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A Letter from Murmur Lee Harp to Charleston Rowena Mudd

July 21, 2001

Dear Charlee,

Here is the swan feather I promised. Be forewarned: This really works. An old celibate man in Jacksonville Beach clued me in. He blames the feather for his incessant faithfulness. By his own admission, he cheated on his wife with all the consistency of a serial killer until his wife threw the feather spell on him. He spent the first decade of his marriage as a philanderer and the last two as a model husband. In fact, he buried her three years ago and remains true. It’s sad, really, that this works so well. I mean, the old guy is never going to get laid again in his life.

Anyway, you have to sew the feather into his pillowcase. You can’t simply stick it in there. Do you know how to sew anymore? You’ve been up there so long, I suspect you’ve forgotten everything our mothers tried to teach us. I can see how that is both helpful and not. For instance, your mother, who was truly a dear woman—you know I loved her—was always insisting that you wear your hair short. That was wrongheaded. You’re a knockout when you let those curls kiss your shoulders.

Also, when do I get to meet this Nigerian? Like I said in this morning’s E-mail, you CANNOT marry until I have approved. I would give you the same courtesy. Bring him down here and let me meet him while the summer storms still rage. Don’t let this get past you. I know you. Once school kicks in, you’ll be too busy to even respond to E-mail. So book your flights and I’ll pick you up, and you two can have the house all to yourselves.

We’re having a bang-up summer, Charlee. Last evening, Dr. Z was still running around Hastings in his Roadmaster (I don’t believe he has cleaned it out, only added to the pile of crap, since you left here however many years ago), treating the migrants, and I took the liberty, as is my wont and his pleasure, to sit on his dock and sip my beer and watch the end-of-day glory unfold and settle. I was glad I did, because last night’s sunset turned out to be a rare breed of awesome. The magnolia leaves quivered in the waning light. The river glowed. The sky bloomed. The anvil clouds towering in the west over the hammock appeared to be lit from within. It was enough to make my heart break and put itself back together out of sheer joy: lilac, purple, orange, sage. This old world, I’m telling you, pulsed with the sun’s last gasp—ba bap, ba bap, ba bap—and then both sea and sky took on a golden glaze.

Just when I was thinking life couldn’t get any better, it did. A flock of terns rose from the river, spiraling up up up, a ribbon of black and white unfurling along a thermal. And then they disappeared. It was as if God had called them home.

What do you think of that? I’d really like to know. Also, if any of your professors would like to comment, I welcome their thoughts.

If the description of the sunset doesn’t do it, then perhaps this will entice you home: The dragonflies are in peak form. And you know what they say . . . a bountiful season of dragonflies makes for a healthy uterus. Picture you and your beloved sitting on Z’s dock—or my porch—quiet and beautiful and still—watching the dragons fly. Take right now, for instance. I’m on my back patio, writing this letter and am surrounded. They collide into one another—winged bumper cars—as they gorge on the mosquitoes, and with each collision, a faintly metallic whir strikes the air. I bet ants and cockroaches consider it to be a form of music, something akin to calypso.

So what do you think of my news about this guy I met? I mean, I’m a bit wary, yet ever so willing to throw every shred of caution to the wind.

My tendency toward behaving with abandon is fueled by my very real and reasonable desire for sex. I mean, it has been three months. I’ve done all sorts of spell casting. I even burned my pubes in a bird’s nest. That should have brought me major boom-boom action. But no! I’m still walking about like a nun!

So for no other reason than carnal desire, I’m tempted to go forward with this. He’s cute as hell. My pubes have grown back in. As good old Father Beaver used to say, “Perhaps this would make Jesus happy.” I’ll keep you posted. Love on the river should be very hot. I guess I ought to buy a new razor or get waxed. Or something.

I miss you, Charlee. Z misses you. Edith misses you. Lucinda misses you. The whole damn bunch of us do. So come visit before you get involved in all your books and God again. Besides, you know as well as I do, God isn’t up there. She left Boston ages ago.

 Love you lots,

Murmur



P.S. I forgot to tell you, that poor swan! And poor me! The spell doesn’t work if you pick up a feather off the ground. You have to pluck it out of the poor bird’s butt. You’d better be sure you really want this guy.




Murmur Lee Harp

The pearl-faced moon dipped behind a cloud, darkening the night, as I sped upriver to meet my lover. We’d had many such river trysts. In fact, it was how we’d met five months prior: he on his way to check his crab traps and me anchored in the Matanzas, listening to Gillian Welch softly wail on my boom box. But tonight, it was the Iris Haven River, not the Matanzas, and it was New Year’s Eve—a time that made me melancholy, because who among us could live up to the expectations born of fresh beginnings?

My skiff bounced along the swift chop, and as I brought her into the channel, I could see that Billy was already there. He owned a twenty-four-foot Wellcraft Fisherman, and if the tide had been low, he wouldn’t have been in this river, as it ran shallow. But the New Year and broad, waning moon had given us a high tide, which made the river doable. I eased back on the throttle, my skin and hair wet with salt spray, not believing that I’d been with Billy for nearly half a year. As I churned doggedly on, closing the gap between us, I reminded myself that I deserved this happiness. My life was like most people’s: a series of challenges made bearable by the sanctified gifts of friends and strangers. I wasn’t going to sabatoge things this time. I was going to love a man and allow him to love me back and simply accept that life could be this way. And if, on occasion, I needed to slip a pinch of cayenne into his coffee to keep him focused, or sweeten his table salt with a dusting of snipped egret feathers to make him want me more, well, I was up for that. Upon my approach, I heard John Lee Hooker on Billy’s boom box: “One bourbon, one scotch, and one beer.” What a fine way to bring in the New Year: with the blues.

I anchored off his leeward bow, and as I watched the line uncoil and disappear into the river, I yelled, “Hello!”

Billy poked his head out of the cabin, all smiles, his eyes polished by liquor. “Hey there.” He stepped onto the deck and raised his Budweiser in greeting. Dressed in well-saddled jeans, a red cable-knit sweater, and a University of Florida baseball cap, he looked younger than his forty-five years. “What took you so long?” He shot me that gap-toothed Scots-Irish grin.

“I ran over to the hammock. Wanted to see if I could spot the owl we heard last night.”

He didn’t say anything. He just stared. I fiddled with my hair and felt myself blush. His gaze was direct and all about sex. Even though I was halfway through my third decade on this planet, I wobbled under the weight of his hazel eyes. I brought my slicker tighter about me. “Permission to come aboard, sir.”

He held open his arms: a welcoming gesture. “Permission granted.”

As he took my line in his big hands and pulled my skiff toward him, I felt light and happy, almost home.

         

It was cold on the river, even though we were buffered from the easterly breeze by the dunes. Billy insisted I remove my slicker, because he “couldn’t get to me through all that waterproofing.” He wrapped me in an old gray sweater of his. It fit Billy snugly, but on me, it resembled a coat.

Overhead, clouds moved quickly and the moon’s light wavered. We stayed on deck, both of us wanting to bring in the New Year in the wide, cold goodness of this river. Billy kissed the tip of my nose. Mr. Hooker howled, “Think twice before you go . . .”

“Happy New Year, baby.” I touched Billy’s face.

He rested his hands in my damp hair. “We’re getting socked in,” he said.

I followed his gaze. Fog billowed westward from the sea. Soon both the river and shore would be enveloped. “I love fog. Especially the way it tumbles in without warning.” I wrapped my arms around him and spun a half turn—the perfect curl of a knot—resting the back of my head against his chest. “Fog is all about surprise, whereas rain is about, I don’t know, enduring the moment.”

He spun me back around—undoing the knot—leaned in, kissed me. He tasted like drawn butter and beer. “That makes no sense, you crazy woman, you.”

“Yes, it does.” I extricated myself and reached for my beer. I took a long swig and considered if I should try to convince him that rain is all about endurance, but he was on to something else.

“Listen to this.” He popped out John Lee Hooker and fiddled with a plastic bag filled with CDs.

“No, Billy. Not again. I don’t like this game. Listen, I’m better on music than you. Get used to it. It’s a”—I breathed in the wet air, searched for a suitable word—“gift.”

He wasn’t deterred. He hit the play button and looked at me smugly. He thought he had me stumped—it was written all over his wide face.

“Easy. Prokofiev. Romeo and Juliet.”

“Damn it!” He crushed his empty Budweiser with one hand, tossed it in a plastic bucket, opened the cooler, reached for another. “How do you know?”

“I saw the ballet on PBS.” Actually, anyone with half a brain would know. That cubist, break-down-the-walls, big-as-a-bull physicality was owned by Prokofiev. I ran my hand lightly over my fog-frizzed hair. “I mean it, Billy, I really hate this game.”

“Damn it all to hell.” He pulled the CD bag up to his face and stared in. He was determined to prove to me that I didn’t know as much about music as I thought I did. For a moment, I hated him.

“Just a couple of more, Murmur Lee.” He slammed in a different CD, hit play, and smiled triumphantly.

“Raga. A form of classical Indian music.” I spoke in a monotone. “But you’ve got the wrong season. That raga is to be played only in the summer. Listen to the F-sharp. It’s called a Dipak, Billy.” I admit, I pushed his buttons with this one, showing off just enough to make him wish he’d never started down this path. “But you’ve got the time of day right. Hear that tonality of the four-note scale, all of it way down deep? Definitely a nighttime melody.”

His mouth pinched up—a sign that I tweaked his gallbladder into producing a squirt or two of poison. He took off his cap, repositioned it, and then searched the CD bag like a dog clawing sand.

I emptied my beer and got a fresh one. If this goes on much longer, I thought, I’m out of here. I popped the top and looked toward Zachary’s dock, which, through the fog, appeared smudged. I could barely make out the plastic owl he’d nailed on the rail to keep away the seagulls and all their poop. Dumb idea. Right then, the voice of Egypt blossomed through the thick, liquored air.

“Umm Kulthum.” I turned away from Billy, scooted past the cooler, and took three steps to the stern. “Nobody on the planet has a voice like hers. You know, she’s like Piaf. And Orbison. Billie Holiday. Ella. Definitely Ella. Some might even say Sinatra. With chanteuses, it’s not about tonal structure. It’s all about the voice. And phrasing.” He was not listening. He was already on to the next CD. I stared into the silk wall of mist, annoyed, thinking, I want to eat the fog; I want it to taste like melted vanilla ice cream.

He pressed the play button. As I zeroed in on the first fat chord, the wind hit us with something awful, something rotting, maybe an animal carcass soiling the evergreen promise of this New Year.

I started to say, Billy, baby, what’s that smell? but I didn’t get the chance. Everything—the river, the shore, the big dark sky—collapsed in a single bright flash. Right before I lost consciousness, I thought, Oh dear God, there is a lightning storm in my brain.

         

I do not remember plunging into the green river. 

It was only after death consumed me that any sort of consciousness emerged. My first thought was, Have the stars all melted? Is that what rivers and seas truly are? The meltdown of heavenly bodies?

As the river flooded me, I longed for Billy. I wanted him to pull me into the air and back to life. Where was he?

I tried to close my mouth, but it would not move. Tiny fish entered and exited. I looked foolish, floating along, my mouth wide open. What would happen to my soul with my mouth gaped and flooded? Could it escape to wherever souls are supposed to rest? At least no evil could get in. How could any spirit enter a mouth dammed by river water? I decided I resembled a sunken boat, a moving reef, a curiosity to fish and invisible plankton.

An old woman who used to shop at the St. Augustine IGA before they tore it down told me that it was bad luck to die with your eyes open. She lived in Lincolnville, marched with Dr. King, saw her two sons go to jail and her daughter become a lawyer. She was old when I knew her. She taught me a lot. Such as: “You gotta close a dead man’s eyes, lest he take somebody with him.” And: “Open up all the windows and doors the very second a person passes. Otherwise, their soul stays stuck, locked up in the house. You don’t want that.” And this one, most frightening of all: “When you become pure soul, don’t you dare break a mirror. If you do, your soul shatters to bits and ends up trapped in all them broken pieces of looking glass, cursed to wander not just this universe but all the verses, the multiverse.”

I wondered what she’d say about this: me dying with my eyes wide open and not possessing a single anticipatory breath that my demise was imminent? But at least I wouldn’t be cracking any mirrors down here.

         

My fingers trailed along the river’s sandy bottom, touching seaweed, seashells, sea grass, unable to stop the journey. The current dragged me away from Billy and Iris Haven and everyone among the living I loved. Edith. Lucinda. Zachary. Charlee. I might have made it all the way out to sea if it hadn’t been for Billy’s sweater getting snagged on the stob of some ancient submerged barnacle-studded tree.

Fish nibbled. Crabs found the bare flesh of my fingers. Seaweed collected in the hollows and curves of my body. The river rushed over me, polishing me, as if I were just another hapless river rock. In the first few hours of my death, I was in shock, unable to comprehend how—in what seemed like that proverbial eye blink—I had come to drown, with no real effort on my part, in the Iris Haven River. And also, there in the lightless water, I was terrified that my body might never be found. I was confused as to the condition of my soul and the state of my religion.

If I had been a calmer cadaver, the events leading up to my death might not have been as murky. But that was supposition. For all I knew, every living creature is struck dumb at the moment of death. Maybe initial ignorance as to the details of one’s own dying is akin to the body going into shock—the truth is just too difficult to manage, given the magnitude of the change.

Untouched by God or grace, surrounded by darkness, suspended in that river I knew and loved so well, I began to grieve. On the 365th evening of 2001, I had lost everything and gained nothing.

But with dawn came a small gift: I was faceup. I could see the new day coming. I watched the light tipple the surface. I saw how it shooed away the darkness, turning the river water gold and green and distant blue. But my grief over having lost my life and then having gained squat in death was resolute. No amount of dawn could make me accept my circumstances. As the water slowly warmed, I grew angry. I was thirty-five years old—the lover to many men, a good friend to a well-chosen few, a daughter who’d been secretly wild but openly obedient, a mother who’d never stopped viciously mourning the loss of her only child, a woman who despite some tough breaks and lapses in judgment had made her own way in this world—yet I hadn’t been allowed one small final act of self-respect: the conscious participation in my death. Why couldn’t I remember what had happened? Or perhaps memory had nothing to do with it. Maybe there were simply two states of existence: on and off. I couldn’t accept this. I wanted more out of both life and death. I wished I’d had more sex, born more babies, eaten more chocolate pie. And in death, I sure as hell didn’t want to lie passively by while crabs consumed my corpse.

The current tugged, and eventually the sweater began to shred into long woolen tendrils, freeing me from the stob. I floated deeper into the river, and it was then that a rumbling began in my spine and my belly and even my knees: My soul was being wrestled from that old body of mine. This was not easy. It did not feel good. It was, like all forms of birth, a violent act. As the essential force we call spirit was torn membrane from muscle from bone, I joined the chorus, lifting up my voice in the eternal maw of the primal scream—it’s silent, you know. This was a humbling experience, not unlike being born to flesh amid blood and shit. I was ripped from that pickled bag of skin and tossed like an old dirty washrag into the cold, bright air—the fog had lifted—and I looked behind me, from where I’d just come, at that river I had loved so well. I watched a flash all silver and gray arc through the air and splash back down. The absurdity of my situation took hold and I began to laugh (my laughter flew in droplets of water that struck the river’s surface, ringing like chimes), because I realized that in the moment I left my body, I was not a golden spirit sprouting wings, ascending into the gates of heaven. No. Not me. I was lowly, common, prey to both dolphin and shark, sustenance to poor coastal people—black and white alike. I was a jumping mullet.




Charleston Rowena Mudd

In Boston, they know me as Charlotte, for in that northern city, positioned as it is in the breadbasket of higher learning, I became a geographical liar. My goal? To hide my true origins. And not simply because people outside of dear old Dixie have unfairly pegged us all as shiftless, ignorant, backward, inbred—should I go on?—but because I, Charleston Rowena Mudd, am a Self-Loathing Southerner.

As such, I have developed various airs and voices appropriate to whatever name I’m using in whatever region I find myself in. For instance, in Boston, I truncate my vowels. “My name is Charlotte.” Quick as a darting bird: five syllables compressed into one quick wobble.

But after two or three bourbons, I sometimes slip up. “My name is Chaaaarlut. Rhymes with haaaaarlot.”

Very few of my friends back at Harvard Divinity find my seldom-revealed but ribald southern humor charming. Only Happy Jim, a fallen Franciscan brother with the smile of an angel. An easy audience, for sure.

And now I have returned to my old haunts—the sandy coquina-laced beaches that build and recede at the whimsy of the tides, the lesser-known shores of Anastasia Island, Crescent Beach, Iris Haven, Marineland, for Christ’s sake—where I am known simply as Charlee. Charlee Mudd.

And I must confess, the name fits.

I never imagined I would return to this place. I left in order to become an educated woman, to escape redneck culture, to become worldly and intellectual and Yankeefied. And I pretty much succeeded.

True, I didn’t manage to totally stamp out my good manners and, as I said, the old drawl lifted its ugly magnolia-scented head occasionally. And even after coming to terms with the awful realization that rednecks are universal, as is racism, sexism, and plagiarism, I still managed to live my life using my brains versus my body. Which, come to think of it, was actually my main goal when I set out from the South. You see, at the time of my exodus at the age of twenty-nine, I was convinced that female brain-driven success was a peculiarly northern tradition. I never stopped to consider that those cotillion queens, whom I loathed both out of envy and disgust, might have had more going on upstairs than I was willing to give them credit for.

So, yes, I could pass as northern on most days. I learned to make a phone call and get to the point immediately, rather than engage in the ritualized politeness that serves as the glue binding all cultures of the South into one huge dysfunctional gossip tree. You know, How’s your daddy, your great-granddaddy, your camellias, and your mama doing? When the point of the call was to ask, Can you please turn down your stereo just a tad? The baby is trying to sleep.

I could meet a man for the very first time and discuss world issues without knowing who his people were. I could bully my way up to the front of a line without ever once saying “Excuse me.” I quit addressing people as sir or ma’am even if they were over seventy. This alone would have killed my mother had she been alive. I ate grits only in private. A store in St. Augustine shipped them to me. I hid them in a tin canister I kept tucked out of sight on the top shelf of my kitchen cabinet. The raised black letters on the canister identified the contents as flour. If a friend happened to spy the leftovers in my fridge, I would lie, saying that it was couscous. I once spent a weekend alone in New York City. I rode the subway. Hailed a cab. Wandered Central Park without police protection. I’ve been known to dine out by myself. I learned to stop asking for sweet tea—I grew tired of the dismissive waiters saying, “The sugar is on the table,” and me trying to explain it’s simply not the same. I paid scant attention to football, claiming not to know that the Florida State Seminoles were anything other than an amalgam of lost tribes chased into the Everglades by the U.S. Army and disease. I owned an ice scraper. I pretended to like, even understand, Philip Glass. I never ate supper anymore. Dinner. Let’s go have dinner. I joined the ACLU.

But there is one fact above all others that illustrates how far I had traveled from Iris Haven and my Deep South roots. My fiancé, the man who dumped me two weeks before we were to say our vows in a Unitarian chapel close to campus, hailed from Nigeria. Ahmed. Ahmed Al-Kuwaee.

His was a lilting, London-influenced, perfect-grammar accent. A Muslim by birth, training, and choice, he considered my Catholic upbringing exotic, naïve. He was, as my southern cronies would say, black as the ace of spades.

We were a perfect match, a complement of Old World and New, cream and coffee, intellect and passion, seaweed and salt. But he had a secret. One that he revealed, if you will indulge me, in the most startling fashion. It was a Saturday night in early November. Already, Cambridge was locked down in wayward piles of dirty snow and temperatures so unkind, I refuse to recite them. Ahmed was to be at my apartment at 7:30 for dinner. He had his own key, which he used. I was in my tiny kitchen, which was, if the truth be known, an afterthought carved out of a closet, chopping cilantro—a must-have ingredient in the spicy Thai lemon and shrimp soup I was serving. Ahmed loved my cooking. And I admit, I’m not half-bad in the kitchen. But I digress. There I was, standing at my kitchen counter, Yo-Yo Ma unfurling in the background, me concentrating so singularly on the task at hand that I didn’t realize Ahmed had let himself in until he cleared his throat.

I spun around, thrilled—I was wild for him—the knife still in hand, and then froze. Ahmed was pale. I swear. His ebony skin resembled chalk. Beside him stood a petite young thing with downcast eyes. A child, really. Shy, maybe gentle, definitely out of her element. I could read nothing else about her.

He spoke softly, a slight embarrassed smile revealing a thin flash of white. He explained it succinctly, with all the emotion one uses when reciting a textbook passage. Theirs was an arranged union, an agreement entered into before he or she had any inkling of puberty. They were married the day prior to him leaving for America and Harvard. His conscience wouldn’t allow him to go forward with a Christian marriage. He asked that I forgive him.

Despite my northern, sophisticated, and tough-as-nails-in-an-urban-way attitude, I didn’t take the news well. He had barely finished his plea for forgiveness, when I heard myself screech, my drawl in full bloom—anger, hurt, and disbelief fueling the elongation of my vowels—“Why, you no good lily-livered shit ass!”

He could have run me over with a Jeep and I would not have felt as injured. I feared my eyes were darting about in my head as I tried to recover some semblance of control. My best friend from home, Murmur, scattered like light through my foundering brain. She never let anyone get the best of her—she never showed it anyway. She could have a cobra sitting on her head and remain steady. I had to slip into another dimension, if only for a moment. In my mind’s eye, Murmur gathered. She was smirking, not a drop of fear betrayed, not even in her squinty blue eyes. It did the trick. Briefly, a calm pushed at the thunderclouds roiling through my veins. And I did it. I got righteous.

My voice deepened. I slowed way down. I enjoyed the heft of the knife, which I gripped ever so sweetly.

“How dare you. You have taken advantage of my honor. My good nature.” I pushed an errant strand of hair off my forehead with the point of the knife. “Even my honest heart.” I pursed my lips as I conjured my next face-saving line, all the while struggling not to collapse at his feet and beg and howl in true belle fashion for him not to abandon me.

“You are dead to me. Do you understand? And if you don’t walk out that door this very second, you will also be dead to your sweet little bride.” I tossed the knife—one revolution—and caught it by the handle. For the first time in my life, I was grateful that in high school I had been a baton twirler.

Over the top? Certainly. Effective? Oh yes.

Ahmed backed out of my Cell Block C–size apartment, shielding his poor shocked bride with his own body, stunned, I believe, not only by the spin of my knife but, most importantly, by my sudden southernness.

Yes, it’s true. I had deceived him, too. Told him I was from Chicago. My friends at Harvard warned me that I would rot in hell for telling such a lie and that surely he would find me out. But I felt the need to hide my origins, because he truly hated southerners, too. We had so much in common. He had seen George Wallace footage and believed everyone in the South was just a bunch of little Georges blocking school entrances throughout the region, yelling racist epithets into bullhorns, and swiping sweat out of their pale, beady eyes. Their intention? To prevent Ahmed from stepping foot into any of their hallowed halls of second-rate education.

Playing devil’s advocate, I once asked him, “What about Jimmy Carter?”

“What about him?” He stared back at me, unblinking, unwilling to admit I had scored a point.

“He’s from the South. He’s not prejudiced. He’s a good man.”

“He’s not truly a southerner,” Ahmed said thoughtfully, stroking his new-growth goatee, seemingly at peace with his flawed logic.

Of course, my deception was minor—indeed, barely counted—when compared to him not disclosing he already had a wife. My God, he had turned me into an adulteress—and nearly a polygamist—without my informed consent.

So upon learning that my fiancé was already married, the guilt I had borne those last seventeen months transformed itself into seething satisfaction, even as my heart was shattering like a Kmart wineglass dropped onto a terrazzo floor. In the face of my solemn death threat, Ahmed had exited my apartment with a soft shush of the door, but I flung it open, and before he and she had made it down the hall to the elevator, I screamed triumphantly, pointing that trusty blade at what I presumed to be the upper chamber of his heart, “Yes, you fucking asshole, you have been sleeping with a Cracker!”

Then I slammed the door so hard that my Tiffany art glass wall calendar fell off its hook. I started bawling and headed for the kitchen, where I poured myself a water glass full of bourbon and ate cold leftover cheese grits right out of the plastic container. I planned all manner of revenge. I could have gay smut magazines delivered to his mailbox at the Divinity School. I could call Immigration from a pay phone and say I believed he was in the country on an expired visa. I could tell the FBI that he often had clandestine midnight meetings with men of Middle Eastern origin and that he once had admitted he’d like to bomb the State Department. Lies. Lies. Lies. I could, I could, I could. . . . But I did not.

Instead, I dropped out of school. One class to go—three credit hours: Christianity and Ecology. Course description: “A rigorous exploration of sound Christian environmental thought.” As opposed to? And then there is the matter of my dissertation, which, if ever done, will explore the thorny subject of the historical Jesus. My committee head, Dr. Wise, was hoping for something a bit more traditional. Not my style, I told him breezily.

The truth is, despite a lifelong preoccupation with religion—and yes, I’ll say it—the Holy Roman Catholic Church in all its many genuflections—I have lost my faith. I’m not sure when it left. Or was I the one who walked away? Beats me. All I know is that in my current state of lapsed faith, I cannot possibly write about a Christian Jesus. A political strategist? A social maverick? A revolutionary par none? Yes. God? No. Not right now.

I am newly home—four days—haven’t yet unpacked. The coastal plain of Iris Haven feels as familiar to me as skin. But I am not the same person who left here six years ago. If we are, indeed, defined by the friends and lovers who fill the lonely hollows of our hearts, displacing for a moment our sadness and alienation (those twin sisters of original sin), then I am ash. Not bone.

Ahmed wasn’t solely one more attempt on my part to wrestle free from the South’s wide guilt. I loved him. When he held me, I felt free. Surrounded. The pain of past traumas receded. The fear of failure faded.

Almost two months after he jilted me, Murmur died. Alone. In the Iris Haven River. How does a woman who spent her entire life fishing and surfing and snorkeling these waters die by drowning? And what condition was her faith in as she took her final breath? Did anyone care? Did the Christian God—so important to her in girlhood—whisper into her fading ear, “My child, you are a woman of many sins: adultery, drink, promiscuity. But you indulged honestly, with a fair heart, meaning no harm. So welcome home”?

I always knew that I could gallivant anywhere. Re-create myself a thousand times over. Charleston. Charlotte. Cher. Hell, you name it. I could pass as a Yankee. I could fall in love with a fine-boned man from Nigeria, someone whose dreams were of places, colors, smells, textures more foreign to me than the surface of Mars. I could fall off the edge of the earth and never be honest about the consequences, because I had Murmur. Murmur was back home, keeping the world straight, sending me letters about new dune lines and turtle runs and the metalline sound of dragonflies on the wing at dusk. So no matter what new plot I was hatching for myself, at the close of the day, by the time I got to that last flourish at the end of the page—Love you lots, Murmur—I knew once again who I was. Charlee Mudd. A simple white girl from North Florida who loved grits and sea oats and, sans racism, most all things southern.




October 3, 2001 Murmur Lee Harp’s Last Will and Testament, Handwritten in Baroque Cursive Script on a Yellow Legal Pad in Purple Ink and Notarized by Lashandra P. Pacetti

The wind whips through my house, spins my mermaid mobile round and round. Papers fly. Dust bunnies hop. Light shifts, nearly moans. Gillian Welch wails “Orphan Girl” from the sanctity of my boom box. Her high-wire voice splits me in two, makes me shake, makes me want to testify, makes me fear that I bear no secrets.

As the world dances, I sit, fractured by song, barefoot on my front porch, my hair blown asunder, mourning Katrina Klein’s death. Three years ago today. Three years. Yet the pain and disbelief are as fluid and startling as when we bore witness to her last breath. Iris Haven changed forever when Katrina died. She had not been here very long, but her soul understood. It recognized the ancient ghosts who clattered among the palms and magnolias and oaks and jasmine. Perhaps she had grown too close to them. And that’s why they took her. Everyone who met Katrina wanted to claim her for their own. I know one true thing today: My sorrow over her passing will never list, nor will Zachary’s.

So here I am, wandering through my life, Katrina’s life, and my dead daughter’s life, hoping Zach is okay despite the sadness of this anniversary. Incense burns and swirls. I have set the turtle skull on the porch, facing east, the horizon, the sea, and maybe heaven. This morning, I discovered a dead blue jay by my back door. I buried it under the magnolia and rang my brass lady bell as I circled the trunk three times. I’m not sure why I did this, except that ritual in the face of death and remembrance is a universal have-to-do. I knew there would be bird death today, for they are unknowing messengers, flitting between various scrims of existence. Maybe the jay was Katrina’s way of telling me, Remember me well, Murmur Lee. Remember me on this wild day.

Surrounded by scent and memory, I watch surfers glide across cobalt waves. They are, for the most part, towheaded boys striped in slick black wet suits. As they ride the swells, they curve their bodies to match the shape of the waves, and when they swim out past the breakers on their boards, their arms stroking the air and ocean with athletic glee, I wish I was underneath them, a buoyant arrow gliding over the water with the confidence of a smug and happy shark.

And also, there is this: Selfishly, instead of staying focused on Katrina, I am compelled to ruminate over, of all things, my last will and testament. But perhaps this should not come as a surprise. One of the awful aspects of having someone your own age die is that it pinpricks the ego, pushing us into the fleeting recognition that mortality is
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