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To my mom,

who taught me that words matter, so choose them wisely.

And to my dad,

who taught me that everything comes right in the end.





I took a deep breath and listened to the old brag of my heart.

I am, I am, I am.

—SYLVIA PLATH, THE BELL JAR







INTRODUCTION DEAD DAD JOKES

When I was nineteen, my dad was shot and killed by his swimsuit model/ballerina bride, who was thirty years his junior and the craziest psycho bitch in the microgreens aisle at Whole Foods. Fact.

Soon, the bottom-feeders were everywhere. I was awash in tabloid gore. One minute, I was a normal freshman at the College of Charleston studying art, and the next minute, I was a circus freak. 20/20, 48 Hours, Access Hollywood, Court TV, TMZ, you name it—they were at my front door with a camera guy, and a boom guy, and some glowed-up producer in search of a fresh angle on the same old yarn.

Everybody was like, What’s the punch line, Eva? What’s the lesson learned? How do you feel about your stepmom shooting your dad? Are you doing okay now, honey? What comes next for you? Did you actually make a joke about your dad getting murdered on TikTok? Do you really think that’s funny?

I think dark humor is my way of coping. But some people get triggered. The serious adult world isn’t ready for my dead dad jokes. They don’t understand that it’s my way of coping with the inevitable PTSD after such things. Plus, what happened was so absurd, so banal and evil, and so completely avoidable that you just have to laugh sometimes. That doesn’t mean it’s not painful. I make jokes because it is painful.

Being inside an infamous true crime story isn’t like how you think it would be. These things don’t add up in forty-eight minutes minus commercial interruptions. It’s not like it looks on TV. They don’t show you the quiet parts that you can’t say out loud. Like, for one thing, it’s isolating. People can’t relate to you. They don’t know what to say. Not my friends or their parents or even my boyfriend. I had to break up with him after three and a half years because he kept telling me to get over myself.

I can’t blame him, really. He’s right; I should get over myself. What I’m going through is almost too much, even for me, and I’m used to it. The whole thing can be so stupid and cringe. There is nothing anybody can say that will change anything anyway. It just is what it is sometimes, and people have a hard time with that, when they can’t say or do anything to alter the facts. Me? I look for the jokes.

We all have a choice about how we respond to loss or injustice or just plain old garden-variety stupidity. Losing both my parents like I did was incredibly hard, but it’s all hard. Growing up is hard, going to work is hard, getting out of bed and getting ready for the day is particularly hard. I slept through jury duty last week.

I think waking up in the morning is the worst time of the day for me, because my dad used to cook me breakfast. The Low Country has taught me that there’s no use pretending things are easier than they are. There will come a time when you have to crack the shell if you want to get to what’s inside. And that always takes some doing. Even the stuff you thought you could count on to be easy, like being a kid, is hard. Honestly, I think older people forget that, and they shouldn’t. It’s hard to be young, and it’s hard to stay young when there are so many adult problems to cope with.

It’s hard to make mistakes, lose myself, then find myself again when everybody is watching and wondering if I’m going to crash and burn or crack up quietly in the corner. Only I don’t. Instead, I’m doing okay. I think people find my strength disturbing, and that’s hard, too. I keep waiting to implode like everybody expects me to. I think it would put everybody’s mind at ease if I did. Only I can’t. I don’t. That’s not how this feels. I feel strangely liberated. I mean, the worst has already happened to me… twice. Who’s gonna stop me now? I’m a racing car passing by like Lady Godiva.

I do get anxious sometimes. A lot of times. I try to remind myself that you can’t die of a panic attack, even though you think you’re gonna drop over dead right there on the sand while it’s happening. I have yet to see anyone actually die right in front of me—I mean, except for that deer my boyfriend Pete hit by accident down the Old Fall Line Road. You can’t freak out about it. These are the kinds of things that are bound to happen on dark country lanes at night. That’s just how it is down here. In Charleston, life and death live right next door to each other and have for centuries.

Existential threats are floating like icebergs all over the place these days, not just in my life. The force of the undertow is pulling us all out into the deep, frigid ocean. I thought it might be helpful for people to hear directly from somebody who’s been through the worst that we are tougher than we think we are. We can survive just about anything if we put our minds to it and stay positive. It sounds trite, I know, but it’s more difficult than you think. Still, it can be done. We can choose to remain optimistic. We can navigate past the fractured ice.

I want people to know, and especially girls like me, that no matter where you are in life, or what you’re facing, small or large, it’s all important, and you’re not alone. Somebody else is going through the same thing you are. Probably experiencing a lot of the very same emotions at exactly the same time. And it’s okay to talk or even joke about it. There’s awesome power hidden inside your vulnerability. Like a smooth black pearl in the hollow of a dull gray oyster. It’s your buried treasure. It’s important to share these precious secrets with somebody you trust. To tell them the truth about how you really feel. To me, that is the definition of strength and resilience.

I say we have a choice, but that’s not completely true. You don’t have a choice about a lot of stuff, especially when you’re a girl. The things that changed my life were not my choices. They were other people’s decisions, people who really should have known better. But now, my dad is gone, and I have a choice of my own to make. It can be weird telling the truth in a world full of lies. But somebody has to stand up for the facts, and that somebody may as well be me. Because I’ve stared cold reality in the face and what I saw doesn’t fit on an Instagram tile. That’s why I’m writing this book.

It was a little like this—I’m a surfer. It’s Charleston, so we don’t get the big waves, but they’re big enough to turn you upside down and sideways when conditions are just right. So, imagine you’re in the shallows. And then you see a wave, way out at sea. From where you’re standing, it looks like just a little white froth on the surface of the water. A friendly whitecap that wouldn’t hurt anybody. By the time you realize you’re dealing with a freak monster wave that is going to toss you around like a rag doll, it’s already too late. It’s already on top of you, and you have to go under it, or get on top of it, or figure out how to hold your breath and dive right through, because there’s just no getting around the facts. One way or another, that swell is going to crash according to its own physics. It’s going to do what it does, no matter how you feel about it.

Girls like me, we live on the fall line, where solid ground meets the Precambrian muck and lazy rivers gather power, rushing down into the Low Country, carving rapids and waterfalls into the solid bedrock. We know how to wade knee-deep without falling. We aren’t afraid of white water, or sharks, or riptides, or the undertow. We know when to duck under, when to rise up, and how to ride the crest of our wave to shore, no matter what anybody else has to say about it, no matter who we leave in our wake. That’s what I learned in the Low Country. And that’s what I want to share with other girls like me, because we are the strongest substance on the planet, and the truth’s last, best hope.





CHAPTER 1 THE LOW COUNTRY

Growing up in the Low Country, I spent most of my time with both feet in the water. My father tried to teach me a healthy respect for the sea, or at least to be careful, but it was a nonstarter. I am not careful. Even now, when you’d think I would have learned my lesson. My dad was a navy pilot. He landed fighter jets on aircraft carriers under cover of darkness on stormy seas. Did he really think he was going to raise a hesitant child?

My dad was more careful than I was, now that I think about it. Until he wasn’t at all. I could tell my dad had seen some things out on the open water that he didn’t want to remember or talk about. He loved the beach, but he was always a little afraid of the ocean. Me? I am water. I have a hard time knowing where I stop and the sea begins. And back then, standing in the shallows, holding my dad’s hand, I wasn’t afraid of anything.

“The sea can be tricky, Eva. She’s an unpredictable force. You have to respect that,” my dad would say like he was some salty old fisherman. He’d look at me then, his twinkling blue eyes searching mine for a spark of recognition, to see that his warning was landing. But I was a feckless, savage child. I get it from him. He knew that no matter what he said, I’d dive right in. Laughing in the face of disaster is straight up Benefield.

“You just never know what can happen out there, Eva. The ocean can change on a dime, and she’s not going to send you a memo beforehand.” He’d put his index finger up like he was testing the direction of the wind and gaze out over the water with his ten-mile stare. “You have to be ready, and the only way to be ready is to be careful.” It’s almost ironic now when I think about what happened next. I loved my dad more than anybody else on the planet, and I listened to him most of the time. But I just didn’t get how you can be ready for something you don’t even know is coming. How do you prepare for the unknown unknown? I don’t know, and obviously, neither did he.

Before everything changed, I was a normal, happy kid growing up in a normal, happy family in a normal, happy house in a normal, happy neighborhood. Nothing bad had ever happened to me. I was wrapped in the beautiful blanket of my illusion of invulnerability. I thought of the ocean as kind, even when it was angry. Like a mom who you know loves you, and who is going to support you when you’re down, but who will also kick your butt when you deserve it. I understood that the sea could be dangerous, but it was mine. My ocean. My Low Country. My beach. My mother.

Now I know the truth. Nothing is mine but me.

When I was first learning to surf in the shallows, I could sometimes feel the sandpapery skin of a shark brushing past my legs. Once, I saw a fin pop up right in front of me, and I wasn’t even scared. I don’t know why. I probably should have been. But I figured the shark was a creature of the water, just like me. We had something vast and fundamental in common. We didn’t have to trifle with one another. We could peacefully coexist.

I go beachcombing for shark’s teeth sometimes. I keep them in a jar. There are soft hollows in the muddy bottoms out past the shrimp docks, and if you feel around with your feet, you can always find a bunch. I like the way a shark’s tooth feels in my hand, cold and smooth and hard as obsidian. They are literally all over the place down here if you know where to look. Shark’s teeth have no roots, so they fall out all the time. It’s not a big deal. The sharks just grow new ones. Your average shark can go through fifty thousand teeth in her lifetime. Nature is so sick.

I’m borderline tomboy, I guess you could say. Despite my being a slave to fashion and my almost religious devotion to weekly mani-pedis. That’s my mom in me. I’m never satisfied with how I look. Last month, I got bangs. Before that, I got a new tattoo that I drew myself. It’s a tiny beach umbrella on a tiny beach, with a tiny stick figure man sitting in a beach chair like my dad used to do. Yesterday, I pierced my nose. Next month, I’m piercing my nipples. Maybe.

I’m my dad’s only child. My mom had me, and then my dad had a vasectomy, so I was the end of the line, until I wasn’t. My dad taught me the same things he would have taught me if I had been born a boy. I grew up hunting and fishing the Low Country since I was almost big enough to hold a rod or a gun without falling over. I’m still almost big enough. I’m tiny and compact, like my dad. I loved going out on the boat fishing or crabbing the flats at low tide, just my dad and me. He couldn’t really surf anymore, because of a back injury he got in the war, but he’d paddle out and watch me catch my wave. We were close.

There’s something thrilling about crossing over the fall line into a place where the solid ground gives way to fluvial gunk deposited there over sixty-five million years ago. The rivers that have wandered all the way from the Blue Ridge Mountains eastward and then south to the Carolinas finally hit the fall line and turn into white water, leaping and bubbling the rest of their way to the sea. It’s exhilarating to watch something rush so joyfully and forcefully back to its source.

From the time I could walk and talk, I loved this land and the people who live here. Fishing boats and fishermen and quiet, deep water; sun-bleached shells, and shrimp and grits and tomato pies in baskets handwoven out of sweetgrass by the Gullah women. Porches with their ceilings painted haint blue to ward off the ghosts that haunt the thresholds down here. The acrid pinch of the pluff mud in my nostrils smells like home to me. I’m as at ease on the water as I am on land, really. Most of us who grew up in Charleston are like that. We are all creatures of the Low Country, as much as the minnows and fiddler crabs and the white herons are.

At high tide, you can see the fish moving through the marsh looking for pogies. If it’s a flood tide, the serious fishermen are out trying to catch a prize-winning redfish while the wind whips up the fronds of the giant palmettos, making ripples across the whole bayou. It looks like something from another millennium. Ancient and primeval. Every hungry creature finds a meal in the marsh, and I love it in all its carnivorous glory. Only now, I fish alone.

My dad always traveled a lot on business. He worked for a start-up that was developing new technology for the government. When he was in town, though, he was the one who got me up and ready for school. We’d have breakfast together, then he’d drop me off at school on his way to work. My house was a warm, loving, and comfortable place, where everybody gathered around the holidays, for sure, but also just anytime. My mom was an excellent homemaker and hostess. She was not a great cook. That was my dad’s department. My nanna owned a bed-and-breakfast where my dad grew up. My dad was a Texas cowboy by way of the fat and savory breakfast kitchens of Huntsville, Alabama, so he knew his way around a basted egg, that’s for damn sure.

“I know how to rattle those pots and pans, so get out of my way, women!” he’d say. My mom and I would roll our eyes. Then he’d crack two eggs into the pan and flip them over without breaking the yolks and slide them onto my plate. Then he would whisk up some egg whites for my mom, who was always counting her calories. She lived mostly on egg whites, coffee, and green shakes. I come from a very coffee-friendly family. To this day, I pretty much live on Americanos, blueberries, broccoli, avocados, and eggs sunny-side up. I like food, at least, to be simple and straightforward.

When I was born, my oldest half brother, Ben, was already a teenager. He went off to college when I was like three years old. But he was close to our mom, so he came home a lot. He would bring all his football teammates with him, and they would all sleep over like a big, sloppy frat boy slumber party. Those were fun times. Ben was never too sure about my dad. They weren’t close. I mean, my brothers had a dad of their own, and Marty was still very involved in their lives. Ben sure loved my dad’s cooking, though. My dad and I would pick up food for everyone at Whole Foods on Friday afternoon, and then my dad would bake his famous oatmeal cookies, and those boys would toss those heifers down before they even cooled off.

My other half brother, John, who is eight years older than I am, was around the house a little longer. I was twelve when John went off to school, and Ben went off to war that same year. Then it was just my parents and me, and things changed. It got quieter around the house. My life became very routine. Wake up, eat breakfast, go to school, leave school, complain about school, play outside with my friends, eat dinner, go to bed, wake up too early, complain about waking up too early, go to school, complain about school, rinse and repeat.

During the summer, we went to the beach all the time. My mom would pack sandwiches, and she and my dad would sit under the umbrella and watch me make drip castles on the shoreline. On the weekends, I’d “help” my dad work on his latest home improvement project. He was always working on something around our house, and there were always about five projects in process at any given time. Few if any of his installations ever got finished. But he was determined, and he was always busy doing something for us.

Every Saturday morning, my dad would discover that he needed a nail, or a drill bit, or just anything he could think of so we had an excuse to pop out to Home Depot. He’d go looking for his stuff while I got lost in the art supply aisle. My dad taught me how to draw, so he never pushed back on art supplies. I could get whatever I wanted. That art supply aisle at Home Depot was like my candy store. I think we spent more time at the Home Depot than actually fixing anything, which is probably why I don’t remember our dishwasher working or the water in the master bath ever being hot. But we didn’t care. We were always a work in progress, and we liked it that way.

My mom was high-key. She started crying at the drop of a hat, I swear, which used to drive me crazy. It was so uncomfortable. We’d be in like the grocery store, or a parking lot, or a gas station, and she’d just cut loose with the waterworks. Once, she spilled coffee in my brother’s new car, which had a white interior. She literally cried for an hour while my brother tried to comfort her. She never wanted to cause a commotion, but when she discovered that she had, she’d dissolve into a puddle of tears and cause a commotion all over again. Then we’d all reassure her it was going to be okay and that we weren’t mad at her, not even a little bit. I was more like my dad, the navy pilot who could land on a postage stamp in rough seas. We were stoic—low-key Low Country warriors.

On Wednesday, December 2, 2015, my dad was on the road, so my mom stepped up and made me a green shake for breakfast. She always had a green shake in her hand or was shoving one into mine. My mom was passionate about certain things. She felt deeply and often. It was like her nerves traveled right up close to the surface. I could almost see her emotions circulating, blue and fragile beneath her translucent skin.

I can be a little grouchy when I first wake up. That day, the Eva forecast was cloudy with a chance of severe thunderstorms and maybe even a little hail if people didn’t watch themselves. I barely spoke to my mom while she blended breakfast. We had gotten into yet another stupid and boring argument about how or when or if I did my homework. For some reason, this made me furious. I can’t quite remember now, but I either had done my homework or had good reasons for not doing my homework. Whatever it was, I was right, she was wrong, and it was half past draw the line.

I was stomping around the house and then dragging my feet to make sure I made us both late. Well, I was a teenage girl, and I was morally outraged. In the face of injustice, teen girls will go to the mattresses, and there will be no dealing with us after that. The negotiate-by date will have expired. There will be an unavoidable escalation of hostilities.

My mom tried to talk to me like nothing was wrong on the way to school, but I wasn’t having it. I closed up tight as a clam. She didn’t take it personally, which was another nice thing about my mom. She got that I was a teenager. She took things as they came with me. She didn’t get bent out of shape. She didn’t expect me to be somebody I wasn’t. She took mercy on me and didn’t force me to go through cotillion. She said I could learn what fork to use just as well sitting at her table without going to some stupid society school. My mom had what I now think of as grace.

We pulled into the pickup area of my school late. My feet-dragging strategy had worked perfectly, but I don’t know why I had chosen this tactic. My mom was notoriously and chronically and unapologetically late. She had no problem being tardy. My dad used to joke that she would be late to her own wedding, and I think she legit was. I’m the one who was punctual to a fault. And now I was the one who was uncomfortable walking into class ten minutes past the bell. I had punished myself. I do that sometimes. My mom used to say, “Eva, you will cut off your nose to spite your face,” and she was dead-on right about that.

My mom told me to have a good day at school and said she loved me. She told me that all the time, so I barely listened. I slammed the car door in her face and told her I hated her. I know, nice, right? Okay, so I wasn’t winning any Daughter of the Year awards that day, but I was trying to make a point, and I was 1,000 percent convinced of the justice of my cause. I wasn’t giving my mom an inch.

Of course, I had forgotten about the whole thing the second I hit homeroom. My friend Vanessa, old Mr. Alex Dunleavy’s granddaughter, told me that morning that I could apply for a job at their family’s restaurant for the summer. I was over the moon about it, because it meant I could go surfing every day on Sullivan’s without having to ask anybody for a ride. Dunleavy’s Pub was a cute little place on the corner of Middle Street and Station 22½ on Sullivan’s Island, only my very favorite place on the whole planet.

My parents have a plaque on the wall at Dunleavy’s because that is technically where they met after a long day on the beach way back in 1999, when the only thing on Station 22½ was Dunleavy’s and the old signal cannon. A lot of my favorite memories were made in that little green storefront, where the walls are covered in street signs and license plates and pictures of people wearing Dunleavy’s T-shirts going back to, like, the Jurassic Period. Plus, they have the best grilled wings you will ever taste in your life, and that’s not trivial.

I remember I texted my folks about the possible job the second homeroom let out. I didn’t think twice about it when my dad texted back, but my mom didn’t respond. I figured she was probably off somewhere doing something important. Plus, my mom was not much of a texter and was notoriously bad about checking her messages. She got very immersed in her life. I liked that about her. Whether it was working with a kid who needed speech therapy or hanging with her ladies’ prayer group, she was present. She inhabited her life fully, and she expected me to do the same.

Then at the end of the day, she’d ask me all about wins and make too much of a fuss over every dumb little accomplishment. I appreciated that she expected me to live my own life. She didn’t bug me all the time, like a lot of my friends’ moms did to them. My mom trusted me to make good choices for myself. Meanwhile, sometimes I did, sometimes I didn’t, but I think she knew that was the only way I was gonna learn. Her philosophy of parenting was that you can only tell a kid so many things, then they have to learn it for themselves the hard way. And she let me do that. Which was cool of her. Came in handy down the line.

After school, I ran to the pickup area, determined to prosecute my case one more time. I tried to work myself back up into a huff about the homework, but it was pointless. I was too excited to tell her about the Dunleavy’s opportunity. I got to the pickup area, and my mom wasn’t there, but that didn’t mean much. I always allowed her an extra half hour before I started to worry. My dad taught me growing up that being even one second late could make the difference between a successful mission and a full-on disaster. He really put an emphasis on punctuality, so I got used to showing up early, just to make double sure. My mom, not so much. These days, I’m never on time. After everything that’s happened, I mean, seriously, what’s the point? I know. Poor attitude. I’m working on that.

After thirty minutes, I dialed my mom, but big surprise, she didn’t pick up. Then I texted her. More crickets. Most of the other kids had already left the parking area by then, and I started thinking maybe I should come up with a plan B, just in case her car broke down or something, which happened sometimes. She never got her oil checked. My dad was on the road, so I couldn’t call him. I saw this girl Parker who I hadn’t seen since elementary school, still waiting for her ride.

I wandered over, trying to look casual, and was like, “Hey, Parker, do you think your mom would mind giving me a lift home since my mom seems to be MIA, and oh, by the way, how are you doing? It’s been a minute, right?” So awkward. Parker was cool, though.

“No problem at all. I’m sure my mom won’t mind,” she said, and smiled in a way that made it seem like she thought I needed a hug. Did I need a hug? Maybe I did. When her mom pulled up and we hopped in, I felt instantly and almost indescribably relieved. It was only after I had relaxed for a second that I even noticed I was so anxious.

I didn’t want to say anything, because I didn’t want to let myself get carried away, and I didn’t want to be messy in front of Parker and her mom for no reason, or for like any reason. But I was starting to feel a little panicky about my mom not showing up or answering her phone or even texting back about the job at Dunleavy’s. I mean, where was she? Was she still pissed at me about the homework thing? Was she trying to make a point? Did she want me to remember that I still needed her to make me breakfast or pick me up at school, or whatever, so maybe I should be a little nicer? She was right. I acted like a brat. I should be nicer to my mom.

We pulled up to the front of my house, and all the lights were off. My mom’s car was in the driveway, which was weird. I mean, if she wasn’t in her car, then where was she? Maybe she went for a run. Maybe she thought somebody else was giving me a ride. Maybe she and her BFF, Melanie, were hanging and lost track of time. The house being dark wasn’t unusual. My mom loved natural light, so even though our house was in the woods and sunlight was in short supply, she made my dad uninstall every single overhead fixture in our house. Then she brought the natural light in with a neutral palette and soft petal-pink accents. I like that my mom felt strongly about things like natural light and plant-forward meals and keeping a cute home. I like that she had a strong faith in God and in nature, in green shakes, and in me.

I walked up to my front door, and it was locked. I knocked… Nope. I walked around and tried our side door… also locked. Maybe my mom was sleeping. She had been up late the night before organizing her winter clothes. Maybe she was taking a nap. I wasn’t sure what to do at that point. I called my dad, and it went straight to voicemail. I didn’t want to leave a message. I mean, what would I say? The sky is blue, and Mom is late? Parker’s mom suggested we go get dinner and try again a little later. We got back in the car and went to the nearest Chick-fil-A. I wasn’t hungry, and I am always hungry. I was suppressing a scream in my head. My Chick-fil-A tasted like ass.

After dinner, we headed back to my house. By then, I was practically holding my breath, hoping a light would be on or that something, anything, would have changed. As we pulled up, though, I could see the house was still dark. Everything was exactly the same as when we left it. Parker’s mom told me she’d wait until I got inside, so I went and banged on the front door, but there was still no answer. The panic set in so hard then I could taste the fear on my tongue. It tasted like tin.

Parker and her mom pulled into our driveway and got out of the car. I was crawling through the bushes in front of my house so I could peek through my parents’ bedroom windows and see if my mom was sleeping. I saw my mom’s silhouette lying on the bed as if she were taking a nap, but when I tapped on the window, she didn’t wake up or move or open her eyes, or anything. At some point right around then, I switched on my autopilot and emotionally checked out.

Parker’s mom went across the street and got my neighbor Mr. Wilson to help me get into the house. Mr. Wilson, Melanie’s husband and my dad’s main fishing buddy, came over and investigated the situation. Mr. Wilson told me to stand back, and then, boom, he broke down the front door. I don’t even remember how he managed to do that, but before I knew it, the doorframe was in splinters. My dad tried to fix the doorframe for years afterward, but no matter what he did, that crack stayed right where it was. Like a fall line dividing before and after. Mr. Wilson went inside to check on my mom, while Parker and her mom and I sat in rocking chairs on the porch without saying much. Mr. Wilson was only inside for a couple of seconds, and then he came out on the porch and looked at me.

“I’m sorry, Eva, but you’re going to have to come in and grab Sully,” he said. “He’s guarding your mom and almost bit my hand off when I tried to get close.” He looked at me, his eyes wide and round. I stood up, but felt a little faint and sat right back down. Then Mr. Wilson gave me his hand, and together, we went into the house so I could grab Sully.

This would be a good time to introduce you to the love of my life and the all-around greatest dog that ever lived, my golden retriever Sully. I picked him out of the litter the summer before seventh grade. He is the sweetest, happiest, sloppiest dog ever. He chases his tail when he gets excited, and he just loves everyone to pieces. He goes everywhere with me, and everywhere we go, everybody loves on him, and he loves it, which is why I love him so much. Sully is pure love. This is how I knew something serious was happening. Sully had never growled at anybody in his whole life. Sully is a people person.

I walked into the house and
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