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Dedication

For Peters





Epigraph

I eat my peas with honey

I’ve done it all my life

It makes the peas taste funny

But it keeps them on the knife!

—ANONYMOUS
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Prologue

Of all the stories I’ve ever told you, this is the one that you’re going to remember. This is the one. Hopefully large parts of this will entertain you, because sometimes life goes right off the rails somewhere between hilarity and the absurd and somehow it always happens in my orbit. But there is another story within these pages that might bother you. I know this because this story haunts me. It’s the one I can’t forget.

I told myself that I should’ve done something to intervene earlier. But it wasn’t my place. I tried polite conversation, I tried impolite conversation. No one would hear me. It bothers me that there was a part of me that didn’t want to see, didn’t want to get involved. Was there that part of me? Does that make me complicit? Heaven knows that people in general can rationalize the most egregious behavior in the name of religion, love, the alleged greater good of mankind, or just because whatever it is they’re lobbying for is good for them.

For all you know about me, even those I’ve met in passing, you know I’m not a troublemaker or someone who exaggerates the truth. Okay, maybe I’ll embellish a little. But generally, you don’t have to make things bigger or more fantastic than they are. Reality has so many surprises and unbelievable situations, it’s okay to just lay down the bones.

Maybe I want to tell you this story as a kind of cautionary tale. At the end of the day, you must live with who you’ve allowed yourself to become. But before you close your eyes for the last time, there will be a day of reckoning, even if it’s not the kind we’ve been taught to expect.

It has taken me a long time to piece together the real truth of what happened, to rationalize that perhaps I didn’t have a hand in all of it. But then, I did. Actually, I think you could easily lay half of what happened at my feet. But I digress.

This is a magical tale of love and redemption, of how to heal broken spirits, and most of all, why it’s all right to hope for and believe in miracles. It’s not just a Lowcountry thing. If this could happen to me, it could surely happen to you.





I said, “People been thinking about and fascinated by bees since forever.”

“Yeah?” the boys said. “Like who?”

“How about this? The bee is more honored than other animals not because she labors, but because she labors for others. That was said by Saint John Chrysostom, Archbishop of Constantinople. He lived from 349 to 407 A.D.”

“That’s old,” Tyler said.

Chapter One

Meet Me, Holly McNee Jensen

Sullivan’s Island, South Carolina

February 2017

I was standing on our back porch hanging wet dish towels on a swing-arm gizmo, having just finished cleaning up after breakfast. Momma was headed back to bed, where she lived 90 percent of the time, ever since Leslie got married and moved to Ohio with weird Charlie.

I stepped outside and scanned the yard. Mother Nature was clearly losing it, one marble at a time. It was a Friday morning in the middle of February and eighty-something degrees. Eighty-something degrees! When I was a child on this sleepy island, I would’ve been wearing an overcoat, a hat, and maybe a neck scarf and gloves. I’d be shivering and waiting for the ramshackle school bus to stop at the corner and take me and a hundred other kids to Catholic school, where I would be made to tremble over the painful retribution to come for sins I had yet to commit. Now, people were all over the island, a parade of surfboards and coolers disappearing over the dunes, and on the beach, people half-naked, slathered with suntan lotion, running around like idiots.

Didn’t anyone know it was supposed to be winter? And no, I wasn’t cranky. There it was! Proof! Climate change.

Flowers that weren’t expected to bloom for another six weeks decorated our yard in huge clumps and stands of color. Daylilies, Shasta daisies, and purple smoke reared their pretty heads toward the morning sun and opened wide. My honey bees, who were supposed to be huddled in winter mode, getting their well-deserved beauty rest, had been sending out scouts from the hive all week long to see what was going on. They had to be very confused. I know I was. Something was seriously wrong.

But confused or not, my bees needed attention. I was going to check the hives for the early arrival of—what else—Varroa mites. I was super picky about hive health. These nasty mites were awful! All over the country, varroa mites, along with hive beetles, not to mention pesticides, were trying to put honey bees on the extinct list. If that happened, God forbid, the whole planet would be doomed to starvation. Maurice Maeterlinck said without honey bees, mankind only had four years and then, forget it. Doomsday.

I headed for the backyard shed where I kept my beekeeper suit. Normally, I wouldn’t see mites until late summer. But everything seemed so off kilter, I was just being extra vigilant.

“I’ll be back in a bit,” I called out to my mother.

“WHAT?” she screeched back.

Put in your hearing aids, I thought. She probably didn’t even know where they were.

“I said, I’m going to check the hives!”

“Whatever! Suit yourself! Don’t be gone long. I’m getting hungry!”

Oh, eat a can of beans, I thought. Didn’t I just feed her? She drove me crazy. My mother, Katherine McNee Jensen, was one colossal pain in the derriere. She kept tabs on me like I was a child (which I was not) and treated me like her personal maid (which I was). If I didn’t have a garden and hives to tend and a volunteer job at the library, I’d go right off the deep end. I had been trying to get a teaching job at Sullivan’s Island Elementary School for years, and the best I could ever seem to get was the occasional substitute job. Because the island was so popular, there was probably a longer waiting list for teaching positions there than there was anywhere else in the state. And I sold my honey at the island’s farmers market and sometimes at the farmers market in Mount Pleasant because I harvested over a hundred pounds, sometimes much more, every year. But eight dollars a jar wasn’t going to make me rich. Eventually, I’d get a break.

I let the wooden screen door slam behind me with a loud thwack and took a long, slow, deep breath. Rise above! And how was I ever going to get out of her house and make a life for myself? I was going nowhere until she did. So, for now, I was a bachelorette, keeping my considerable favors under wraps until the right man came along. The thought of me having considerable favors worth keeping under wraps made me smile. Well, to be completely honest, many right men had come along, but they kept going, straight to the welcoming arms of my sister, Leslie. And anyway, now I had my neighbor Archie’s little boys to keep me busy. I preferred children to adults any day of the week. I’ll get to them in a moment. There’s so much to tell you.

I want to introduce you to my bees first. Everyone knows honey bees are good for the environment, but few people know why or how their hives are organized. There’s a division of labor for every stage of a honey bee’s life. Every bee has his or her job to do to ensure they continue to coexist as one. Everything they do is to preserve the colony. Humanity could take a few lessons from them. You’ll see what I mean as time goes on, the same way I came to gradually understand them. In any case, I loved the time I spent with my bees because, despite their intense activity, it was so serene. Serenity was in short supply around here. The good news was that there was zero chance of Momma following me out to the apiary. She wouldn’t come near the hives out of fear. I keep telling her she’s not sweet enough to sting. She doesn’t think that’s funny.

The apiary was in the back corner of our yard, surrounded by a pale blue picket fence, painted thusly to keep out the haints. Haints is a Gullah word for haunts or ghosts. In this part of the world, the Lowcountry of South Carolina, it was generally accepted that a thoughtful application of blue paint would keep a whole array of spirits at bay, ranging from the mischievous ilk to the downright evil. I just happened to like the color. The fence was covered on the inside perimeter with clear mesh to thwart other enemies of the hive—mainly raccoons. My hives were aqua, pale pink, and pale peach. The pastel colors made me feel like I was taking a short trip to Bermuda, and when I looked at them it always lifted my spirits.

I looked up to see the UPS truck pull up to our curb. Andy, our regular UPS deliveryman, hopped off his truck and called out to me.

“Hey, Miss Holly! Sure is a fine day!”

“Yes, it is!” I called back because I didn’t want to get into a whole conversation about planet Earth actually having a meltdown. “Your rear passenger tire is about to blow, you know.”

“I’ll get that checked out! Thanks for the warning!” he called back to me. “I’ll just throw this on the porch?”

“That’s fine!”

It was probably something from QVC that Momma ordered. That’s what she did all day. Sat up in her big bed and watched QVC and ordered large housedresses and sweats decorated with kittens and mermaids, which she thought were stylish and appropriate for church, on the rare occasion that she actually attended Mass. I’m not judging. Okay, maybe I am.

I lowered the veil on my hat and went inside the gate with my lit smoker, not that I ever needed it. It was wise to approach hives from the side so that the guard bees wouldn’t be alarmed. I took the cinder block off the top of the first hive and then removed the roof. I kept my smoker handy so that if, on that rare occasion, my girls seemed agitated, a gentle cloud of pine and sage could calm them. One by one, I lifted the full frames. The brood was already growing like mad. Where was the queen? And why was she hiding from me? Another omen.

“Your queen’s sure getting busy early this year!” I said, talking to my bees. “Yes, indeedy!”

I replaced the frames and covered the hive, checking the ground for fire ant mounds. There were none that I could find. I filled a pan with water so the bees would have plenty to drink.

There were many reasons and even more suspicions about why you should talk to your bees, too many to ignore. I told them about my mother’s illnesses, which I felt positive were psychosomatic, and about my sister’s continuing windfall, which bordered on the obnoxious. Sometimes I made up songs to sing to them, like Leslie’s going to Bangkok and Holly’s staying home. Leslie’s got a brand-new Benz and Holly’s staying home. I was so grateful no one could hear me, but didn’t everyone need a place to vent and be silly? I’d heard stories about people’s bees swarming when they were left out of the family loop. I hoped my bees had a sense of me as a part of their colony. I didn’t know for sure, but I felt like they knew me. I had enough pluff mud in my veins to consider the possibility of almost anything. Although experience told me that while bees are unbelievably smart about so many things, they don’t have emotions in the same way we do. At least not individually. But there is such a thing as hive mentality. I’d seen hard evidence of it many times over the years.

A metal screen door slammed with a clang and inside of a minute, Archie’s two little boys, whom I adored, were hanging over my apiary fence. Our house was across the street from theirs on a dead-end road where we had very little traffic. My house backed up to the marsh, which made for spectacular sunrises.

“Here come both sides of my heart!” I whispered to my honey bees.

“Hey! Mith Holly!”

“Hey yourself, Mr. Tyler!”

Archie and Carin MacLean had bought their house and moved in right after they were married. Two years later, Tyler came along. Tyler was now seven, soon to be eight; Hunter, his younger brother, was five. Carin, their mother, had died not long ago in a tragic automobile accident, leaving them in Archie’s flustered care, in my care on occasion, and sometimes in extended day care at the island school. Archie kept saying he was going to hire someone to help him full-time with the house and the boys, but that kind of help was so difficult to find and then of course, to trust. For my part? I loved those little fellas like they were my own, and I couldn’t understand why he didn’t hire me. But he didn’t have to, because I sort of did the job for free.

Tyler had curly hair the color of a newly minted penny, and matching freckles of all sizes danced all across his nose and cheeks. He was just adorable and curious about everything. He was also missing four teeth, making him even more precious as he struggled to speak clearly.

“Hey, Miss Holly! Can we see the bees?”

And that was from Hunter, born with an inner daredevil and who was more curious and reckless than his older brother. Hunter’s thick, coarse black hair could not be tamed and his blue eyes were a window. From the day he was born, we always said he’d be president of something big or lead a life of crime. He always had at least one Band-Aid on him somewhere. A badge of courage.

“I don’t see why not,” I said. “What are y’all doing home today?”

“Parent tea-ther meetings,” Tyler said.

“Ah! I wondered why your daddy’s car was in the driveway. Okay, you both stand right there and I’ll show you what’s going on.”

I drew an imaginary line across the grass. They saluted me and my heart clenched. Tyler and Hunter were just too cute.

I stepped to the edge of the apiary, lifted my veil, and closed the gate. I took my water glass and turned it upside down, capturing a honey bee that was sitting on the roof. Then I slid her into the palm of my hand. My gloves were made of heavy suede and I knew there wasn’t a bee among them whose stinger could penetrate the tough cowhide.

“Do either one of you have a magnifying glass?” I asked.

“I do!” Tyler said. “Should I go get it?”

“Yep!” I said. “Quickly!”

Tyler disappeared inside the house and Hunter stared at me like I had just dropped down from the moon.

“Why are you wearing that funny outfit?” he said.

“You know why, young man. So that I don’t get stung.”

“Momma always said you shouldn’t play with bees. If you’re ’lergic you could get Anna flappic shock and die!”

“She was right, sweetheart. Anaphylactic. And yes, you could. But honey bees are pretty tame and they only sting when they feel threatened.”

“What about bumblebees?”

“The same. They are both pollinators, and all they want is nectar and pollen. But don’t get in their way! Then we’d have a problem.”

“What about wasps and yellowjackets?”

“Ah! They’re bugs of another color! Mean as the dickens! They can be very aggressive. Never, ever, ever touch their nests. But honey bees? Do you know they’re the only bugs who make food for humans?”

“They are? What about crickets? Daddy told me people eat crickets because they’re good for you.”

“Really? My goodness! I’d have to be awfully hungry to eat a cricket,” I said and wondered if they sat around all night watching National Geographic specials on television. “Well, if your daddy said it then I’m sure it’s true.” His daddy Archie was so good looking he made me stutter and blush. He was also a Harvard Ph.D. Not exactly a dummy. “But we don’t eat honey bees. They make food for us. Do you see the difference?”

“Uh-huh.” Hunter smiled at me and my heart melted. “If you ate a bee you might get stung in the tongue!”

“There’s no might about it!” I said and smiled at him. “Or in your tummy!”

Slam!

Tyler was headed back our way. I took the magnifying glass from him.

“Tyler? Hold my glass in place so this little bee doesn’t fly away. Okay, gentlemen, see there? Look at that! Honey bees are very hairy around the perimeter of their eyeballs. And their eyes have over five thousand prisms! Isn’t that cool?”

“Yeah! Wow!” they both said together.

“Here’s a hairy eyeball,” Hunter said. He stepped back into a warriorlike stance, set his jaw firmly, and frowned at me, staring without blinking.

“That’s also known as stink-eye,” I said with a giggle.

Tyler said, “How come they have hairy eyeballs?”

“Because they just do. No one seems to have discovered a good reason yet. It could be to discourage dust and other kinds of debris from settling on them.”

Tyler added, “How do you know they have five thousand prisms? Did you count them?”

I laughed and said, “No, honey, I read it somewhere. But they’re interesting little critters, aren’t they?”

Hunter began running in small circles, looking skyward. I mean, how long did I really expect him to pay attention?

“What else do you know?” Hunter said.

“I know you’re going to throw up if you don’t stop that,” I said.

“No! Tell us something else!” Tyler said.

“Well, I just told your brother that honey bees are the only insects that make food for us!”

“Cool!” they said.

“There are still a lot of mysteries to solve about honey bees.”

Then the screaming started.

“Holly! Help me!” Dramatic pause to gain momentum. “Helllllppppp!”

“Coming! Hang on!” I called back. “Oh, Lord,” I muttered.

“Help!”

“Is that Mith Katherine?” Tyler said.

“Who else would it be? QB! The big queen bee! You boys run along now. She’s okay. I promise!” I said and kind of sauntered back into the house at my own pace, discarding parts of my beekeeper outfit as I went through the back door. The boys turned on their heels and ran home. There was little doubt that they would report the bee facts I’d given them to their father. But I knew that they might or might not relate the story of my mother screaming bloody murder, because she did it all the time. How terrible that it happened so often that everyone took it for granted.

By the time I got to her room, I only had the overalls left to ditch, and there she was in all her glory, crumpled to the floor with her nightgown hiked up around her waist.

“Help me up,” she said.

I pulled her nightgown down to cover her lady parts, but there was no chance on this earth that I could lift her bulky weight. I reached for the phone to call 911.

“Pick me up, Holly!”

“Momma, you know I can’t do that. You’re too heavy.”

“That’s a damn lie. If your sister was here, she’d take care of me one helluva lot better than you do!”

“Well, she’s not here, is she?”

I tapped the numbers into the phone.

“What’s your emergency?”

“Hey, Darlene. It’s Holly Jensen over on the back beach? Momma fell out of bed, and well, you know, I can’t pick her up.”

“Don’t you even try to move her, Miss Holly. I’ll get Anthony over there in two shakes. I’m sure she’s okay, don’t you worry. How’re your bees doing? We sure have been enjoying the honey you gave us.”

“Oh, I’m so glad to know that. My bees are fine, thanks. Remember, there’s plenty more honey where that came from!”

Momma was instantly irked. “I’m lying here on the floor, maybe near death! And, you’re on the phone discussing bees and honey? You’ve got to be kidding me! What if my hip’s broken?”

I thanked Darlene and hung up. She had recently married Mark Tanenbaum, and everyone said she was the most beautiful bride they’d ever seen. He was a handsome devil, too.

“Momma? Your hip’s not broken. You’d be screaming in agony. And even if it is, there’s nothing wrong with being nice once in a while. You ought to try it.”

“Don’t be fresh with me. You’re only talking like that to me because I’m in a compromised position.”

“No, ma’am. I’m talking to you like that because I’m telling you the truth.”

In minutes, there was a knock at the door and the voice of Anthony Stith, the head of the fire department, rang out in a melodious but thunderous boom. Boy, that was quick, I thought.

“Anybody home?” he called.

“Back here!” I answered but rushed out to meet him all the same. I pulled my cardigan around me. “Oh, Anthony! Thank you for coming!”

“Happy to help,” he said pleasantly.

Momma, for once, said nothing. Anthony stepped into the room. Two EMS workers waited in the hallway with a collapsible gurney. They must’ve been close by to arrive here so quickly. But then, nobody was that far away from anybody on our tiny island, which was perhaps four miles long, depending on erosion and accretion.

“How y’all doing, Miss Katherine?” he asked.

“Obviously, not so well,” she answered, as if it were Anthony’s fault she was lying on the floor.

I looked through the window at Archie’s little boys chasing each other around their yard.

“They’re cute little rascals, aren’t they?” Anthony said. “Terrible thing about their momma’s passing, isn’t it?”

“I’d give anything in the world to have kids like them,” I said.

“Oh, please,” Momma said. “Children are so overrated.”

“Thanks a lot, Momma,” I said and rolled my eyes at Anthony.

He just smiled and, undeterred by her notorious bad manners, knelt by her side.

“Do you mind if I poke around a little bit?”

“Just what do you mean by that?”

Anthony smiled again. “I mean, do you have any pain anywhere? Can you move your arms?”

Momma moved her arms. “I imagine I’m still alive.”

“That’s good,” he said. “Now, can you point your toes?”

She did as she was told, but when he asked her to bring her knee up to her chest, she grimaced in pain.

“I don’t like the looks of that,” Anthony said. “Now, Miss Katherine, I know you don’t like going to the hospital and all . . .”

“Oh, no!” she said, with the smallest objection on record. “Not the hospital!”

He was joking. My mother loved the hospital! She thought it was like going to a spa. In fact, she kept an overnight bag packed, just in case.

The fellows from EMS moved in, lowered the gurney to the floor, and between them managed to lift my mother’s considerable bulk onto it.

“Get my bag from the closet, Holly! And my medicine. And call Leslie! She’ll want to know.”

“Yes, Momma. I will.”

My sister, Leslie, would not care. The only thing Leslie had ever cared about was getting out of here. And she was reasonably nice to me because I took care of the beast of a mother we shared. I always wondered if Leslie thought I was going to be Momma’s nursemaid forever. It wasn’t that I wanted such a fancy life. But I did want more than this.

“How is Leslie?” Anthony asked. “She was always such a pretty girl.”

Everybody on this island knew Anthony had a sweet spot for Leslie. She was his first sort of serious girlfriend, but she dumped him for Charlie Stevens when his family moved to Charleston in her junior year of high school. Charlie Stevens’s family had big money from a string of car dealerships they owned all through the South and the Midwest.

“Leslie’s the same,” I said. “I’ll tell her you asked about her.”

God, Leslie was such a dog. If I caught her going wild with Charlie in the back seat of his daddy’s car once, I caught her a thousand times. Yeah, Leslie sure did like all that sweaty stuff. Not me. Until recently I was pretty sure it was only for the purpose of procreation. At least that’s what the clergy drilled into my head. At school I was so naïve that I believed it. Anyway, as we all know, it wasn’t as if I had anyone interested in sharing that sort of experience with me, so there was no point in getting excited about it. At least, not so far. Although I had been entertaining more than a few thoughts about the widower next door. Life could be so easy if he fell in love with me. I could have children without having to give birth. And I would be next door to Momma, who was sure to leave me the house when she went. Wouldn’t she? And then I wouldn’t have to move my hives.

I grabbed Momma’s bag from her closet and her medicine from the bathroom and followed them all outside. They were headed to the emergency room at East Cooper Hospital because that was where you went when EMS picked you up for a ride on this island.

“Now, don’t you worry,” Anthony said, “we’re gonna take good care of your momma.”

“I wasn’t worried for a moment,” I said. “Thanks!”

I got into my car and, as I followed the ambulance over the causeway, thought about the way the water sparkled and how at this time of year it was almost sapphire blue. The sky was strewn with wisps of clouds and the sun was so bright it hurt your eyes to look up. The spartina was still brown. I knew the edges of it were razor sharp, but from a distance it was so beautiful you would love to run your hand across its top as you would a fur coat. The landscape alone would make a poor person feel as rich as cream.

As I passed through Mount Pleasant, whose fast-growing population was being watched by urban developers across the country, I began to wonder about myself and my life in general. Seemed like I was doing that sort of wondering more and more often. It wasn’t that I was so miserable or so ungrateful or even jealous of Leslie. It was just that I wondered how a girl like me could ever make her life mean anything.





 “Hunter? Did you know honey bees have pockets on their legs to store pollen? It makes them weigh fifty percent more by the end of their day.”

“What? They need to go to Weight Watchers!”

“Oh, Hunter.”

Chapter Two

Bee Calm

Somewhere between leaving the hospital and arriving at Publix to buy groceries, I made a decision. I was going to invite Archie MacLean and the boys over for dinner. Why not? Carin had been in heaven for long enough for him to enjoy some female company without feeling guilty. And with Momma in the hospital—they were keeping her overnight for observation and to run some tests—the timing was perfect. I was excited about the possibilities of company, daydreaming that the boys were mine and wondering what it would be like to be married to a man ten years older than I was. I didn’t even unload my car or take the groceries inside. I was so excited, I’d even coughed up the money for store-bought flowers, a rare indulgence. And, the weather felt a lot cooler than it had been in the morning, which I took as a good omen. In fact, everything seemed like a good omen.

I marched right up their front steps, crossed the porch, knocked on the door, and waited.

Archie answered and, of course, Tyler and Hunter were right behind him, nearly colliding with each other as they sock-skated toward the door across their gleaming heart pine floors. Archie, whose longish hair was sexy as hell, was wearing corduroy pants, a plaid shirt, and a thin cardigan, looking every inch the kindly and distinguished professor that he was. He reminded me of Alexander Skarsgård. I mean, break a sweat.

“Well, hi, Holly,” he said. “Would you like to come in? How’s your mother?”

“Oh, no, thanks; she’s fine. Nothing broken. Her doctors wanted her to stay the night just to be sure she’s okay.”

“Well, that’s good news,” Archie said. “I’m sure you’re relieved, too.”

“Of course,” I said.

“Mith Holly!” Tyler shouted. “Come see my map of Italy I’m drawing for extra credit!”

“Cool it, Tyler,” Archie said.

I smiled and said, “I was just thinking, wouldn’t it be nice if y’all came over for dinner?”

“Well, thank you! I was just going to order a pizza for the kids.”

“Well, I’m making chicken and mashed potatoes with little green peas. Nothing fancy.”

“That sure sounds better than pizza,” Archie said, with a smile so honest and beautiful, it almost made me gasp.

“I hope so,” I said.

Tyler and Hunter began rubbing their stomachs and licking their lips while making yum-yum grunts.

“Mmmm! Mashed potatoes!” Hunter said.

“Are you sure it’s not an inconvenience?” Archie said. “You do so much for us. I don’t want to impose.”

“You couldn’t impose if you wanted to! Not even one tiny little bit!” I said. “See y’all in about an hour?”

“That sounds fine. Thank you!” Archie said and then turned to his boys. “Gentlemen? Synchronize your watches! We depart at eighteen hundred hours!”

“We don’t have watches, Daddy,” Tyler said with his toothless lisp. “We’re still too little. Remember?”

Maybe I’d buy both boys watches for Christmas. Batman or Mickey Mouse watches?

“Great! See you soon!” I said and left.

I took the bags of groceries from the trunk of my car and hurried inside to get supper started. This wasn’t going to be a romantic dinner with candles, but I put on my favorite Tony Bennett album of George Gershwin’s music anyway. I just wanted to see how motherhood and marriage might feel. You know, just try it on, like a sweater. Oh, sure, I had made dozens of peanut butter and jelly sandwiches for the boys after school or on the weekends when Archie had an errand to do, even before they lost Carin. I was sure the boys looked at me like an adopted aunt of sorts, because I got plenty of hugs from them. And I had also wiped away buckets of tears when they felt blue or angry or frustrated. In the first days after we buried Carin, I’d taken them casseroles and cake, just like all the other women on the island. It was our tradition, and a nice one, I thought. But this would be the first time I cooked for Archie and the boys in my own house with them all there.

When Momma wasn’t ranting and raving, she occasionally delivered some wisdom. One of her favorite sayings had to do with the way to a man’s heart being through his stomach. I’d dazzle him with my special chicken dish. I wasn’t a gourmet or anything close to it, but I had a way with chicken, thanks to a recipe I’d cut out of Southern Living magazine ages ago.

I washed and cut the potatoes into chunks and dropped them into a pot of salted water with their skins left on and set them on the stove on a high flame. I always used a potato ricer on the cooked potatoes that would catch all the skins when they were pushed through. Then I opened the package of boneless, skinless chicken breasts, laid them on paper towels, and blotted them dry. I mixed two eggs in a soup plate with some milk and salt and pepper, and I put a cup of flour on another plate. I sliced a lemon and browned it in some olive oil and butter. Then I dredged the chicken breasts in flour, dipped them in the egg mix, and browned them all, putting them aside to rest as they were done. When we were ready to sit down I’d squeeze the juice of a whole lemon in my frying pan along with a big chunk of butter to make a sauce. Then the chicken would go back in the sauce with the lemon slices to warm it up and coat it all in lemony, buttery heaven. At the last moment, I’d drizzle it with honey and sprinkle minced chives from my garden over the top. Even my mother liked it. It was that good.

I flipped the album over and set the table in the kitchen, because we never used the dining room, except on Thanksgiving and Christmas. Besides, it was half covered with mail, mostly catalogs my mother refused to let me throw away. She had a black belt in shopping.

The grocery store flowers went into a glass vase in the center of the table. I used our newest place mats and paper napkins folded in triangles. The next challenge was finding four unchipped plates, and to my surprise, I did. When it was all put together, the table looked inviting. Not magazine worthy, but it had a wholesome charm.

By six, everything was ready. A fresh pitcher of iced tea stood on the counter, because of course we drank iced tea all year round. The peas were buttered, the chicken was sauced, and the potatoes were whipped into velvet ribbons. A Mrs. Smith’s frozen apple pie was bubbling away in the oven, and it was as domestic a scene as any woman ever set. All I needed was a golden retriever to star in a Martha Stewart tableau. The doorbell rang. On the way to answer it, I glanced at myself in the hall mirror to see that I had forgotten to put on lipstick or to brush my hair and thought, Oh, well, too late for vanity. I bit my lips to give them some color. Didn’t Scarlett O’Hara do that when Rhett showed up unexpectedly?

“Come in! Everything is ready! Did you boys wash your hands?”

“Yup,” Tyler said. “What’s that thmell?”

“Apple pie baking in the oven,” I said.

“Yum!” Tyler said and raced ahead.

“I washed my hands two times!” Hunter said. “Can we have pie first?”

“It never stops. My little rule breaker,” Archie said and ruffled Hunter’s hair. “No.”

“Pie is for dessert!” I said. “If you eat your dinner, that is.” I surprised myself by saying something that sounded so parental, but when I looked at Archie’s face, he was unfazed by my words. The stress of the days since he’d lost Carin was still all over his face.

Tyler was already in the kitchen, having raced ahead, peering into the oven to confirm that there was indeed pie in his future.

“Close that oven door, young man,” Archie said and looked at me. “I’m sorry. He knows better.”

“It’s totally okay,” I said. “Now, what would y’all like to drink?”

I poured milk for the boys and iced tea for Archie and me and we sat down to eat. I caught a side glance of Archie and saw that he had double dimples in his cheeks. I loved dimples because I thought they were a sign of being good natured.

“So, boys? Are y’all having a good year in school?” I asked, thinking, That’s what a mom would ask.

They both bobbed their heads.

“Well, would you like to tell your dad and me something that’s going on? Tyler? You go first.”

Tyler, the second-grader, said, “Well, we’re learning how to carry one, you know, in math.”

“And is that easy for you?” I asked.

“It’s not hard,” he said. “I’m better at it than most of the kids.”

“Great!” I said.

“That’s good, son! Keep up the good work!”

“How about you, Hunter? What’s new in kindergarten?”

“Hmmm?” he said and looked up to the ceiling to see if the answer was there. In typical baby-of-the-family style, he decided to make it funny. “Well, last Monday our class pet, which is a snake, got loose and Miss Langbein, our teacher, almost fainted. But we found it and put it back, the boys did, that is. All the girls were standing on their chairs pretending to be scared. It was just a little old garter snake.”

He snickered.

“How about you, Archie? What’s new at the College of Charleston?” I said, feeling like I was doing pretty well as a pseudo parent.

“Oh, interesting and earthshaking things, of course!” he said.

“Like what?” Tyler asked.

Archie looked at them as though they couldn’t possibly want to know what was making the earth shake.

“Yeah, Dad, come on!” Hunter said. “Can I please have more mashed potatoes?”

With a nod, I got up and spooned out more potatoes for Hunter and then offered some to Tyler, who bobbed his head in assent. Yes, dinner was going really well.

“Thanks,” they whispered.

“Okay. So, this week I’ve introduced my World Religion 301 honors students to cargo cults.”

“What’s a cargo cult?” Tyler asked.

For whatever reason, I jumped in and said, “Well, break it down, Tyler. A cult refers to a group of people who believe something that’s a nontraditional spiritual set of beliefs.”

“Very good!” Archie said. “You get an A!”

“Thank you,” I said. “But what’s the cargo part of it?”

“In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries there were still many indigenous tribes who lived in remote areas, such as islands in the South Pacific. This phenomenon began around 1885, at the height of the British colonization period, and continued on through World War II. With World War II, the Japanese and then the United States needed airstrips to land cargo planes. So they chose a few islands and sent men there to build runways and towers. When our planes began to land there, well, this was a wondrous thing to the native people who had never left the bush. They had never even dreamed about airplanes, much less the manufactured goods the soldiers gave them. After the war, the planes left and abandoned the air bases and there were no more riches coming from the sky.”

“Wait a minute, Dad,” Tyler said. “Did these people think the guys from the planes were gods?”

“Yes! And after the war, the people felt abandoned and they began to perform rituals to bring the men from the sky back to them.”

“So, while the rest of the world was wearing clothes and driving cars made in factories,” I said, “these people lived so remotely that the planes, the soldiers, with their uniforms and weapons, seemed like aliens from another planet or gods?”

“Yes!” Archie said.

“Where exactly did this happen?” Hunter said. “I want to pin it on my map.”

Hunter and Tyler shared a large wall map of the world in the hallway between their bedrooms.

“Start with the Fiji islands,” Archie said.

“We can read more at the library, if you’d like to,” I said. “I know I’d like to learn more about them.”

By seven fifteen, there wasn’t a teaspoon of dinner left in a pot or pan. Tyler and Hunter ate like starving animals, as young boys do, and even Archie had seconds of everything. They insisted on doing the dishes over my objections and order was quickly restored.

Archie and I were standing on the front porch saying good night. It was as dark as pitch outside, with only our porch lights and one streetlight to see where you were going. Tyler had challenged Hunter to a race home and they were already on their porch, calling back to us.

“Is the door open?” Tyler called.

“Yes,” Archie called out with a thumbs-up. Then he turned to me. “Thanks for a wonderful supper.”

“You’re welcome.”

“You’re so great with kids. Don’t you have a degree in early education?”

“Yes.”

“Why aren’t you using it?”

“If I went to work full-time, who would tend the queen bee? Even in my hives, the queen can’t feed herself. My momma’s like that.”

He gave me an inquisitive look, as though I might be too soft to function in the real world or as though Momma was a bona fide crackpot.

“Besides, I have a dream of teaching at the Sullivan’s Island Elementary School, and so does everyone else. I’m waiting for a slot.”

“Well, you’re a darned good cook,” he said.

“Thanks,” I said. “Cargo cults, huh?”

“Yeah, cargo cults. I love all that stuff.”

“Me, too, I think.”

“Where’d you learn to cook like that?”

“I’m self-taught in self-defense.”

I could see his eyes twinkle even in the low light. He was probably envisioning Momma frying up some Spam and grits for dinner. Or something worse.

“Once I had a birthday party and the queen baked these casseroles. I remember two things. My sister broke the piñata before anyone else had a chance to give it a whack, and everyone went home with salmonella. She must’ve left them in the sun.”

He was grinning widely. “That must’ve been some party!”

“The worst,” I said.

We just looked at each other for a moment, and then I could see that he was having a carnal moment because he gave me that look. Yes, Archie MacLean, this would be the moment the boy kisses the girl. He cleared his throat instead.

“Well, good night then,” he said.

“Good night.” I closed the door, leaned against it, and giggled.

Did I really want a guy with graying temples and double dimples? Did I really want those forty-year-old hands on my thirty-year-old skin? Yes, as a matter of fact, I did.

I decided to call Leslie and tell her about Momma. Here’s the thing: If I didn’t call her, she’d be annoyed with me, saying how could I do such a thing? If I called her, she’d be annoyed.

I poured a large glass of wine to fortify myself, from the box I kept on the pantry floor, and dialed her number. She answered on the third ring. I don’t know why, but she always said I should never pick up the telephone before the third ring. Maybe it was because she was always waiting for a boy to call her and she didn’t want to seem pathetically anxious.

“Hey, it’s me. There’s news from the island,” I said.

“Hey, yourself. I didn’t hear jungle drums,” she said, as though she was a comedian.

“Yeah, well, I had to put Momma in the hospital today.”

“Again?”

“Yeah. Very dramatic, as usual.”

“I’m sure. I already know the answer to this, but is she okay?”

“Of course, she is.”

“Well, what happened?”

“She fell out of bed again,” I said. “Second time this month.”

“She’s still there?”

“Yep, they wanted to rule out brain tumor, broken bones . . . you know, a whole litany of stuff.”

“Jeez. A zillion dollars in tests for nothing.”

“That’s what they do these days.”

“It’s practically criminal. Should I send flowers? I mean, I can do that. No problem. Would it cheer her up?”

“That’s your call. Would anything cheer her up besides you coming home? I expect I’ll bring her home tomorrow. Maybe send them to the house?”

“Okay. I’ll send her something fun. What about getting some kind of guardrails? You know, the kind you use for toddlers?”

I looked at the ceiling. Didn’t my sister know how impossibly juvenile our mother was? “Right! Then she’d crawl over them and fall on her head, and I’d really be in trouble. You know, she breaks a hip, pneumonia sets in, and pffft! She’s a goner!”

“Well? That’s one answer, isn’t it?”

“Leslie! You’re terrible.”

“Gallows humor, sister. Gallows humor.”

“Funny but not really. So how are you and Charlie doing?”

“We’re fine. Well, I’m fine. Charlie’s been acting sort of odd.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know. Just odd. He wants to go to Atlantic City. He hates gambling! But suddenly, he wants to go to Atlantic City and see a bunch of shows.”

“Sounds like fun to me.”

“Sounds like fun because you’re stuck on that miserable island with the Queen of Mean. You know I don’t like all that noise. And all that craziness.”

Wait. Was my sister no longer Miss Party Hearty?

“Well, darlin’? Maybe that’s why he’s got a hankering to go to Atlantic City! To inspire you!”

“To do what? Wear high heels to bed? Get myself a trashy see-through chiffon robe to wear while I fry the chicken?”

“And here I always thought you were the wild one!”

“Well, now you know. Anyway, we’re going to Atlantic City next week for four days. I’ll let you know how it goes.”

“And I’ll keep you posted on Momma.”

“Do that. I’ll call 1-800-Flowers in the morning.”

“So, aren’t you going to ask me how I’m doing?”

I could hear a deep sigh.

“How are you doing?” she said. “What’s new? Nothing, right?” Everyone thought I was a pitiful old maid at thirty.

“Um, actually? I had Archie and his boys over for dinner tonight.” Maybe I said it a little too brightly. The minute she heard a drop of happiness in my voice, I knew I was going to get an earful.

Dead silence. Followed by a slowly drawn out, “Really? Is there anything to report?”

“Beyond one marginally awkward moment when he was leaving? Nope.”

“Hmm. What did you cook?”

“Chicken. Lemon chicken with mashed potatoes, peas, and hot apple pie.”

More silence.

I finally said, “Are you still there?”

“Yeah. Listen, Holly. You’re my little sister and I don’t want to see you get hurt. Archie has a Ph.D. in world religion from Harvard Divinity School, for God’s sake. You’re a nice girl and all that, but he’s light-years out of your league. Can’t you see that?”

Two could play this game.

“Jesus, Leslie! I made chicken and mashed potatoes, not lobster and caviar. And I did it mainly for his boys. They hardly ever get a home-cooked meal. Do you know how many pizza boxes are in their garbage?”

“So now you’re looking through their garbage cans? Oh, Holly. This is so sad I don’t know what to say!”

“No. It is not sad. And no, I do not go through their garbage. They’re sticking out of the top of the can, and when I roll ours out to the curb on pickup day, there are the boxes poking out of the cans like a cry for help.”

“Oh, okay then. Sorry. Charlie says I always jump to judgment. Maybe he’s right. That was nice of you to make them dinner. Did they have a good time?”

“I think so. There’s not a crumb left. And they did the dishes.”

“You know, Archie’s hot. You know that, right?”

“Yes, for an old dude. I’m not blind.”

“Don’t let him take advantage of you, Holly.”

I wanted to say, Why not? Everybody else does. But instead I said, “Oh, please. What’s a little chicken between friends?”





Archie was staring at my apiary. “Ever read David Foster Wallace?”

“No,” I said. “Should I?”

“Why not? He said, ‘Everything takes time. Bees have to move very fast to stay still.’”

“He’s right. They flap their little wings two hundred and thirty times a second to hover.”

Chapter Three

Buzzing Along

Our old house was a classic clapboard island cottage, painted white some years ago, with a silver tin roof and porches around the front and the back, their floors slanted for runoff during the horrific rains that regularly saturated all the islands. We had working shutters on every window and slim French doors with their original glass from 1860. There was a Pawleys Island hammock, four rockers, and a glider from the 1950s on the front porch. They had more mileage than my sister. A table and four chairs stood on the back porch that no one ever used, along with garbage cans and an old Weber grill. You would say it was comfortable, and it was.

I had slept peacefully, not having to listen for Momma calling me in the night. I was feeling pretty good at first when I turned over in bed and woke up. But as I became fully conscious, I remembered I was irked with Leslie. Why did she always want to make me feel so awkward? What was the matter with her? What was the matter with me for listening to her? Probably a lot. But to be honest, I carried around a nagging feeling inside, like I was still waiting for my real life to begin. Meanwhile, here I was, thirty, with no real career or prospects of one, even though I had that sweet degree in elementary education and was on a wait list for the island elementary school. I was living in limbo, not a thoroughly unpleasant state, but not a very satisfying one, either. In the meanwhile, I told myself as I brushed the tangles of night from my hair, I would continue to do the few things that time allowed me to do and that I liked to do. And maybe I should get another kind of job. Something part-time. Anything that would get me out of the house. I could hire someone to sit with Momma or to check on her a few times a day. It would be good for me. I knew she would scream her head off if I went to work anywhere out of earshot. Maybe if I did, she would regroup and stop pretending to be sick all the time. And hellfire, she didn’t own me. The thought of breaking out was so delicious, I could already taste my freedom.

It was a beautiful morning, not as warm as yesterday had been, and I thought that was good. After my favorite breakfast parfait of yogurt, fruit, granola, and my own honey, I dressed and went outside with a big mug of steaming hot coffee. The yard was saturated with heavy dew that would surely evaporate as the sun began its daily climb. By midday, people would be shedding their light jackets and sweaters, but by five they’d be reaching for them again: classic Lowcountry weather.

Archie’s car was gone, which meant he had taken the boys to school and then probably gone downtown to the college. I thought about him, wondering what it must have been like to study religion at a place like Harvard, and then to spend your life considering the objects and rituals and beliefs that people held sacred. I had loved our discussion about cargo cults.

Even though I had lived my whole life on this island, I knew there was life beyond the Vatican. I’d read a little about Tibetan Buddhism and what it meant to be Hindu. And I knew quite a bit about Judaism because Charleston had one of the oldest Reformed temples in the country. Needless to say, because the Holy City’s founding fathers’ principles were grounded in the belief that all people should worship in whatever manner they pleased, we had an unusually wide variety of places to praise the Almighty. I wondered about how Archie prayed. To be honest, that was between him and his Maker. None of my beeswax, so to speak. On a very odd note, I’d never seen him take the boys to church on Sunday. Maybe at some point I’d gently suggest that the boys were welcome to come with me. That would require a high level of diplomacy, because people got all weird when it came to talking about religion in general, even people with Ph.D.s from Harvard Divinity School. I just really thought children needed to believe in something greater than themselves. Everyone did. If they could manage it, that is.

I took a leisurely stroll through my garden, making a mental list of chores to be done, and, of course, I talked to my bees. They were better company than most humans I knew.

“Good morning, ladies! Guess what I did last night? I made dinner for our neighbors and they loved it! What do you think about that? I made chicken and mashed potatoes and . . .” I went on describing the meal to them and the conversation with my sister. “And she says Charlie wants to take her to Atlantic City. Wouldn’t it be fun to play slot machines and see some celebrities and entertainers? Anyway, she thinks Archie is way out of my league. Do you think she’s right? I think she’s an a-hole. She and Momma are two rotten peas in a rotten pod.”

The girls were buzzing all around in the flowers collecting pollen and nectar and I was gently moving among them, pulling some of the weeds that would strangle my flowers if I ignored them. Somewhere over the course of the winter I had decided to get more serious about keeping my garden in flowers all year. If it had color? It counted, especially if it was purple. Honey bees loved purple flowers. I’d plant some things like ornamental grasses that had pink plumes or variegated leaves that changed color with the seasons. And I’d beef up the herb garden because honey bees loved basil, lavender, cilantro, rosemary, and thyme.

“So, yeah, I’m going over to the hospital in a little bit. See how Momma is doing. I’m sure she’s okay, but she’s no rocking babe anymore and that’s when bad stuff starts to happen. She’s just in her sixties, but she’s old for her age. Personally? I think she’s just mad because she’s fat. Fat’s bad. It leads to all kinds of diseases. Maybe I’ll take the nurses a few jars of honey. And by the way, I’m getting a job.”

I looked up to see Andy our UPS deliveryman’s truck pull over to the curb.

“Morning, Miss Holly! Got a couple of things for you today.”

“Well, thanks, Andy. Just toss them on the porch. I’ll see about them in a few minutes.”

“That’s fine,” he said and took the boxes up the steps to the front porch. “By the way, you were right about my tire. But it didn’t go bad until I ran over a piece of sheet metal on I-526.”

“Well, then I’m extra glad to see you in one piece.”

His face got all kind of funny looking. “How’d you know that was gonna happen?”

“Andy, it’s the most peculiar thing. I looked at your truck and it just popped into my head. Andy’s gonna get a flat in that back tire. Just like someone was whispering to me.”

“That’s kind of peculiar,” he said and looked at me so strangely.

“Come on, Andy. You’ve been knowing me for a dozen years. And this is the Lowcountry.”

“Yeah, I always forget that. You know my people come from Spartanburg.”

“Different world up there,” I said.

“I reckon so,” he said and just stood there.

“Would you like a jar of honey?” I said, thinking it might put him more at ease. “I was just going to get a few from the shed for the nurses at the hospital. I took Momma over there yesterday, and you know . . .”

“Oh, I’m so sorry! Is she all right?”

“Andy, the queen is always all right. You wait here, and I’ll be right back.”

I hurried to the gardening shed where I kept the jars of honey lined up on shelves. It was also where I kept the equipment that I used to spin the honey from the combs and jar it, too. It could be a very messy and sticky situation if I tried to do it in the house, so a few years ago I just took our old potting shed, painted it in pastels to match the hives, and sort of converted it to suit my needs. It wasn’t like anyone else would set foot in there anyway. I grabbed a few, dropped them in a canvas tote bag, and returned to Andy, who stood waiting patiently on the concrete walkway to our front steps. I thought, Someday I might dig out all that awful cracked cement and put in a pretty path of bricks in a herringbone pattern. I’d seen that done in Southern Living magazine and just loved it. Maybe Andy would like to help? That made me giggle to myself.

I handed him some honey over pecans, which was just that. Pecans I shelled and covered in honey.

“Here you go! It’s good on everything,” I said. “Yogurt, ice cream, or a spoon.”

“Well, thank you so much! That’s so nice of you!” Smiling, he turned to go.

He had a very nice smile.

“Happy to share!” I said and went to the porch to put the packages inside and to get my purse.

I picked up two small boxes from the porch rocker. What had Momma bought now? More tunics? She had so many, she’d never live long enough to get her money’s worth out of them. That was for sure. Well, never mind economy. How she spent her money was none of my beeswax, either.

I locked the house, drove over to the hospital, parked in visitor parking, and made my way to Momma’s room. I was feeling
























































OEBPS/images/9780062861221_Cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg
QUEEN

A Novel

Dorothea Benton Frank

whn

WILLIAM MORROW
An Imprint of HarperCollins Publishers





