the courts. So he wants to keep it in the limelight.”

“Is there a reason he’s not chained to it instead of Mother?” I watched Mother’s beaming smile shine over all. She flitted her head from side to side as if she were ringmaster of this circus.

“Well, a suit was filed against the monument and Judge Hoddicks first thing this morning by some attorneys from Athens and by the ACLU. Judge countersued. Mother suggested the judge take care of the legal matters, and she would take care of the monument.”

“You mean public relations.”

“No, I mean the monument.”

I looked down at my own pretty shoes, trying to avoid the eyes of the very woman who had purchased them.“And Jake said?”

“Haven’t heard yet. You can ask him yourself.” He pointed to Dad, who was standing on the right set of stairs that entered the courthouse. He was talking to Judge Hoddicks and smiling.

Dad caught Thomas’s delighted smile and my mortified stare and winked. My gaze followed his secure gait as he walked over to my mother, whispered in her ear, gave her a kiss on the cheek, and brought his striking six-foot-one frame our way.

Dad patted me on my shoulder and was about to walk past me. “Where are you going?”

He stopped to smile at me.“Back to work.”

“Back to work! You’ve got to be kidding me!” I chuckled. He matched my chuckle with his own.

“No. I’m not kidding.”

“You mean you’re going to leave her here, strapped to a piece of stone, to be aired on the nightly news? Our reputation will be left here on the sidewalk to be feasted on by water bugs!” I added extra effect to my statement by crushing the water bug that had bravely, yet stupidly, made its way to my area of the sidewalk.

He kissed me on my cheek then brushed his hands through his slightly graying brown hair.“Yes, that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

I stared at the disappearing image of my father as he casually sauntered back to his world of coffee and calm, khakis and polo shirts.

My father, at the age of fifty-four, had indisputably gone insane.“But . . . how . . . why?” I turned my face upward.“Why me, Lord?”

“Take it easy,Vanni. You’ve got a story and we’ve got drama,”

Thomas said, patting me on the back and heading over to our mother like an overgrown adolescent enjoying the spotlight.

“But I don’t need drama.” I called out, gesturing to no one in particular.“Really, I can create my own. Who needs extra?”

But then extra arrived. Amber Topaz Childers, the reigning Miss Savannah United States of America, came up from behind and goosed me. I screeched. She giggled. And her aqua-colored eyes, a combination of natural brown irises and artificially colored contact lenses, made taking her serious very difficult.

“Is this not the most exciting thing ever?” she squealed.

“Right up there with an enema,” I muttered.

“Right up there with a what?” She crinkled her perfect nose.

“Right up there with an evening at the cinema.”

“Oh my word. Are you telling me you, Savannah Phillips”— as if my name were lost on me—“have had more exciting times than this?”

“In abundance.”

“All with your mother?”

“Right at the center of it.”

“Are you the luckiest girl alive or what?”

“Or what.” I looked at this beauty in her little pink pantsuit with matching lipstick and earrings. She could have been mistaken for a flamingo had her hair not been quite so . . . shall we say, lively.

But even it was held back with a matching pink grosgrain ribbon.

And with nothing more to say, she flounced along to meet the other present reigning royalty. The former Miss Georgia United States of America. Mrs. Victoria Phillips. Vicky. My mother.

Every other eye was glued to the vision in blue gracefully chained to a monument in the middle of my city. And in one moment of horror, the vision saw me and waved. A few people turned to see who had her attention. I turned with them, hoping it was clear that I didn’t know the fettered beauty in front of me. But then she called my name.

“Savannah, darling. Savannah! Yoo-hoo!” She waved like a maniacal Barbie. Amber tried to help her get my attention. It was painful for all involved.

I hoped these people would think the woman just wanted to say hello to her city, Savannah, while the cameras were rolling. I didn’t lift my eyes to check on their potential gullibility. But I did notice my bow had come undone. And my dress flap had flown open and exposed my slip. I jerked it closed and held it together in my fist.

“This day had better be no reflection of my week to come,” I warned the heat. It laughed. Yes, I’m certain it laughed.



CHAPTER TWO

It’s no great feat for a television crew to distract my mother. But when distraction is accompanied by airtime, well, it technically isn’t a distraction anymore, now, is it? At least not in her world. Call it what you will. In my book, it was my chance to escape.

As I returned to Jake’s, I turned around for one more glimpse of the square. Wright Square was the second square laid in Savannah. It was originally named for Lord Viscount Percival. But in 1763, it was renamed for Savannah’s royal governor, James Wright. Of course, now he’s buried in Westminster Abbey, and Tomochichi, the Yamacraw chief who helped Oglethorpe establish Savannah, is buried here in Wright Square. And the large rock from Stone Mountain that sits atop his grave—something I avoid at all costs—was given by the Colonial Dames on the sixtieth anniversary of his death. Of course General Oglethorpe, a poor man who came here to deliver us from craziness, has his statue in one square and his name on another. Go figure.

So, maybe today isn’t the first day Savannah has done something ridiculous.

“Mr. Phillips, you can trust me. I’ll have you a new dishwasher in here first thing tomorrow morning.” The young man in a blue uniform picked up his tools on the other side of the kitchen door.

“That will be great, Ron. I’ll be here around seven thirty, so if we could get it earlier that would really help us out. Tomorrow’s liable to be a crazy day.” Dad peered out the window toward the spectacular spectacle across the square.

“I know. I’m going to spend the night out there with everyone else tonight. Need to make sure these people trying to steal our rights know what we stand for, you know, Mr. Phillips.”

“Yeah,well, thanks, Ron. Do I need to pay you anything today?”

“Oh, if you could pay for half today, you can give me the rest when I get it installed in the morning.” He bent over to pick up the pen he had just dropped. Poor child showed more of his exposed behind to Dad’s staff than anyone should be forced to endure. Louise let out a groan. Her twin sister, Mervine, a snicker. Richard cleared his throat and slid his ebony hand over his eyes. Duke whined as if in pain.

Ron stood and hiked up his britches. I couldn’t have been more thankful than a seventy-five-year-old Southern woman on beauty-shop day. Because after all, this city has enough attractions.

Dad wrote a check for Mr. Ron, who left a receipt on the counter. Dad proceeded to help himself to the coffeepot, which brewed underneath the blackboard that featured “Jake’s Thought for the Day.”

“Watch your words and hold your tongue; you’ll save yourself a lot of grief.”

I didn’t really care what it said today. This man calmly pouring himself some java, as if the entire world hadn’t turned upside down on his front lawn,wasn’t going to quiet me with his renowned blackboard wit. “Surely you are not going to stand here pouring coffee while your wife is chained to a monument large enough to crush a small village?”

He kept pouring. I picked up Ron’s receipt on the counter. An emblem of a fish was embossed across the entire piece of paper.

I set it down and then followed my question in case it was lost on him in some form or fashion.“Have you noticed that no one is even here?” I said, motioning to the empty tables and coffee bar. “Every other creature within a thirty-mile radius and probably other states is over there, watching her. Why aren’t you?”

“Savannah, your mother doesn’t need watching.”

“Obviously you are mistaken. The woman is chained to a monument, for crying out loud. I think she has needed watching for years!”

He walked to a window table and sat so he could view the spectacle from his chair. Duke followed close behind. Duke has been a virtual “store prisoner” since the incident last summer when mother caught him coming home carrying a bag of empty beer bottles and pork & beans. She wasn’t the only one that saw him, however, and the whole episode had the city abuzz with rumors of Victoria Phillips’s dog, “the tootin’ alcoholic.” That, accompanied by last week’s dip in her pool, has pretty much kept him staring out the window too. He looked up at my father as if ready for an explanation of this crazy afternoon as well.

“Your mother is using her free will to express herself, well . . . freely.” He laughed at his own amused self.

Duke came over and nuzzled his head up under my hand. I obliged and rubbed his ears. “You laugh. Well, I hate to be the one to break it to you, but I don’t need this right now. I just started my job at the paper. Shoot, half of them don’t even think I should be writing human-interest stories, and the other half look at me as Victoria Phillips’s daughter, the human-interest story. So, however you want to break this debacle down, she should be restrained.”

I stared into those green smirking eyes that had produced both Thomas’s and my own.

“She is, actually.”

“Ever the comedian, aren’t we?” I looked out the window myself only to see two other television trucks make their way to our newly adorned square. “Great, now every network’s covered. CBS and FOX have arrived.”

“Savannah, the world doesn’t revolve around you, in case you haven’t noticed.” I heard the twins and Richard make their way to the back room.“And this has nothing to do with you, personally.” He turned his attention back to the window.

I walked to the front door and opened it, trying to hide what was boiling inside me.“Well, that is where you’re wrong, brother. It has everything to do with me. And you. And my mother. And the fact that we are already talked about in the paper more than your average criminal, and in this city, more than the mayor himself.”

“That’s not true.” He took a casual sip of his coffee.

“It is true. And it is about me. And whether you like it or not, it’s about you too. Because half of you is across the street in mules and pastels and will have your name and my name on every nightly news network before our heads hit our pillows.”

“Don’t you need to get back to work, Savannah?”

“Actually what I need is a Valium.”

His head jerked around to scold me.“What did you say?”

“If you would have let me finish, I was trying to say,‘Actually, what we need is to go tell ’em to stop this madness.’ But I guess no help is going to come from this side of the square.”With that inane salvage I walked out the door.

The Ten Commandments of our Lord were being defended by the same woman who came with me to basketball tryouts and spent the entire time yelling, “Good shot, darling!” while I was dribbling. She sat in the stands on a towel, holding her hands out to her side, not touching anything. I don’t know who they found more amusing: me, or Vicky and her antibacterial gel. By the time she started hollering “You go, girl!” and all I was doing was sitting on the bench, I decided to cut myself from the team.

I decided to take up a quieter sport. A sport where the people in the stands weren’t allowed to say anything. I became a tennis player. I told her it was uncouth to talk at all while people were playing tennis. I didn’t even let her think she could cheer between points. So, for four solid years, at every match,Victoria sat on the stands, on a cushion, and never said a word. It was heaven.

And now here she is, fighting for a piece of it.

I looked across the street, and mother was nowhere to be found in the madness. Camera lights were beaming everywhere and microphones were waving in the air, and my life offered more excitement than a recovering beauty queen. Or maybe not. Because the former Miss Georgia United States of America, nestled across the street in chains, was evidently having a pretty exciting afternoon herself.

I walked to the back of Dad’s coffee shop and climbed into Old Betsy. The parking space belonged to the apartment above Jake’s, an apartment only a paycheck away from being mine. I, Ms. Savannah Phillips, or “Savannah from Savannah” as my mother calls me,was getting her own apartment. Granted, it was above my father’s business, but it was out of my mother’s house. Liberation, no matter how you defined it. Even though I had only been out of graduate school and back home for just a little more than two weeks, the walls had closed in and were strangling the life from my vibrant, young soul.

My next-door cubicle buddy and self-appointed affliction greeted me in the narrow passageway before I had a chance to enter my redecorated haven of cardboard. I had attempted to make it more homey with the addition of a few books and one Paige Long “original” oil painting. A gift from the painter herself, who happens to be my best friend.

“Have you heard what’s going on at the courthouse?” Joshua’s annoyingly overconfident, perfectly white smile gleamed down at me, and a loose black curl hung in front of his left eye. I didn’t much like men anymore. Since Paige informed me last week that the only man I had ever really dated—or even loved for that matter— is marrying some chick from an all-girls’ school, I have sworn off men in general. So, men in general have moved to my tolerable category of relationships.

“Could I at least get through the door and sit down?” I pushed him aside.

“You don’t have a door. You have a cubicle.” He let me pass.

“Is this comedy hour?” I tossed my satchel on the floor next to my chair. I dropped into it and it squealed.

“My,my,my. To have had such a good morning, you sure deteriorate fast.”

I stared at my blank computer screen. Now was not the time to discuss the last hour with The Man among men who irritated me so. Turning to look over at his tanned face, piercing dark eyes, and frantic curls, I said,“You know, I really don’t need your analysis of my moods, or my days. We both have jobs to do, and that should keep us busy enough to stay out of each other’s way. Don’t you have a deadline or something?”

“Or something. Okay, well, if you don’t want to tell me, I’m sure I’ll find out in the morning with the rest of the city.”

“I’m sure you will.”

“But I could tell you my news if you told me your news.”He invited himself in and pulled up the lone chair that rested underneath Paige’s painting.

I didn’t even look at him.

“So you don’t want to know who’s coming on Friday?”

I picked up the phone to dial anyone who would rescue me, even though there was no one I knew well enough that would. My only friends here so far were the receptionist, Marla, the sweet little pixie who got her job because she befriended my mother on a trolley car, and this man next to me. Other than these two, few people around here desired my presence at all.

“I guess that means you don’t want to know. Okay. Well”—he stood, performing a pitiful attempt at dejection—“I guess you don’t care that the president is headed this way Friday for a visit before he heads off to Sea Island for a meeting with world leaders. Word has it the mayor was going to invite your mother to attend the president’s luncheon.”

My head swiveled in time to see his right hand grab the corner of my cubicle, showing off the well-defined muscle that ran from his hand to his elbow and disappeared underneath his shirtsleeve.

He knew exactly what was going on in this city. He knew that my mother was at the center of it all. And he wanted me to be the one to tell him all about it. Well. He could read it in the paper. But no matter how perfectly toned his bicep was, he wasn’t getting it from me.



CHAPTER THREE

On the drive home, I avoided Wright Square and the dead man’s tomb. But I could not avoid the fact that Savannah had officially turned upside down. And this time it had nothing to do with a best-selling book about a murder, or a University of Georgia win.

The behavior that rippled through Savannah today was so unorthodox. I mean, there is only one time a year that the people of Savannah attach a scurry to their step, and that is in preparation for the annual St. Patrick’s Day parade. Other than that, this town’s pace is set apart by its ability to accomplish even the most pressing tasks in slow motion. Stores actually close for months at a time with nothing more than a note in their window:“Got an itch and will return when the fall clothes arrive or the beach gets too cold.”

Truly, there is nothing electric about this place, except what you might see during a thunderstorm. Or during any activity related to my mother. And occasionally during a well-publicized murder. But today, I could practically see the electricity buzzing along the very sidewalks and alleyways.

Pulling on to Abercorn Street, I glanced at Clary’s restaurant across the street from my parents’ home. The absence of a dinnertime rush offered more proof that something was amiss in the South.

I walked through the second-floor doors of our rather substantial home. Some would consider it a mansion. Vicky considered it a compromise. She had wanted to live in (I kid you not) the Victorian district. But my dad, wanting as uneventful a life as possible with a woman who calls her daughter “Savannah from Savannah” refused to spend the next twenty-some-odd years listening to his wife introduce herself as “Victoria from the Victorian district.” So, she settled on this lovely house, a house on the Historical Register large enough to accommodate a small village. Don’t tell her I said that. She would think I was making some snide reference to Hillary Clinton’s first book.

Home has a smell. Well, it used to. It used to smell like beef roast with potatoes and carrots and gravy with a side of butter beans and macaroni and cheese. But not today. No pungent aromas accosted my senses when I opened the front door. No flurry of activity in the kitchen, no loud conversations. It was then, for the first time, my mental faculties registered the fact that no Victoria meant . . . no dinner. No one else in this entire family knew how to do much more than pour a bowl of cereal.

We discovered this absence of talent the night my father had the brilliant idea of informing my mother that “the only thing someone inherits who stirs up undue trouble in their own house is the wind.” In essence, he informed my mother she was a bag of hot air. All because he wouldn’t eat the crumbs at the bottom of the potato-chip bag before he opened a new one.

And I do believe he capped it all off by calling her Vicky. My mother hates nothing more than being called Vicky. But when it came from my father’s mouth, well, let’s just say, “Hold on, Hannah!”

My mother had paused briefly at this comment. She attempted to regather and reload. But nothing came out. She tried. She tried hard. Even stamped her foot a couple times like a horse about to charge. But the poor woman didn’t have a comeback. A verbal comeback, that is. She came back all right. She didn’t cook for a week. And after he tried to make us a dinner of canned tomato soup by mixing it with water, well, let’s just say I didn’t even like him much myself at that point. So we ate cereal. Three times a day. I suggested that next time he should make only those observations that would result in his sole punishment.

I walked up the stairs to the sound of my own feet. No patter of paws followed. No,“Dinner’s ready!” No smart comment about the fact that my body was actually encased in a dress. I would have welcomed the persecution. But none came.

As I entered my bedroom and proceeded to my bathroom to wash my face, the stress of my mother’s antics finally captured me. Toothpaste from the morning brushing had not completely made its way down the sink, and a blob of blue Crest lay on the oil-rubbed bronze drain.

I couldn’t help it. I grabbed the Comet, a toothbrush, and a few extra-strength Tylenol and busted up in that bathroom like it hadn’t seen in a good two days. I scrubbed faucets. I scrubbed shower tiles. I scrubbed floor tiles. I scrubbed things you wouldn’t even know existed unless you got down on all fours and examined the plumbing. By the time I was through, that place shined as if Mr. Clean on steroids had come through.

The chime from the door alarm declared someone’s entrance. I figured I should greet the intruder. My twenty-four-year-old frame felt the two hours of squatting and cleaning, and I required extra care in removing the kneepads and rubber gloves. But you can rest assured, there was not a microscopic remnant of any germs, fungus, or hardened toothpaste to be found.

Thomas, Duke, and Dad came up through the downstairs door from Thomas’s floor of the house, otherwise known as a basement. The child inherited it after I refused it. He’ll be there ’til Vicky buys him a house or Dad kicks him out. The former will only happen because of the latter.

I met them in the kitchen. No Vicky. No hope for normalcy inside these four walls this evening.

“Where have you three been?”

Thomas went straight to the refrigerator and pulled out a Dr Pepper.“We’ve been talking to Mom. She is so into this thing!”He was acting as if this was the greatest thing he had been a part of since he shaved his head for his “knob” year at The Citadel military college. I couldn’t hide my disgust.

“When is she coming home?”

Dad looked at me with undisguised disbelief.“Savannah, your mother is staying there until they remove her or the monument.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“I think it’s great,”Thomas quipped.

“Ever the juvenile, aren’t we,Thomas?”

“Ever the girl with the stick up her—”

“Thomas,” Dad interrupted.“That’s enough.”

I nodded. “I think you need to get out more.” I turned my attention back to the once-sane leader of this questionable family. “Seriously, Dad, she can’t stay there. What’s she going to do, sleep outside all night?”

“It looks that way.”

His calm demeanor dismayed me. “You mean, you are going to let her sleep out there all night?”

“Savannah, I’ll take care of your mother. You don’t worry about her. Now, I’m going to get her and me something to eat.” He began to make his way to the stairs to perform his usual after-work ritual of a shower and change of clothes.“You want to come have dinner with us?”

“What? And risk a picnic caught on tape? I don’t think so.”

He continued upstairs.“Have it your way.”

“What are Thomas and I going to eat?”

My brother headed downstairs only to call back, “I’m going with Dad.”

I looked down at the golden four-legged creature next to me.“I guess we’re on our own.” Duke remained for one brief second, and then became a golden blur as his flapping furry tail followed Thomas downstairs. Even Duke knew who would really eat dinner tonight.

The kitchen was empty.“Like I said, I guess I’m on my own.”

I sat down at the edge of the bar and rested my elbows on the black soapstone countertop. Putting my face in my hands, I let out an extended sigh. But I wasn’t totally alone. I was joined by the presence of official Phillips-family collapse. I stared at the empty dinner table where someone always sat. I stared at the empty oven that always had something baking in it by this time of the evening. I stared at the empty pathway between island and counter that always had a woman flittering up and down it. Tonight,my mother was outside on a Friday evening, and not for a dinner engagement.

Well, come to think of it, it was going to end up a dinner engagement.

I stood. Wiped away my cares and declared to the empty room, “Well, this will just get me in practice for living on my own. No one will be there to cook me dinner. So I’m just going to seize the moment.”

I called Paige to see what she was eating.

“Do you have any food?” I asked, flopping myself onto one of her two new chocolate-brown leather sofas with stainless-steel legs that flanked her fireplace.

“Child, when have you known me not to have food?”

I let the soft leather cradle my head. “I mean real food. Not Doritos, dip, and Diet Coke.”

“Savannah has had a bad day?” She came over and sat on the edge of the sofa beside me and patted my head.“Poor baby needs real food. Real food it is.”

With that she called out for pizza delivery and bounced back down on her brown and Tiffany blue velvet-covered ottoman that served as her coffee table. Her perfectly messy short blond hair bounced with her. Not that it’s her natural color. But it does look natural on her.

She has had the same great short cut since I met her in sixth grade. Except for our eighth-grade year, when we both had failed attempts at perms. I tried short once. But only once. I looked like a boy and spent the next year suffering through insufferable grow out. No more haircuts above the shoulders since.

“Okay, tell me all your troubles.”

I looked up at her in total shock. “You mean you don’t know?!” I asked as I reached down to scratch my itching foot.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m scratching my foot. Do you know what that means?”

“It itches?”

“No, it means you’re going to walk on new ground.”

“You got all of that out of an itching foot?”

“It’s just something my mother has always said. She got it from her mother, I think.”

“Okay, well, whatever. Just take me with you. Now, back to what I know. Of course I know. My mother’s been out there with your mother all day. But you just need to get it off your chest.

That’s the only way you will heal.”

“The only way I will heal is to leave town and change my name to Villamina Venzinhoffer.”

“Oh, that wouldn’t attract any attention, now, would it? So, your mother’s getting a little attention . . .”

“A little? Have you been down there?”

“Actually, I couldn’t get through the crowd, but she’ll be home by evening. I mean, do you honestly think Miss One-Thousand-Dollar-Suit, Never-Let-Them-See-You-Without-Your-Makeup Woman is going to spend the night outside?”

“Well, Dad said he was taking her dinner. What do you think she’s going to do?”

“I think he’ll take her dinner and she’ll give the evening shift to some poor soul from the Savannah College of Art and Design, along with a crisp hundred-dollar bill and the promise of a great job upon graduation.”

“You’re absolutely right.” I sat up straight on the sofa. This revelation gave me the desire to pace and talk.“Victoria Phillips would never spend the night outside. That lady’s idea of camping is a two-star hotel. Shoot, I remember—well, you know, how she takes her own sheets to hotels, Miss Has-Sheets-Will-Travel.”

Paige rolled her eyes. “Yes, because of the 20/20 episode on hotels and gyms. I totally know.”

“Well, a couple of weeks ago, she went out of state to judge a pageant, and apparently the hotel was more like,well, like a motel.”

She crinkled her nose.“Oh, don’t tell me. The doors were on the outside.”

“Yes, sweet sister. The only door on the inside led to the toilet.”

“You mean she didn’t pack her bags and pay for her own hotel somewhere else?”

“The only other place in town was where the contestants were. So she had no option but to leave. And we are talking beauty pageant here.”

“Oh, how silly of me. Please continue. But sit down. I can’t stand it when you pace or clean.”

I sat back down on the sofa and used my hands to continue my story.“Well, apparently she put her sheets on the bed.”

“The five-hundred-dollar set?”

“Are there others? And she slept with a light on all night. In case of bugs.”

“Bugs?”

“Yeah, didn’t you hear about her friend Cyndi?”

“Cyndi who?”

“You know, Cyndi who found that tick in her ear.”

“No way! That is sick!” She shivered as if she had the chills.“Do not tell me any more about that. Just get back to your mother.”

“Well,Vicky is petrified something’s going to crawl in her ear at night.”

“Stop!” She made a gagging sound.

“Yeah, isn’t it? Anyway, she puts her sheets on the bed, only to hardly sleep because of the tick thing.” I snicker now. “Then, for three straight days she doesn’t even let the cleaning ladies in. But, on the fourth day—”

“Oh, Lord, what happened on the fourth day?”

“She forgot to put the ‘Do Not Disturb’ hanger on the door.”

“I’m taking it she got disturbed.”

“Honey, when she got back they had made her bed and thrown her sheets in a wadded up pile on the sofa.”

“Ew, the sofa.”

“Yep, where behinds have sat for centuries.”

“Did she wash them?”

“Honey, she threw them away and made them take her to a store so she could buy new ones. She said they were totally unsalvageable.”

“And you think this woman would spend the night, outside, on hard concrete, where any kind of bug imaginable could crawl in her ear? Well, you aren’t thinking clearly.”

The doorbell rang and Paige retrieved our pizza. I followed her to her galley kitchen to prepare our feast.“You’re right. What was I thinking?”

“Obviously not much. Here, eat.”With that, we devoured our pizza and chattered about endless nothings. She told me all about her new coffee table, who made it, how it was made, and we created a fabulous layout for my nonexistent furniture, for my yet-to-be-mine apartment.

Then she talked about the cute boy who moved in down the hall. She didn’t know his name but she had deciphered his cologne. Even though we were supposed to have sworn off men, she had never been very good at resisting tan legs and white smiles.

I walked home enjoying the still warmth of a spring evening. After pizza and Coke, life seemed . . . well, just plain okay.



CHAPTER FOUR

Pulling the covers from my head and hugging my pillow, I looked out the window to see what action Abercorn held this morning. Not much. A few joggers passed, tugging at me to join them. As I washed my face, the silence caught my attention. Eight a.m. on a Saturday in the Phillips’s house usually boasted far more activity than seemed to be developing this morning.

My sneakered feet walked out of my bedroom and stopped on the landing. The bed was made in Mom and Dad’s bedroom. Nothing new. Vicky never left her bed unmade. She blames the habit on one unforgettable experience before she married when she left her apartment messy and the maintenance guy saw her underwear on the floor.

“So, Savannah, whatever you do, always pick up your panties, always make your bed, and don’t call strangers to come fix your toilet.”

I can honestly say, in all my life adventures, those three occurrences have never run in tandem.

No lingering smell of chocolate gravy and homemade biscuits lured me to the kitchen. For a moment that fear of ages past gripped me. It first captured me around eight years of age, the fear that the Rapture has taken place and I alone inhabit the world. I had searched the house and yard desperately but found no one. My recent dip into the Left Behind series only increased that fear. This morning, I stifled the desire to scream loudly or run up and down the street, knocking on the doors of the most holy people I knew.

Somehow my heart steadied itself and made its way out the front door for a jog and some tilling time. My iPod played my CeCe Winans library. About halfway up Bull Street toward Forsythe Park, Granny Daniels, one of the godliest ladies I know, came walking out of her house right into my path. I stopped right in front of her. Grabbed her with both arms and gave her a big ol’ bear hug.

“So good to see you this morning, Granny Daniels.”

Trying to catch her breath from my assault, she grabbed her chest.“Well, Savannah,my Lord, child, you look like the Rapture’s come and you’re the only one left.”

“Oh, that’s funny!” I said through my nervous laughter of relief.“Wouldn’t that be awful?”

She extricated herself from my hold and started walking up the street.“Tell your parents hello for me.”

“I will. See ya tomorrow.” The heaviness of my trepidation lifted, and I increased my pace. The smell of mothballs stayed with me long after Granny Daniels left. I’ve never been certain why she smells like them so, though rumor has it she heard they kept snakes away. As far as I know, not many snakes make their way up to the homes of Savannah. Mothballs would be my weapon of choice, however, if I knew they would keep water bugs away. I stared at the ones on the sidewalk, struck down by morning joggers.

The smell of mothballs makes its way into just about everything that comes out of Granny Daniels’s house. She once fixed us a big ol’ pot of fresh garden-picked butter beans, and Vicky threw them out, because they, too, smelled like mothballs.

And like her odor, her authenticity is just as impossible to miss. You can hear it in the prayers she prays when you sit in front of her at church. Or see it in the weathered Bible that rests on the table by her weathered recliner. But it shows most vibrantly in her letters, which go out at graduations and weddings.

Mine arrived on a Sunday. She slipped it into my palm with a “piece of money,” as she liked to call it. She let me know her prayers had followed my mother and father “everywhere they have ever been” and that me and Thomas were in her prayers too. Then she reminded me that there was a “work” for me to do, and that I needed to “live humble and never let pride have no place in your heart.”

Then she apologized for her handwriting and asked me to pray for her. So today, I remembered and did some tilling time for Granny Daniels too.

Tilling time is my time to pray, reflect, and listen. I set aside the first moments of the day to get my mind (or soil, as Pastor Brice defined it) focused on an eternal perspective in a temporary world. Duke and I usually till together. Well, to be honest, God alone knows what Duke thinks about while we jog, except I can say he’s a hard one to hold when any four-legged female passes by. But Dad must have taken him this morning.

So, between my conversation with Paige and my run-in with Granny Daniels,my steps seemed lighter. Today was bound to be a lovely May day.

I paused a moment on a park bench to enjoy the stillness of the dissipating spring. A ball flew through the air and caught my attention. Joshua. But he wasn’t alone. He was accompanied by a beautiful golden retriever.

He never told me he had a dog.

Come to think of it, he’s never told me much of anything.

I watched as the boy and his dog played catch. Joshua hardly stopped laughing as he called out to “Shelby,” who was clearly a girl. It’s not hard to tell these things. They played. They tumbled. I spied. It was weird. I felt like an intruder. But I couldn’t turn my gaze. Then I watched in amazement as he held up his finger at that dog and yelled “Bang!” and she fell right to the ground like she was dead. Then she high-fived him. But the be-all and end-all was when he turned his back and that dog grabbed his leg with her paw and tripped that grown man.

Unbelievable.

Well, Duke ain’t worth much compared to that. All he does is chase a ball and lie around waiting for food to fall from the counter or ice to fall from the ice maker.

I didn’t know he had a dog. He knew my dog. Then, he and Shelby packed up and headed home. I watched. Shameless, I know, but I did it anyway.

I love to walk the streets of Savannah, and the day was too flawless to drive for my morning fix. After a shower I grabbed a book and headed for Dad’s shop, which harbored my McDonald’s Coke machine. Dad had it installed for me shortly after the cheerless discovery that no McDonald’s existed in the Historical District.

The enjoyable route to Jake’s runs up Abercorn Street past Lafayette Square (which holds the Hamilton Turner Inn), then past the Colonial Park Cemetery (which holds a few Hamiltons and Turners itself, I’m sure). I don’t hang out there much; sister don’t do dead people. So usually I hang a left at West Harris and then a right on Bull, which deposits me at Wright Square with York Street and State Street completing the four corners.

It’s amazing how a place you know so well feels so excitingly new some mornings. Even though I’ve passed the same antique stores, women’s clothing stores, restaurants, and corner cafés probably a million times through the years, some days the city just feels different. New, fresh . . . dare I say inspiring? Today felt that way. At least it did until I passed Bull and realized things were, new, fresh, and definitely inspiring to someone. Wright Square was as active this morning as it was yesterday.

Crossing York Street, I couldn’t see Mother, even though I was certain she was there. She probably started her day off with coffee at Dad’s and then wandered back to relieve the pitiable creature who endured the elements of the evening. I crossed to the opposite side of the square in front of the Chatham County Legislative Offices because it kept me away from the fray.

I gazed up at the two iron banisters flanking the French doors to my apartment above Dad’s store and assured her it wouldn’t be long ’til Mama was home. One more paycheck, one simple conversation with Vicky, and it would be mine. I entered Jake’s through the back door so I could get straight to the Coke machine.

Louise and Mervine, the two twins who had worked with Dad since the day he opened eleven years ago, had their backs to me as I entered. They came out of retirement “because your dad was so sweet and cute,” they confessed. In fact, all of Dad’s employees have worked with him since he opened. Never lost a one.

Oh, well, there was that one.

When Dad first opened Jake’s, Mother decided she would be the hostess. Dad assured her a coffee shop didn’t need a hostess. She assured him it did. She lasted four and a half days. She was fired with these words: “Lady Wisdom builds a lovely home; Lady Fool comes along and tears it down brick by brick.”

I think it was the fool part that got her. She grabbed her Louis Vuitton satchel, because we all know you need one to be the hostess at a coffee shop, and the entire place held their breath until the clicking of her Stuart Weitzman heels could no longer be heard from the other side of the square. Remarkably, the place didn’t fall apart.

“What are you two doing?”

“That crazy man hasn’t gotten here with the dishwasher yet,” Louise said, swinging her head around and wiping her face with a suds-covered hand.

I fixed a cup of ice and poured a Coke. Duke ran to my side, chomping at the pieces of ice that fell. “I’ll deal with you later.” I wagged a finger at him then turned my attention to the Madge wannabes up to their elbows in Palmolive.“I thought Mr. Ron was bringing the dishwasher this morning.”

“So did we. But all we’ve got is a hole.” She pointed to the space where the machine used to be. “So, you’re looking at the dishwashers.” Mervine just looked up and smiled.

“Well, maybe he’ll be here shortly.”

“I’m sure he will, or I’ll hunt him down and strap his behind to this sink.”

I gave them each a kiss and headed to the front. Richard greeted me with a wink as his black eyes did their customary dance. His dark hand extended a refill to the customer who sat at the window.

Duke returned to me affectionately with his wet mouth.“Give me a high-five, Duke.” I grabbed his paw and lifted it to touch my palm. He jerked his leg from my grip.

Dad laughed. “You can’t teach an old dog new tricks. Don’t you know that?”

“Well, I’m going to. Duke can’t do jack.” I patted his cute but uneducated head. “You should have taught him how to do more than just retrieve people’s trash and chase a ball.”

“What else does he need to know?”

“Something more than he does, that’s all I know. And you could have left him with me this morning. I would have brought him in.”

“Oh, well, we’ve been here all night.” Dad poured some coffee for a kid on the other side of the counter who looked too young to be drinking coffee.

I walked over and set my latest reading material down on top of the granite. It would take a good afternoon to be finished with Peggy Noonan’s book on Ronald Reagan, When Character Was King. Duke followed me to the counter,walking more slowly than usual, as if his night might have been better spent with me.

“What do you mean we’ve been here all night?”

Dad returned the coffeepot to its warmer. “I mean, I wasn’t going to let your mother sleep outside by herself.”

I started laughing and slapped the counter.“Oh, you’re good.

You had me going there for a minute. But you weren’t thinking when you added the mother-slept-outside part.”

“Think what you will Savannah, but she did. And so did I. And so did Duke. Didn’t you, Duke?”

Duke looked up at him, tucking his tail between his legs and scrunching closer to my chair. Maybe he wasn’t completely stupid after all. I mean, the poor creature was forced to spend the night outside with a woman who loathes him because he’s not a lapdog named Magnolia.

“Wished you’d stayed with me, huh?” His tail wagged as he looked up in acknowledgment of his great error. I turned my attention back to my Dad.“And what did you sleep on, may I ask?”

He headed back into the back room.“You may, and I brought sleeping bags.”

“You are too much. So,Victoria Phillips, theVictoria Phillips, former Miss Georgia United States of America, head of the Chamber of Commerce turned City of Savannah Diva, spent the night, outside, in a sleeping bag, with no way to take a bath, redo her makeup, or change her clothes. And you think I’m going to believe that?”

“Go see for yourself.”

“I will. I’ll just go see for myself. Come on, Duke.”We headed outside to peer across the square. He was reluctant but came when he realized my arms were free of sleeping paraphernalia. It was necessary to move in closer because my petite mother was easily swallowed whole by the crowd, which was definitely larger than yesterday’s. People sat around talking; reporters stood in front of cameras. We stopped to watch a kid too young to drink coffee take his place in front of a news camera to deliver the latest information.

“Standing here in front of the United States Courthouse on Wright Square, in the heart of Savannah,we are waiting on the latest order to be issued from the federal courts on whether this monument, like many before, and I’m certain many after, will get to stay or have to go. At the center of this case is a federal judge by the name of Judge Hoddicks. He brought in the structure late Thursday afternoon, after most courts were closed and people were headed home from work. He is fighting this on the legal end, and Victoria Phillips, the head of the Savannah Chamber of Commerce, is fighting this on the human-rights end along with hundreds of other crusaders. She has been here all night. Many others have gone home to shower and return to work, but she remains, looking exceptionally fresh, I might add. And totally capable of staying until this battle goes one way or the other. Now back to you, Sarah, in the studio.”

The camera quit rolling and he plopped down in the grass and took a long swig of his coffee.“Why do I always get the gigs where you have to stay outside?” he asked his cameraman.

About that time the people parted enough for me to catch a glimpse of my mother. She sat on a rolled-up sleeping bag in the same blue suit she had had on yesterday.

At no time in my twenty-four years had I ever, until that exact moment, seen Vicky in the same outfit two days in a row.

Trying to stand back among the others, not wanting her to see me, I observed that she did look exceptionally well for having spent the evening outside. I managed to spot a small stain on the bottom left-hand side of her jacket, and her makeup looked a little tired, but her hair was perfectly fixed. But if she stayed here much longer her hair would probably start to look more like her outfit. I wouldn’t put it past her to change her hair to match her outfit, even though she’d become a tad more cautious since the hair-breakage-on-the-pillow incident.

She was talking to Sergeant Millings. And he didn’t look really happy. Nothing new. He always looked rather constipated. Of course, he was afraid of my mother. Weird, as she was always exceptionally nice to him, in spite of his customary ability to annoy. Maybe the oddity of niceness was enough to freak out the former Sears security guard.

He stood there, legs spread, one hand on gun, free hand on hip. That stance shouldn’t be allowed in public. He was letting her know something clearly and adamantly, until a rather looming federal agent who stepped out of the courthouse tapped him on the shoulder.

“You have no jurisdiction here.”The federal agent’s booming voice carried all the way to my ears.

“This sidewalk is my responsibility, young fella.” I was glad Sergeant Millings hadn’t called the six-foot-six man “little fella.”

“No sir. We’re in front of a federal building, which makes this my jurisdiction.”

Mr. Looloo would not give up. “I’ll have you know that this sidewalk has been a part of my jurisdiction since before you could spell ‘bubba.’ So, either you go back inside that courthouse or I’ll be seeing you in court.”

“I think you should remember that the courthouse is my jurisdiction too.”

“Are you threatening me?” Sergeant Millings asked, hand shifting on his gun. A few gawkers stepped back.

“You need to take your hand off your gun, sir. Now.”

He shifted his hand casually to his belt buckle, as if it were all his idea. “I’ll have you know I’ve already issued Mrs. Phillips here an Order to Disperse.”

“You have not!” Mother protested.

Millings pulled out a notepad. Scribbled on it. Ripped it out and handed it to my mother. “I have now.” She refused to take it.“Not taking it, Mrs. Phillips, doesn’t change the fact that it’s an order.”

“Wanna bet?”

The federal agent reentered the conversation.“Sergeant Millings, why don’t you and I go have a talk with Judge Hoddicks and see what we can come up with.”

“We’ll go talk to whoever we need to, sonny, to get you off my sidewalk.” He turned his attention back to my mother.“You have until Friday,Mrs. Phillips. If you’re not out of here by Friday at five p.m., I will cart you off to jail.”

Mother stared a hole into him, causing him to back into the federal agent, who pushed him back toward my mother. I just prayed she wasn’t within reach of his gun.
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