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Prologue




EVEN IN THE MIDDLE OF IT, I knew that it was a dream, but that did not spoil the sweet reality of it. Reality is often more vivid in that kind of dream because the dreamer knows he must soon leave it whether or not it is a happy dream. This was a very happy one.

I was in the beach house. Not the one weve rented in the past few years, but the one we all owned together, the big, old, rambling 1920s cottage on stilts down at the un-chic western end of the island. It was the first one that I knew; Lewis brought me there the summer we were married, and I loved it as much in that first instant as I did in all the years we went there. I never said that to the others, because it sounded somehow presumptuous, as if an outlander were laying claim to something he had not yet earned. And even though they enfolded me and took me in as one of them from the first, I knew that I was indeed an outlander. It was Lewis they loved, at least then.

In the dream it was winter, and there was a cold wind howling down the beach and scouring the gray-tan sand into stinging swirls. I knew how they would feel on my skin if I went out on the beach: like particles of diamonds, almost bringing blood. I usually did not mind that, but this time I was glad to be inside the big living room. It was warm and lit and almost tossing in the wind, like the cabin of a ship. All the old lopsided lamps were yellow with light, and a fire burned in the fireplace at one end, spitting because the shed out back never quite kept the wood dry. At the other end where the staircase angled up over the junk closet, the big old space heater whispered and glowed deep red. The air in the room smelled of woodsmoke and kerosene and damp rugs and salt. In my dream it seemed the palpable breath of the house to me, and I breathed in deep draughts. It gave life.

I know this is a dream, but I dont have to wake up yet, do I? I said to Fairlie McKenzie, who lay on the couch under a salt-stiff old blanket by the fire, reading. Her bright hair spilled over the tattered sofa pillow in a cascade as red as the embers. Fairlie always seemed to me a creature of light and fire: she shimmered with it, even lying still.

No, not yet, she said, smiling at me. Theres no hurry. The guys wont be back for hours. Sit down. In a minute Ill make some tea.

Ill make it, Camilla Curry said from her card table beside the space heater at the other end of the room. She was copying something from a big book onto a yellow legal pad, her face and hands in a pool of light from the bridge lamp. I seldom saw Camilla without a pad and pen. She always had projects that seemed to engross her utterly, and the rest of us never quite knew what they were.

This and that, she would say in her soft drawl. Ill let you see when Im done. But her projects were always works in progress, because we never saw one.

Let me, I said, grateful to be a useful part of the tapestry of the dream. Camilla, even in the dream, was bowed with osteoporosis, as she had been for a long time. Somehow it did not distort her fragile, fine-boned handsomeness: I always thought of her as ramrod-straight. Lewis said she always had been, until the cruel disease began to eat her bones. We never spoke of it, but we all tried to spare Camilla undue physical stress when we could. She always saw through us, and always hated it.

You girls stay still. You get so little time out here, and Im here most of all, she said. I like to fiddle around in the kitchen.

Fairlie and I smiled at each other at the girls. I was nearly fifty and Fairlie was only a few years younger than Camilla. But Camilla was mother to the group. She always had been the one to whom you went to find something, learn something, confess something, receive something. We all knew her role was self-chosen. Even the men followed the unspoken rule. Camilla made you want to give her the most you could of what her heart needed.

She got up and floated straight as a hummingbird into the kitchen. Her shoulders were erect and her step light as a girls. She sang a little song as she walked: Maybe Im right, and maybe Im wrong, and maybe Im weak and maybe Im strong, but nevertheless Im in love with you.

Charles says its a sappy song, but I love it, she called back over her beautiful shoulder. She had on a sheer blouse and a flowered skirt, and wore high-heeled sandals. Because it was a dream, it made perfect sense for her to walk like a girl, to be dressed in the clothes of her girlhood, for Charles to be alive. All of this made me even happier.

Camilla, even if its a dream, I want to stay, I called back after her. I dont want to go back.


You can stay, Anny, her plummy voice called from the kitchen. Lewis isnt coming for you yet.

I curled up on the rug in front of the fire beside Fairlie on the sofa, pulling soft old cushions down to make a nest. I wrapped myself in the faded sofa quilt. The fire burned blue with damp, but gave a steady heat. Outside the wind gusted and rattled the winter-dried palms and peppered the windows with staccato sand. The panes were crusted with salt. I stretched out my arms and legs to their furthest length and felt my joints pop, and the heat seep into them. I looked over at Fairlie to watch the firelight playing on her face. Twilight was falling fast; the men would come stamping in soon, letting cold, wet wind eddy in with them, rubbing their hands.

Dont bring those smelly fish in here, Fairlie would say from the sofa. Im not cleaning fish today or any other day.

And because it was a dream, Lewis would be there along with Henry, as he always had been, and would say, as he always said when he came back from an expedition on which I had not accompanied him, Hows my lazy girl?

I closed my eyes and slid toward dream-sleep before the dying logs, happiness prickling like lights behind my lids. In the kitchen the teakettle began to whistle.

Theres plenty of time, I murmured.

Yes, Fairlie said.

We were quiet.

The fire came then.
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I MET LEWIS AIKEN when I was thirty-five and resigned to the fact that I would not marry for love, only, perhaps, for convenience, and he was fifty and had long been married, until fairly recently, for no reason other than love. For a long time after our relationship began, I thought we had turned ourselves about; that I was the one who loved, clumsily and foolishly, with the passion of one who has never really felt passion before, and Lewis was the one who found in me comfort and convenience. By that time I did not care. He could name the terms. I would be whatever he wanted and needed me to be.

We met on an afternoon in April, humid and punishing as spring can often be in the Carolina Low Country, when the air felt like thick, wet steam and the smell of the pluff mud from the marshes around Charleston stung in nostrils and permeated clothes and hair. I was bringing a frightened, clubfooted child to the free clinic Lewis operated on Saturdays, and we were running late. My old Toyota was coughing and gagging in the heat, and I had turned off the air conditioner to spare its strength, and was running sweat. In the backseat, buckled into her car seat, the child howled steadily and dismally.

I did not blame her. I wanted to howl myself. Her feckless mother had dropped her off in my office the afternoon before and faded away for the second time running, leaving me to scramble around for a place for her daughter to spend Friday night and then pick her up the next day and take her to the clinic myself. Back in my office the paperwork that was the effluvia of desperate need mounted steadily.

Sweetie, please stop crying, I said desperately, over my shoulder. Were going to see the nice man whos going to help get your foot fixed, and then you can run around and jump andoh, play soccer. I had no idea what movement would tempt a five-year-old, but it obviously was not soccer. The howls mounted.

I pulled into the lot next to the beautiful old house on Rutledge Avenue that housed Dr. Lewis Aikens Low Country Pediatric Orthopedic Clinic. I knew that Dr. Aiken had long done free diagnostic and referral work with handicappedphysically challenged, I could not keep upchildren from all around the region. He was regarded in my agency as one of the citys greatest child resources, one of our constant angels. The agency I managed was a part federally, part privately funded sort of clearinghouse for services for needy children and adolescents, and by that time I knew where all the angels were located.

I had come to work at the agency just out of the College of Charleston when I was twenty-two, when my duties consisted of manning telephones and running out for emergency meals and diapers for our clients, and somehow had never left. I was head now, and my duties were more often those of an administrator and fund-raiser and public relations director, but I had not lost my primary passion for the children we served; indeed, I had come to think that that was where all my scant supply of passion went. I had not yet met Dr. Aiken or many of our other care providers, though I knew all their office people on the phone. My small staff of cynically idealistic young men and women did most of the hands-on work now. But it was Saturday, and when the childs silly mother did not appear at the foster home that had taken in her daughter, the foster parents called me and I had no recourse but to go. Oh, well, I had no plans except the stack of books that had been piling up beside my bed and maybe a Sunday-afternoon movie with Marcy, my deputy.

Marcy and I spent some time together on weekends, not so much out of deep friendship, but more out of simple expediency. We liked each other, and it was nice to have someone else to go places with, but we came nowhere near being best friends, and certainly not the settled lesbian couple that I knew some of the junior staff thought us to be. Marcy had a sometimes-boyfriend in Columbia who came over every third weekend, whom she assumed, rather lackadaisically, I thought, that she would eventually marry. I had some men friends, all from the ranks of the vast medical complex that bloomed like kudzu in the center of Charleston, though none were doctors. I seemed to attract the administrator type. My mother could have told me so, and had: I could hear her voice as I struggled with the straps of the wriggling childs car seat: If you dont fix yourself up some and get your nose out of those books, no interesting kind of man will have you. You dont know anything about anything but wiping noses and doing wash. How sexy do you think that is?

And whose fault is that? I would think, but it would have been futile to say it aloud. She was usually drunk when she started in on meshe was usually drunk, periodand would not have remembered. I could never quite fathom what kind of man my mother thought was interesting; it seemed to me that all of them filled the bill. Shed certainly had a diverse stable. By the time alcohol became her constant lover, I was regularly taking care of my two younger sisters and brother, and overseeing housework and meals, too. Oddly enough, I rather liked it. It made me feel important, needed, and I had a talent for nurturing that was perhaps my strongest gift. And I did and do love my sisters and brother. My mother has been dead for many years now.

Okay, toots, here we go, I said to little white-blond Shawna Sperry, who was mucus streaked and fretful but had stopped crying. I picked her up in my armswith the steel brace she was heavy, but I could not bear to see her lurching walkand carried her into the lobby of the center. There was no one about. The receptionists desk was empty and tidy in a way that meant no one had been working there, and there was a stillness and silence in which ambient sounds rang. An air conditioner thumped fretfully in the window. Dust motes stood in the slant of sickly light from the windows. It was a greenish, thin light that I knew meant a storm. You didnt have to live long in the Low Country to be able to read the skies and seas and marshes. Perfect. I would have the inestimable joy of trying to get a steel-ballasted child through a rainstorm and into my moribund car. The windshield wiper on the drivers side had died a couple of weeks before, and I had not gotten around to having it fixed.

We sat down in the lobby and I smoothed Shawnas wispy hair and dabbed at her nose with a tissue. I ran my hands over my own hair; curly at its best, humidity and heat sent it into an aboriginal tangle of near-black frizz. With my dark eyes and olive skin, I often thought I looked at least partly African American. This had not pleased my mother either; in high school she had tried to get me to have my mop straightened and lightened, but by that time my unadorned appearance had become my one rebellion, and I was halfway through college before I even bought a lipstick. I chewed at my lower lip. It felt grainy and papery; I knew that the color I had swiped on that morning was long gone, leaving only a ragged outline on my mouth. Sticky underarms and sweat-dampened legs completed the effect. I hoped that Dr. Lewis Aiken was seventy-five and uncompromisingly unattractive.

The silence spun out. Shawna leaned against my arm and napped. The air-conditioned air began to chill me in my sweaty clothes. Finally I called out, Hello? Is there anybody here? Im Anny Butler from Outreach. Im here with the little girl who was to get an evaluation this afternoon?

There was more silence, and then a mans voice from somewhere beyond the reception area said, Oh, shit. Excuse me. What time is it? Im sorry. How did it get so late? Im Lewis Aiken.

He came into the reception area and we looked at each other, and I laughed, helplessly. He was short and compact and, somehow, red all over, and his ginger hair was so wildly disheveled that it looked as if he had had his finger in a light socket. His steel-rimmed eyeglasses were mended with tape. He had a heavy growth of orange beard through which his white teeth flashed piratically, and he wore the most scurrilous scrubs I have ever seen. He was barefoot. If I had not known who he was, I would have picked up Shawna and run. As it was, she stared at him and began to wail again.

He shuffled over and picked her up and slung her expertly on one hip, and looked into her face.

I dont blame you, he said solemnly. If I had just met me, Id yell, too. I bet I look like Ronald McDonald, dont I? All my lady patients say that.

And miraculously, Shawna stopped howling and looked at him and smiled, an enchanting, three-cornered kittens smile. I had never seen it before. She put her finger on his nose and pushed.

Not Ronald, she said, and giggled.

Right, he said. I dont have my big red nose, do I? Well, I forgot I was having company. Come on back and Ill see if I can find it.

He scooped up a folder from the desk on his way back, and looked at it, still holding Shawna on his hip. She was pulling his hair and laughing. He looked up from the file. Mmm-hmm. Clubfoot referral. Shawna Sperry. And you would be Mrs. Sperry? he said, looking over his shoulder at me.

No, I said irritably. Had he not heard me, then? Im Anny Butler. I run Outreach. Youve done some work for us before. We had an appointment

So you did, he said, reading from the chart. Though it says here that the childs mother would be bringing her. Well, Im glad to meet you, Anny Butler. You folks do good work.

The childs mother has done a flit, I said, wondering from where on earth I had dredged up that expression. It sounded like one of those flip, cloying English murder mysteries that I particularly loathed. Murder should not be funny. She may never be seen again. You do good work, too. Thanks for working us in on your Saturday afternoon. What am I keeping you from? Golf?

I was babbling, which did not please me, and besides, it was patently obvious that this man had never played golf in his life. He would have been forcibly removed from the course at the country club.

As a matter of fact, he said, not looking back this time, I was cutting my toenails.

Yuck, said Shawna, and we all laughed. There was nothing else for it.

The office he took us into was small and clean and white and untidy. He sat Shawna down on the table and began to unlatch her brace and remove her buckle-up shoe.

Lets see what weve got here, sweetheart, he said. I stood awkwardly in the corner, because there was no chair, and busied myself with studying the diplomas and photographs on the walls. Duke, Johns Hopkins, certified by several boards, licensed to practice medicine in the state of South Carolina, fellow of several colleges of this and that. I assumed from the dates on the diplomas that he would be about fifty, though he looked a Mickey-Rooneyish thirty or so, with the turned-up nose and the blur of freckles on his face and arms.

One of the photographs was of a stunningly beautiful dark-haired woman and two equally beautiful young girls, daughters almost certainly, from the resemblance, on a beach that could be any beach anywhere. They wore sun hats and smiled into the camera. Teeth flashed. A movie family. Another photo was of the woman, in white pants and a striped T-shirt, and a much younger Lewis Aiken, on the deck of a sleek, low sailboat. I recognized the low pile of Fort Sumter behind it; the Charleston harbor, then. A third photo was of a tall, narrow, pink stucco house, with round white columns and sheltering palm trees. It was placed end to end on its walled lot, with matching up- and downstairs verandas and an iridescent tin roof. A Charleston single house, it was called, because it would be a single room wide and no telling how many rooms deep. I had heard that the earliest denizens of the city turned their houses with their ends to the street to catch the stray breezes from the harbor, and also that they did it because the early houses were taxed on the number of windows visible from the street. I supposed that, Charleston being Charleston, either or both explanations were correct. From its air of floating in space, I thought that the house was almost certainly on the sea-fronted Battery.

Lewis Aiken got the childs massive shoe off, and her sock, and began gently to rotate her foot. Shawna frowned and jerked her foot back, and then screwed up her face preparatory to more weeping, and reached out for me. I moved to go to her, but he said, Its maybe better that youre not in the room. Ive found that they settle down quicker if the parent or guardian or whatever isnt here. Would you mind too much waiting in the office out there? This shouldnt take long.

Feeling ridiculously rejected, I went back into the silent outer office. He shut the door between us, so that I could not hear them. Sudden visions of child molestation bloomed in my mind, but they did not last long. Somehow it was impossible that this smiling, tousled man would harm a child. And wed worked with him so often before.

I wandered restlessly around the little anteroom. More photographs hung on the walls, and I bent to examine them in the purpling cloud-light.

A big studio portrait of the dark woman, in her wedding dress, dominated the wall behind the receptionists desk. Close up, she was even more stunning than in the smaller photos: there was spirit and a sort of imperious pride in the tilt of her head, and her smile teased. Her groom had apparently not made it into the photo.

We did it! Love, Sissy, a sloping backhand said across the bottom corner of the photograph. It was dated twenty years before. So, the girls were teenagers, probably. He did not look old enough for teenage daughters, but there was no doubt that they were his and the dark womans; they flanked the big portrait, and there were photos of them at all ages, from grave, beautiful toddlers through graceful preadolescents on horseback to the ones I took to be the most recent, clustered about. Always they smiled identical white smiles; always they were photographed together.

Twins, I thought. Theyre twins. This is a magical family. Dr. Lewis Aiken and his beautiful wife, Sissy, and his twin daughtersI leaned closerLila and Phoebe. Ill bet theyve been in every magazine and Sunday supplement in the Low Country. Why does the man who has everything spend his Saturdays struggling with leg braces and crying children, not to mention mothers like Tiffany Sperry?

But I knew the answer. Lewis Aiken is an absolute saint, I had heard other foundation workers say. I had snorted, because so few people really are, but perhaps this square red man was, or something close to it. There was assuredly nothing of the holy martyr about him, but I knew that meant nothing. St. Francis was profoundly ugly. Josef Mengele was an elegant man.

Thunder cracked outside, and the hot, straight-down rain of the Low Country sizzled onto sidewalks and sluiced off car roofs. From the looks of the dense sheet of water, this was no passing shower. I had, of course, no umbrella, mine having been sent home a week or so before with a tired black woman carrying her grandson. Cerebral palsy, I remembered. In all probability, not so much could be done for him as for this child. Some of the cruelest and most random-seeming afflictions had no cure. We could find, at best, palliative care. I sighed, hoping that the grandmother and her charge had made it home safe and dry. Shawna Sperry and I would not.

Shit, I said under my breath. No good deed goes unpunished.

Presently Lewis Aiken came out of his office holding the hand of little Shawna, who stumped happily along beside him, a lollipop stick protruding from her mouth.

Its a little linty, but it was the best I could do, he said. I feel pretty optimistic about Shawna. This is fairly straightforward. I want her to see another pediatric orthopedic manClive Sutton; Ill write it down for you, and call him. I dont do the surgeries on the children I see. Conflict of interest, and all that shit. But Clives done them for me before, and hell adjust his fees according to your budget and the mothers ability to pay. Probably do it for nothing, but dont tell him I told you that. Will you call me after hes seen her?

Of course, I said, taking Shawna into my arms. No way was I going to let her slog through that downpour. Thank you for waiting for us.

No problem. God. Look at that rain. When did that start? You want to wait here until it slows up a little? Im not going to close up quite yet.

No, theyre expecting her back at the foster home. And Ive still got to track down her mother before tonight, if I can. Our budget doesnt run to too many nights on the town.

Well, at least let me give you the office umbrella. We used to have several, but theyre not like coat hangers; they dont screw in the closet and breed more. They disappear.

Ill bring it back, I said gratefully.

Dont bother. My receptionist will love the chance to bitch at me for letting our last one get away, and Ill love sending her out for new ones. We have a sort of complicated arrangement, but it suits us.

I laughed. Thanks, I said, and opened the umbrella and held it awkwardly over the heavy child, and ducked out into the storm.

The umbrella provided a little shelter for Shawna, but virtually none for me. Just as we reached the Toyota, the umbrella died a violent death by turning itself inside out, and before I could get Shawna into her car seat and get back around to my side, I was as wet as if I had dived into a pool.

Shit, shit, shit! I muttered, wringing my skirt and twisting the water out of my sopping hair. It was stifling in the car, but I knew that if I turned on the air conditioner, the child and I would both soon be shivering violently. The foster mother was the belligerent sort who delighted in finding errors and outrages in our handling of her charges so that she could report them to social services. I was already in her book for failing to find the childs mother. A soaked and shivering Shawna would provide her with fuel for months.

I cracked the window to let in some of the rain-freshened air, and dabbed at Shawnas face and hands with the towel I kept in the car after one of my children threw up her Happy Meal.

Well get cool when the car starts, I said.

Bath, Shawna said happily, taking in my wet clothes and hair and face.

Bath is right, I told her. Lets get you and me both home and into some dry clothes.


I hoped fervently that the aggrieved foster mother had some spare childrens clothes on handmost didbecause Shawna had nothing but what shed had on when her mother had faded into the bush. Otherwise, if she had not returnedand I had no hope that she hadI would have to find clothes for Shawna, and toothpaste and such. I cursed Tiffany Sperry, not for the first time. What on earth could matter more to her than her handicapped child? But it was a useless curse, and I knew it. To the Tiffanys of the world, almost anything could matter more.

Here we go, I said, and turned the key in the ignition. Nothing happened. I turned it again, and again. Nothing but a kind of ominous metallic burring. Outside, the rain racheted up its intensity a notch.

Im hungry, Shawna whined. I want to go to the bathroom.

I put my head down on the steering wheel and closed my eyes. Lightning forked, and thunder boomed. Shawna began to howl.

There was a rapping on my window, and I looked up to see Lewis Aiken standing there, scrubs and hair plastered down with water, still barefoot.

Whats the matter? he mouthed.

Car wont start, I yelled back. I felt ridiculously guilty, as though he had caught me in some monstrous ineptitude, or even worse, thought me engaged in a ruse to get his attention.

Come on, he said, opening my door and letting fresh rain gust in. Im parked right behind you. Ill run you both home, and we can get your car taken care of later.

Theres no need, I began, and then stopped and blushed. Of course there was a need. If he did not take us home, we would plainly sit in his parking lot all night.

Thanks, I muttered ungraciously.

He plucked Shawna out of her car seat with a deftness born of practice and covered her face and head with the towel I handed him. He ran with her to a big, mud-spattered green Range Rover and popped her into the backseat and opened the door for me. I climbed in and sat there, shivering and puddling water on his upholstery. From the looks of it, it had been dampened with far worse.

He ducked into the drivers side and sat shaking the water from his head, and then grinned at me.

This could be the beginning of a beautiful friendship, he said.

 Of all the gin joints in all the world, I had to walk into yours,  I said, and we both laughed. Suddenly things felt okay. All right. This situation, which a moment before had been a catastrophe, wasnot.

Later, after the rain had abated to a sullen drizzle and Shawna had been settled for the night under the righteous roof of the foster couple, he took me home to my apartment. I rented a small one in a redbrick building on the corner of East Bay and Wentworth, with nothing of the charm of surrounding Anson-borough to recommend it. But it was cheap and close to my office, and I had gradually made it into home. I had, I realized every so often with a slight shock, been living there for nine years. The building had changed owners four times in that space of time, and I really did not know the current ones, a youngish couple who lived in the bottom apartment and kept an eye on things. The former owner had been a thin, heavily made-up woman whose sole passion seemed to be attempting to catch me and the fussy old retired College of Charleston professor across the hall in riotous living. That she never succeeded did not lessen her efforts. I had been glad to see the new owners. They seemed pleasant enough, in an anonymous sort of way, and we nodded amiably on the stairs. I did not plan to change my habits, which were as abstemious as ever, but I was grateful that the landlordly perception of them seemed to have changed.

I cant thank you enough, I said as Lewis Aiken brought the Range Rover to a stop. Ill call the garage about my car, and they can take it from there. Youve done enough for me and Shawna.


He stretched and pulled his wet shirt away from his body.

Will you make me a cup of tea? he said.

I stiffened. What was this? Not, surely, what was euphemistically called in my mothers day a passDid he make a pass at you? You tell me the truth but if not that, what? Surely he knew that I had seen the photographs of his beautiful family and house. Obscure disappointment rose in my throat.

Isnt your family expecting you at home? I said. Youve spent the entire afternoon on Shawna and me. For goodness sake, go home and get dry and have a glass of wine or something. Itll be better than my tea, I can promise you that.

My family is in California, he said. My wife and I divorced several years ago, and she and the girls live in Santa Barbara now. Her family is there. And Im cold and Ive got a fifty-mile drive ahead of me. I really wish youd give me something hot to drink. I promise that your virtue is safe with me.

And I believed him. For one thing, he was the sort of man you simply believed. Period. For another, what man in his right mind would put the moves on a woman who looked like a drowned marsupial?

Its a long way from the Battery, but Ill be happy to make you some tea, I said. I dont have anything dry you can put on, though.

And I blushed furiously. He grinned.

Ill sit on a towel and be fine, he said. I really do just want a shot of something hot. Ive got to get back to the country before long.

Wheres the country? I said, getting out of the Range Rover and slogging up the steps to the veranda of my apartment house.

Edisto Island, he said. My family has always had a place out there on the river. Its too big and too empty, and I rattle around in it, but its one of my favorite places on earth. I stay there part of every weekend.

He came around the car and put his hand under my elbow and we went up onto the veranda. I thought, with laughter rising hysterically in my throat, of how we must look, a short, wet, red-haired, barefoot man and a short, wet, round, spaniel-eyed woman. I wished the former owner could see us. She would finally be vindicated.

Ill bet you came in just to see Shawna, I said, fumbling with the big old key in my lock.

No, I spent the night in town last night. Ive got a little carriage house behind a big house on Bull Street. Id have been here anyway.

You dont use the big house in the photo? I said, blushing again at my own effrontery. It was total.

My wife wanted it and I didnt want her to have it, so I deeded it to someone else, he said matter-of-factly. It was in my family, not hers. Thats when she lit out for Santa Barbara. Mama and Daddy sprang for an adjoining casita.

Im sorry, I said. I was. He had, it seemed, lost almost everything.

Me, too, he said. I could hear nothing of pain in his voice, but it must be there, under everything.

Tea coming up, I said, and opened my door.

This is nice, Lewis said, looking around my minute living room, and I saw that in his fresh eyes, it was. It is easy, in Charleston, to think of rooms being beautiful only if they are centuries old and rich with moldings and mahogany and portraits and silver; it is the curse of living downtown, where such rooms are the norm. But there are other ways of pleasing the mind and eye, and I had to aspire to them, because the first was forever beyond my reach.

I had painted the small, high-ceilinged room a soft butter yellowTuscan Gold, the paint swatch saidand done the high moldings and windowsills in white. I had bought the two wing chairs from a secondhand shop in West Ashley and the beautiful, gut-spilling camelback sofa at an estate sale on Tradd Street. I had laid over them soft throws and shawls and pieces of old fabric I had found over the years in the shops on King Street. King Street was the provenance of my favorite things; in its antiques shops, as fabled as Aladdins cave, I had found small oriental rugs so thin and fine that they rippled like silk; mismatched pieces of porcelain, bits of old silver, prints and lamps and mirrors with their ornate frames all gone to tarnish. Over my tiny white fireplace mantel I had one original painting, one of Richard Hagertys surrealistic tropical scenes, with a wonderful primitive leopard peering through such foliage as had never bloomed in an earthly jungle. I had saved for a year to buy the big painting, afraid each day that someone else would snatch it, and when I brought it home and hung it, the room swam into a kind of focus and sophistication that saved it absolutely from being the fusty lair of a spinster. The painting anchored and lit the room. I added ficus and palm trees and a few treasured orchids. The result was part Cotswold cottage, part family parlor, part seraglio. I never came into it without feeling its arms come around me.

I got towels from the bathroom and gave them to Lewis, put on the kettle, and went in to change into dry jeans and one of my brothers old shirts. I toweled my hair and combed it with my fingers and turned on the thumping window air conditioner whose stale, powerful breath would soon turn my three rooms into an igloo, and went, as barefoot as he, back into the living room. Outside, the rain had started again.

Its a wonderful nest, he said, wandering around the room and looking at my clutter of things. I hate spare, cold, modern rooms. They look like the furniture should have price tags on it. Are these mainly family things?

He had taken off his wet shirt and hung it on the back of a kitchen chair and had a towel draped capelike around his shoulders. It struck me that there was no capacity for embarrassment in him. He would say and do whatever he wished with no thought for decorum. I wondered how Charleston had produced such a man.

Yes, but theyre other peoples families, I said. We always rented, and my mother didnt leave much but some clothes and photographs and a set of Melamine dinnerware. My sister has that. But I always wanted a place like this, that looked as if it had been a part of my family for ages. So I borrowed other peoples.

I had not meant to sound pathetic; I was proud of my room and thought myself lucky and clever to have it. But he turned and looked at me soberly.

Youre pretty much alone, arent you? he said.

Why do you assume that?

People who spend their lives looking after other people often are, he said. I see a lot of it. Is that why you do what you do? Because taking care of people fills you up?

I looked at him.

I do what I do because I like it and because I do it well, I said. I was annoyed with him. How dare he come into my space and drape his wet clothes on my furniture and presume any sort of insight into me? It spoke of a familiarity I allowed very few people, certainly not people I had met three hours before.

Im sorry, he said, grimacing. Ive always been that way. Into my head, out of my mouth. My mother always said I was a throwback to some pirate or criminal or something on my fathers side. She certainly raised me better. I apologize. I have no right to any of your life except what you choose to share.

The teakettle sang out, and I went in to it gratefully. They were not the words of a casual acquaintance; they assumed a relationship that did not exist. I did not particularly want a relationship of any sort, and did not know how to handle this man.

We drank the tea in silence, watching the rain fall and listening to its monotonous spatter on the veranda railing outside. It was almost full dark now. I wondered when he would go home. I felt crowded and irritable.


Listen, would you like to order a pizza? he said. Im hungry, and I dont want to stop after I get on the road. I promise Ill be out of here right after that.

Are you buying?

You bet, he said, and went to the phone in the kitchen. I heard him dial almost immediately; he did not have to look up a number, then. This was a man who had a long familiarity with take-out pizza. Well, he was alone, too. People who have memorized take-out numbers usually are.

The pizza came and we ate it in the living room before my empty fireplace, drinking the half bottle of merlot Id found. I thought it had been left over from a dinner Id cooked for Marcy and her boyfriend months before. It was on the brink of going sour, but the warmth of it felt good going down. Predictably, the air conditioner was chilling the apartment.

I went into the kitchen to turn it down and Lewis followed with our plates and glasses. The window above the unit had frosted with its breath, and he went to it and wrote on it with his finger, Annie.

I moved up behind him and reached over and crossed out the ie and drew a y. Anny. He looked back at me, smiling slightly.

When I started first grade, I wanted a nickname more than anything, I said. Everybody else had one. My first name is Anna, so I told the teacher that everybody called me Annie, only I couldnt spell it, so I just added the y. Somehow its stuck all these years.

Thats one of the saddest things I ever heard, he said, turning to me. Why didnt your parents give you a nickname? Why didnt you tell them you wanted one?

Oh, for pitys sake, dont make a poor soul out of me, I said. I like my nickname. Its not like every other Annie you meet on the street. But since you ask, nobody was around much to give me one. My father left us when I was eight and my sisters and brother were younger, and by that time my mother was pretty much a drunk. I took care of us, and I liked it, and I was good at it, and I think I was as much parent to them as they needed. Theyve all turned out really well.

Ill bet they have, he said. Is your mother still alive?

No. She died my first year of college. We lived in North Charleston. I was able to stay at home and go to school, too.

I took the last swallow of the merlot in my glass.

I dont know why Im telling you this, I said. It makes me sound like an orphan of the storm, and Im not; I have a very good life. Its the life Ive chosen. I wouldnt change it.

Wouldnt you?

No. Listen, dont you think you ought to get started? The rains letting up and youve got a long drive.

He did not answer. Instead, he said, You never had a childhood, did you? You never played, you never had anyone who took care of you.

I had a grandmother who loved us all very much, I said. She lived in Myrtle Beach. We saw her often. She was always there if we needed her. She sent us money regularly; it kept us in the house and fed us when I was in school. And I did play. I used to lock myself in my room after the kids were in bed, and Id dance all over the room, and act out stories, and play the lead in every movie Id ever seen. I must have read every adventure book in the library. I wrote stories, too, in my diary.

Ill bet nobody ever saw them, he said. I bet nobody ever saw you dance. You know what? Im going to take you dancing. I know just the place. Its out on the river. Well eat oysters and play the jukebox and dance up a storm.

Lewis, why did you get divorced? I said. I did not even feel strange asking it, not in the midst of the extraordinary conversation we were having. Turnabout was fair play.

I think she finally just didnt like living with me, he said slowly. Im not a very social animal. Sissy wasissocial to the nth degree. I guess I missed one too many galas. I couldnt change. Even if I could I wouldnt have.

Do you still love her?

I dont know. I certainly did for a long time. I just dont like her very much. Shes not really a very nice person. I hate thinking shes raising the girls to be just like her, clothes and lunches and parties and all that. They were such funny, good little kids. Theyve left holes in my heart.

Do you see them?

Well, its a long way to Santa Barbara. Sissy doesnt come back here. I get the girls whenever I can manage the time and she feels like it. Its not enough.

No, I said, still looking out my frosted, calligraphed window. I dont imagine it is.

He came up behind me and put his arms around me and rested his chin on the top of my head. I didnt think he had to stoop much to do it.

Your hair is still wet, he said. Im not kidding about the dancing. Im going to call you every day until you say yes.

I thought of his world; I imagined the rich tapestry of friends and cousins and sweethearts from out of his childhood; the dense, baroque network of connections that was so uniquely Charleston. Lewis Aiken would not lack for women to eat oysters and dance with. Women of his own set. Smart, beautiful women. Downtown women.

Lewis, why me? I said into the window.

Why not you? he said, and kissed the top of my head and went out my front door. I listened to the soft growl of the Range Rovers engine until it lost itself on East Bay.

That night I turned the radio to a soft-rock station and I danced barefoot, in my brothers shirt, danced and danced until I lost my breath and fell into bed, and slept through the wet night without dreams.
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MONDAY WAS ALWAYS a slow day in our office; I never could figure out why. Marcy and the others always maintained that our clients were nursing weekend hangovers, and in many cases I suppose that was true. Whatever the reason, I welcomed the lull. It gave me a small space in which to try and catch up on the ever-present paperwork that is the sodden anchor holding all philanthropies to the earth. And it gave me a chance to meet with my staff and see where wed been the week before, and where we wished to go in the following one. We also sometimes treated ourselves to lunch out of the office. Monday was almost the only day we ever did that. The rest of the week one of the junior staff grudgingly ordered in and went and collected our lunches, and we ate at our desks. Often I brought my own yogurt and fruit.

On this Monday Marcy and I had no takers, so we went out to lunch alone together to the funky, enormously popular Hominy Grill, which was close enough for the staffs of the medical complex so that the restaurant and courtyard were usually dotted with white coats. The food was innovative and wonderfully cooked, and there was usually a sprinkling of downtown women and one or two proper Charleston dowagers, being treated by their daughters. The Grill was nothing if not eclectic.

Marcy, who is as tall and thin as a crane, ordered the fried-oyster salad. I had the vegetable plate. I knew that I never got enough vegetables; yogurt and frozen pasta are the staples of a singles refrigerator. The Grills collards and squash casserole were sublime. The macaroni and cheese made you weep for your childhood.

We ate under an umbrella in the tiny courtyard. After we finished our lunches, we sat for a while watching a pair of green lizards seep slowly down the white stucco wall of the restaurant. You could never catch them moving, but if you looked away, you would often find them inches or feet away from where they had been. Lizard watching is hypnotic. We were reluctant to leave our sunny courtyard and go back to work.

Lets go over some of the office stuff, I said. Make believe were working. Well stayoh, until that smallest lizard gets to the drainpipe.

So how did it go with the Sperrys? Marcy said. Did Tiffany show?

Nope. I dont know why I even hoped she would. I ended up taking Shawna to Dr. Aiken. I had to put her up with the Boltons, and so far as I know, shes still there. Its going to cost us a fortune, not to mention giving Adelaine Bolton enough ammunition to keep social services busy for a year.

She cant just leave her child there indefinitely, Marcy said in exasperation. Tiffany Sperry was a recurring thorn in our sides.

Oh, shell show today or tomorrow with some excuse or other, I said. The last time it was that her ovaries were swollen and she couldnt get out of bed. She didnt say whose. If shes not back by this afternoon, Ill call social services myself. Shes flirting with bad trouble.

What did Dr. Aiken say about Tiffany? Marcy asked, stirring her second glass of iced tea.

He thinks she can be helped. Said it was pretty straightforward. Hes going to send me a memo on the consultation, and the name of a surgeon who just might do the operation for free. Im prepared to beg. Shawnas a sweet child. She loved Dr. Aiken. As well she should. We got caught in that downpour and my car wouldnt start, and he took her to the Boltons and me to my place. I ended up giving him a cup of tea, and we ordered a pizza.

Marcy stared, and I flushed. I had no idea why I was telling her about the evening with Lewis Aiken. I almost never discussed my personal life, even with her. All I knew was that it gave me a surge of pure pleasure to talk about him. I liked saying his name.

My Lord, you and Lewis Aiken alone in your apartment eating pizza! What was he like?

Wet and hungry, I said. Barefoot. What should he be like? Hes a nice, funny man who likes kids and misses his own. Hes divorced, and shes got the children in Santa Barbara. I gather it wasnt a very amicable divorce.

Dont you know anything? Marcy breathed. Amicable! It was the scandal of the year; everybody knows about it. I still hear people talking about it. Everybody knows what a bitch she was; I dont know anybody who doesnt love Dr. Aiken. Literally, I hear. I think hes gone with a lot of women since she left.

Obscurely, my heart dropped.

Where do you hear this stuff? I said. Have you been hanging around the yacht club?

Just eat lunch in the hospital cafeteria sometime, Marcy said. Theres not a nurse in there who doesnt know all about it, and who wouldnt give a months pay to go out with him. I dont think he dates anybody in the medical community, though. His familys been here since the Huguenots; hes strictly a downtown guy.

I had known that, of course; it was implicit in the photographs in his office. But I still felt a small curl of desolation, like smoke. I was, of course, quite literally only a port in a storm to Lewis Aiken. The restthe talk and laughter, the invitation to go dancing, the kiss on the top of the headwere obviously simply spillovers of Lewiss charm. He would have bestowed them on any woman as easily as he gave his smile.

Was she a Charleston woman? I asked, as casually as I could. I saw her pictures in his office, and the twins. Theyre all beautiful. It looked like a movie family.

No, shes from Baltimore. He met her when he was at Hopkins. Shes beautiful, all right, but her family wasnt anywhere near as rich or wellborn as his. Everybody says she never really loved him, but she did love that house, and the boat, and the club memberships, and the place in the country, and the money. I think he was a goner when he first laid eyes on her. Apparently, he stuck with her for a long time after she started running around on him. I hear she had affairs with half of Charleston, and a lot of them were his friends. She was really something; I saw her at a hospital thing once. You couldnt look away from her.

It cant be all that easy to have affairs in Charleston, I said. Youd be bumping into everybody you knew all the time.

From what I hear, youd be surprised by how easy it is, she said. Either that, or lots of people dont really care whos diddling around with who.

So why didnt he leave her?

The girls, Im sure. And then I hear he was totally in love with her. I think the divorce almost killed him.


Why did he finally divorce her? I asked. I was ashamed of myself, but I could not stop probing for facts about Lewis Aiken. He had seemed so open with me the night before, but I saw now that I had not caught the sense of him at all, and I wanted to know him. I hurt for his hurt.

She did, not him. They were renovating the house on the Batterynot fancy enough for her, I guessand she had a really steamy affair with the architect. He wasnt a local guy, but he was a real stud and he had a good practice here. I dont think the poor guy had a chance. They were all over the place with it; everybody was talking. Dr. Aiken moved to the country with the girls and she filed for divorce. He just let her. She was going to marry the guy and they were going to live in splendor in the Battery houseon the Aikenss money. Of course, his family loathed her, and hadnt spoken to her for ages, and she retaliated by not letting them see the girls. I hear he was going to contest the divorce, but when she went after the house, that was it. The architect didnt marry her after all, and she hightailed it home to California, where her parents had moved. I hear they bought her a house next door to theirs. I think she got a generous settlement, but it wasnt what she had had with Dr. Aiken. Ill bet she regrets that little fling. She had it all, and blew it.

What happened to the architect?

He went back home to his wife in Orangeburg.

What a comedown, I said, laughing. Marcy, its incredible to me that you know all this.

Everybody knows. Hes a catch.

Lewis Aiken called the next day and asked me to dinner.

I hear youre a catch, I said.

Blue-plate catch of the day, he said. Wear your jeans and your dancing shoes, and bring some bug spray. This place doesnt have much but mosquitoes and a jukebox and the best oysters in the Low Country. Pick you up at six.

[image: ]


Booters Bait and Oysters lies at the end of a flimsy dock that stretches out over the marshes to Bohicket Creek, which separates Wadmalaw Island from Johns Island. I never could have found it on that evening. It seemed to me so deeply embedded in the wild heart of the marsh and swamp country, so far from even the sparse filling stations and cinder-block stores and garages we passed on the way, on the little country road, that we were in another country, one that lay a continent away from Charleston. And in a sense it did. This wild, swamp-cradled, salt-infused country had far more to do with alligators and rattlesnakes and eagles and ospreys and the occasional bobcat than it did with men and their doings. The houses we did pass were shacks and trailers sliding slowly into the tangles of vines and encroaching live oaks. Rusted cars decorated dirt yards; old gut-sprung sofas sat on porches. Skiffs and rowboats had pride of place in what passed for most driveways.

I guess youre sure about this, I said.

Oh, yeah. Booter and I grew up together, summers. Our place is not so far from here. We ran wild all over the place. There isnt an inch of Bohicket Creek we havent fished or hunted. Hes a better shot than anybody I know, and hes the best fisherman in the Low Country. He keeps boats for some of the guys at his dock, and it got so that people just hung around when they came in, and chewed the fat and drank beer, and finally he put a roof over the end of it and a couple of tables and benches, and got a jukebox and a beer licensethough Ive never been so sure about that. People come from all around here for the oysters. Oh, not the town crowd that thinks roughing it is the Wreck on Mount Pleasant. But folks around here. The oysters come out of the water the day you eat them, and theres only two ways that you canroasted and raw. Junior Crosby, an old black man who used to work for my father on the Edisto place, does the oyster roasts. Hes got a gallon drum and a sheet of iron and he builds a fire and gets it just right, and then plunks a croker sack full of oysters on it and yanks em off when theyre ready, and you take the clumps and open them yourself. Somehow I didnt think youd have one, so I brought oyster knives for both of us.

Well, I certainly know what an oyster roast is, I said. Ive been to them at some pretty fancy places, at benefits for the foundation. But you certainly didnt have to open your own oysters. There were people to do it for you.

Youd get thrown in the creek at Booters if you asked somebody to do that, Lewis said. But Ill show you how. And if you slice your finger off, theres a doctor in the house.

We bumped down a dirt road so thickly overhung with moss and branches that it was like driving through a tunnel and abruptly came out into a clearing. I gasped. The creek here was just widening out into a sea of marsh grass, silvered by a small breeze and flushed pink by the setting sun. The line of the trees against the far edge of the marsh was black. Over it all a high white ghost moon rode.

Its beautiful, I said.

There was a long dock and the promised pavilion at the end, roofed with tin, and a cluster of fishing boats waddled back and forth on their tethers at the platform below. Trucks and old sedans and motorcycles crowded the rutted parking lot. Jukebox music thumped into the quiet twilight, over the whine of insects and the slap of water on pilings.

Lets do it, Lewis said, and we parked and went inside.

There were no walls, but a central island held a bar and a sink and an old red Coca-Cola cooler the likes of which I had not seen since I was a child. It looked fully that old. Men in dirty jeans and T-shirts and a few women in tight jeans and cutoffs and midriff-baring tees stood at the bar or clustered around the picnic tables on the open deck. They were all laughing and some were doing little cut-up dance steps to the jukebox, and most were drinking beer. Everybody looked up when we entered. My heart dropped. I thought with shame of my ironed jeans and new pink T-shirt, and my new, blinding-white sneakers. I had slumming written all over me as surely as if I had worn satin. Lewis, who wore rumpled scrubs again, and sandals, somehow did not stand out. You could tell by the way he walked in that he was at home in this place.

A chorus of greetings rose to meet usHey, Lewis! How you doin, boy? Been cuttin up any more kids? Where you been? Thought youd gotten yourself into that movie theyre shootin downtown! Fondness and equality swam in the air like the swarm of mosquitoes that had already found my face and arms. No one looked directly at me, but I could feel eyes on me like little pits of fire.

A grizzled, red-brown man at the bar grinned, showing a gap in his tobacco-stained teeth, and pulled a Budweiser out of the cooler and opened it and thumped it down in front of Lewis.

Hey, Booter, Lewis said. This is my friend Anny Butler. She takes care of sick kids and we work together sometimes.

Apparently, it was important that I be qualified. Set into the scheme of things. Booter turned his grin on me.

Get you something, maam?

Please call me Anny. Id like a Diet Coke.

The crowd at the bar snickered and I flushed.

Got Mountain Dew and beer, Booter said. I could make you some coffee, though.

Beers fine.

It was. It was cold and sweating in my hand, and drops of condensation fell onto my arms and hands, cooling them. It was airlessly hot under the canopy of tin. The squadrons of mosquitoes were vicious and relentless. I had lathered myself all over with the strong, piney-green liquid Lewis had given me, but apparently I was fresh meat. No one else at the bar or tables seemed to be bothered. I drank another beer quickly and the bites seemed to sting less.


Junior Crosby came in toting his paraphernalia then, and the steaming of the oysters got under way. The crowd descended on them like locusts, piling the great clumps of adhering shells onto tin plates and attacking them with oyster knives to pry them open and pop the roasted oyster into their mouths. They tasted wonderful, the few that I managed to get open. By the time I had finished my first plate, everybody else had gone back for thirds and fourths, and the beer flowed. Night fell, thick and black and moon haunted. The creek water was silvered with it out into the marsh.

Lewis finally relented and opened the oysters for me, and bought me another beer, and another. I did not even like beer, but this tasted wonderful, somehow, all of a piece with the salt of the marsh and the scent of the faraway mimosas.

Ill be drunk, I said.

Well, I should certainly hope so, Lewis said. Because I promised you dancing, and dancing out here is far better accomplished drunk.

He went up to the jukebox, a battered old Wurlitzer that looked to me the same vintage as the cooler, and made a selection. All over the dock people were dancing; I had scarcely noticed them, but now I could not look away. Apparently, the only songs Booter had on his jukebox were the old rock-and-roll and country-and-western songs of the fifties, which I barely remembered from my childhood. All around me, burly, light-footed men and willowy, big-haired women were stomping and swaying and undulating to the Platters, Bill Haley and His Comets, Frankie Lymon and the Teenagers, Little Richard, Gene Vincent and the Blue Caps.

Its a time warp, I said. Wheres Elvis?

Too upscale for this crowd, Lewis said, grinning. Fats Domino doing Blueberry Hill is about as highbrow as it gets.

He swung me up and out onto the dance floor, and the music caught me as surely as his red-freckled arms, and I was dancing as I had never danced before, intense, sweating, as sure and light of foot as any of






























































































OPS/9780061745317.png
Rhnne

Rivers

| HOVEL
y N | N\
| | %,
3 | B
[ I E O
< A






OPS/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





OPS/space.jpg





