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            Chapter 1
Magnolia

         
         Last night I dreamed of Charleston, as I do almost every night. Far away from my beloved land by day, at night I am there.
            I dreamed of the marsh grass, the coral sunsets, the smell of plough mud, and the sound of the breeze rustling through the
            fronds of the palmetto trees. If you were to cut me open, you’d find the water of the Atlantic instead of blood, driftwood
            instead of bones, and seashells in place of everything else. When I was a little girl, and I couldn’t sleep, my grandmother
            used to tell me to pretend that my breaths were the ocean waves rolling in and pulling away from the shore. I belong to Charleston.
            I belong to the island. Sullivan’s Island, where I grew up, calls me home every night.
         

         
         This is my story about how I returned to the island and found my wings.

         
         My dreams are so realistic and vivid that sometimes I wake up with one foot still in the dream world. On an unseasonably cold
            morning in April, my alarm clock jolted me off my grandmother’s porch. I quickly slapped the snooze bar to stop its blaring,
            shut my eyes, and went back to being eight years old.
         

         
         It was Easter Sunday and we had just finished cleaning up brunch. The women in my family had prepared all the traditional food: ham, collards, red rice, and dozens of deviled eggs. We were sitting outside on Gran’s rocking chairs. Sand dollars that I had collected from the beach were heaped on my lap. I had left them outside overnight and the morning sun had bleached them white. I could hear the music of the beach and the tide rolling in. My world smelled like salt from the ocean and sweet lavender from my grandmother’s perfume. She picked up a couple of sand dollars and gently rattled the shells. 

         
         “Hear that, Magnolia, all that noise they are making?”

         
         “Yes, Gran.”

         
         “Do you know what that is?”

         
         “No, what is it?”

         
         “It’s the doves. Trying to escape!”

         
         “Gran, those are seashells, not birds!”

         
         “No, Doodle, there are doves trapped inside the dollars!”

         
         “Really?”

         
         I leaned toward her, readying myself for a story. But instead, she cracked one of the sand dollars in half, and out came white
            fragments that looked like little doves in flight, five of them.
         

         
         “Oh, my gosh! Gran!”

         
         “Isn’t that something, Miss Maggie? That shell on its own is beautiful, with the five-pointed star in the middle and the five
            slits on the edge, but inside it is something even more lovely.”
         

         
         I was hugging her then, telling her I loved her. She was laughing at the shocked expression on my face from seeing the tiny
            birds fall out of the shell. We had wind chimes on our porch that were made of sand dollars. Each dollar was decorated for
            one of us. They were painted with a flower, representing all our names. Mine was a big magnolia, my grandmother’s a rose,
            my mother’s a lily, and my sister’s a bright-purple violet. Violet had dipped hers in silver glitter and the sunshine always
            caught it, sometimes blinding me for a moment.
         

         
         Then Gran, my mother, and I were on the beach. My mother, Lily, who had wanted to be a dancer, was entertaining us with some choreography from an old ballet class. Her bathing suit was red with white polka dots, and she danced along the sand, leaping and turning with amazing grace. Gran and I applauded and hooted loudly as she pirouetted across the hard-packed nickel-colored sand of the beach. 

         
         Gran and I were on a blanket eating one of her famous baguette sandwiches, something with ham and butter and little cornichon
            pickles. Gran was telling me how to pronounce “jambon aux beurre,” the French name for a ham and butter sandwich.
         

         
         The sound of my alarm was now so intense, I could not ignore it again. With a longing for that exact sandwich, I rubbed my
            eyes and stretched my stiff, sore body. The old radiator in the bedroom of the Manhattan apartment sounded like twenty hammers
            pounding away, struggling to keep up with the chill in the air. I sat up, turned off the blaring alarm, and looked at it.
            Five thirty a.m.
         

         
         “Ugh.”

         
         I put my bare feet on the parquet floor and instantly I pulled them up like a crab. The floor was as cold as ice. A glance
            out the window confirmed what I suspected—it was snowing again, in April, the same month that it had been in my dream. In
            South Carolina, it was an entirely different climate. If I was on Sullivan’s Island, I would have had a suntan.  I groaned
            and searched my pale-skinned legs through the tangle of sheets for my socks, which I had kicked off in my sleep. I slowly
            padded my way to the bathroom, hoping not to slip or wake up my roommate, Jim. I caught one of the more pleasant scents in
            New York City, the smell of fresh coffee brewing. I silently thanked myself for remembering to program the coffee maker last
            night to wake up with me this morning.
         

         
         I jumped into the shower, craning my neck so I wouldn’t get my hair wet. I couldn’t go outside into the tundra with wet hair and risk getting sick, and I didn’t have time to dry it. I couldn’t be late for work. For the past two years, I had been working as a tournant, basically a floating or relief chef who helps out wherever needed, at Bar JP, one of New York City’s most popular restaurants. I was currently the only female cook on the line, and that alone was a huge accomplishment. However, now there was an opportunity to move up to a sous-chef position. I wanted that promotion because it would help me achieve my next big goal, which was to work at the company’s flagship restaurant, Jean Paul’s. I’d never be considered for a position in that prestigious kitchen unless I rose through the ranks at Bar JP, and not until the head chef, Jamie, deemed me ready. 

         
         Wishing I could linger under the warm spray of the shower, I turned off the water and toweled off my copper-red hair. It felt
            good to let the cool air hit my warm skin, but I could feel how puffy my sea-glass-green eyes were, and no doubt they were
            ringed with dark purple. My eyes are the same rare color as my grandmother’s. Gran is the original Martha Stewart, and my
            personal champion. Looking into my own eyes, knowing they looked so much like Gran’s, sometimes gave me strength to get through
            whatever I was struggling with. Gran never backed down from a challenge, so whenever anyone said I resembled her, it was a
            reminder to me to toughen up and put out the fire, so to speak. I felt too old for twenty-nine. This job was wearing me down.
         

         
         I sighed deeply. It was going to be another long day of unpredictable hours and having to prove myself against all odds. In
            my mind, I heard Chef Jamie say, “You’re only as good as your last plate.” I nodded at myself in the mirror. I was ready to
            prove myself again. I couldn’t cave now, not when there was an opportunity to be promoted.
         

         
         Sometimes all this seemed futile. Why did I want to work at a Michelin-star-rated French restaurant in New York City where I made a laughable minimum wage of twelve dollars an hour with no health insurance, working an average of eighty-five hours a week with no overtime pay? Why did I put up with this when I could work at any of New York’s unionized hotels, where hours were normal and you earned a salary you could actually live on? Plus, the terrible weather. No one at Bar JP quit, because if you did, you’d never chop onions in a kitchen of any importance again. Anywhere. You accepted all the indignities along with the excellent training you received with a Yes, Chef.
         

         
         Or I could have stayed on Sullivan’s Island and worked in my family’s restaurant, the Magic Lantern, which my great-grandmother
            Daisy had opened in 1942 and which my grandmother Rose still ran to this day. The patrons considered it a second home, a restaurant
            built on love and passion. It was about good food, good service, and fun. My grandpa Eddie used to play the horn and jam with
            a few of his musician friends on the front porch during dinner service. It wasn’t about getting good reviews (although it
            did), winning awards (although it did), or featuring the next James Beard chef. As much as I loved the Magic Lantern, I’d
            decided to forge my own path. I’d felt that if I stayed in the South, working for my family, I’d never grow, never realize
            who I really was as a chef or a woman. And let’s be honest, Charleston was nothing compared to New York. My life in New York,
            living with my best friend, Jim, was blissful. Even though he was obsessively neat and I wasn’t, we hardly ever fought. We
            lived in his aunt’s apartment, so it was inexpensive. We both loved to cook and watch old movies together. It was sort of
            the perfect marriage.
         

         
         I worked all the time, so any potential real marriage wasn’t in the cards. I had been involved for two years in an on-again,
            off-again relationship—if you could really call it that—with a chef I worked with named Ronny. Nothing had ever been made
            official, but the feelings were there. One day he’d tell me he loved me, and the next he wouldn’t even look at me. Sometimes
            I felt like the cat and mouse game we played was part of the attraction. Deep down, I really wanted him, and I wanted to be
            his in more rooms than the bedroom. It was complicated. He was smart, funny, talented, and one of the best cooks I’d ever
            met. He seemed to know everyone in the city’s food world. He was so connected. When we went out, we could get a great table
            anywhere. He was also incredibly sexy, in that unattainable way.
         

         
         Everyone knew restaurants were pools of incest. All that close time together in a hot kitchen, either you were going to fight with each other or flirt. My two buddies at work, B-Rad and BJ, knew the mess Ronny and I were in and tried to be supportive every time I found him in the walk-in with a waitress. Kitchen crews were dysfunctional families, and Ronny was a bad habit I couldn’t seem to kick. 

         
         Recently, a sous-chef had announced he was moving to Miami, and the rumor was that Chef was considering me, Ronny, and one
            other line cook for the job. I was surprised that the job didn’t just go to Ronny, but I suppose Chef wanted to consider his
            options, or make us sweat. Possibly he wanted to diversify the management team and consider a, gasp, woman for the job? Either
            way we would all work extra hard for the shot; we all wanted to move up. Now, my on-again, off-again flame and I were competitors.
         

         
         I hurriedly brushed my shoulder-length hair into a bun, stuffed it into a beanie hat, and started to pull on my layers of
            clothes—a navy ribbed tank top, a long-sleeved T-shirt from my high school track team, a fuzzy gray sweater, leggings, two
            pairs of socks, and my Uggs. Looking for my scarf, I turned around to find Jim holding my coffee in a to-go cup and wearing
            my long, chunky, bright-blue scarf, knitted by my grandmother. He almost scared me to death.
         

         
         “Here you go, dah-ling!”

         
         “Jim! I didn’t see you there! What are you doing up?”

         
         “Girl, it’s Sunday! I haven’t gone to bed yet!”

         
         Upon further inspection of Jim’s face, I noticed some lingering glitter around his eyes.

         
         “Of course! What was I thinking?”

         
         “I was almost surprised when I heard you get into the shower. I guess for a micro moment I forgot what you do, who you work
            for, and what city you work in. This city really doesn’t sleep. How many orders of eggs Benedict do you expect to bang out
            today?”
         

         
         “I have no idea. Given this weather there’s no telling. I haven’t heard anything from Chef, so I guess the restaurant is still open.” 

         
         “I just looked at the news and the weatherman says to expect at least a foot of snow by noon! How is it possible for that
            many people to brunch in this weather?” Jim said.
         

         
         At the same moment, we locked eyes and said, “Bacon and bloodies!”

         
         New York City never took a vacation, and it held one important ritual every Sunday. Brunch. Even in a blizzard. I unwound
            my scarf from his neck, rewound it around mine, struggled into my puffer coat, the one that goes to my ankles, and kissed
            him on his cheek. I checked my phone. No messages from the restaurant, but I saw eight missed calls last night from my mother,
            Lily. She’s really more like my sister than my mother. My real sister and I were raised almost totally by my grandmother.
         

         
         “Please tell me that wasn’t him stalking you,” Jim said, referring to Ronny.

         
         “Nope, just Lily. All calls post one a.m., so you know what that means.” I put the phone in my coat pocket.

         
         “Maggie, you don’t know that she’s drinking again. Maybe something is the matter,” Jim said.

         
         “With my mom, there is always something the matter. I’ll call her on my next day off. Or shoot her a text later. I have real problems to attend to. Gotta
            run, I’m late.”
         

         
         It wasn’t that I didn’t care about my mother, it was just that there was constantly something “wrong,” and over the years
            I had learned that eight phone calls didn’t necessarily mean a real crisis. Sometimes she called me over and over just to
            see if I would pick up. I always felt a pang of guilt for not responding to her right away because even though we didn’t get
            along, she was still my mom. I’d just . . . learned along the way to protect my daily life from her daily distractions.
         

         
         I would call her later.

         
         Stepping into the lobby of our apartment building I took one look at the outside and realized I would be walking to work. The buses and taxis were not an option. Even in April, sometimes it felt like winter would not give up to springtime easily, and we’d get a bizarre blizzard. It looked like the inside of a snow globe, and I couldn’t see more than a few feet in front of me. It was bitter cold today, but I also knew that by Easter, this would all be cleared up and I’d be staring at tulips instead of snowdrifts soon enough. The drifts reminded me of the sand dunes on Sullivan’s Island. I tried to visualize the beaches of my hometown as I started my journey to work. 

         
         On my walk I pondered how life in New York was a daily assault. Yes, it was the center of the universe, and yes, I was working
            at one of the best restaurants in America, but sometimes I wondered if it was worth it.
         

         
         I was then pretty sure that had Gran ever heard me complain like that, she’d choke me with her pearls, slap me in some seersucker,
            and give me the world’s longest lecture on decorum and being a Southern lady. She’d remind me that you get more flies with
            sugar than vinegar, and to be thankful for my chance. And as always, even in my mind, she was right. But, some days, like
            today, when I was freezing in the middle of the city’s madness, I missed her. I was barely able to visit. I was always so
            caught up in work, so busy chasing my dreams. It had been a little more than a year since I had been back to the Lowcountry,
            and let’s not forget COVID. I never felt like risking the lives of my loved ones for a hug around the neck.
         

         
         I knew in my heart that I needed to be in New York in order to make it in the food world. This is where I had to build a reputation.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
Magnolia

         
         Making my way downstairs to the kitchen basement, I punched in. I was thirty minutes late, which didn’t seem unreasonable
            to me, considering the weather. I opened my little gray locker, peeled off my layers, and put on my chef’s coat, apron, chef’s
            pants, and clogs. As I brushed my hair up underneath a skullcap, I briefly looked at my reflection in the mirror on the wall.
            I looked severe and unfeminine. Couldn’t they at least give us baseball hats to wear? When I exited the changing room and
            went down the long, dimly lit hallway into the main kitchen, I saw BJ, who looked like he had been there all night.
         

         
         “Hey, BJ. Morning! Sorry I’m late.”

         
         “Hey, hey! It’s all right, guess what? Service was canceled.”

         
         “What? Why? Why didn’t anyone call me? BJ, did you get any sleep? You look worn out! Did you go home last night?”

         
         “Nah, I figured I should just sleep here on the flour sacks.”

         
         “Oh, my God! BJ!” Even though he was short and skinny, I wondered how he’d managed to sleep on those sacks.

         
         “What? I was here so late, and I knew the trains wouldn’t be running anywhere close to normal, so I figured I’d just stay
            here. I didn’t know they would cancel service, it’s brunch!”
         

         
         “I sure would have appreciated a phone call.”

         
         “Oh, you think your personal life matters now?”

         
         I saw a long list taped over our prep area.

         
         “What’s that?”

         
         “Oh, yeah. That’s from Chef Jamie. Left us a mighty list. I guess he thinks the weather will chill out and expects a busy dinner shift.” 

         
         “Amazing,” I said, thinking it was anything but amazing. “Even in COVID, our orders were crazy with takeout. When is dinner
            ever slow?”
         

         
         “Maggie, brace yourself, Chef Jamie has been calling every five minutes to see if you came in. He sounded pissed.”

         
         “Are you freaking kidding me?”

         
         “I know. It’s ridiculous, let’s just crush this list and get through it! Allez!”

         
         “Oui. Guess so,” I responded with the French we used in the kitchen.  There was never a good reason to not be on time. Being
            late to work was considered abandonment. It was also not okay to be sick or have a family emergency. You had to be there on
            time every day. Actually, on time was late. There was just so much to do, it was never ending. If you were late, you were
            behind, and then so was everyone else. Last week, a kid came in fifteen minutes late and he was invited to clean the grease
            traps, which was the most disgusting job.
         

         
         Please, God, don’t make me do the grease traps!

         
         I took a look at the list. It had over fifty items.

         
         “Okay. What’s first?”

         
         “Well, I started the beets. Why don’t you start breaking down the squash?”

         
         “Sounds good.”

         
         BJ made a huge pot of coffee, which helped us get through the enormous prep list. As soon as I was immersed in my work, cutting
            up the kabocha squash for the winter butternut squash soup, dicing the carrots to braise in orange juice, and starting another
            giant vat of chicken stock, I allowed the aromas and natural muscle rhythms of the kitchen to sweep me up in what I loved.
            I calmed down and experienced—as corny as it might sound—the joy of cooking.
         

         
         I was in love with food, obsessed with it. Food wasn’t just fuel; it could heal a broken heart, it could entertain, it could bring you home. Magic happened when a perfectly balanced dish came together. A beautiful symphony of flavors. Salty, sweet, acidic, crunchy, colorful, soft, hard, warm, cold. It should take you on a journey. Once I had an Italian dish called Genovese, consisting of braised rabbit over thick noodles with a carrot and pea sauce. It was so beautiful, earthy, clever, and delicious, and it warmed you from the inside. It was what I liked to call a “circle of life plate.” 

         
         Even though it was crazy, I also loved restaurant life. The rush of service and the satisfaction of a successful evening.
            The combination of the excitement and the pressure of knowing that you are only as good as your last plate. The bar is set
            to impossibly high standards, and when you reach that bar there is nothing more gratifying in the world. How do you grill
            a perfect steak in six minutes, in addition to taking care of forty-six other tickets? How do you keep going? Well, you just
            do, and maybe that makes us cooks adrenaline junkies.
         

         
         One by one the other cooks trickled in. Ronny had called, saying something about being stuck in Queens. Why was he in Queens
            when he lived in Brooklyn? I thought it odd for him not to tell me, but then I’m sure there was a reason . . . I tried not
            to think about it. He would be late. That meant I might have to work through dinner service. Great. A double shift. Actually,
            it would be more like a triple. Not only were the days crazy long and tiring, but I worried about accidents and hurting myself.
            Anyone would get squirrelly after ten hours in a hot kitchen. It was hard not to make mistakes.
         

         
         Even on a good day, there were real setbacks to your health. Your knees would swell, your feet would throb, your back got stiff, not to mention the inevitable cuts and burns. If you played with flames and knives, you were going to get hurt. Also, it was hot, very hot, scorching hot, and there was no relief from it until you left the kitchen. To make matters worse, I was expecting Chef to come in and really give it to me for being late. 

         
         At four o’clock, we stopped, as usual, for family meal. I dreaded and loved family meal at the same time. It was important
            for morale for us to get together and take a break before service. Also, it guaranteed that we had something in our stomachs
            before service began, but at the same time it was hard to stop our enormous prep list to make family meal for the entire staff
            of the restaurant. Everyone ate together, both the front and the back of the house. Each station prepared part of the meal.
            The garde-manger (the salad cook) made the salad, the rotisseur (the meat cook) made the protein, and the entremetier (the
            vegetable cook) did the side dish. Sometimes, if we were lucky, the pastry department would even pitch in. I loved when they
            had cake scraps or extra cookies. We set up a buffet down the line and we all ate, sitting on the floor in the hallway outside
            the kitchen. Right as we were finishing the meal, Ronny came in. That was a blessing because it meant I wouldn’t have to do
            a double shift and could go home right after dinner service slowed down, probably around nine. He walked right past everyone,
            gave me a “hello” nod, and sailed into Chef’s office. I must have been so busy I didn’t notice Chef’s arrival. I wondered
            if it was a good or bad sign that he hadn’t immediately reprimanded me for being late. While Ronny was in there, I started
            to prep out his station. I got all his mise en place ready, portioned out some of the meats, and counted six orders of garnish
            for his fish dish. I figured I might as well. I hadn’t been given the green light on an early departure yet. After about a
            half hour I started to worry about him. What could Chef be saying to Ronny that was taking so long? Maybe Ronny was in trouble.
            I’d seen how his arrogance and strong opinions about the menu could irk Chef. Or maybe he was getting the promotion. That would only further complicate things between us because we both wanted that promotion so badly, we could taste it. Who knew with Chef Jamie? I was so deep in thought about Ronny and Chef Jamie that I didn’t notice Ronny walking right up to me. 

         
         “Hey, Red.”

         
         “Hi.”

         
         “Chef wants you.”

         
         “I didn’t even see him come in,” I said.

         
         “He’s sneaky like that.”

         
         “Okay, thanks.”

         
         I was about to take a verbal beating. I decided that it was best for me to just Yes, Chef it. If I had any hope of leaving early, I’d have to make this short and sweet. Chef Jamie’s style of punishment was giving
            you more side work to do.
         

         
         I pushed open the door to his office, which was ajar. He was sitting at his desk, his eyes glued to his computer. There were
            already several empty cups of coffee around him. I looked around his office, waiting for him to acknowledge me. The walls
            were decorated with newspaper reviews, framed certificates, and a huge picture of Rachael Ray’s head with darts in her face.
            I remembered him telling me how much he hated her and everything she stood for. I secretly loved Rachael Ray. I thought she
            was fabulous. I loved her bubbly personality. She had the back of every mom in America or anyone with just thirty minutes
            to cook. Some of her technique was off, but who cared? I never understood what restaurant cooks had against Food Network cooks.
            Maybe they were just bitter about the Food Network paychecks.
         

         
         I cleared my throat in case Chef Jamie hadn’t noticed that I was standing in his office.

         
         He broke his glare at the computer screen and asked me to sit down. I sat down and immediately started to sweat. I always
            got nervous talking to him because he was so unpredictable. I gave him a nervous smile. Whenever anything went wrong, I smiled,
            because maybe if I did, he wouldn’t yell. The worst thing I could do was cry.
         

         
         “Maggie, you have a phone message.”

         
         “A message, Chef?”

         
         “Yes. Here.”

         
         He handed me a small blue piece of paper with some handwriting on it that I couldn’t make out.

         
         “Chef, this message is urgent!”

         
         “Yes. It’s from last night.”

         
         “Why didn’t you give it to me right away?”
         

         
         “Maggie, have you ever seen me take personal calls during service? Or, for that matter, any personal calls?”
         

         
         “No, Chef.”

         
         “Who is this message from, Maggie?”

         
         I took another look at the message, scrutinizing it. I saw “Violet” at the bottom of the page. Then I could make out another
            word, “urgent.”
         

         
         “Chef, it’s from my sister, and it says urgent!”
         

         
         I saw a creepy smile cross his face. He took a deep breath, and in a very calm voice said, “Maggie. I don’t give a fuck about messages for you or what they have to say. When you are here, you are at work. This is not your kitchen. We are not your secretaries. No one, under any circumstances, should be calling you at work. Unless your sister is impaired, and I don’t
            recall you saying that she was. In fact, I remember you telling me she is a photographer in North Carolina or something . . .”
         

         
         “South Carolina, Chef.”

         
         “Are you correcting me, Maggie?”

         
         “No, Chef! I’m sorry.”

         
         He stared at me for a moment, took a deep breath, and looked up at the ceiling.

         
         “Maggie, you can’t teach someone dedication, or how to be a team player. I can teach you how to cook, and I have. I can teach you how to cook on a line, and I have. But you cannot teach someone the value of loyalty. You either take your job here seriously or you don’t. First, you are allowing personal calls during work hours, and then you are arriving wildly late to work. Next thing I know you’ll be taking personal days, or I’ll find you with your cell phone!” 

         
         “Chef, I would never—”

         
         “I don’t want to hear it, Maggie. You’ve disappointed me. There are things I like about you. You cook very well. Your dishes
            are always executed exactly how I showed you. I respect that. However, you are a bit of a drama queen.”
         

         
         I felt my face turn red and my neck get hot.

         
         “Oh, don’t get upset, Maggie. This is exactly what I mean. If you are upset, don’t let me know it. I don’t care for emotions;
            this is not how we behave in my kitchen. It is unacceptable. Are you going to cry? Ugh. Please get yourself together, this
            is so unprofessional.”
         

         
         Through the mix of concerns I felt about a message from my sister labeled “urgent” and the various attacks he was making not
            only on my character, but my work ethic, I could feel myself losing my composure. I couldn’t believe what he was saying. Pulling
            myself together, and fighting back tears, I got angry.
         

         
         “Chef, I am not being overly emotional. What you are saying is upsetting me. It is unfair. I was late today. It is not a reoccurring
            offense, it was a onetime thing, and it won’t happen again—”
         

         
         “Stop! Once is enough. When you work here you are on a team. One minute late is late. We rely on you. Your fellow cooks are
            depending on your presence to do your job so they can do their own jobs later. We are links in a chain, Maggie. If one link
            breaks down, then the entire chain is broken, and useless.”
         

         
         “Chef, I can’t read this handwriting. What does the rest of this message say?”

         
         He sighed, grabbed the note from my hand, rolled his eyes, and read it as if it were a grocery list. “‘Maggie, please call home as soon as you can. Gran is unconscious in the hospital. Mom and her were in a car accident. This is urgent.’ Seems like drama runs in your family, doesn’t it?” 

         
         I was stunned. What had happened? It seemed that all the noise was sucked out of the room and time stood still. I couldn’t
            breathe for a minute, then I realized I was holding my breath, as if I were bracing myself to be hit.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3
Magnolia

         
         Less than an hour later, I was seated next to Jim in a cab. He had packed my bags for me and secured us two seats on the last
            flight to Charleston. We were lucky United had a direct flight. He opened up his coat pocket and pulled out a silver flask.
         

         
         “Here, sweetheart, you look like you need this,” Jim said.

         
         “Can you bring this on a plane?” I said and took a swig, admiring the beautiful monogram on the front.

         
         “Nope, so drink it down.” He shot me a smirk. “You okay, girl?”

         
         “Are you? You’re flying commercial with all the other peasants!” I teased. Jim usually flew with his aunt Belle on her jet.

         
         “Yes, it isn’t a private jet as I am spoiled rottenly used to, but this is an emergency!” Jim said.

         
         “Must be nice, sir,” I said and handed him back the flask.

         
         “Well, it certainly is easier than going through that god-awful security!” He pursed his lips.

         
         “Thanks for getting down in the dirt for me,” I said and gave his arm a pinch.

         
         I felt thankful in that moment for our sarcastic back-and-forth. The humor gave my imagination a distracted beat before it
            started to spin again. I was inches away from spiraling, and it wouldn’t end until I laid my eyes on Gran. I felt my palms
            get sweaty and clammy, as they did before I started to panic. I took a deep breath and jiggled my leg.
         

         
         “Easy, Fred Flintstone, the cab drives itself,” Jim said as he grabbed my knee to stop it from bouncing up and down.

         
         “Sorry, I know, I’m just . . .”

         
         “Worried, baby girl, we both are. Right now we are doing all that we can,” Jim said.

         
         “I just . . .” My eyes started to spill out tears again. “Jim? What if I lose her? I haven’t seen her in so long! What would
            my life be like without Gran? How could I ever do anything if I didn’t have her? I’d always dreamed of opening my own restaurant.
            And in all those dreams Gran was there by my side, and this stupid COVID has kept me from my family and I . . .” I was speaking
            so fast I could hardly hear myself. My eyes were getting teary.
         

         
         “Let’s not pay the toll twice, Maggie. Let’s save the tears for the Lowcountry, when we know exactly what we are dealing with.”
            He was right.
         

         
         “Okay,” I said in a small voice. “Let me have a little more of that.” He handed over the silver container of liquid strength.

         
         The next hour was a blur of going through security and finding our gate, and before long we were on the plane. My seat was
            by the window, and Jim settled into the seat on the aisle. He had a black cashmere eye mask over his forehead and a matching
            neck pillow around his neck. Before long, the plane was ascending, and I peered out at the millions of twinkling city lights.
            New York really was a dazzling city. When we reached cruising altitude, the flight attendant took our drink orders. Jim bought
            us three mini bottles of red wine, which we downed the way we’d done behind the bleachers at prom when we were teenagers.
            The wine helped me to begin to relax. I grabbed a blanket and kicked off my boots. I went through my tote bag, which Jim had
            packed for me, and found a pair of fuzzy socks that he’d knitted for me during one of his domestic phases. It was the small
            things, like his remembering my feet turned to ice on planes, that made me love him.
         

         
         “Jim, you’re so good to me, you always have my back,” I said.

         
         “Well, you have always had mine, lady.” Jim and I both raised our glasses. “Cheers to Gran, and her recovery.” We both drank
            to that. Then he added, “And to a smooth homecoming, for both of us. We can do this, Maggie—together.”
         

         
         “But what if . . .” I started.

         
         “Manifest a recovery, honey, and it will be,” he said. “Now, let’s get a little beauty rest.”

         
         He put down his drink and pulled down his eye mask. I was too wound up to sleep. Buzzing through me was an odd combination
            of feelings—anxiety about Gran’s condition, but also excitement about returning to Sullivan’s Island, the place I loved most
            in the world, and a bit of trepidation about how I’d be received by my mother and sister. Deep down, I knew we all loved each
            other, but my relationships with them were strained. My mother was a broken bird who kept trying to fly and kept failing.
            She spent most of my childhood either in rehab or trying to escape Charleston. She battled anorexia and alcohol, and we battled
            each other. She was complicated. Despite her addictions, she could be self-righteous and prissy. I thought that maybe she
            behaved that way so no one would ever guess she struggled with any sort of weakness.
         

         
         As a child my mother was a talented ballet dancer. She’d had an opportunity to train in New York City, but at the age of seventeen she got pregnant by her high school boyfriend, Scott Parker. All her dreams were shattered. My mom blamed me. She married my father right before I was born because his parents insisted. For two and a half years they had a rocky marriage, but when they found out she was pregnant with Violet, everything changed. They decided to really give the marriage a try, and for a while it worked. They were happy. My dad was around more when Violet came along. He took us everywhere with him, showing us off to his friends. Violet was born out of love, whereas I was born out of carelessness and teenage heat. Her birth brought sunshine into my mother’s life. But the storm clouds returned the summer after my sister’s fourth birthday, when our dad was injured in a motorcycle accident. Life took a wrong turn then, he became addicted to pain meds, and that was when my mom started drinking. 

         
         Suddenly, my father wasn’t around anymore. He took off. We never heard from him again, because a few months later, my mom
            got word that he’d been killed in another motorcycle accident, out West; I think it was Montana. My father’s parents were
            devastated by his death, but perhaps ashamed of his behavior, and they felt awkward with us. They wound up moving to California.
            We got Christmas and birthday cards with five-dollar bills from them for a few years, but as time went by they seemed to forget
            about me, Violet, and Mom.
         

         
         Thank God for Gran and Grandpa Eddie, who swooped in and took the child-rearing reins. They gave me and Violet the stability
            and security that our parents had never provided. But three years later, tragedy befell us again when Grandpa Eddie died of
            a heart attack. Mom fell apart again, but not Gran. Despite her heartbreak, she took charge, raising her daughter’s children
            and improving her family’s restaurant business. There was nothing she couldn’t do. She loved her family and provided a life
            for her girls. She made a home for my mother, me, and Violet. She made sure we got up on time, got to school, did our homework,
            bathed, and all sat down for family dinner. She gave us everything we were proud of, even her name. She convinced Mom to have
            our names legally changed to Adams.
         

         
         Even so, my mother and I fought a lot when I was growing up, mainly because I could never forgive her for her erratic behavior,
            and the nasty words and her drinking. How many birthdays, how many holidays, how many regular nights had been spoiled? Violet
            always forgave her; I let the scar tissue build up.
         

         
         Gran always looked for the best in everyone. I heard her voice.

         
         “You must find some compassion in your heart for your mother. I know it’s difficult, but people make mistakes. You make mistakes, too. We all do. Magnolia, one day you may have children and then you’ll understand. You will want them to thrive. You will want to help them launch themselves into a satisfying, happy life in any way that you can. Let go of this anger you have for her. You need to cut your mother some slack.” 

         
         My eyelids were heavy under the weight of the drama of the day. I closed them, thinking that Gran always gave good advice.
            I vowed to cut my mother some slack when I got to Charleston. I fell asleep under the soft blanket. Soon I was in my grandmother’s
            garden, sitting in the middle of a soft patch of grass. I could feel the warm sun on my shoulders. Peeking out from underneath
            a sun hat, Gran winked at me. She was knee deep in romaine lettuce plants. Around me, dark-purple eggplants, bright-yellow
            squash, and long, slim green cucumbers decorated the edges of the white fence. I walked toward her, letting the soft, cool
            soil squish between my toes and running my hand along the leaves of the tomato plants, hoping to pick up their scent.
         

         
         There was a birdbath in the center of her garden, covered with tiny mirrors. It glistened in the sunlight. A cardinal swooped
            in and perched on the edge. The color of his feathers against all the green around him made me reach for him.
         

         
         “You’re so beautiful, Mr. Cardinal!”

         
         He looked at me, seeming to size me up. After turning around in circles, he plopped himself in the middle of the bath. The
            reflection of his feathers in the water made the whole bath turn a bright crimson. I looked over at Gran, who was humming
            a song I recognized. I joined her, and we sang the verses for a few minutes. Before long, the cardinal joined us. Then the
            cardinal turned into a dove and flew off.
         

         
         Jim shook me to wake me up.

         
         “Maggie! Lord, you were singing in your sleep!”

         
         Whenever Jim was in Charleston, he slipped into his Charleston drawl, adding an extra syllable to “Lord.”

         
         “Yeah, I’m fine. Are we there yet?”

         
         I already knew the answer. The plane’s door was open, and I could feel the humidity. Even in the beginning of spring, the
            Lowcountry was humid. I could smell the salt air and inhaled deeply as I stood up. I wondered if I would have to face my mother
            right away or if I could postpone that until morning.
         

         
         After we disembarked and walked to the taxi stand, I called my sister to see if she was at the hospital. She picked up on
            the second ring.
         

         
         “Hey, Violet, it’s me, we just got here. What’s going on?”

         
         “I’m at the hospital and Gran’s still unconscious. You should go home and sleep, that’s okay. You can come by in the morning.
            I’m not leaving, though.”
         

         
         My sister dealt out truth the same way she drank her coffee, dark and strong. But as blunt as she could be, sometimes she
            triggered me. She had just made clear that she was the more devoted granddaughter.
         

         
         “Vi, I just flew all the way from New York. I’m coming to the hospital if that’s where everyone is. I’m a part of the family,
            too.”
         

         
         “Well, thank God you could tear yourself away,” Violet said.

         
         “Violet, don’t be like that, please. Aren’t things bad enough? I’ll be there soon.” Then I hung up.

         
         “What was that all about?” Jim asked, arching an eyebrow.
         

         
         “You know Violet. We’re going to the hospital,” I said.

         
         “Okay. Do you want to go by Gran’s first and pick up her car or have a taxi take us directly to the hospital?” Jim asked.

         
         “You know what? Violet said there was no change in Gran’s condition, so let’s drop off our bags at the house and pick up the
            truck if it’s there.”
         

         
         “Sounds good.” Jim signaled a taxi driver, and he and the driver stowed our bags in the trunk.

         
         We rode side by side in silence, inhaling the salt air blowing through the lowered windows as our taxi turned onto the illuminated Arthur Ravenel Bridge, which crossed the Cooper River, connecting the Charleston peninsula to Mount Pleasant. Looking south, I could see Charleston Harbor, at the confluence of the Ashley and Cooper Rivers, sprinkled with huge container ships. 

         
         We pulled up to Gran’s house on Sullivan’s Island. It was so quiet and still. Faded yellow clapboard, with a wide wraparound
            porch that hosted some of my favorite childhood memories, from birthday parties to my first kiss right at the big front door.
            The lights on the porch illuminated her hanging plants and her sleeping camellias. The house looked welcoming even at night.
            It made me feel that everything would be all right. I believe that space has memory, and this space hadn’t forgotten me.
         

         
         While Jim paid the driver, I got out of the car. The salt air seemed to push me toward Gran’s front door. The red door needed
            a fresh coat of paint, but the brass octopus door knocker shone even in the soft porchlight. I ran my hand over the top of
            the doorframe, found the key, unlocked the door, and went inside. Instantly I felt the warmth of home. I took a deep breath,
            trying to take in all the smells of my childhood. I could smell the gardenia candle Gran always had out and a faint touch
            of her lavender perfume. I put my bags down and walked around the living room. Not a thing had changed since I’d last been
            there. I peeked into the dining room and on the mahogany table saw a foil-covered dish with a note on top of it. I walked
            over and picked it up.
         

         
         
            Dear Maggie May—Left you something decent to put in your stomach, not the haute cuisine you’re used to, but tasty nonetheless.
               When you’ve finished eating, go straight to bed. It’s going to be a big day tomorrow. —Violet
            

         

         Jim noticed the foil-covered plate. “Looks like Violet knew you were coming even without a return phone call.”

         
         I smiled. “I’ll share it with you after we put our stuff away.”

         
         Jim went upstairs to drop off his bags in the guest bedroom. Another mark of an old friendship, he knew exactly which room
            was temporarily his.
         

         
         I crossed the living room to get my bags. The old house sure did feel empty without Gran. Since COVID hit, this was the first
            time that I’d come home, and she wasn’t there to greet me with a hug. Still, just being home was comforting; it always made
            me hit the pause button on everything else in my life. The real me lived here, in this kitchen, among the worn-out cookbooks like Charleston Receipts and the huge book from Cypress, a fab restaurant on Broad Street that no longer stood, and the mismatched plates and lingering
            aromas of Gran’s baking. I could feel my skin prickle. I knew that the house was trying to tell me something. It was like
            my fourth mother: Gran; Lily; Gran’s best friend, Alice; and this house. Everyone on the island said the house was haunted,
            and why shouldn’t it be? It was over a hundred years old and had housed generations of my family. When I was little, though,
            I would swear that I could hear whispers whenever I passed the wall of portraits of long-dead family members. Every square
            inch of this property had a story. From the pictures to the floorboards (long planks of wood that were part of my great-great-grandfather’s
            barn) to the garden, where Gran grew heirloom vegetables from special seeds that only a few people had. If you asked me, that’s
            why the food was so good here. It had something to say.
         

         
         The South is different from anywhere else on earth. Every time I returned, it seemed it was the beginning of my greatest story, like something was about to happen, the kind of something music was written about. There was a touch of magic in the air, and the Lowcountry was extra special. It must have something to do with the region’s history, or maybe it was just the weather, but I felt more alive here. Even the sky was different. The sunrises were more jubilant, the stars brighter in the evenings, and the flowers more fragrant. It was easy to lose touch with nature in New York City, but just like a love that got away, you never knew how much you’d miss it until it was gone. In the evening when the sun would set, the horizon looked as if it were in flames. Alice said that it was God playing his finale for the day. During a summer storm, giant blue-gray clouds pregnant with heat lightning rolled across the sky, making you run indoors filled with terror. 

         
         Early springtime in the Lowcountry hosted the most unpredictable temperatures. It could be seventy degrees during the day
            and forty-five degrees at night. But the air was crisp, the sky was blue, and the sun was still warm. In general, people were
            nicer here, which I attributed to the sunshine. In New York City it was gray until May. No wonder the people there were so
            pushy, they didn’t have enough vitamin D.
         

         
         I climbed the stairs, passing the whispering wall of family portraits. I paused at the framed photo of Great-Grandmother Daisy,
            which was askew. She was standing on the front porch of the Magic Lantern the day it opened, with her hands on her hips and
            a wide grin on her face. Her red hair, the same shade as mine, was wild and curly, no doubt due to a strong ocean breeze.
            I straightened the photo and moved on to my bedroom’s pink door with magnolias painted all over it. I opened it and my eyes
            immediately went to the colorful quilt on the bed that Gran and Alice had made for me. Part of me wanted to lie down, pull
            the quilt over my head, and pretend the car accident hadn’t happened. But what I wanted even more was to see Gran.
         

         
         After Jim and I devoured the delicious pot roast Violet had left us, we found the keys for the truck in the small Charleston sweetgrass basket by the front door and left. It was close to 11:00 p.m., and even though I was tired, my mind was racing about what we were going to encounter at the hospital. Jim went to sleep as soon as we got moving. He was snoring softly, letting out little puffs of air every few seconds. I rolled down the window a bit on my side and let in the smell of the plough mud. I was so tired I didn’t realize I’d closed my eyes until I felt the jolt and heard the crash as I collided with the pickup in front of me. 

         
         I followed the pickup, which had swerved onto the shoulder of the road. I put Gran’s truck in park and started sweating, as
            I always did when I got nervous. The driver was getting out of his vehicle.
         

         
         “Oh, my God, Maggie! What happened?” Jim said.

         
         “I hit that pickup. I think I fell asleep! I’m so sorry! Are you okay?” I said, horrified.

         
         “Yeah, girl, I’m totally fine,” Jim said after doing a body check.

         
         “I’m okay, too, I think,” I said.

         
         I wondered if the driver would totally flip on us. It was the worst time for something like this to happen, but then that’s
            when bad things always seemed to happen. I was out of practice from all my days in NYC. I almost never drove anymore! My headlights illuminated
            the driver, a tall, sandy-blond-haired man, as he moved around to look at his rear bumper. The right taillight was hanging
            off it.
         

         
         Great, I thought. I had pissed off a hot guy. I looked over at Jim, who had noticed the sandy-haired dream, too.
         

         
         “Well, well, well. What do we have here? I’ve always been a sucker for long-haired men,” Jim said, pursing his lips.

         
         “Probably not gonna ask us out, Jimmy,” I said. “You know guys down here love their trucks more than their mothers. We just
            messed up his rear bumper.”
         

         
         “We? Honey, that was all you!”

         
         “Please,” I said, rolling my eyes and trying to prepare myself for a bad encounter.

         
         Should I cry? I thought. That had always worked well for me with cops.
         

         
         Think, Maggie. What do you need to do?

         
         I pulled the truck’s registration card out of the glove compartment, grabbed my cell phone, and got out of the truck.

         
         “Behave. I’ll be right back,” I said to Jim then walked over to the driver.

         
         “Hey. I’m so sorry! I didn’t see you brake,” I managed to squeak out. Where was my voice?

         
         I locked eyes with the handsome driver as he towered over me. The guy had golden eyes. Not pale brown. Golden, almost the
            color of his hair. Lord Almighty.
         

         
         “Hey, lady, I didn’t brake. You rear-ended me.”

         
         His voice was as deep as the thunder I heard rumbling in the distance. He took a step closer to me. I noticed he was wearing
            cowboy boots.
         

         
         “What’s the problem? Too much to drink, or did you just feel like playing bumper cars?” Now he was scowling at me.

         
         “Of course not!” I gasped. “I only had one drink on the flight down here.” I saw his scowl deepen, so I quickly added, “Uh,
            well, that was hours ago. I should have been paying closer attention. I’m so sorry. It’s just that I’m on my way to the hospital.
            My gran got into a . . . car accident—”
         

         
         “Oh, so reckless driving runs in the family?” He narrowed his eyes.

         
         “No! That was a serious accident, this happened not because I’m reckless but because I’m tired and was distracted. Please
            let me cover the damage! I’m Magnolia Adams. But everyone calls me Maggie.” I stuck my hand out. His golden eyes raked over
            me for a few seconds—longer than was polite—before he took my hand. I was startled by how warm his hand was as he shook mine.
         

         
         “Adams? Any relation to Rose Adams?” he asked.

         
         “Yeah, she’s my grandmother,” I answered.

         
         “Oh, man. She was a friend of my late grandfather’s. She gets her tomatoes from us. I’m Sam Smart. My family’s farm is on Johns Island, she’s one of our best customers.” 

         
         “Hey, listen, please take my number and please call me. I will pay you to fix my mistake.”

         
         “You think I don’t know how to replace a taillight?” He sounded offended.

         
         “No, I’m sure you know a lot about trucks and fixing them. Again, I’m so sorry.”

         
         “What’s your number? Do you have a card?” he asked.

         
         “No, but I have a Sharpie,” I said, pulling one out of my back pocket.

         
         Sam Smart rolled up the sleeve of his flannel shirt and extended his forearm, motioning for me to write my number on it.

         
         “Are you sure? This isn’t going to come off easily,” I said.

         
         “Something tells me I’ll need to remember it,” he said.

         
         He didn’t sound like he was joking, so I started writing.

         
         “Six-four-six? Is that a New York number? You’re a Yankee? Oh, man, no wonder you don’t know how to drive.”

         
         I couldn’t help rolling my eyes at his good-ole-boy joke. “Yes, it is a New York number. But I’m Southern born and bred, I
            just live in New York now. I have dual residency. I say ‘y’all’ and ‘schlep.’”
         

         
         He let out a laugh. I was relieved he was lightening up a little.

         
         “Okay, better get to your grandmother. I’ll take care of my taillight.” He turned, and I thought I heard him laughing as he
            walked back to his truck.
         

         
         I quickly scrambled back to Gran’s truck, put on my seat belt, carefully pulled back onto the road, even though I was still
            shaking, and let out a hysterical giggle when I exhaled.
         

         
         “Giggling after an accident? Was he as good looking up close as he was from my vantage point? Did you really write your number
            on his arm? How big did you make the numbers?” Jim asked, wiggling his eyebrows.
         

         
         “Too big,” I said. “I wish I’d written them in disappearing ink. Ronny. I feel guilty,” I mumbled.

         
         “Magnolia Adams, I hope it was a permanent marker! You need that bad boy out of your life! He’s nothing but a headache,” Jim
            said, rolling his eyes.
         

         
         Before I could think about a defense for Ronny, the sky opened up and poured gallons of water, drenching the world. Great, I thought, just what I need—more hazardous driving conditions.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4
Magnolia

         
         The rain had stopped by the time I pulled Gran’s now a-little-more-dented truck into a parking space in the hospital’s visitor
            lot. I sat there with my hands gripping the wheel, rubbing the pads of my thumbs back and forth into the steering wheel cover.
            I took a deep breath, inhaling strength. I had seen enough episodes of Grey’s Anatomy to know that what I was going to walk into wouldn’t be easy to see. I choked back a tightness in my throat. I would hold
            it together for Violet, my mother, and Jim. I would be strong for Gran. I would be the woman she raised me to be. God, but
            what if Gran never got better?
         

         
         “Maggie, you okay?” Jim asked. “It’s okay if you’re not fine, ya know. It’s just you and me in this vehicle. I won’t tell
            anyone if you’re not. You know, fine.”
         

         
         I looked through the window at the illuminated hospital entrance. I wanted someone to come outside and tell me that Gran was
            being discharged, and this was all for nothing.
         

         
         “I’m scared, Jimmy. I don’t know how bad it is, and I know that I have to see Gran to find out, but I’m also afraid of moving
            because it’s . . .”
         

         
         “Real, and so then you can’t tell yourself it’s probably nothing,” Jim said, finishing my sentence.

         
         “Yup. Thanks for being here with me,” I said, grabbing my bag and turning the engine off.

         
         “Of course, darling. Let’s go see what we shall see,” Jim said.

         
         I shivered as the air-conditioning hit my damp clothes and we entered the hospital and headed to the information desk.

         
         “Hey. I’m Magnolia Adams, and I’m visiting my grandmother, Rose Adams. Which room is she in?” The pretty girl behind the desk
            wore a name tag that read Ashley. I wondered how many Ashleys were in South Carolina. Probably about a million. People in the South liked to name their children
            after family members, and when we ran out, we chose places. Charles from Charleston, Ashley from the Ashley River, Caroline
            from South Carolina, and Charlotte from, well . . . if all else failed we swapped out maiden names for first names. Tradition
            was very important here, and so was location.
         

         
         “Let me look, hold on,” Ashley said. “Room 412.”

         
         “Thanks.”

         
         Hospitals make me nervous. Every inch smells like sickness and death to me. There’s so much stress in the air. I don’t know
            why I never think about happy things like babies being born. Gran calls them loading zones between heaven and hell.
         

         
         “You got this, Maggie. Here we are,” Jim said as we found the right room.

         
         I pushed the door open in what seemed to be slow motion. Gran was lying in the bed, unconscious and so still. Her eyes were
            purple and swollen shut, and a white bandage with some dried blood on it was wrapped around her head. She had a thick tube
            down her throat, and lots of tiny clear tubes connected her to various pieces of medical equipment. Her hands were bound to
            the rails on her bed. Her elegant arms were bruised and scratched. Her long fingers were limp. She had such beautiful hands.
            I’d always thought she should have been a piano player. I heard the tiny beeps and sighs of the machines in the room.
         

         
         Gran looked so awful, it startled me. If it wasn’t for the sound of the machines next to her, I would have thought she had already left us. I felt a pull on my heartstrings. I stood there for a minute, taking it all in, feeling the moment weigh on my heart, forever storing this memory for future nightmares. I looked around the room. Violet was curled up on a small couch in the corner. She was small, like my mom. Her inky-dark hair had fallen over her face, and she looked like a rag doll who had been thrown there. She stirred awake and saw me. 

         
         “Maggie! Jimmy! What time is it? When did you get here?” she mumbled, sounding like a little girl, not a twenty-six-year-old
            woman.
         

         
         “Hey, Vi. We just got here. You okay?” I said quietly.

         
         “Hey, Violet, darlin’. It’s dang late, but not a moment too soon, it seems,” Jim whispered, going over to her as she moved
            her legs off the couch, sitting up and giving him space to sit. They hugged, then Violet immediately straightened out the
            creases in her perfect Lilly Pulitzer shift dress and bright-pink cardigan and rearranged her pearl necklace, so the clasp
            was in the back. I watched my sister twist her hair up into a clip, away from her face and neck.
         

         
         “Maggie, I’m just so glad you came,” Violet said, as her blue eyes filled with tears, which started to spill over. She came
            over and gave me a hug.
         

         
         I wondered where Chris, her boyfriend, was, and why she was here alone. “Of course. I’m sorry I couldn’t get here sooner.
            Violet, what the hell happened?”
         

         
         Violet took my hands in hers. She looked down at them and made a face at the state of my nails, which I had bitten down to
            an embarrassing length. I jerked my hands back. I didn’t need criticism, and I didn’t need steadying. I was fine. I could
            handle this.
         

         
         “What happened, Violet?” I repeated.

         
         “Maggie, before I give you all the details, I want you to promise not to blame Mom. Okay? I can’t take a family blowout right
            now. It’s too much. I swear she . . . it was an accident,” Violet said all in one breath.
         

         
         “Violet, who was driving?” I asked.

         
         “Gran,” she said. “She was picking up Mom from a bar, she needed a ride and they got into a fight and, well . . .”

         
         I took a deep breath in and then slowly exhaled, tempering my anger. I knew it.

         
         “I mean, what happened in the car was an accident . . .”

         
         “Fine. Whatever. What happened?”
         

         
         “Mom was downtown with Buster, her boyfriend. They were out for dinner, I guess. I thought everything was cool. I didn’t think
            she was drinking. She had been going to all these meetings at a church, and was doing well . . . I mean, she was sober. At
            least for the seven or eight months she’s been seeing Buster. It was the first time in a long time that I’d seen her happy.
            You know how miserable she can be.”
         

         
         “Yes, I do. What’s Buster like?”

         
         “He seems like a nice guy, a little rough around the edges, but something happened between him and Mom, a fight or whatever,
            and he broke up with her yesterday. So, I guess she fell off the wagon and ordered lots of drinks. She decided to drive herself
            home, but someone at the restaurant insisted she call someone to come get her. So she called Gran, and they got into an argument
            or something and Gran . . . she ran off the road. Somehow, by the grace of God, Momma made it out with just a twisted shoulder
            and a few cuts and scrapes, but Gran hit her head hard and was knocked out, unconscious. I’m so worried.” Violet’s eyes filled
            with tears, and she blinked them back. “I wish Mom had called me, not Gran. It should be
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