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Chapter One
 

Morning is brighter on the coast. Even with blinds and drapes closed, the bedroom seems flooded with light when the sun barely begins to peek over the Gulf’s gray water. The windows face east so the light isn’t a big surprise, but it’s a decided inconvenience if we’d planned to sleep late.

Eyes closed, I rolled over and reached for Ellen. My hand touched pillow and rumpled bedclothes but not her soft body. I squinted at the place where she should have been.

“Honey, where are you?” Thinking she was in the bathroom, I hardly raised my voice. She didn’t answer.

I tried a little louder, “Ellen, where are you?”

I heard little clinking sounds coming from the back of the house. Grumbling, I grabbed my robe and stalked into the kitchen. Ellen was stirring something in a bowl, and the table, set for four, had a vase of yellow driveway weeds in the center.

She looked up, smiling her welcome. “I know we’re completely alone and, personally, I like you naked, but Lou and Peaches will be here for the weekend any time now. For breakfast, too, remember?” She looked at my feet. “You might also try wearing shoes.”

“I don’t need shoes,” I said petulantly. “I’m naked because I wanted to make love. It’s Saturday morning and that’s what I planned.” I slipped my arms into the robe, pulling it loosely around me.

“Well, maybe there’s time...” Ellen’s voice trailed into silence. We both heard the sound of tires on my newly graveled drive.

“No,” she said after a moment, with a tiny shrug. “No, I don’t think so.”

I was peeved. “Why didn’t you wake me?”

“You were sleeping like a log. I didn’t have the heart.”

We heard Lou’s rumbling laughter and the sound of footsteps on the tiny landing. Clutching my robe around me, I stalked back into the bedroom. “You should have asked them to get here for lunch instead,” I muttered under my breath.

It had been this way for a while. Ellen just was not interested in making love. Lately I had been the one to initiate lovemaking and, although Ellen usually responded, I sensed a lack of enthusiasm. She made the right moves, but I often got the feeling that she’d rather be doing something else.

My two-minute shower over, I dried and dressed in shorts and a sleeveless top. Shoes could wait. They’d all seen my bare feet.

The kitchen smelled of biscuits and bacon, and Peaches and Ellen were watching something sizzle in a frying pan. I pulled out a chair across from Lou. “How ya doin’, Lou?” I asked, propping elbows on the table.

“Okay, Millie,” she answered. Then, leaning toward me, her voice now a whisper, “I’m thinking of buying a place over here. I’ve always liked the coast, you know.” She was nodding, eyebrows slightly raised.

I smiled, not at all surprised. Mississippi has many miles of coastline with clean sand beaches that glitter white in the sunshine. Until a killer hurricane struck, everybody had liked this stretch of coast, but people hadn’t flocked back to rebuild. A big reason was probably that the beach and the beach road no longer existed. At high tide the water lapped where the roads had been.

Of course, there wasn’t much of anything left where Gertrude had come ashore. Farther east and west of here things were blown around, but there was nothing like the devastation of her direct hit. Gertrude had perched offshore for two days and in that time had completely eroded the beach and destroyed everything her winds had touched. Then she made an unexpected reversal of direction and lumbered back into the Gulf of Mexico, only to hit Florida and points north. Here, even though her winds had gone inland for only a few miles, she’d left a clean sweep before changing course.

For safety from an ordinary storm surge, my cottage was built on tall, creosoted pilings to allow gulf water to wash under. It had been a weekend spot for us since Lou’s father helped me build it soon after the most destructive hurricane in the history of the coast.

That hurricane, the seventh of the season, was the reason I was so broke. All of the homes in the area fronting the beach had been swept away, leaving not a trace. The people who had owned my lot, after surveying the devastation, sold me the tree stumps, shattered concrete walkways, and sinkholes filled with dead fish for much less than waterfront property is worth. I knew next year’s storm could blow it all away again but, after much soul searching, I decided to borrow the money and take my chances. Buying the small lot next to mine meant I could add a garage some day, if I ever bought a car.

“Do you have anyplace in mind, Lou?” I lowered my voice conspiratorially. “Does Peaches know about this?” I asked.

Lou glanced over her shoulder. “No, it’s a surprise. But I’ve already picked out a place. Remember that antebellum mansion north of here, a place called The Oaks, where there’s still part of a chimney standing? Like everything else on this stretch of beach, it’s for sale.”

Yes, I knew it well. It was one of the first homes, and certainly the largest on the coast. Its ancient brick construction had withstood dozens of hurricanes for over a century and a half. It had been opened to the public several years ago, and I had toured the interior and walked the lovely formal gardens more than once.

“They’ll want an arm and a leg,” I said.

“Actually they don’t. There’s nothing left except that broken chimney, part of a concrete walkway, and some crumbled steps near the road. Every single brick in the house was blown into the next county, so what’s there to sell?” Lou was frowning. “Nobody wants to rebuild on this stretch of coast; they’re all still too scared, except you and me and maybe a few other crazies.”

I had to smile. “So,” I said, “we’re crazy.”

Lou shrugged. “Well, yeah. But you’ve always known that, haven’t you?”

My smile broadened as I remembered Lou and our high school days. “Yeah, that’s no secret for sure.”

“After we eat, let’s drive up the coast.” Lou’s voice was still hushed. “Peaches doesn’t have to know why we’re looking, but I want to explore the property, get a feel for it, okay?” There was an expression on her craggy face that I hadn’t seen before, a heavy sadness not concealed by the normalcy of her tone. I nodded, wondering if what I considered my growing problem with Ellen was making my imagination work overtime.

A drive was okay with all of us, so after breakfast we piled into Lou’s Lincoln and headed north. I was still kind of pissed, knowing that having Lou and Peaches in the next room effectively canceled any thoughts of having sex that night.

Ellen’s climax is hardly more than a gentle shudder, a quiet sigh. On the other hand, I heave and groan, with motion and sound escalating as orgasm nears. I finally explode with enough noise to wake the dead. On a quiet night, even with the door shut, I could be heard with a pillow over my head.

Before Gertrude there had been parallel roads skirting the water. One was on a natural rise of several feet for traffic going west toward Louisiana. The other was built on crystal white sand carted in by the truckload and dumped on top of the original beach sand. The road we were on, with its concrete seawall, carried traffic east toward Alabama. Gertrude’s one-hundred-eighty-mile winds had picked up the concrete from most of both roads, depositing the chunks who knows where and leaving only bits and pieces sticking up out of the sand. At high tide, shallow water now sloshed where the roads had been.

Of necessity, Lou drove east on what remained of the west road, detouring potholes, sandpiles, and blank places where it had risen up and flown away. A few cars were parked here and there, and a handful of people were walking around on what was left of a coastline swept barren by wind and water.

For the first time, I also saw construction—not brick  mansions, but creosoted pilings that reached far above the ground. Like my cottage, these places seemed to be small wooden structures for weekend pleasure, places we natives call a camp.

“They’re looking for treasure?” Peaches asked, seeing metal detectors.

“Who knows what they’re doing? They may just be gawkers. Or maybe they owned a place and are looking for what’s left. There aren’t any landmarks anymore, that’s for sure.” Lou slowed to a crawl, carefully crossing a section where there wasn’t any road, just fine sand that caught at the big car and made it slip sideways.

“Maybe we ought to go back,” Peaches said nervously, her eyes on a finger of gray water that had puddled across the sand and was almost touching our tires.

“We’re okay, hon,” Lou assured her, but slowing noticeably.

“Shouldn’t there have been barricades or something?” Ellen’s voice was anxious. “This isn’t a road anymore; it’s hardly a path, Lou.”

“There were barricades, Ellen, but I went around them. Y’all were too busy talking.”

Peaches’ voice was louder, “I want to go back before we get stuck in the sand. Lou, turn around.”

Lou sighed, shrugging her shoulders. “Okay, but I can’t turn here without pontoons. We have to go on to the end where there’s still some road to turn around on.”

I knew the property she had in mind had been located just around the road’s longest curve. We could probably spot it by the chimney, which was the only thing left standing on this stretch of coast where Gertrude had touched first. To our right, the almost glassy stillness of the Gulf mirrored a few gray clouds and patches of blue sky. When the tide came in, it would narrow what was left of the beach, allowing tiny, tentative ripples to create a shoreline where the roads had been.

We rounded the curve and felt our wheels catch on concrete. “Look.” Lou pointed to her left at a brick chimney standing tall and alone on the barren ground. “I’d like to see what’s left up there where that old place used to be. Looks like the house blew away from around the fireplace, doesn’t it?”

Peaches grunted. “If you’d been with Lewis and Clark they’d never have made it out of town. There’s nothing there to see, Lou. Let’s go!”

I thought it was time to intervene. “I’d like to explore, too. That chimney’s pretty old. If there’re any around, I may pick up a loose brick for a doorstop. Lotta history there.”

“Is it okay, hon?” Lou had stopped the car, her hand on the door handle. “We won’t be but a minute.” She was sure that I’d go with her, leaving Ellen and Peaches in the car.

“I want to go with you.” Ellen wasn’t one for having her shoes fill with sand; she’d rather pick her way over a New Orleans sidewalk, sidestepping the debris left by thousands of tourists. I was surprised but figured we’d let her in on Lou’s decision to buy the land once Peaches wasn’t with us.

“I’m not going to stay here by myself.” Peaches’ lip was poked out, her displeasure obvious.

Ellen gave me a little shrug. “I’ll wait with her,” she said. “I don’t mind.”

“We’ll hurry,” Lou promised. As she turned away I saw that strange expression again. Peaches was pouting, and Lou was trying to hide her misery. What’s going on here? A breakup, perhaps?

All of the homes along this area of coast had been built on a slight rise of ground that gradually sloped down toward the water. Most places had needed several steps, then a long concrete walkway to get from the road to the house, but there were no steps here, just loose sand. We sank almost to our ankles climbing from the road to a short piece of walkway that had escaped the storm. Lou didn’t have anything to say, so I kept quiet, too.

I followed her lead as she wandered seemingly without direction but gradually getting closer to the chimney, which was intact except for some missing bricks at the very top.

She stopped suddenly and bent, peering intently at the slab of sand-covered concrete under her feet.

“Found something?” I asked, bending to look at whatever it was that she saw. I didn’t see anything, but I kept looking.

“This is really funny.”

“What’s funny?” I still didn’t see anything.

“Listen.” Lou stomped her heels on the slab. She was wearing cowboy boots, the ones with thick, hard heels, and I listened as she stomped. I didn’t hear an answering sound. I said, “You expect the concrete to talk back?”

“No, but it is talking back. It’s definitely talking back.”

She knelt, and with her hand she cleared some heaped sand off one edge of the slab. Then she stood and stomped some more. I saw the remaining grains disappear as if in an hourglass, falling out of sight until there was no sand, just a thin, straight line where the slab now appeared to rest on a concrete rim. Where had the sand gone?

“Where did the sand go, Lou?”

“I think there’s a hollow place under here; it sounded different when I walked on it. I’ll bet this slab is covering something.” She knelt and pulled at the slab, but it wouldn’t budge. More sand disappeared around the edges.

“Covering what?” I’m an artist, that’s how I make my living. I can visualize almost anything, then paint what I’ve imagined. But this slab and the missing sand didn’t stir my imagination at all. “Covering what?” I asked again.

Lou stood, brushed her hands. “I don’t know, Millie. But it’s hollow under that slab. This place was here before the Civil War; maybe it has something to do with that.” She brushed the knees of her pants. “Whatever, I’m going to find out.”

“How’re you going to do that? You don’t own this place.”

Lou looked at me kind of funny, then shifted her gaze back to the slab. “I think I do, Millie. I already put money down on it. I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want to say I’d bought it until the deal was settled. Dad and I came over a couple of weeks ago. He said the coast would recover and that buying coast property was a good investment. We didn’t do anything but look at it; then he had it surveyed. Didn’t you see the markers?”

I looked around and saw what I hadn’t noticed before. Tiny flags fluttered here and there around what I supposed was the property’s boundary.

Deciding that our longtime friendship allowed me to ask a personal question, I said, “Lou, is there something going on between you and Peaches? I’m getting vibes.”

Lou actually blushed. She bent to brush her knees again, then straightened and looked across the white sand at the car.

“Peaches and I aren’t getting along lately. I don’t know what to do. She wants something.” Lou paused. “Something more.”

“More what?” I didn’t really want to know, the words just popped out. “Wait!” I touched Lou’s arm. “I didn’t mean to pry. Don’t say a word.”

“It’s okay, Millie,” Lou shrugged. “We’ll work it out.”

“In that case, what do you plan to do about your hollow whatever-it-is?”

“We’re going to a hardware store and get a couple of pry bars. There’s something here. You know, maybe pirate treasure.”

“Yeah, and maybe a tomb from the Civil War. We might turn out to be grave robbers. Wouldn’t Ellen and Peaches love that?”

“Doesn’t matter. I’ve gotta open it.” She turned and headed for the car.



Chapter Two
 

“I need some tools,” Lou announced, as she opened the car door.

Peaches’ frown was thunderous. “Tools for what, may I ask? You’ve got enough stuff in the trunk to build a hotel.”

Lou’s mouth tightened into a grim line. She was in charge of her father’s construction firm, supervising work crews and inspecting jobs in progress during the week.

After the carpenters had finished the framing, the roof, and the siding on my cottage, Lou had taken over. She had worked every weekend on the inside, hauling tools back and forth from the city. She supervised the plumbing and installed the inside wiring and walls. Ellen and I worked as her apprentices, but, without Lou to show us the way, we wouldn’t have been past home plate. No wonder the car’s trunk was loaded with tools.

“I don’t have what I want,” Lou said flatly. Ignoring Peaches, she turned to Ellen. “It’ll only take a little while. We’ll go to the nearest hardware store; I’ll get what I need, then I’ll treat y’all to something cold. How’s that?”

I took Ellen’s hand in mine, squeezing. Ellen looked at Lou for a second then, smiling, said, “That’s great, Lou.” I squeezed again.

Peaches didn’t say anything during the rest of the ride. Lou had to drive several miles inland before she found a store that was still in one piece and had stuff to sell. It was already sold out of most things because the people living nearby still had structures in need of repair. Buildings were standing, yes, but missing necessary parts. I heard the sound of hammering from all directions. Lou finally located pry bars in a feed and seed store that featured tiny yellow chicks for sale.

As Lou and I walked out of the store I pointed across the street. “There’s a cafe. It looks decent. Y’all want to try it?”

Lou hefted the four-foot pry bars. “Okay, Millie, but let’s see what the girls say.”

My Ellen smiled at me. “Okay,” she said agreeably, opening her door. Peaches didn’t answer even though I was the one to ask the question. Lou stared at her before turning away with a grunt. The three of us walked to the cafe, leaving Peaches in the car. We each had a Coke, but it wasn’t the most fun-filled party I’ve ever attended.

Back at the car we found Peaches in tears. Lou started the engine, saying, “Well, I asked! You didn’t have to sit here alone! It was your idea, remember?” Her voice was cold. Neither of them talked on the way back. I kept Ellen’s soft hand in mine, our arms and shoulders touching.

By the time we reached Lou’s property, the frigid silence from the front seat was giving me the shivers. It was a relief to walk on the warm sand again. Lou headeddirectly for the concrete slab. Ellen and I followed closely.

Lou shoved the flat end of one bar into a tiny crack between the slab and the concrete it sat on; then she pushed down hard on the free end. I could hear a grating sound, and the slab moved about a sixteenth of an inch.

“Millie, jam that other bar here next to mine.”

I did. Lou and I both pushed down on the free end of my bar, and the slab lifted half an inch. That’s how we finally raised it enough to slide it aside, one inch at a time.

“There’s a hole under here! I told you there was!” Lou was excited. She knelt on the edge of the opening we had uncovered. It was slightly smaller than the slab. Ellen and I knelt and peered down into darkness. The sun, almost directly overhead, lit only enough for us to see our reflections in water at the bottom of the hole. There was no way I could guess the size, but even leaning as far as I could, I couldn’t see walls. I saw only what looked like crates on four sides. Crates were piled almost up to the opening.

“Millie, hang on to my belt! I’m going to see what’s there.” Lou lay on her stomach and leaned down into the opening with me hanging on to her belt. Lou is built big and square. It wasn’t easy
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