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When I looked the gift horse in the mouth, it was clear that shed been drinking. I couldnt help but take a step back. She, alas, took two steps forward.


Arent you Abigail Timberlake? she said.


Guilty.


You own the Den of Antiquity down on King Street, right?


Right as rain in November.


Ive been in your shop dozens of times.


I smiled quickly over clenched teeth. Im a tiny woman, just four-foot-nine. One good whiff of her breath could send my alcohol level over the moon.


So you saw my ad on TV, huh?


It was either give up on sobriety or appear to be rude. Yes, maam, I said, Ive seen your ads, and I couldnt believe my ears. And now I cant believe my eyes. How can yall afford to price these Oriental rugs so low?


Gwenthats what was printed on her badgeglanced around the crowded room. I believe its something to do with high volume.


Yes, but yall have got to be selling these way below cost. Even if yall sold a million, yall still wont turn a profit.


She shrugged. Yeah, well, go figure.


Take this one for example, I said. Its a Persian from Tabriz, right? The traditional mahi, or fish, design.


Gwen had to flip three corners over before she found the tag, which was sewn on the back. Youre good. Mrs. Timberlake.


Actually its Washburn.


Huh?


The Missus part. I keep the Timberlake for business reasons.


You related to Justin?


Not that we know of. But you see, Timberlake is also a married nameNever mind, its a long story. Now about this price, there has got to be a zero missing, right?


No, its correct.


But it says 695. Even wholesale, its worth twice that.


Maybe. She tossed her head to get some irksome hair out of her face. Her amber mane was thick and waist length, truly worthy of being envied. But like they say, she continued, dont kiss a gift horse on the mouth.


I stifled an impulse to snicker. Still, this has to be a mistake. May I speak to the manager, please?


UhI am the manager.


You are? I mean, of course you are. Funny, but I was sure the manager of Pashas Palace was a man. Gary something or other.


A mind as small as mine is easily read. Gary quit last month. Im Gwendolyn Spears, his replacement.


Oh, but then surely you must know that these rugs are underpriced.


Gwens eyes locked on mine. Didnt I read in the paper about your brother getting married recently?


Yes. Where could she possibly be going with this? Could she be hoping for a similar discount at my shop? Well, that just wasnt possible; I price my merchandise fairly, but I dont give it away.


Then its a wedding present for him and his lucky bride.


Excuse me?


Here. She expertly rolled the rug and slung it over her shoulder. Ill walk you to your car.


But you cant. My protest was sincere, although a part of me was excited about acquiring such a beautiful work of art.


I can, and I will, Gwendolyn Spears said.





My full name is Abigail Louise Timberlake Washburn. My first husband, Buford Timberlake, was more of a timber snake, and we divorced after he traded me in for a woman half my age. My second, and last, husband is Greg Washburn, a retired detective from Charlotte. Greg is now half owner of a shrimp boat in Mount Pleasant, South Carolina.


We are S.O.B.s, and proud of it. Our lovely home is south of Broad Street in historic Charleston, South Carolina. My widowed mother, Mozella Wiggins, lives with us, as does Dmitri, an orange tabby that tips the scale at sixteen pounds. I have two grown children, Susan and Charlie: the former lives in New York, where she works as a legal secretary; the latter in Paris, where he supports himself by cleaning chimneys (Charlies ambition is to be a painter).


Most of us are happyat least some of the timeso one might conclude that life at 7 Squiggle Lane proceeds on a fairly even keel. But if that is what one concludes, then one would be wrong. Murder and mayhem follow me around like sin chases after televangelists. On the plus side, I never have time to be bored. But then neither do I have much time in which to relax.


One of these rare moments of leisure found me sitting in my favorite chair whilst watching All My Children and eating lunch. I will confess right now that during the commercials, I cast admiring glances at that glorious Persian rug from Tabriz. I know, it was supposed to be a wedding present for my brother, Toy, and his wife, C.J. But they lived all the way up in Sewanee, Tennessee, and I wasnt scheduled to see them for a couple of weeks. Besides, the rug was already old and used. If I derived joy from it in the meantime, who could it possibly hurt?


Mama is also addicted to AMC, the finest soap opera on network television, and it is she who encourages me to leave my shop, on a daily basis, in the hands of my very capable assistant, and join her for lunch. Since Mama can cook up a storm (all the while looking like Donna Reed, replete with pearls and starchy crinolines), Id say I have it pretty good. While normally Mama can chatter a magpie into submission, during AMC she insists on total silence. The occasional gasp is permittedas surprises in the story line unfoldbut words are never allowed. Ever.


I was quite enjoying my chicken salad sandwich and fresh fruit plate when I heard the unimaginable.


Gracious me, Abby, did you see that? We have to turn off the TV.


I nearly choked on my chicken. Excuse me?


Didnt you see that strip along the bottom of the screen?


No, I was looking at my plate. What was it? A tornado watch? Houses in Charleston sit only a few feet above sea level, so there are no basements. We dont often get tornado watches, but when we do, Mama insists that we repair to her closet, where there is another television. Someday, perhaps, well be watching Erica Kane fool Jackson Montgomery into marrying her yet again, while we sail off to Oz.


Its about some woman


Hillary? Mama is a huge fan of Barack Obama and takes it as a personal affront when his rivals are in town.


No, Abby. This woman


Dont tell me Chers on yet another farewell tour.


Mama patted her pearls indignantly. I wouldnt interrupt my Holy Hourshe actually calls it thatfor Cher. The woman on the news bulletin was found in Charleston Harbor wrapped in a carpet.


A gaggle of geese waddled over my grave. Was she dead?


Of course, dear. It said some tourist found her floating next to the seawall near the Charleston Yacht Club.


Mama, I think I know who it is!
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I couldnt get Greg on the phone, which probably meant he was too far out at sea. Sometimes when the shrimping isnt good, he and his cousin, Booger Boy, head out do to some deepwater fishing. As long as I dont have to skin or scale what he catches, Im fine with the way he spends his days. After all, its not like we need the money.


Plan B was to make a beeline to the harbor before the police had a chance to seal off East Bay Streetif they hadnt already. Unfortunately I was a few seconds too late, and even then I had to park my car in someones driveway along Zigzag Alley. From there to the sidewalk that traces the harbor, I had to slip through (and even under) a tangle of tourist bodies. Thats the downside of getting pulled from Charleston Harbor in April: your friends will have to work very hard to watch them drag your waterlogged body out of the drink.


I got trapped in a forest of polyester-clad legs belonging to a group of women trying to get back to their cruise ship. The forest was anything but enchanted.


What the heck was that thing? a woman from one of the square states said.


I heard someone say its a mermaid, her companion said.


Mermaids dont exist, the first woman said.


Then maybe its a manatee.


Its a woman, for crying out loud, I said.


You know theyre not going to let us back on the ship for another couple of hours. We may as well return to the market and kill time there. I saw a coral bracelet in one of the booths that was really nice. Id like to get it for Cindy.


Cindy! After what she did to you?


Ladies, please, I said, I need to get through.


Dont be so pushy. The speaker shoved me hard enough to knock me off my feet. Fortunately I landed on someones feet, instead of the hard concrete walkway.


Strong arms jerked me to a standing position. You children need to larn ya manners, their owner said. Hey, you aint no child; youre a woman. Full growed and mighty purty too.


Thank you.


Where ya trying ta get to, little lady?


The woman they pulled out of the harborI know her.


Ya wanna get up close? That it?


Yes, sir.


Then as we say where I come from, no prob, Bob. Without further ado he gripped my waist with one massive hand, grabbed my ankles with the other, and hoisted me straight up into the air as if I was a flag and he was a member of the color guard. My first thought was: thank goodness Id worn jeans that day, and not the skirt I usually wore to work.


Big Bobor whatever his name waswas truly a godsend. Despite some rather audible grumbling from the crowd, I was soon deposited gently on the seawall, just inside the yellow crime zone tape.


Thanks, I whispered.


My pleasure, little lady.


But before Id taken one step in the recovered bodys direction, someone else tapped me rudely on the shoulder. Oh no you dont, Timberlake.


I turned slowly, knowing I would find myself eye-to-bosom with the very unpleasant Detective Tweedledee of the Charleston Police Department. What can I say, except that the woman just plain doesnt like me? Okay, so perhaps theres a bit more to the story.


For some bizarre reason the universe insists on throwing the corpses of murder victims into my path. Its as if Im walking in the shadow of Jessica Fletcheralthough given my size, it would have to be her noon shadow. At any rate, almost invariably its Detective Tweedledee who becomes involved in these cases, and not with the best results. Usually her poor performances stem from the fact that I solve the crimes first. Its not that I simply want to; I have to, in order to stay alive.


Im sure it should be remembered that Detective Esmeralda Tweedledee is some mothers daughter. She might even mean wellin her own sort of way. That said, she is so stupid, bless her heart, that she couldnt pour water out of her boots, even if the instructions were written on the heels. Shes also as ornery as a snake, possesses a memory like an elephants, and jumps to conclusions faster than my friend Magdalena Yoder who lives up in Pennsylvania.


I know this woman, I said, infusing my voice with enough respect to soothe the savage breast of a third world dictator.


How do you know its a she?


Because her blouse is thin and I can see the outline of her brabecause I recognize her, thats why. I was, in fact, not ten yards from the body. Although Gwens face was turned away from me, her long amber hair was a dead giveaway.


Whats her name?


Gwendolyn Spears. She iswasthe manager of Pashas Palace.


That rug warehouse?


Yes.


I know youre making this up, Timberlake, because Garys the manager. Its not scary, when you buy from Gary. Au contrary Ive seen the ads on TV. Although she didnt touch me, she still managed to push me back behind the yellow tape. Im not sure how that happenedperhaps she moved inside a bubble of anger that had its own force field.


Gary quit last month.


Yeah? Says who?


The woman rolled in the rug. She told me herself last week.


Well see. She stomped off and made a couple of calls. Upon her return she looked even more cross. How do you know so much about the deceased?


She sold me a carpet. We had a brief conversation.


Is that the only time you spoke to her?


Yes.


Maybe.


What is that supposed to mean?


So which is the right word? Rug, or carpet?


Theyre pretty much interchangeable, although more often the larger ones are referred to as carpets, and the small ones are called rugs.


She must have found that not only immensely interesting, but worthy of extensive commentary. Knowing her as well as I did, I waited patiently while she filled several pages on a metal clipboard in the loopy handwriting reminiscent of a teenybopper. Finally, sighing from her efforts, she looked up.


You still work at the Den of Iniquity on King Street?


Den of Antiquityyes.


Thats what I said.


May I pay my respects to Ms. Spears?


You mean get closer?


Yes.


Now why would you want to do that? You didnt even know the woman; you only had one brief conversation with her. Said so yourself not a minute ago.


Okay, Detective Tweedledoo, I said, deliberating mispronouncing her name, I confess. I have no interest in seeing the corpse of someone Ive only just met. However, I am interested


Its Tweedledee.


What?


My name, you idiot. Thats how its pronounced.


Are you sure? I have a friend up in Charlotte who pronounces her name doo. Jasmine Tweedledoo. Do you think the two of you could be related?


Timberlake, get to your dang point! Why do you want to get closer to the recovered body?


I want to see if the rug is the genuine thing, or a reproduction.


Hmm. Her eyes rolled back slightly as she cogitated on the pros and cons of granting me my desire. Perhaps shed gone to another time and place altogether. In fact, no telling where she may have wandered, lost in thought, had we not been interrupted by the forensic photographer.


Maam, he said, Im all done. Shall I tell the morgue they can haul her away now?


Haul? I said. Shes not a load of cargo!


Tweedledee snapped back to the here and now. Wait a minute. This woman from the Den of Inequality wants to get a close look at the rug. Who knows, she might even have something useful to tell us.


Thank you, Detective Twaddledee, I said, and strode in Gwens direction as fast as my short legs could carry me.





Well? the detective demanded. Whatd you make out? Is it the real McCoy or not?


Its a genuine, handmade, Oriental rug.


How do you know?


There are inconsistencies in the pattern. These oftenbut not necessarilyshow up in the corners.


You mean mistakes?


More likely the weaver misjudged the amount of yarn needed in a particular color, or was bored. A machine-made carpet would likely be symmetrical.


Anything else?


Look hereat the back. This is the warp, and these are the wefts. Theyre the grid, if you will. In this case its kind of wobbly.


Yeah, but these things make it less valuable, dont they?


Oh, not at all. If you want a machine-made carpet, then go to Home Depot or Lowes. There you can buy a mass-produced one for as little as three hundred dollars. If you want a handmade one, you have to go to a carpet store. Some of the best will cost tens of thousands of dollars, depending on the materials and the craftsmanship. And, of course, size.


Maybe.


I turned away from the sanctity of Gwens body before raising my voice in frustration. There you go again, Detective Tiddlywinks! I know what Im talking about.


If this one had any value at all, why would someone wrap a dead woman in it?


Isnt that your job to find out?


Im warning you, Timberlake. Ive had all the attitude from you I can take. Do you hear me?


I slipped under the crime scene tape.


Do you hear me? she shouted.


Yes, maam.


I tried slipping back into the crowd. One of the few advantages of being my height is that anonymity can usually be achieved in a matter of seconds. This time I was not so lucky.


Im coming with you, a voice from on high said.
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It was Big Bob againor whoever the stranger was. It certainly was not God.


Uhsir, I really appreciate what you did before, but this time it feels like youre stalking me.


No, maam, I aint doing no such thing. Its just that you being a Charlestonianwell, I was wondering if you could show me some of the sights. And I mean that totally legit, maam, I assure you. I am a Christian, born and bred.


A Charlestonian! Ha, I wish. While I happened to live in Charleston, I was by no means a Charlestonian. To be a Charlestonian, ones forbears must have arrived on the scene before the Late Unpleasantness, and if you had to ask when that was, you were automatically disqualified. Although there is one very prominent family residing in the areawhich I shall not namethat arrived a tad after the Late Unpleasantness, and which tries very hard to get around this very basic qualification by getting as many things stamped with the family name as possible. But, to paraphrase the Bard, a rose is just a rose is just a rose.


To be top drawer Charlestonian is to be a descendant of French Huguenot rice planters who arrived no later than 1730. There are other drawers near the top, but the best were closed by the Revolution and, with the aforementioned exception, all had been nailed shut by the time the War of Northern Aggression rolled around.


Whether or not you are a Christian, I said, is not a concern of mine. One of my best friends is Jewish and he is no more, nor less, upstanding than my Christian friends. The thing is, I am not a tour guide; I am an antiques dealer. The City of Charleston has one of the best tourist offices of any city its size. Id be happy to drop you off there if you like.


Maam, Id be much beholden.


Beholden? Who the heck talked like that these days? The giant whod come to my rescue was certainly charming, Id give him that. What harm could there possibly be in driving him a couple of blocks north to the tourist center?
 

Sure thing, I said. Im parked over there along the Battery. And just so you know, my husband, Greg, used to be a detective for the city of Charlotte.


He laughed loudly and, frankly, far too long. Is that so? Cant say as I blame you for saying that, seeing how youre just an itty-bitty thing.


Yeah, well some days I feel ittier than others, and this just happens to be one of those days.


Good one, Abby.


Wait a minute! How did you know my first name?


Detective Tweedledork used it.


That would be funnyif she had. But she didnt. She never uses my first name, because that would be showing me a modicum of respect. Detective Tweedledee lives to humiliate me.


Okay, Abby, you busted me. My name isExcuse me, maam. With that, he leaped into the street and began chasing a slow moving tourist bus.


What a peculiar way of running he had. Id never seen anything like itexcept perhaps on National Geographic. Thats it! He loped; he didnt run. He loped like a giraffe.


Geez, what a weirdo.


I whirled. Normally I dont allow judgmental statements like that to go unchallenged, but it was my dear friend Bob Steuben who was doing the judging. He kissed me on both cheeks.


The new manager of Pashas Palace was found dead in the harbor, I said.


I heard; your mom just called. Is it true that she was wrapped in a rug?


Unfortunately, Mama wasnt blowing smoke rings this time. Anyway, that evil Detective Tweedledee let me go right up to Miss Spears so I could examine the rug; my thinking was that it might hold a clue as to who killed the poor woman, and why.


And?


And Ill never get used to death, thats what; it makes you sick to your stomach every time. This girl was so youngbarely more than a college student. Plus she looked so pale, especially with that long amber hairBob, if I tell you a secret, youve got to swear you wont tell anyone.


Of course I wont tell anyone, Abby. You insult me.


Sorry. Anyway, the rug was an Ispahansilk.


No way.


Yes, way. Even soaked with seawater, it is probably the most beautiful carpet I have ever seen.


But that doesnt make sense.


Go see for yourself, if you dont believe me. Good luck, however, dealing with Detective Tweedledee.


Bob blanched. If there is one person in Charleston that the detective dislikes more than me, it is the gay antiques dealer from Toledo.


Abby, I believe that it is what you say it is: a silk Ispahan carpet from Persia. Im just saying it doesnt make sense to throw something that valuable away. So how much is it worth? Thirty thousand?


This one had to be worth twice thatmaybe as much as seventy thousand. No, I can think of at least two clients right off the bat that would pay upwards of eighty for that rug in excellent condition. In exceptional conditionshoot, I wouldnt feel bad asking a hundred grand for it.


He nodded. Well, its obviously murder. Did you see any blood on the carpet? That could explain why the killeror killersdumped it into the harbor, along with Gwendolyn Spears body.


No. But I only examined one corner. I couldnt bring myself to look at Miss Spears, even though Id only met her once, and that was at the Palace.


I dont blame you, he said, and put his arms around me. We stood embracing for several long minutes. Perhaps we gave the impression of lovers caught up in a May/September romance (I being the Virgo), but I didnt care. He was the first to let go.


Abby, if you have a second, I need to talk to you about Robs mother.


Sure. Whats up?


I have a plan for how to get rid of her.


Finally!


Its not going to be pretty.


I giggled. The uglier the better.





Mamas been frozen in a time warp since July 4, 1958. (Thats the day Daddy died in a boat accident that involved a sea gull with a brain tumor the size of a walnut.) Mama, who at five feet is three inches taller than I, is a miniature June Cleaver. She wears only dresses with cinched waists and full skirts; her feet are always clad in pumps, even at home; and she feels utterly naked without a string of pearls around her still slender neck. But although shes as odd as a three dollar bill, shes not senile. Not by any means.


Abby, sit down!


In a minute, Mama. I want to put away my purse and grab a soda first.


Darling, those things can wait; this cant.


She sounded too ebullient for it to be bad news, so I obediently walked over to the nearest chair, which just happened to be a Louis XIVa real Louis XIV, by the way, one that had remarkably never been recovered. His Majestys royal bottom had actually connected with the yellowed silk fabric. Perhaps His Majesty had even


Abby, are you even listening?


Of course, Mama.


Then what did I say?


It didnt have anything to do with Louis XIV farting, did it?


Why Abigail Louise Wiggins Timberlake Washburn! You know how I hate the F word.


Mama, everyone does it.


Not everyone, Abby.


Yes, Mama, even Daddy did it. Over the years my daddys pedestal has grown so tall that were he ever to resurrecteven just for a secondhe would be overcome by vertigo, fall off, and die all over again.


Abby, I will not allow you to drag your fathers name through the mud. Your father was as close to a saint as ever walked this earth, and thats the end of this conversation. Besides, youre ruining my surprise.


Sorry, Mama. I meant it too.


So guess what Im going to be doing Saturday night?


Its something to do with church, right?


Wrong! Mama sounded positively giddy.


Dont tell me! You and Connie Beth have finally got up the nerve to visit that new biker bar up in Myrtle Beach. Mama, please dont. It may be called Arnolds, but its not Happy Days. That was only a television show. Not every biker is as sweet as Fonzie.


Abby, you must think Ive got a head full of stump water. I have no intention of really going into a biker bar; I just like to talk about it. No, what Im doing Saturday is quite the opposite. Im getting presented to royalty.


We both waited patiently while this sunk in. There are many reasons to visit Charleston: it is beautiful, historic, the winters are mild. But even taking those factors into consideration, it seems to get more than its fair share of aristocratic visitors. Mama and I had been residents for only three years, and even we lowly peasants from off (anyplace other than Charleston) had already been invited to several functions where the guests of honor were in possession of titles. (Although to be honest, the last big reception was thrown by a Scottish Lady whod bought one cubic foot of land over the Internet for ten thousand dollars, and with it, the right to put on airs.)


Who is it this time? I asked.


The Duke and Duchess of Malberry, Mama said. Hes eighty-seventh in line to the throne.


Which throne?


I dont know; she didnt she say. England, I should imagine.


Who is she?


Kitty Bohring. Shes a cousin of a cousin of a cousin of one of the dukes stable hands, so you see, Abby, shes practically kissing cousins with the queen herself.


Using Mamas logic, since I enjoy watching Colin Farrell movies, and there arent even any pesky cousins to come between us, he and I are practically having an affair. And along those lines, I own a coffee mug that once belonged to Truman Capote. I bought it at the celebrity gift store at MGM Studios in Disney World. Everytime that hot coffee passes over the rim and through my lips, I like to imagine that fame and fortune does as well; I certainly couldnt expect any infusion of the writing muse. When you think about it, Truman and I had a lot of things in common: we both grew into diminutive adults; we both were nurtured by the South; and both our mothers


Abby, there you go again; youre off your own little world.


Mama, Im trying to work up enthusiasm, for your sake, I really am. But a distant cousin of a stable boy is hardly royalty. Why would a duke be visiting Miss Bohring?


Mama glanced around the room, and seeing no one, not even my cat Dmitri, lowered her voice anyway. You know.


Because shes richer than God?


Mama giggled. Abby thats awful, but it might be true.


Kitty Bohring, and I hesitate to speak ill of the dead (which she is from the neck up), is Charlestons most ambitious social climber. She blew into town shortly after Hurricane Hugo, purchased a heavily damaged mansion for a song, and then poured a large fortune into refurbishing it. Because Kitty was scrupulous in following the historical guidelines, no one could find fault with the finished product. What had been an eyesore was now a local showpiece. She then furnished the house with as many pieces made by local artisans as she could, before going abroad to get the rest.


In addition to the money she pumped into the economy through jobs, Kitty donated staggering amounts of cash to every charitable organization she saw listed in the yellow pages and a dozen others that crept out of the woodwork. Suddenly she was everybodys darling, as well as everyones favorite person to hate.


I didnt hate her, mind you. In fact, I was very pleased when she purchased a rice planter bed in my shop. I will, however, admit it annoys me that she honestly believes she can buy social standing in this town simply because of her vast resources, that she can be the one exception. And no, not for a second do I believe that the fact she is from Michiganwell above the Mason Dixon linewill have anything to do with her ultimate rejection.


The highest tiers of Charleston society are forever closed to unmarried persons from off, divorced Charlestonians, and of course Charlestonians who are decidedly of the other color (a few venerable families are known to sport deep tans the year round, but as they are truly old families, no one dares question their status).


African Americans from off are usually surprised to discover that Charleston African Americans maintain their own multitiered society that is as rigid as white society. Their cotillions are every bit as elegant, and take up just as much room on the society page of the Post and Courier, as do those of white Charleston. Black Charlestonians are expected to attend church on Sundays. The uniform for men is dark suits; for women it is white dresses and elaborate white hats, referred to fondly as crowns of glory. The services last for at least three hours, sometimes four, and are followed by a promenade down to the Battery.


Abby!


What, Mama?


Youve been sitting there in a daze. Are you going to answer my question or not?


Thirty-six.


Dear, that answer might work on some, but I was there when you were born, remember? You are forty-six, and not a day younger. She shook her head. But how I can be your mother and still not be fifty? Now thats a miracle. My question, however, is what on earth am I going to wear Saturday night?


How about that yellow dress with the cap sleeves and bell skirt you like so much?


Well, I did like it until Denise Ayerston told me I looked like a tulip.


I know its a little late in the year to be wearing velvet, but that midnight blue gown you wore to meet the Contessa dPorquesville was gorgeous. You got a million compliments.


Yes, but Jonathan Dearborn said that I looked like a drag queen doing Liza Minnellia bad Liza Minnelli.


Jonathan only wishes he could do half as good a job.


Abby!


Sorry, Mama. How about we go shopping for something new?


Can we go now?


Mama, Ive got to get to my own shop and check on Wynnell. Besides, dont you even want to know about the body in the rug?


My minimadre patted her pearls. Of course, dear. Ive merely been trying to stall the unpleasant. Did you really know her?


Yes, Im afraid so. You did as well; it was Gwendolyn Spears, the lady from Pashas Palace.


The pearls began a slow rotation. Oh my! And you said she was such a nice young lady, even though she did reek of alcohol.


Yes, and thats not all. The rug she sold me for C.J. and Toys wedding was worth ten times what I paid for it.


Do you think she was trying to tell you something?


It would appear that way.


The pearls twirled until they were a blur. Abby, youre going to involve yourself in another murder investigation, arent you?


I havent decided yet, Mama. And I dont mean to get you upset; Im just trying to be honest. Last time, you complained that I didnt trust you enough to confide in you.


No, youre doing the right thing, Mama hastened to assure me. Have you called Greg?


Mama, you know hes such a worrywart. Hell tell me to mind my own business. Then hell have the police put a tail on me which, in the end, wont do any good. Instead, it will tip off whomever Im investigating, only making it that much more dangerous for me.


You get your stubbornness from your daddys side of the family, you know.


There was never any doubt.


She nodded, bravely accepting the inevitable. Well, she said at last, I suppose I could resurrect that beige jacket dress I wore to Mindy Coatweilers coming-out party last year.


I hadnt a clue she was a lesbian. But now that I think of it, I do remember her giving me a very thorough once-over in the locker room at the club.


She came out socially at a cotillion, dear.


Oops.


Abby, so now we know what Im going to wear, but what about you?


Me? Oh, Mama, its so sweet of you to bring me along as your date, but its really not necessary. You know what they say: when youve met one pseudoroyal, youve met them all.


Who says that?


Folks.


Which folks?


Folks whove met them, of course. I tossed back my head and attempted a royal, yet casual, laugh. It was something the queen might do while on a family picnic. Unfortunately, I sounded more like a very small member of the parrot family whose foot had been stepped on by a water buffalo.


Mama took no notice of the strange sound Id produced. She reached under her seat cushion and withdrew a thick, cream-colored envelope with scalloped edges. It smelled cloyingly of musk, with undercurrents of cardamom and sage.


Then I suppose you want me to toss this in the rubbish bin?


Rubbish bin? Since when did you turn British? Oh my stars! Is thatit isnt, is it?


Mama was on her feet. She didnt have to answer. We held hands and like fools jumped around the room shrieking. Then, when wed calmed down enough so I could drive, we drove around Charleston in a frenzy until wed both gotten ourselves new outfits for the biggest night on our social horizon.
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Rob Goldburg, who is the second most handsome man in all of Charleston, was my date that night. Meanwhile, the most handsome man, my darling husband, Greg, was stuck on his shrimp boat along with Booger Boy, due to a faulty engine. As for Mamas date, he was due to show up any minute.


Mama and I had been surprisingly successful with our dress hunt. Right off the bat Mama stumbled upon a rack of vintage dresses in petite sizes, including one exactly like the one worn by Lucille Ball on the I Love Lucy Show. Of course that show was filmed in black and white, so Mama cant be sure of the color, but in any case, hers is buttercup yellow. I, on the other hand, was not quite so lucky. At four-foot-nine, I am almost never able to find a dress straight off the rack that doesnt need altering. But I was quite successful in finding the perfect bolt of cloth.


Emerald green is Gregs favorite color, and over the years it has become mine as well. Recently the stores have been swamped with the bluish shades of aqua green and springlike yellow greens that Greg, never one to mince words, refers to as puke green. But emerald green, forest green, and Kelly green, are all as rare as real, flawless emeralds. When I saw that bolt of perfect green I hefted it over to Mrs. Wolfowitz, my Russian seamstress, and in three days she created a dress that looked as if it might have been purchased from one of the finest New York boutiques.


Abby, you look stunning, Mama said.


So do you, Mama.


You really think so? I thought maybe it needed another crinoline. Already her voluminous skirts stuck straight out like a beach umbrella.


Mozella, Rob said, if you gild that lily any more, I shall be forced to turn hetero, sweep you into my arms and kiss the living daylights out of you. Who knows, perhaps even I might be so overcome that I find myself losing control altogether and making mad passionate love to you. Think of the ammunition that would give the Bible thumpers.


Mama giggled flirtatiously. Oh Rob, you can be so naughty. I say lets give the Bible thumpers what they want: a little show. Im reading this romance called Patty Needs a Plumber. We could reenact the cover. Abby, do you have a toolbox? Robby, dear, take off your tux jacket and your shirt, and tuck a wrench in your cummerbund. Then


She was beginning to flush with excitement; it was time to put a stop to the nonsense. Mama, Rob is interested in outside plumbing, not inside. Remember?


A girl can dream, cant she?


Fortunately for all of us the doorbell rang, but when I opened it, I nearly keeled over backward with surprise. The man on the porch grabbed my wrist and steadied me.


Howdy maam. Fancy meetin you hereexcept that we already done met.


Big Larry? Mama trilled. Is that you?


Big Larry? Big Scary was more like it. Where on earth did my social-climbing mother, bless her heart, meet someone as uncultivated as the giant whod literally plucked me from the crowd by the harbor?


Mama tried to push me aside with her slips, but I stood my ground. Actually, we havent met. You skedaddled before we had a chance to formally introduce ourselves. Im Abigail Washburn.


Abigail Wiggins Washburn, Mama said over my shoulder. Abbys my little girl.


Im Big Larry McNamara.


The Big is really part of his name, Mama said, on account of he weighed fifteen pounds at birth.


Which is what Abby weighs now, Rob said from over Mamas shoulder.


Big Larry emitted a laugh that no woman should be forced to listen to while sober, but trapped between two loved ones and a behemoth, what was I to do? Make myself faint? Id only been able to do that once. That was the time my first mother-in-law forced me to listen to a family history shed written, beginning with Great-great-great-grandpa Titus Beauchamp Timberlake. I held my breath when, by page thirty-seven, shed only reached the patriarchs birth.


When Big Larry was finally through braying I piped up immediately. Mr. McNamara, I said, Id invite you in, but we were just about to step out.


I know, maam; Im your little mamas escort for the evenin.


I wiggled into an about-face. Lucy, you have some splaining to do.


Mama giggled. I know, dear. Ill give you one minute in the powder room. Then its off to meet their royal highnies.


I grabbed both her hands, and pushing past Rob, half dragged her into my downstairs hall bath. I was able to slam the door behind me with a dyed-to-match emerald green pump.


Mama, have you been drinking?


You poured the glass of wine yourself, and I only had a few sips.


Thats it?


You know I dont drink; it gives me migraines.


Then why are you acting so giddy? Giggling all the time? And where did you meet Goliath?


Abby, dont be rude. His name is Big Larry. We met three weeks ago, if you must know, at the Shepherds Center. He was giving a program on torturing trees.


What?


You know. Like the Japanese do.


Its an art called bonsai, Mama; its not torture.


Have you ever seen it done? Big Larry brought in this shrub hed bought at Home Depot and set it on a table. Then he lopped off half the branches. As for the others, he twisted them like pretzels after wrapping them in wire. And thats not all; he sawed away a good chunk of the root ball and crammed the remainder into a pot so small it made me wince. It was like watching a Chinese lady get her feet bound.


How many times have you done that, Mama?


You know what I mean.


Well, for the record, the Chinese no longer do that. But
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