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Snow in Charleston lasts less than half as long as a politicians promise. Therefore, if I wanted to walk in it, I knew I had better hurry. I shook my husband for the umpteenth time.

Greg, darling, wake up.

He groaned. Maybe later, hon; now I just want to sleep.

I couldnt blame him. It was only two in the morning. Id woken up to use the bathroom and was suddenly struck by the sound of complete silence that only a wet, heavy snow can deliver in the middle of a night. Not a dog was barking, not a car engine racing, not even a foghorn was sounding on the nearby harbor. The city of Charleston seemed to be holding its breath while this once-in-a-ten-year event unfolded.

Well, if my beloved husband wouldnt join me for an outing in the snow, then maybe my mother would. After all, she is from the Upstate of South Carolina, where the cold stuff, while still unusual, falls at least once almost every winter.


Mama! Wake up!

Mozella Wiggins is a petite womanjust five feet tallwho has been stuck in a time warp since the early 1960s. She retires to bed in a proper nightgown, and lays a matching robe, neatly folded, across the foot of her bed. At the first sound of her name she sat up and reached for the robe in one smooth gesture.

What is it, dear? Is it those shadows on the wall again?

Mama! I was six years old, and that willow oak branch was growing too close to the house. You said so yourself.

My minimadre shook her head sharply, as if to clear her brain from layers of sand and dust that might have accumulated on it while she slept. Suddenly she was just as alert as a traffic controller fresh back from rehab.

Listen, Abby!

Isnt it wonderful, Mama?

Her response was to rush to the window and fling open the solid wood plantation shutters. What she saw made her gasp in delight, and she began to jump up and down like an excited schoolgirl.

Oh, Abby, weve got to get out there as fast as we can. We have to be the first ones to make tracks in the snow. It brings good luck, you know.

It does? Says who?

My mama and her mama before her, thats who.


Who am I to argue with my foremothers? Do you have any waterproof shoes? Mama wears only pumpseven to picnics.

No. I was hoping you had an extra pair of galoshes.

Well, considering the fact that Ive lived down here on the coast for the last five years, and its only snowed once, its somehow slipped my mind to stock up on them. Do you have a pair of old shoes that you absolutely hate?

Dont be silly, dear; why would I buy something I hate?

Sometimes with Mama one needs to tack, just as abruptly as one might with a sailboat. Ah, but think of this as an opportunity to buy a new pair of shoes; my treat. Yesterday I saw a huge selection of pumps, with stiletto heels, in the window of Bob Ellis.

You mean you wouldnt send me to Target?

Theres nothing wrong with Target, Mamabut yes, you may purchaseone does not buya pair of the statement shoes if you like.

Sold, Mama said happily, and scurried off to her closet, where, without a seconds hesitation, she retrieved a pair of pull-on rubber boots in neon yellow.

Mama, whered you get those?

These are my snow-walking boots from up in Rock Hill. Theyre from Target, you know. Anyway, I keep them hidden under my laundry bag, because the color doesnt go with this room.

But you said you didnt have anything!


You asked me about shoes, dear; you didnt ask me about boots. Besides, remember all those times I called you up, when you were living in Charlotte, and asked you to come down and walk in the snow with me. If you had, youd have remembered these.

Let me get this straight: you wanted me to drive down in the snow from Charlotte to Rock Hill, a distance of thirty miles, just so that I could walk in frozen precipitation with you?

You should be flattered, Abby. I could have asked any one of my many friends instead.

It was time for me to shut up and stew quietly. There was simply no way to win an argument with Mama. If buying her a four hundred dollar pair of shoes from Bob Ellis on King Street was what it took to get her to walk with me, so be it. Mama was priceless. Plus, to be brutally honest, she might not live to see another snow as heavy as this one in Charleston.



The natives of Charleston woke up in a panic. Schools were closed, as were bridges, and meetings canceled. Folks descended on the grocery stores like locusts and cleaned the shelves out of bread and milk. But by noon that same day the sun was out and the temperature was in the mid-fifties. By two oclock it was sixty degrees and there wasnt a trace of snow, not even against the north sides of buildings.

Id managed to get a little sleep after my joy walk with Mama, and was pumped when I arrived at my shop, the Den of Antiquity. I sell collectibles and antiques, by the way. Although my inventory now tends toward the high end, I still offer a broad enough range to please most of the discerning touristsand localswho wander in.

Okay, so thats not quite true at the moment. A faltering economy, a weak dollar, and high gas prices: these are factors can hit a tourist-oriented town like Charleston particularly hard. A person cant live without food, but a person can sure as shootin live without a Louis XIV chair with its gilded wood and Genoese velvet. One might say that business has been a mite slow latelyif one were given to understatement. Fortunately, Id done well in the past, and had a sizable nest egg put aside. Unfortunately, it wasnt going to last forever at the rate at which Id been spending. Id found that one gets accustomed to a certain standard of living, and that it is darn hard to cut out luxuries that somewhere along the line became needs.

Good morning, I said cheerily to my staff as I breezed in through the back entrance. Are we ready to make this the best day ever?

In a pigs eye, Wynnell Crawford said. Shes my best buddy who followed me down from Charlotte with her husband Ed when I made the big move. No matter how sunny it is, Wynnell manages to find a couple of clouds in the sky; but the upside is that at least she gets a bit of shade and is less likely to wrinkle.


Hey Abby, Cheng said. Why arent you out dishpanning?

I beg your pardon?

You know: sledding down hillsexcept in a dishpan, not a sled. Back in Shelby we used to use washtubs and inner tubes, but youre so small, Abby, you could fit in a dishpan with no trouble.

Thanks, ChengI think. But as you may have noticed, there arent any hills in the Lowcountrycertainly not in Charlestonexcept for the banks along highway interchanges.

Instantly, I regretted having said that. Cheng hails from Shelby, North Carolina, which may be neither here nor there, but she has an imagination that makes Paul Bunyan seem like a dullard by comparison. Her large gray eyes grew even larger, and she licked the corners of her mouth.

You just might have something there, Abby.

Uh, I dont think so. If the highway patrol didnt stop you first, youd get hurt on the rocks and broken glass in the gullies. Nope, sledding down highway banks is not a good idea.

Ooh, Abby, you can be so silly. Im thinking about buying up a hundred acres in Dorchester County while we can still get it relatively cheap. Then we bring down oodles of clay from the Upstatesince thats all they have, and they hate it up thereand we create a man-made hill. Only we call it a mountain. Did you know that the highest point in Florida is only 345 feet?


I did not know that. Cheng, by the way, has an IQ that is off the charts. Unfortunately, so is her sense of reality.

Mississippis highest point is only 806 feet, but they call it Woodall Mountain. I figure that with the right underpinnings, we could build this baby at least that high. We could name it Mount Cheng, for instanceor, if you insist, Mount Abby. Although personally, the latter sounds a little strange to me.

Indeed, I said.

Cheng, youre nuts, Wynnell said kindly.

You say that now, but just wait. Mount Cheng will pay for itselfka-chengI mean, ka-ching! The big galoot laughed heartedly. You see, all we need to do is build a road to the top and a restaurant. People go crazy for a restaurant with a view, and this will have the best ocean view of any place along the East Coast, from the cliffs of Maine all the way to Key West. Think about it, Abby, the eastern coastal plain is as flat as a pancake, and then suddenly, halfway to Miami, out of nowhere, rises a giant hill with stunning panoramic views. It wouldnt even matter what kind of food you sold; the restaurant would be packed.

Hmm, I mused. With the right promotion behind this idea, and if we could get the Highway Department to approve a connecting route to I-95, Mount Abby might possibly become the next South of the Border. It might even surpass that, uh, colorful collection of shops as a tourist landmark.


Wynnells enormous brows met in on enormous hedge of disapproval. Itll never fly.

Why not, dear?

Why do you think there arent any significant landforms between here and New England?

Beats me.

Im no expertlike Cheng herebut Ill bet some of it has to do with hurricanes. The first Category Five to come through and Mount Cheng will be Molehill Cheng and your cash register will be twenty-five miles out to sea.

Hmm.

Cheng stomped a foot the size of Delaware. Abby, does Wynnell always have to be such a downer?

Stark raving mad, Wynnell hissed, but in a kindly way, Im sure.

I clapped my hands. We have ten minutes until opening. Do we have any business items to review before then?

Oh yeah, Cheng said, and scratched her oversized head to better help her think. As soon as I let myself in there was a call for you from that guy at customsyou know, Pepe Peeyew. He said your shipment from Hong Kong arrived yesterday and you can come pick it up anytime.

Fantastic. Anyone want to come with? Perhaps it was unfair to ask them to accompany me, as they do work on commission, but I hate going to the docks alone.

Pass, Wynnell said.

Not today, thanks, Cheng said.


Are you ladies sure?

Shame on you, Abby, Wynnell said. You dont like being hassled because youre so darn attractive, so you want one of us to ugly it up a bit for you. I havent figured it out yet, but thats like sexual harassment or something.

What?

I pretended to be both shocked and insulted by my friends allegation.

Hey, Cheng said, just what do you mean, Wynnell? Im much younger than Abby, and Ill have you know that there are plenty of men who prefer my type over hers. Abbys way too short to be beautifulno offense taken of course, Abby.

Of course. Well, In any case, I think Ill go by myself today. Sometimes its nice to be alone with my thought.

Dont you mean thoughts, Abby?

No, my heads too small to accommodate more than one thought at a time.

But Abby, Cheng said, the dock is full of brawny men, some of whom might wish to have their way with you. While I wouldnt add one iota of ugliness to your quota, I could definitely function as a bodyguard. Here, Abby, just feel my bicep.

Thanks, but no thanks. There was no need; Id seen Cheng single-handedly tote large dressers like they were blocks of marshmallow. The woman was as strong as an ox, as stubborn as a mule, and as loyal as a team of huskies. She was just who I needed as a companion for my trip to the docks.

Please, Abby, pretty please. With Granny Ledbetters homemade, foot-stomped molasses on top?

I guess so, I said. But give the molasses to Wynnell; shes the one with the sweet tooth.

Im going to get you for that, Wynnell growled, but my friend was smiling.



The Port of Charleston is the nations fourth busiest container port. Even with Cheng along to navigate and read the plethora of signs, by the time we parked in an approved spot and found the right gate, I was a four foot nine inch bundle of raw nerves. Cheng, however, was as calm as a goat in a clover field.

Whatcha here for? The mans badge read wilson curly, despite the fact there was not a hair on his head.

I showed Mr. Curly my papers. He read them carefully, checked them against a list, and then engaged in a mumbled phone call with his back turned to us. Finally he addressed me again.

ID, please.

You mean like my drivers license? Usually I dont show my importers license until I get to the customs shed.

Yeah?

Yes, I replied.

If thats true, maam, then whoever was on duty wasnt doing his job. Wait right here, please. He strode away, disappearing behind a gray concrete building to our immediate right.

What a nice fellow, I said.

You really think so, Abby? If he doesnt ask me out, I might just do the Lazy Mae and ask him out myself.

It took me a second. Dont you mean Daisy Mae, as in the dance?

Cheng giggled. Youre always so silly, Abbybut clever too, the way youre always coming up with new words and phrases. But seriously, the Lazy Mae dances got their start back in Shelby. Maes full name was Norma Mae Ida Lupine Madrigot Heisingonly she couldnt be bothered to use even Norma, much less the other names.

Anyway, she was really forward for her time, and not at all afraid of asking the boys to dance with her, but she was the laziest girl you ever did see. So her daddy built her a little platform on wheels that she could stand on while the boys pushed her around on the gym floor. Sometimes they pushed too hard and Lazy Mae fell off; thats where the expression pushover comes from.

How very illuminating, I said.

Would you like to know how the phrase Liar, liar, pants on fire got started?

Some other time, perhaps.

Much to my relief I could see churlish Mr. Curly turn the corner. With him were two security guards. I glanced around to see what interesting spectacle I might be missing.


Cheng, I said over my shoulder, do you think those two men over there on top of that blue container look suspicious. The tall one has a hat pulled way down over his eyes.

Abby, you might

You know what they say: only a fraction of the containers are actually checked. What if they have a nuclear bomb in there?

But Abby

Youre under arrest little lady.

I would have whirled and faced my accuser, but my hands were jerked behind my back and I felt a set of cold metal cuffs close around my wrists.
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There are times when life seems to unfold in slow motion. I believe that this is a trick our brains play on us so we have time to think in crisis situations. I remember every second of what transpired next, as if my mind was a film and each frame was duly recorded in celluloid.

Mr. Curly, wielding a badge, began reciting the Miranda clause. Despite the fact that he was speaking, the corners of his mouth were turning up in a smug little smile and his beady eyes shone with pleasure. I thought of interrupting but was too shocked to respond right away, and to be honest, I was quite captivated by the fact that the late winter sunlight backlit a row of hair that marched down the length of his nose. Were those the only hairs on his head?

Did you hear a word I said, Mrs. Washburn? he asked when he was through.

Im sure I did. Although Im still waiting to hear what Ive been arrested for.


For the illegal importation of contraband goodsas I said a moment ago.

But you didnt.

Thats right, Cheng said, you didnt. Abby, what illegal goods did you import?

Now whos being silly? I hissed.

The big gal hung her head.

Sorry, Cheng. I refocused my energy on Mr. Curly. You didnt originally state the reason for my arrest, and you darn well know it.

Are you calling me a liar?

Gentlemen, I called over my shoulders to my captors, did yall hear him?

The men made no response. I hollered even louder, but they remained as quite as clams. Now I dont mind stating, for the record, that this sort of rude behavior sets my teeth on edge. A gentleman should always answer when spoken to by a ladyespecially if she is his elder. Their failure to answer was extremely unnerving, and on many levels.

Panic set in, and I may have temporarily lost my head. At any rate, the upshot is that I whipped my hands up over my head and whirled around to give those louts a brief lecture on manners. I was able to do to this because I have what I call double-jointed shoulders, and I can rotate my arms 360 degrees with my hands clasped. I have performed this feat many times at parties to amaze and freak out friends and guests. But how was I to know that my diminutive but well-proportioned hands would slip right through those one-size-fits-all cuffs? Bondage has never been my shtick.

Arms the size of pier pilings tried to circled me from behind, but not wanting to be crushed to death, I instinctively ducked.

Shes getting away! Mr. Curly yelled. Taser the witch! Of course, not being a lady, he said it with a B.

Oh no, you dont! Cheng bellowed. Without a seconds hesitation she threw herself at us, arms and legs outspread. Shes five feet ten and weighs at least 180 pounds. In one fell swoop my loyal friend and faithful employee managed to take down all three menand, unfortunately, yours truly along with them.

It was a brave but futile move. One of the aforementioned louts did have a Taser and poor Cheng became its target. I refuse to even let my mind get near a visual memory of the incident, and Im pretty sure that Cheng, who can be stoic beyond belief, didnt utter a sound. What I do remember is that eventually Mr. Curly ordered whoever was torturing my friend to stop, since she was no longer resisting, and the cuffs went on her instead.

From then on I was too focused on Cheng to pay attention to where we were being taken, or to the length of the trip. Meanwhile Cheng lay facedown in the back of what looked like an army truck. Foam oozed from her mouth. Her eyes were half open.

She needs to go to hospital, I said for the millionth time.


Shut up, Lout Number One said.

If she dies, Ill testify against you; Ill see that youre convicted of murder.

If you dont shut up, Lout Number Two said, Ill use the Taser on you after all.

My husbands a detective, I snapped. I have connections. That was only sort of true. Greg used to be a detective, and that was up in Charlotte. Here he was a shrimper over in Mount Pleasant, where he co-owned a boat with his cousin Booger.

We answer to a higher power, Lout Number One said, and they both laughed uproariously.

At least let me feel for a pulse.

You lift your butt one inch off that bench and youre toast.

He means it, the other one said. He hates small people.

Cant you at least tell me what I did?

I said shut up.

I may have complied with my mouth, but my mind kept going a million miles a minutes. With my eyes only partly open, I read the security guards name tags; I memorized every detail of their hard, unsympathetic faces; and I studied their hands to the point where I could have picked their owners out in a lineup by those alone.

Whatcha looking at? Lout Number One growled, when he finally realized what I was doing.

My heart pounded and my throat felt as if it had been sucked of all its moisture.


I asked you a question, witch.

I tried to swallow. IumIm trying to decide which one of you is better lookingyou or your friend.

The hell you are.

Lout Number Two leaned closer. So who is it? Taylor, or me?

Definitely you, I whispered.

Lout Number One grabbed the collar of my jacket and lifted me off the bench with one hand. What did you say?

I told him that youre better looking.

You got that right. He let me drop and turned his attention to Lout Number Two, whose given name was Hurley. We gotta get our stories straight, or that witch on the floor could be trouble.

Shes got a name, I yelled. And you better be taking us to a hospital.

Taylor nudged Cheng with his foot, but Hurley pantomimed kicking her. Shes faking it, he said. Shell come around just as soon as we get to the station and Big Doris takes over.

I hate to say it, but that was all it took. Sure enough, Cheng sat up and began to groan.

Where am I? What happened?

Didnt I tell you? Hurley said to me, and gave her a real kickalbeit a fairly light one.

My buddy snarled like a wounded tiger.

Cheng! I cried. Its only going to make matters worse if you dont cooperate with these thugs. Theyve got the powerfor now.


Sure talks big for such a little thing, Taylor said. I like that in a woman; it kind of turns me on.

Oh yeah? Hurley said. If she was my wife Id

Put a lid on it right now, I snapped, thats what youd do, because I already have way more than enough to get you both fired. Now its just a matter of how long do yall want to stay in prison?

Maybe she aint kidding, Taylor said.

Your grammar is atrocious, Cheng said. Im astounded that either of you got hired in the first place.

I cringed. Cheng!

Well, it is. Cousin Johnny Cash back in Shelby talked just like that, but when he took a DNA test it showed that there was more goat in his goatee than he let onif you get my drift.

I couldnt help but roll my eyes. Im sorry, Cheng, but this time youve drifted right into the ocean; this is one Shelby tale Im not buying. You may have goat blood coursing through your veins, but Johnny Cash was not your cousin!

Cheng bleated in agreement. Dont be silly, Abby, of course Im not related to the Johnny Cash, of country/western fame. My cousins family name was Cashmere when they immigrated to the United States from New Zealand. They dropped the mere because they thought just plain Cash sounded more American.

That was back in the early 1900s. Later on, when cashmere wool became so popular, you can bet that we were glad that Great-granddaddy Uriah Cash had had the foresight to change his name. As it was, the women on that side of my family had to shave their mustaches before going into town, or risk having them pulled off by greedy fortune-hunters. Auntie Mirabelle even had her sideburns attacked with a straight razor while shopping for fabric at Murphys Five and Ten.

This woman is nuts, Hurley said, and both men sat on the other side of the van, facing us.

Thanks, Cheng, I said under my breath. That was just over the top enough to put the scare of God in them.

But Abby, I meant every word.

You big lug, I said affectionately as I scooted over a few inches.



It seemed to me that we drove at least as far as Columbia, the state capital, which is an hour and a half away, so that when we finally stopped at the City of Charleston Police Headquarters on Lockwood Boulevard, I was plum amazed. When the van doors were opened, at first I couldnt believe my eyes. But sure enough, there, across the street, was the Joe Riley Baseball Stadium and Brittlebank Park, and beyond them, glinting through the trees, the broad expanse of the Ashley River.

For some incomprehensible reason, most first-time visitors to Charleston are surprised to learn that the Atlantic Ocean begins at the confluence of the mighty Ashley and Cooper Rivers (just off Charlestons famed Battery). Just why it is that geographers have failed to address this important fact in our schools textbooks is beyond me. Unlike some of my co-Southerners, I dont subscribe to the Yankee plot theory, but I must say, it is mighty suspicious when the facts stare you right in the face on a daily basis.

Now where was I?

Oh yes, I would have dropped my hank of alfalfa if Id been Chengs relatives. Not only were we in front of the police headquarters, but my husband, Greg, was standing there, dressed to the nines in his Sunday suit. He stepped forward.

Mrs. Washburn is my client, he said, clenching my arm.

Greg!

Are you an attorney? Mr. Curly seemed to have popped out of nowhere.

Her attorney is on her way. Im acting in parentis horriblis.

You better be on the up and up is all I can say.

To the top, Greg said.

Mr. Curly grabbed my right arm and began pulling me to the main entrance. It felt like his fingers were going to separate the flesh of my triceps from the bone, and I cried out in pain. One cannot, therefore, blame my dear husband for objecting.


Get your filthy hands off her, you dirt bag, or Ill take you for every penny you have. And when Im done bleeding you dry, and the papers have had their fill of police brutality, then Ill come after you for incontrovertible conflagration. You wont be seeing sunshine this bright until youre so old they have to wheel you outside with a flannel blanket in your lap.

Stunned, Mr. Curly fell back. Greg didnt hesitate a second. With the confidence of a former law enforcement officer, he marched me into the police headquarters, all the while whispering into my ear.

Boogers brother-in-law, Slate, works at the docks. You remember Slate, dont you? Drinks too much, bad teeth, but is twice as nice as a church bus full of nuns. Anyway, he recognized you and called Booger. Lucky for you, wed decided to take the day off and go clamming up the Wando. We were just minutes away. Dont look around, but Booger is sitting over there in the parking lot, keeping tabs on us, just in case our little ruse went sour. Meanwhile I have a call in to the very best attorney in all of the Southeast, and that includes the border states and D.C. Again you lucked out, because he just happened to be vacationing down at Kiawah Island Resorts, and is on his way as I speak. He should be here any minute.

Greg, I wasnt even trying to get the cuffs off. You know how my shoulders rotate, and how small my hands are.

Didnt I suggest that you join the circus?


I struggled to keep a straight face. I felt safe now that I was with my cunning, and apparently well-connected, husband. At the same time, however, it felt like the eye of a hurricane. So far, Id only seen the weak side of the storm; the worst was yet to come.
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Perhaps it was thanks to Greg, but Cheng and I were processed quickly, and then thrown into a cell packed with prostitutes. Although there seemed to be a million of them, there were at least so many that there wasnt enough room for them to all sit on the four bunks, so they leaned against the walls and sink, and one very large one sat on the toilet (I never did learn if the seat was up or down). It seemed like they were all waiting for their lawyers as well, and some were being disturbingly vocal. When they saw us, they pounced like the wild dogs Id seen on the Discovery Channel, their teeth bared, saliva dripping in anticipation of fresh meat.

Well, well, what have we here?

We said nothing. We made no eye contact.

A woman with particularly large feet planted herself right in front of me. Does yo mama know yore a streetwalker, lil girl?

It seemed like everyoneexcept for Chengroared with laughter. Of course I was infuriated, but I realized the futility of trying to win every battle that came my way. So what if they mocked me? I would save my energy for bigger things.

Shes not a little girl, another woman said. Shes a doll. Thats why she dont answer.

I dont care what she is, Miss Big Feet said, but if she don want her ass whupped, she best be answering me.

Abby, Cheng whispered frantically, please cooperate.

You hear that little girl? Doll? Whatever you is? You listen to yo friend, girl, unless you want me to rearrange yo face foh you. We don like no Barbie dolls in here.

When I was a little girl, Mama said I was stubborn. When I got to be a teenager I graduated to willful, tinged by mild rebellion (I wasnt always where I said Id be, and I did try smoking cigarettesbriefly). As an adult Ive eased into being comfortably contrary when I feel that Im being pushed around. But other than that, Ive always been the epitome of the Southern lady: gracious and calm. If I identify with any character in Gone With the Wind, it would have to be Melanie.

Miss Big Feet extended an index finger as fat as a Cuban cigar and mashed it into my forehead so hard I nearly lost my balance. Answer me, girl!

Thats when Mamas karate lessons came in handy. Not that Id taken them along with her, mind you, but shed made me sit through enough of them to learn how to throw a stomach punch. My fists might be tiny, and my arms short, but I caught my tormentor totally unawares.

Miss Big Feet emitted a very satisfying gasp, swayed like a radio tower in a Category Five storm, and fell over backward. Her enormous stilettos, when suspended in the air, appeared totally surreal. She might just as well have been waving a pair of high-heeled canoes around. The other prostitutes convulsed with laughter.

Ladies! The single word was bellowed like a command, and it was followed by the clanging of a nightstick across the bars of our cell.

Cheng and I froze in position, like in the childhood game of Statues, but most, if not all, of the other women hooted and jeered at the prison guard. Even Miss Big Feetonce she was helped uprightgot into the action.

The guards face turned the color of pomegranate pulp. You, she screamed, pointing at me, you come with me!

The womenand I refuse to call them ladiesconvulsed with laughter. They slapped their thighs, stomped their feet, and whooped with delight. When one of them leaned against a wall to catch her breath and then slipped to the floor, they screamed their approval. At least as entertainment, I was a resounding success.

Another guard appeared to assist with my removal, although my actual removal was non-eventfulwell, except for the rude catcalls that followed me down the hall.


Hope to see you soon, little girl, but not on my street!

Hey you! Thats right, you! You like yo sugar brown, or white?

Dont pay no attention to her. Im gonna take you home so my daughter can play with you, on account of I cant afford no Barbie dolls.

But it was the last thing I heard we before we turned the corner that really got to me.

Abby, please dont abandon me!


I was ushered brusquely into a windowless room and told to wait. The center of the room was occupied by a long, institutional-style table, around which six functional chairs had been placed. I chose a chair facing the door, and frankly, at that moment, I was glad just to be sitting. How quickly ones priorities can change, I thought.

After exactly twenty-two minutes (by my watch) the door opened, and a split second later so did my mouth. I stared, but for who knows how long. I was utterly shocked by who I saw standing there.

You know, Abby, he said, I always thought you were ravishingly beautiful, but to be brutally honest, you would be a mite more attractive if you closed your gaping maw.

I brought my petite lips together for a second. My mouths too small to be a mawbut never mind that. What are you doing here?

Abby, is that any way to greet your ex?

But Greg said he was getting me an attorney!


And so he did; youre looking at him.

Im looking at a man in a two thousand dollar suit, who practices law up in Charlotte. I repeat my question, Buford: what are you doing here?

Abby, Abby, Abby, I see you havent changed one iota. Youre still the little spitfire I marriedwhat was it? Twenty years ago?

Twenty-six. Our daughter, Susan, is twenty-five. You do remember her, dont you?

Vaguely. Dont we have a son as well?

I tried mightily not to smile. As husbands go, Buford might have been the slime on the ooze on the muck at the bottom of the pond, but at least hed always been a decent fathergiven the circumstances.

Seriously, Buford, are you licensed to practice law in South Carolina?

Buford pulled out a chair and eased his ever growing bulk onto it. Hed been buff when we met at the water park, back in the days when we were both college students. Since then success had gone to his head, and biscuits and chicken fried steak had gone to his stomach, and one had to squint to get a glimpse of the same Buford Timberlake Id said I do to at the Episcopal Church of Our Savior up in Rock Hill just over a quarter of a century ago.

Abby, Im sorry to be the bearer of such bad news, but youve been charged with a federal crime, not a state crime. And yes, I am qualified to represent you in front of a federal judge.


What federal crime? I dont even know the charges.

What do you mean you dont know the charges? Werent they read to you?

 Contraband goods. Thats all Ive been told. For all I know, Im being accused of importing lipsticks made in Shanghai that are fifty percent leadwhich Im not!

A smile pushed Bufords jowls apart in an agreeable fashion. Hells bells, he said, I think we just caught ourselves our first break. This arrest is not going to stick.

I felt woozy with relief. Its not?

Nope. Now we just have to worry about the second set of charges. Theyre not federal, by the way.

Since Im having trouble following any of this, please explain.

It concerns your behavior in the holding tank.

Buford, I am not a prostitute. Not that Im judging those women, mind you, but my business is still very successful, and Im still happily married, and as monogamous as a goose.

I cant say Im happy for that last bit of news, but Im not surprised either. Anyway, youre not accused of being a prostituteyoure being charged with inciting a riot.

I couldnt believe my ears. The day was going from awful to extremely horrible. Was there an even worse category waiting for me around the next bend?


Thats patently false, I protested. A riot? The women were just laughing. How does that constitute a riot?

According to the guard, they were out of control because you had physically assaulted one of the other detainees.

Is that what I am? A detainee?

Well, you havent been arraigned yet. But you will beon your new chargesin about an hour. Bufords jowls jiggled again. You can be grateful that Im well-connected, Abby. Congressmen, senators, heck, even the President is a golfing buddy these days. You know what they say, dont you? A little charm goes a long way.

So does a little fertilizer. In my opinion Buford had always been too well-connected. In college he had channels through which to obtain papers, rather than have to write
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