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Prologue

I don’t remember driving home, but I must have. My car, which had been in the hospital parking lot for most of the day, was now in the garage. It was January, but I wasn’t cold as I walked from my c ovar to the front door. Or maybe I was. I have no memory of going from car to house either. It had been a horrific day that started with an ambulance taking my husband, half delirious with pain, to our local hospital, and it had ended with a devastating diagnosis. Now, I was back in the safety of our house.

But not for long. I had come home to pack our suitcases for another ambulance drive. This one would be taking my husband to Atlanta, five hours away, even though a winter storm was heading that way as well. It’d be a race to see who got there first, the ambulance or the snow. Later I’d learn that the storm easily won.

But I wasn’t thinking of snow and the hazardous drive, except somewhere in a corner of my mind. I was trying hard not to think anything at all. If I stopped long enough to think, I wasn’t sure what would happen. I could lose it, fall to pieces. That rarely happened to me, but this was different. I’d always been stoic to a fault. Stiff upper lip and all that crap. Never let them see you sweat. I had a tendency to push the pain down so far that the surface remained calm and collected. Thankfully, I was numb as I entered the house in the late afternoon light of a winter sun. The shock of my husband’s diagnosis had hit me hard, like a splat of cold water that takes your breath away. It shouldn’t have. I should’ve seen it coming. Maybe I knew all along but wouldn’t let myself acknowledge it, but it didn’t feel that way. It felt like I’d been blindsided, slammed by the proverbial Mack truck.

The ER doctor had been kind. He was from New York originally, he told us, and was still adjusting to the South. Our family doctor, with the fabulous Dickensian name Lucius Laffitte, had arrived soon after his office hours. Dr. Laffitte’s familiar presence immediately comforted me, or would have, if comfort had been possible. It wasn’t as if I hadn’t known why the ER doctor had ordered the MRI. Earlier that week, my husband’s CAT scan had shown something suspicious in the area of the pancreas. “Pancreatitis?” I’d asked the gastro doctor. My voice must’ve held a hopeful desperation that he’d heard too many times in his profession. He had not been able to reassure me, though he’d tried, avoiding eye contact.

Both the ER doctor and Dr. Laffitte had been on the phone since getting the results of the MRI. It had been the ER doctor who had delivered the bad news as our grim-faced doctor stood by his side. There was a growth on the pancreas, along with numerous spots on the liver. “A growth?” I echoed in disbelief. The gastro doctor had mentioned it only as a possibility, the worst-case scenario.

“What’s a pancreas?” my husband, Pat, asked. A large man with shoulders the width of the bed his IV was hooked up to, he and the bed took up most of the space in the crowded ER cubicle. His question wasn’t facetious; it was just Pat. He took little interest in matters of health. Or rather, he’d only developed an interest in the past few years, after a scare had forced a major lifestyle change. For three years, he’d been living healthier than any of us ever thought he could be. He’d stopped drinking, was eating well, exercising every day, losing weight, and looking bright-eyed and happy. And now this. The irony was too much to take in. Later Pat told the doctors that healthy living would kill you quicker than anything.

As doctors are prone to do, the ER guy began to sketch on a pad, reducing our fears to a stick figure with strange little squiggles here and there. Pat and I listened intently as the next gruesome procedure, a biopsy, was laid out. Dr. Laffitte left to begin the calls. Beaufort Memorial, where we were, didn’t do liver biopsies. Even if they did, there were no rooms here. It was January, and everyone in South Carolina was apparently in the hospital. No beds were available in nearby Charleston at the university medical complex either. At least we had a cubicle here, we were told. In Charleston, patients were lined up on cots in the hallways of the ER. Although Pat was too ill to be sent home, we’d spent most of the day taking up space now needed for other emergencies. It was a bad time to be sick.

After what seemed like forever, an ambulance was lined up to transport Pat to Emory Hospital in Atlanta. His youngest daughter worked there and had arranged everything after my frantic call for help. As all things Conroy tend to be, the whole drama quickly turned into a comedy of errors. A rare snowstorm was approaching Atlanta fast. The South dealt with snow by closing everything down, even major highways. No local ambulance drivers would go to Atlanta with snow coming. Plus it was late afternoon, with the unwelcome prospect of driving in the dark if something wasn’t done soon.

Suddenly a bearded giant of an ambulance driver showed up with a stretcher about half the size of the ER bed that Pat had been on for hours. Grinning broadly, he told us he had just moved here from Michigan and wasn’t afraid of a little snow. Southerners were nuts, he added, and I wanted to hug his neck for such an astute observation. When I left the hospital to get our suitcases, I knew Pat would be in good hands.

Or at least he should be with the capable-looking ambulance driver. The friends of ours whom I’d left with Pat were another matter altogether. Bernie, and then another friend, Mina, had arrived about the same time after I’d called family and friends to report what was going on. Both of them were shaky with apprehension but trying to put up a good front. They were a study in contrasts. Mina, a lithe but muscular Japanese woman, was Pat’s personal trainer, and Bernie, a stocky little Jewish guy, his best friend since high school. Mina was stern and serious and business-like while Bernie had been, and remained at age seventy, the class clown.

Poor Pat, I thought as Bernie came bustling in cracking jokes, determined to make him laugh. And even as sick as Pat was, it worked. His mood lightened as though the words liver biopsy and mass on pancreas had never been spoken. Mina pushed me firmly out the door and told me to go home and get the suitcase. Mister Pat, as she called him in her broken English, would be fine until I got back. She could massage his shoulders and make him feel better. It was going to be all right, Miss Cassandra. I was not to worry. Worry was very bad for you.

At home, my numbness carried me through the packing. It was hard to imagine snow as I stared blankly into the chest of drawers where our sweaters were. I didn’t even own a coat; the winters were so mild in the Lowcountry. Shawls or light wraps were sufficient. Pat had a jacket, thankfully, hanging in the downstairs closet. I couldn’t remember what he’d worn when the ambulance came that morning. Did he even have on shoes? I couldn’t remember anything. I’d catch myself standing with a piece of clothing in my hand, staring into space, then have to literally shake myself to get back to the task at hand. I have no idea what I packed.

I carried our two overnight bags downstairs and set them by the door. Then I wondered if I’d packed enough. Surely we’d be home in a day or two! But the weather was supposed to change, and if we ended up staying longer we’d need different clothes. I’d heard folks at the hospital talking about it. First the freak snowstorm, then in a couple of days the weather would be almost seventy. On top of everything else, global warming was sending us a message to ignore at our own peril.

I stood by the front door with my hand on the doorknob to have what felt like one last look at the house that Pat and I loved so fiercely. In April, it’d be four years since we moved into this cozy home perched on a bluff overlooking a tidal creek. Our lives had been so peaceful since then, despite the usual troubles that all of us face as we make our way through the perilous journey of life. Within the span of three years, I’d lost both my father and my youngest sister, who had also been my dearest friend. I couldn’t bear to lose anyone else. The thought terrified me, and I turned quickly to go. Neither could I stand to be away from Pat for more than a minute. It was crazy, as though my being there would change the outcome of anything, but I couldn’t help myself. I’d only been gone a few minutes but was panicky at the thought that they might take him away before I got back to the hospital.

When my gaze swept by the kitchen, I dropped my hand from the doorknob. It hit me that neither of us had eaten anything all day. That wouldn’t do. I wasn’t hungry but felt weak and in need of something to keep me going. Since Christmas Pat hadn’t been able to hold down anything except smoothies. But he’d need something for the five-hour ambulance drive, and I had a small thermos that’d be just the thing. I’d make him a smoothie before I left.

The kitchen was our domain, mine and Pat’s. In our eighteen years of marriage, we’d navigated it together until we’d settled into a routine that suited us both. I did the everyday cooking, and Pat was brought in for special occasions. It was too exhausting otherwise. He had an exuberant personality and larger-than-life presence; unsurprisingly, he prepared meals in much the same way. We could’ve fed half of Beaufort with the dishes he fixed—large robust stews, huge platters of pasta that he’d learned to cook when he lived in Italy, salad greens tossed in a bowl the size of a washtub. I’d been flummoxed not to find any small bowls or containers in his house when I first moved in, until I realized that Pat had no need for them.

I threw yogurt, frozen berries, protein powder, and a banana in the thermos then whipped it to mush with a hand blender. The smoothie done, I opened the fridge to see what to take for myself. Only when I uncovered a pot did I remember. Had it only been yesterday that I’d made chicken and dumplings in an effort to tempt Pat’s failing appetite? After the harrowing events of the day, I’d totally forgotten. Although one of my and Pat’s favorite dishes, my chicken and dumplings were such a pain to fix that we rarely had them. But God, were they good! Without bothering with a fork, I fished out several dumplings with my fingers and ate them cold. Figuring that’d keep me going the rest of the day, I closed the fridge and grabbed the thermos.

At the door I set the thermos down next to my purse and suitcases to make one last bathroom run before leaving for Atlanta. I wouldn’t be allowed to ride in the ambulance and would need to put the pedal to the metal to follow it, they’d told me. En route to the bathroom I couldn’t resist pausing by the wide expanse of glass doors in the back of our living room. Just beyond the bluff, sunbeams sparkled on the wide, slow-moving creek like a scattering of crushed diamonds, and my breath caught at the sight. Late afternoon, leading into sunset, was our favorite time here. Pat and I would stand together in reverent silence to watch the movements and changing colors of the creek. Often, he would reach for my hand.

With that thought, I staggered backward and reached blindly for the sofa. I didn’t make it. Instead I found myself slumped on the floor, rocking back and forth with both hands over my face. I heard a godawful wail, like that of a wounded animal, and it took me a minute to know it was coming from me. With no one to witness my pain, no reason to hold it in, I curled up on the floor and cried loud, gasping sobs until there were no tears left.

I have no idea how long I lay there, dazed and spent, until I pulled myself together. Despair had caught me by surprise, but it wouldn’t happen again. After several deep breaths I got up, wiped my eyes, and walked away. More than anything I wanted to go back to before. I wanted to be sitting on the sofa with Pat as we watched the sunset. I wanted us to fix dinner together while we talked about our day, and how our writing had gone. At the door, I picked up my stuff and went outside without looking back.





Chapter 1

Start at the Beginning

It began one cold evening in February 1995, when I met the famed author Pat Conroy at a party in Birmingham, Alabama. He was at the height of success for a writer; after dominating the bestseller list for months, his blockbuster 1986 novel, The Prince of Tides, had been made into a movie with Barbra Streisand and Nick Nolte in 1991, nominated in seven categories at the 1992 Oscars.

If I’d arrived at the party a few minutes later, Pat and I would’ve missed each other altogether. Later, we’d claim that fate brought us together, because of the near misses and coincidences of the way it happened. Pat had flown in that afternoon from New York, where he’d been working on the final rewrites of his upcoming book, Beach Music. He’d come to Birmingham to receive an award at a literary conference. He hadn’t wanted to interrupt his editing, had tried to get out of making the trip, but his publicist wouldn’t let him cancel. Tickets had been sold, the program printed.

While Pat Conroy had reached the summit all writers dream of, I was just getting started. My first novel, several years in the making, was coming out soon. Exactly how soon I wasn’t sure; I’d signed the contract with a small press three years previously and the book was finally a reality. I was living in Montevallo, Alabama, at the time, a college town thirty-some miles south of Birmingham, where I taught composition and worked in the writing center at the college.

Like Pat, I wasn’t exactly looking forward to the party, but for entirely different reasons. I’d always been shy and ill at ease at social occasions, cocktail parties in particular. Standing around making small talk with strangers felt forced and awkward to me. That fateful evening I had two parties on my calendar, both in Birmingham. The first one was a dressy, formal affair, which I especially dreaded. At least the second, a meet and greet to welcome the visiting writers at the Southern Voices Literary Conference, should be more relaxed.

At the appointed time I picked up one of my closest friends, Loretta Cobb, for the drive to Birmingham. Loretta and I were not only friends but also colleagues since she directed the writing center where I worked. The two of us went way back, having gone to college together and remaining close ever since. Her husband, Bill Cobb, had been my mentor and writing professor. As one of the presenters at the literary conference, he was already in Birmingham and would be meeting up with us at the second party.

Loretta opened the car door and crawled in with curlers in her hair and a makeup bag in hand. At least she’s dressed, I thought with a smile. Notoriously time challenged, Loretta always completed her toilette en route to a destination, even when she was the one driving. She and I had known each other so long we were familiar with and tolerant of each other’s idiosyncrasies. Good thing, since both of us had plenty. “I like your outfit, girlfriend,” I said in greeting.

“I’ve had it forever,” she said dismissively as she buckled up. Southern women always deflected a compliment. It’s expected.

“Timing’s everything tonight,” I reminded her as we pulled out of the driveway. “Don’t forget—if we linger too long at the first party, we’ll miss the second one.” We’d been over this several times; unlike me, Loretta loved parties and was excited about having two on the same night. From past experience, I knew that getting her away from one and to the other would be a challenge. She enjoyed meeting new people and had a well-deserved reputation as a great hostess and conversationalist.

During the half-hour drive to Birmingham, Loretta put on her face and did her hair as we chatted about the difference in the upcoming events. The first party was a large, fancy shindig being held for a good friend and former classmate of ours who’d been made partner of a prestigious law firm. Although Loretta and I were honored to be included in the celebration, we weren’t likely to know anyone there except our friend. Hers wasn’t a crowd we ran with. The hostess’s home address revealed that we’d be in high cotton, which intrigued Loretta but filled me with dread. Birmingham society did high cotton well.

The second event would be more familiar territory for us. There, we’d be with others like us: English teachers, librarians, writers, patrons of the arts. The party was being held at the head librarian’s house in an upscale but less swanky part of town. Loretta forced me to admit I was excited at the prospect of meeting the writers from the literary conference’s impressive lineup that year. In anticipation, I’d put some books in the car in case I got a chance to get them signed. It seemed impossible that this time next year, I’d be attending the festival as one of the presenters, with my own book to be signed. With a first book, it’s unimaginable that anyone would ever ask for a signature.

When we finally located the grand house of the first party, perched high atop Birmingham’s Red Mountain, my heart sank. Slowed by heavy traffic on our way, we’d arrived later than planned and the place was packed. We ended up parking several blocks away, and I stopped Loretta as she opened the passenger door, all dolled up now and looking glamorous. “Loretta? Let’s just tell her we came, okay?” I pleaded. “So many people are here she’ll never know the difference.”

But Loretta was having none of it. Ignoring me, she leapt out of the car and tripped merrily down the dark road to the brightly lit mansion in the distance. With a sigh, I picked up my evening bag and followed. I’d taken care with my appearance, as had Loretta, but I felt sure we’d be underdressed. (We were, in sharp contrast to the other guests.) Both of us favored a bohemian-casual look. A snapshot from that night shows Loretta in a fuchsia Bali-Hai number; me in a sparkly sweater with black pants tucked into heavy, lace-up boots.

As I’d feared, the party, though as splendid and elegant as expected, was an introvert’s nightmare. The well-heeled crowd of lawyers stood shoulder to shoulder, shouting to be heard over the clamor and jostling one another to get to the bar. Although I desperately needed a drink, I was more interested in finding the buffet table. When our friend called to invite us, she’d said it was being done by Birmingham’s top caterer and not to miss the food. Loretta and I had skipped lunch in anticipation, but we couldn’t get anywhere near the dining room. Instead we joined the line for the bar, in the hopes that the mob at the buffet would’ve cleared out by the time we got our glass of wine.

After a long wait at the bar, we were unceremoniously pushed out of the way by the crowd, our hard-earned pinot grigio sloshing in our hands. As I’d predicted, we knew no one there except the guest of honor, the new law partner who was nowhere to be seen. Shouting at each other over the crowd noise, Loretta and I decided to find our friend before trying the buffet again. Once we made our way to the back of the house, the guest of honor was easy to spot because she was so tall and stately. Although swamped by well-wishers, she stepped out to hug us and seemed genuinely pleased that we’d come. Then she shooed us away, so we wouldn’t miss the fabulous spread in the adjoining room.

We didn’t make it, mainly because we were too intimidated to elbow our way in like everyone else did. Middle-aged schoolmarms, Loretta and I already stood out like a pair of wrens in a parade of peacocks; I didn’t want to create a ruckus by shoving and pushing our way to the trough. “I’m outta here,” I hissed at Loretta as we surveyed the crammed dining room. I had yet to catch sight of the table.

“But I’m starving,” Loretta whined. “I did without lunch for this.”

If she’d get her arse moving, I responded, we could get to the other party before all the food was gone.

* * *

As we expected, the other soiree could not have been more different. After the claustrophobic crush of lawyers, Loretta and I breathed a sigh of relief to be back among our own. Here, we were overdressed but knew no one would notice. Even in party attire, writers rarely make the best-dressed list. Also the event was on a much smaller scale, with only fifty or so folks. But we were running late so it was good news, bad news: no elbowing through a crowd, but the party was winding down. We’d missed a lot of it.

Chance meetings, missed connections, wrong turns—none of us knows when our fate awaits us or how many obstacles stand in the pathway. Only later would I look back and marvel at the way things unfolded that night, but at the time, Loretta and I were just relieved to be there. We met several of the guests as they exited the librarian’s front door while we were entering. Once inside, Loretta scurried over to tell her husband we’d arrived, and I cornered one of the librarians to ask about the writer I most wanted to meet, one I’d admired for years.

“I’d love to meet Pat Conroy,” I told the librarian after we’d hugged, the southern way of greeting even the slightest acquaintance. “It’d be great to tell my students about him.” I went on to explain to her how I used examples of his gorgeous prose style in handouts for my freshman classes.

The librarian frowned. “Aw, shoot, honey—you just missed him. You know his dad, the Great Santini?”

I didn’t, of course, but knew who she was referring to. The newspaper article about Pat’s appearance at the literary festival reported that his father, nicknamed “the Great Santini” as a fighter pilot in the Marines, would be there as well. Pat’s autobiographical novel, The Great Santini, had exposed his father’s abusive nature and the damage his family had suffered as a result. The book had been made into an Oscar-winning movie in 1979, starring Robert Duvall in the title role and Blythe Danner as Pat’s mother.

The librarian continued. “The Great Santini got tired and Pat had to take him back to the hotel. I’m really sorry you didn’t get a chance to meet Pat! He’s so nice and friendly. Everyone on the library staff has fallen in love with him.”

Disappointed, I asked about a couple of other writers I’d hoped to meet only to be told that they, too, had gone. (Over the years, I’ve forgotten who they were.) “But there are plenty of other folks here, so go mingle and enjoy yourself,” the librarian told me before hurrying off to continue her hostessing duties.

I stood alone for a few minutes and looked around the spacious living room where folks huddled in groups, laughing and talking among themselves. Thankfully, Loretta and I had entered late without our tardiness being noticed or questioned. On my way to the refreshment table I’d spotted in the distance, I paused to greet a couple of friends. Then, taking care not to make eye contact with anyone else, I made a beeline for the table while I had the chance. No one was there, and plenty of food was left. Since I’d had nothing to eat since breakfast I was beginning to feel light-headed.

Out of the corner of my eye I saw that while I’d dawdled, Loretta had fixed herself a plate and stood with Bill at the other end of the dining room. Fortunately they weren’t looking my way, so I could grab something before joining them. She and Bill were talking with Jake, a bookseller I’d known for a long time, and a man whom I didn’t know. Broad-shouldered, with ruddy cheeks and a wreath of white hair, the man looked vaguely familiar, but I was too preoccupied with my imminent starvation to wonder why. In rumpled, baggy khakis and a red plaid shirt, the stranger was sloppily dressed even for a writer, so I figured him to be a presenter’s spouse who’d been dragged along.

With their backs to me, Loretta’s group was in a lively conversation, and I checked furtively to make sure no one else was in the vicinity. Forgoing a plate, I started grabbing and gobbling like a starved mongrel—cheese, crackers, fruit, olives—while occasionally glancing over my shoulder to make sure my gluttony went unobserved.

I’d just crammed a whole chocolate-covered strawberry into my mouth when I saw to my dismay that my friends were leading the stranger toward me. Mouth full of strawberry, I was unable to say a word when they introduced us. To this day, I can’t settle the debate over who actually made the introductions, as each of my friends takes credit for it. Jake will swear to his dying day that he did, as do Bill and Loretta, so I figure all three of them must’ve spoken at once. All I remember for sure is this: when Loretta said “Hey, girlfriend, I found Pat Conroy for you,” I choked, swallowed, and coughed before blurting out, “Oh, God Almighty!”

Pat threw his head back and laughed a big, hearty laugh. “Not quite, but close enough.”

“But . . . you can’t be Pat Conroy,” I cried, flustered. “When I asked about you, they told me that you’d gone to take your father to the hotel.”

Pat shrugged. “Yeah, I was walking out the door when the hostess stopped me. She found someone else to take Dad because she wanted me to make an announcement for her.”

Fate, Pat would later say. That’s how close we came to missing each other.

Nervous now that I was in the presence of the writer I’d most wanted to meet—one I considered to be among the greatest living writers of our time—I began babbling like an idiot. Even when I saw that Bill, Loretta, and Jake were cringing on my behalf, I couldn’t stop myself. For some reason I felt compelled to explain to Pat about the crowded buffet at the other party, and why he’d caught me pigging out. Taking pity on me, Pat motioned toward the table. “I haven’t eaten tonight either. Why don’t you show me what’s good here?” With a nod toward the others, he added, “Y’all excuse us a minute, okay?”

It was the perfect icebreaker. Since I’d already sampled everything, I pointed him toward several things that I’d enjoyed (though truthfully, I’d been too hungry to pay much attention to what I was eating). Pat got into it, though. I wouldn’t know until Beach Music came out what a foodie he was. He gave each thing I pointed to careful consideration, and he’d give me a thumbs-up and reach for another when something pleased him. The first conversation I had with Pat Conroy wasn’t about Proust or Faulkner, or even the other writers at the conference. We talked about food.

While Pat and I were raiding the refreshments, my friends wandered off to seek more intellectual conversation. No doubt it was a relief to them, not having to witness my babbling humiliation any longer. Something unexpected had occurred over the bruschetta and cheese spread, however; Pat Conroy was so laid-back and friendly that I forgot to be awestruck. We chatted easily, as if we’d known each other all our lives. Which is not to say that being with him wasn’t intimidating. Pat had an imposing and vibrant presence, an undeniable aura of magnetism and charm. No doubt part of it was his size. Almost six feet tall, he had the rugged build of a linebacker and shoulders wide as a tree trunk. His coloring was wonderfully vivid, with the snow-white hair, ruddy face, and pale blue eyes. Although not conventionally good-looking, he was undeniably attractive.

Soon my and Pat’s conversation would wander from food to writing. It was, after all, a literary conference. As Pat munched on the glazed pecans that I’d urged him to try, my mentor Bill came back over to us. (Later Bill would tell me why: it occurred to him that I was too shy to tell Pat about my book, and he wanted to brag on me since he’d been my thesis director when I worked on it. Bill was right; I would’ve never mentioned it otherwise.)

“Since my favorite student’s got you cornered, Pat, I guess she’s telling you about her new book,” Bill said in his distinctive, West Alabama drawl. “Her first novel, and it’s coming out in a few months.”

Grimacing, I tried to motion for Bill to shut his mouth, but it was too late. Pat turned to me in surprise, eyebrows raised.

“Why didn’t you tell me you were a writer?” he demanded. “All this time, I thought you were the caterer or something.”

“I-I’m not!” I stammered, red-faced. “I mean, it’s just a small press. I’m not really a writer—”

Pat waved off my protests with his napkin, as though swatting at an annoying insect. “What’d you mean, you’re not really a writer? That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. You’ve got a book coming out. You wrote it, right? Therefore, you’re a writer.”

With a self-satisfied smile, Bill bade us goodbye and resumed his socializing with the other guests, pleased that he’d done his good deed for the day by connecting one of his former students with such an eminent writer. No doubt he was thinking to himself, Maybe he’ll give her some advice. God knows she needs it.

“Now then,” Pat said, his bright eyes focused on me like laser beams. “Tell me about your book.”

I started off stammering, not sure where to begin. But Pat helped me along, drawing me out with his questions, until I’d relaxed enough to tell him the whole story—not only about the book but also about how I’d worked on it in one form or another for a long time. Intrigued by the unusual title, Pat asked me to explain the significance. (Originally Making Waves in Zion, the title was shortened to Making Waves when it was reissued by my new publisher a few years later.) Making Waves, I told Pat, was the name I gave a beauty shop in the little community of Zion, the book’s setting. The inspiration came from a story I heard about an automobile accident that changed the lives of two young men. One walked away unharmed; the other one was crippled but would discover a long-buried talent during his rehab. I’d written the story partly to explore the idea of redemption through art, which would be a theme that I’d return to in each of my books. It was my story as well, in that writing had been redemptive in my own journey. That night was the first time I’d talked to anyone, even Bill, about why I’d been compelled to write the book I’d written.

Pat was so easy to talk to, and seemed so genuinely interested in my writing, that I forgot whom I was confiding in, a world-renowned author whose work I fervently admired. He prodded me to put into words things about my writing—inspiration, character development, and recurring themes—that I’d never articulated. After the book came out and I found myself speaking to audiences, Pat’s insightful prodding helped me to develop talking points that I returned to again and again. Nothing could’ve been more helpful to someone like me whose main experience in addressing a group had been standing before a classroom of yawning, hungover college students.

When I realized I was not only jabbering again but, even more embarrassing, going on and on about my book, I quickly changed the subject. I told Pat how much I loved his work, and how I thought I’d discovered him. I’d read his memoir of teaching, The Water Is Wide, right after it came out in the early 1970s. It inspired me to become a teacher. “Lots of people tell me that,” Pat said with a shrug. Oh well, I thought, hiding a smile, so much for originality. I didn’t tell him that my boys called their father the Great Santini when he had a temper tantrum, or that my oldest son’s favorite book ever was Pat’s second novel, The Lords of Discipline, which had been assigned reading in my son’s Honors English class.

Our conversation turned to publishing, and first books. Pat told me the story of the first writer he asked for a blurb, and how the famous author turned him down by saying he couldn’t put his name on such an insignificant work by such an insignificant writer. “I hope you’ve had better luck with your requests,” he said with a chuckle.

I didn’t know many writers, I admitted, but the few I knew had been kind enough to respond favorably to my pleas for blurbs. “But if I’d had your experience,” I told him with a shudder, “I would’ve never gotten up the nerve to ask anyone else.”

Pat studied me a minute then said casually, “Have your publisher send me your book, okay? If I like it, I’ll give you a blurb. If not, I’ll pretend it got lost in the mail.”

Before I could respond, the hostess interrupted our conversation to take our picture together. She then motioned for Bill and Loretta to come over and took one of the four of us, a copy of which Pat and I would later frame as a reminder of our first meeting—which came to an abrupt end after the photo-taking. The hostess took Pat’s arm and reminded him of the announcement he’d promised to make for her.

Before he left to fulfill his obligation, Pat and I exchanged phone numbers and addresses so I could send him an advanced reading copy of my book. He held my card at arm’s length and studied it a minute before saying, “Oh God, another hyphenated three-named woman writer! But I like the sound of King-Ray, so I’ll just call you that.”

I tried to tell him that, actually, it wasn’t hyphenated but he didn’t hear me because the hostess yanked his arm again to urge him on. Before he left, Pat gave me a warm, friendly hug and said, “It was great meeting you, King-Ray, and I really enjoyed our conversation. I can’t wait to read your book. If I don’t see you at the conference tomorrow, I’ll call you, okay?” He patted the pocket of his plaid shirt where he’d put my number.

I didn’t believe it for a minute, but I smiled and waved goodbye as the hostess dragged him away. The paper on which he’d written his address as Fripp Island, South Carolina, was clutched in my hand. Watching him write it, I remember being surprised that he lived in the part of the country he’d written so beautifully about in The Prince of Tides. I could’ve sworn the article in the paper about his Birmingham appearance said that he lived in San Francisco. All I knew was, I dared not lose his address or my publisher would kill me. I could only imagine how thrilled the publisher was going to be at the prospect of my getting a blurb from a writer he’d often said topped his list of favorites.

Pat wouldn’t be seeing me at the conference the next day, however. It would be years later, when we were reminiscing about our first meeting, before I told him why I wasn’t there. Although I’d been invited to the party, I couldn’t afford to purchase a ticket to the conference. (Rather than admit it to anyone, even Bill and Loretta, I’d pretended to have another commitment that weekend.) In the process of a divorce, I was struggling to make it on my own. Literary events, even the most reasonably priced ones, were luxuries I simply could not afford.





Chapter 2

Long Distance

I didn’t expect to hear from Pat Conroy again, nor did I have any reason to think I would. What took place the night of the party has happened many times in the past and would happen many more in the future. We’ve all done it—met someone at a party and instantly became new best friends. Phone numbers are exchanged, get-togethers planned. Next time you come this way, let me know and we’ll have lunch! I’ve found names and numbers on pieces of paper in my purse and had absolutely no idea who they were or where we met. Pat and I had connected at the party, and during those moments I’d felt as if I’d known him forever, but that was it. It’d make a better story—certainly a more romantic one—to say that our eyes met across a crowded room while “One Enchanted Evening” played in the background. It wasn’t that way with us. Maybe those scenes only happen in romance novels.

I let my publisher know right away to hold the presses—there might be another blurb coming for my book. As I figured, he was beside himself and said that a quote from an internationally bestselling author could be a big help for publicity. In the years to come I would read with amusement how Pat and I met when I asked him to blurb my first novel, which tickled us both. It wasn’t that I’d been afraid to ask him for a blurb; it just hadn’t occurred to me. I had a lot to learn about the publishing business. Josephine Humphries (one of my favorite writers ever, and a dear friend) once told an audience in Charleston that if it were true and I hadn’t asked Pat for a blurb, then I was the only writer in the South who hadn’t.

Later that week my publisher called me and, without even saying hello, began to read Pat’s blurb over the phone.

“He just called me,” the publisher added, “to say how much he loved your book. We talked on and on about the book, and about you. What a great guy he is! He couldn’t have been nicer, and we must’ve talked for an hour. He wanted to hear about my press and the other books we’re bringing out. You did a great job networking, by the way. Keep it up.”

I hung up thrilled about the blurb but distracted by a new worry. Networking! Surely writers didn’t have to do things like that when a book came out, did they? If so, I was in deep dooky. I wasn’t good at schmoozing. Not for the first time, I wondered if I had what it took to be a writer. Writing was all I’d ever wanted to do, but the business of being a writer was another thing altogether. What if other writers weren’t as nice as Pat? If they were all as snotty as the one who refused Pat his first blurb, how would they treat a nobody like me? Originally, I’d been excited about my book coming out; now the thought filled me with apprehension.

One thing I had to do, however, was write Pat a thank-you note. I’d sent cheesy little thank-you cards for my other blurbs (all three of them), but hesitated with Pat. For such a big-shot writer, should I also send a box of candy, or bottle of wine? It’d be even nicer if I baked something—my rosemary-shortbread cookies, maybe?—and mailed them in a pretty tin. I couldn’t decide.

I pondered the options but hadn’t done a blooming thing a few days later when I arrived at the English department to find a note in my box: “Call Pat Conroy.” It included a number, but I didn’t know if it was his home, his office, or an assistant’s.

I took the note to my office and closed the door to make the call, chagrined. After Pat had been so gracious to me, I couldn’t believe that I hadn’t even thanked him! Thankfully he didn’t answer, and I left a message on the machine, stating only my name and that I was returning his call. The voice on the recording was a woman’s, very professional sounding, and I wondered if it was his assistant. Probably she’d been the one to call me on his behalf to make sure I got the blurb. I was preparing for my upcoming class when the phone rang again, and I answered unsuspecting.

“King-Ray!” Pat boomed out. I recognized his voice immediately because, like his presence, it was distinctive—warm, friendly, and exuberant. He would call me by my last name until we married and he came up with a more suitable nickname (according to him, anyway). Without wasting time with how’s-your-day niceties, Pat jumped right in to the reason for his call. He wanted to talk about my book. And as he would do in his future calls, he picked right up from our previous conversation as if it’d only taken place a few minutes before.

“Making Waves in Zion! The title works perfectly now that I’ve read the book,” Pat said jauntily. “But tell me where the hell you learned to write like that and why you haven’t written more?”

Instead of answering his questions I began blathering like a fool yet again. I groveled on and on about the blurb and his generosity in sending it, then apologized ad nauseam for not having thanked him. I was so embarrassed that I lied and said I’d written him a note but hadn’t gotten it in the mail yet. Pat was having none of it and wanted only to talk about the book. I’d find that one of his favorite topics of conversation would always be books.

“Those fucking voices you used!” he cried. “Of both an eighty-year-old woman and a twenty-year-old guy? Gimme a break. That’s some hard shit to pull off. I’ve never been able to write in different voices. Tried it, but it’s never worked for me.”

I stifled a giggle at his language. At the time, none of my friends used the once-forbidden F-word in ordinary conversation, nor with such gusto. (In a few years it’d become as common as dirt but was still somewhat taboo in those days.) Pat, a former altar boy, would later blame his more colorful expressions on the formative years he spent attending The Citadel, the military college of South Carolina. Some of the expressions I’d never heard before, such as shitbird, fuckhead, wad waste. Pat still holds the distinction of being the most expressive cusser I’ve ever known, before or after.

His mention of voices led us into a lengthy conversation about the merits of multiple points of view as opposed to third person, and before I knew it, I had to interrupt him. “Ah, Pat?” I said reluctantly. “I’ve got a class coming up, so I need to run.”

“Give me your home number, then,” Pat said, “and I won’t bother you at work. But don’t write me a fucking thank-you note, okay? Those go straight to my assistant and I never see them anyway.”

* * *

As I walked home after work that day I kept thinking about my conversation with Pat, as well as the talks I’d had with my publisher lately. The closer it came to my pub date, the more I wondered how much, if at all, my life would be affected by the book’s release. Because of my long friendship with Bill Cobb, who’d published several novels, I probably knew more about publishing than a lot of first-time novelists did. I even had a hotshot New York agent (thanks to Bill’s introduction), who I hoped would sell my next novel. I knew that small presses did very limited book tours, though my publisher had plans to send me to a lot of regional events. Even so, I couldn’t help but wonder how touring—even on a small scale—would work out with my crazy family life, which had recently gotten crazier than ever. And that was saying a lot.

When I reached my house, a cute little cottage only a block from campus, I went around to the back to let myself in. If the neighbors wondered why I didn’t use the front door, I’ll never know. No one asked, and I wasn’t about to tell them. At the time, my family life was too complicated to explain.

Several years earlier my husband and I had bought the house as an investment, a good rental for college students. Since we lived in a parsonage in Birmingham, furnished by the church where my husband was senior pastor, we didn’t own a home. Instead of renting to students, however, we ended up renting only the separate wing in back, so we could use the main part of the house as a getaway. When I finished a graduate degree and got a job at the college, I began staying in the house during the week and returning for church activities on the weekend. When our youngest son started high school, we decided he’d stay with me and attend Montevallo High School.

I’ve seen studies that say living apart puts too much strain on a marriage; since mine was already troubled it’s hard to pinpoint when or how it fell apart. When counseling failed, I filed for a legal separation as the first step toward divorce. The preacher man was so opposed to giving up the house that I moved into the rental in back. Living in a separate wing was my pathetic and misguided attempt at a stable family life after we split up.

It wasn’t working out as I’d hoped, and why I ever thought it would is still beyond me. But at the time my guilt for breaking up my family was such that I would’ve done anything, no matter how misguided, to make things better. As I saw it, I’d been the one who wanted out of the marriage, so I should be the one to make it easier for the family. If living under the same roof while leading separate lives would do it, then it was worth a try.

For a short time, I thought it might work. My son, by then a high school senior, occupied the other part of the house, and during the week his father came down to spend time with him. Since I no longer went to the parsonage, the house also provided a place for family get-togethers when our two older sons visited. The oldest was away in medical school; the middle one had two little boys, making me a grandmother since age forty-four. Just when it seemed my plan would work out for everyone, things between my ex and me began to deteriorate. My experiment in familial normalcy teetered on the brink of failure. The lab rats were still alive, but barely.

Foolishly, stubbornly, I kept trying. I had another motivation as well, one that shames me: staying in the same house with my ex was also my way of keeping up appearances. If I’d learned anything in my two decades as the wife of a preacher, it was the importance of putting up a good front. Putting up a good front was so deeply ingrained in my psyche that only a few close friends knew my true situation. After Pat and I started seeing each other on a regular basis, he told me that from the first night we met, he’d been interested in getting to know me better. But when he asked the librarians hosting the party about me, they said that he might as well look elsewhere. I was not only happily married, my husband was a prominent pastor of a local church. Pat got the message: I was about as unavailable as anyone could be. He wouldn’t find out otherwise for several months, and only after the two of us had become friends.

But I didn’t know that on the afternoon of my first phone call from Pat, a couple of weeks after our meeting in Birmingham. I entered my living quarters in a state of anxiety and exhaustion. The tension between my ex and me, which was higher than ever, was taking its toll on all of us. At least I’d be home alone that evening, I thought gratefully; my son was rehearsing for a school play and my ex was supposed to be at the parsonage. As usual, I carried home a stack of essays to grade. I looked forward to kicking off my shoes, pouring myself a glass of wine, and getting started on them. Nothing like a hundred student essays to take your mind off your troubles. A blessedly quiet, uneventful evening was just what I needed.

It was not to be. No sooner had I changed into my sweats than I heard a car in the driveway, the slam of a door. I knew with a sinking heart that the preacher man had arrived. He wasn’t supposed to be here tonight, but lately he’d been driving down more often, trying to reason with me. The sermon was always the same: I needed to stop this foolishness and return to the fold. If I could put aside my sinful ways, then forgiveness was possible. At the sharp rap on my door, I cringed and braced myself for the inevitable.

* * *

A week or so later, I was closed off in my quarters grading yet another stack of essays. The second semester of the required freshman English course, Composition 102, was dedicated to research. Instructors usually assigned their classes to write about a famous writer or historical figure, but I’d developed what seemed to me more of a true research project. (If nothing else, my students couldn’t plagiarize a former student’s work. And thankfully the internet wasn’t a factor then.) I gave my classes the Myers-Briggs personality assessment test then applied the results to their unique writing and learning style. Based on the results, I asked each of them to come up with a self-improvement project, do the research, and write the conclusions as their paper. To my surprise, the students really got into it and worked enthusiastically. The first batch of essays in the project were their personal analyses of their learning styles, which I was marking for stylistic problems.

A knock on my door startled me, but it had to be my son Jake, since no one else was there. Rare for Jake, he’d been home that evening and we’d had a nice dinner together. Sure enough, Jake stuck his head in and motioned for me to pick up the phone. “A man for you, Mom,” he said with a wink. I picked up the phone with a frown. Occasionally male colleagues called about school matters, but it was pretty late. Fearing it might be my ex’s lawyer, I took a deep breath before answering. One reason I’d stayed in a troubled marriage for so long: there was no question how a custody battle between an upstanding preacher and a runaway wife would turn out in the Deep South. It had been a potent threat. “Hello?” I said in a small voice.

I was taken by surprise to hear Pat’s hearty “King-Ray! I tracked you down at home. So, how’re things going?”

Once I regained my composure, I forced myself to match his bright, cheery tone. “Everything’s great, Pat! And how’re you doing? It’s nice to hear from you again.”

“Hope I’m not calling too late. Is it a bad time?”

“No, no. I’ve been grading essays and couldn’t be happier to take a break.”

“Oh? What’s the dreaded essay topic this week?”

And so our conversation went, or at least somewhere along those lines. Although neither of us could’ve known it at the time, Pat’s call that night was the beginning of what would become a two-year relationship between us—conducted solely by phone. It was the damnedest thing and wouldn’t make sense until later when I got to know Pat and his quirks. I’d find that most of his social life took place over the phone. He hated going out, but genuinely loved people and had a whole slew of phone buddies whom he talked to regularly, mostly other writers he’d met on the circuit. Somehow, I became one of them.

At the time, however, I didn’t know what to make of his calls. After that night, Pat began calling fairly regularly, and he was prone to end our conversations with what came across as “Hey, it’s been nice knowing you, King-Ray. Hope you have a good life. See you, kiddo.” I’d hang up bemused, staring at the phone and wondering what just happened. Had I said something he didn’t like? But it couldn’t be that—he’d sounded much too jovial and upbeat. I’d tell myself that we’d talked for an hour or so; maybe he just got tired. Oh well, I’d think with a shrug. Guess he’s just weird that way. Then to my surprise, a week or so would go by then he’d call again, out of the blue. And we’d pick up right where we’d left off in our last conversation.

It was also odd how long it took for us to discuss anything of a personal nature, despite the fact that we talked for hours. Neither of us knew that we were operating on false assumptions about the other. Based on the dedication he’d written to his wife and children in his latest book, The Prince of Tides, I assumed Pat was a devoted family man. (His calls had started early in the spring; Beach Music, which was a bit more revealing, wouldn’t come out until the summer.) Pat’s phone calls were always strictly friendly, not flirty or suggestive in any way whatsoever. I told him next to nothing about my personal life, and he didn’t ask, having been warned off by the librarians. Instead, we talked about the books we were writing and reading, the classes I taught, and the essay topics I assigned my students. He especially loved the unintentionally funny things my students wrote and would hoot with laughter when I quoted them. (“I think Hemingway must’ve written this story before he died.”) I loved his great big laugh and would find myself still smiling after one of his calls.

From the first time he called, Pat drilled me about my writing. He never failed to ask how my book was doing, or what I was working on. I told him about whatever articles or short stories I had in the works. I’d had a couple of short stories published in literary journals and had another one rejected, probably because of the cheery subject matter. It was about a dying woman who goes to a Native American medicine woman for a suicide potion, digs a grave that she fills with flowers, then crawls in to drink the potion. The last thing she hears is the medicine woman playing a lute in the distance. The editor’s comment on the rejection slip amused me, asking if I was Native American and, if not, if I was familiar with their burial rituals.

I wasn’t yet ready to talk to Pat about the novel I’d started. Taken from my journals of my life with the preacher man, it was the most personal thing I’d ever written. But I wasn’t at the point where I could share it with him or anyone else. Since I wasn’t sure I’d ever be, I’d put it aside and started another novel, a made-up story about a female rodeo rider. (Whose grandmother, incidentally, was a Native American medicine woman. Not sure how I got stuck on that twist.) That one wasn’t far enough along to talk about either, though later a chapter from it would be published as a short story then reprinted in an anthology from Milkweed Press, which made me proud.

Scholarly papers were a safer topic for Pat and me at the time, and we talked about those as well. I’d helped Loretta edit an article on linguistics, which couldn’t have been more boring. But Pat wanted to hear all about it. If it had anything to do with reading or writing, he was interested. Or rather, he was if it was about someone else’s writing, not his. Try as I might, I couldn’t get much out of him about his work. After finishing the final edits of Beach Music, he hadn’t had the energy to start anything new. About the edits, he said his editor, Nan Talese, was fantastic and had guided him every step of the way.

Because we talked mostly about teaching and writing, it would be several months later before Pat had his first inkling of how things were on the home front for me. As I’d feared, my relationship with my ex had only worsened. Despite our best efforts, we just couldn’t seem to be civil to each other. Eventually I had no choice but to get my own place. I waited until after Jake’s graduation that May before giving up all pretense of normality, then I packed up and moved out. I’d found a great place, a two-room efficiency close to the campus where I worked. That summer, Jake left for college in North Carolina, where he’d earned a full scholarship in theater. For the first time in more years than I could remember, I was completely on my own. I couldn’t believe how much I cherished my hard-earned solitude, especially in my cozy little efficiency, just the right size for me. Despite my lame excuses and explanations, I couldn’t understand why I’d been so reluctant to seek out being on my own sooner. All my life, I’ve needed solitude in much the same way I need air, or water. It’s essential for my soul.

Later that fall, Jake happened to be home for the weekend and visiting his dad when Pat called me. He’d used the only number he had, at my old house, and Jake had answered the phone. Yet another fateful moment? Pat and I would ask each other later. The way things were between my ex and me at the time, I can’t imagine him giving anyone my new number if he’d been the one to answer the phone instead of Jake. The caller would’ve more likely gotten a litany of my many shortcomings instead.

When I picked up the phone at my new place, Pat’s voice was less exuberant than usual. “Ah . . . King-Ray?” he said tentatively. “Your son gave me this number for you?”

Yeah, I said, I’d gotten my own place, a studio apartment closer to the college. I said nothing about the divorce, nor why I’d moved out. Neither did I tell him that shortly after I settled in, someone slashed all four of my tires. The police immediately suspected my ex, despite my shocked denial. No way, I told them—he was a respected man of God! Oh, you’d be surprised at the crazy things divorce would drive even the most respectable folks to do, they responded.

The police turned out to be right. Eventually the holy man would confess that he’d complained about me a tad too bitterly to a friend of his. In a moment of male solidarity, the friend had gotten drunk and done the dirty deed late one night. (In the upcoming years the preacher man and I would become friends again, but that time was yet to come.) I accepted my ex’s apology without comment, though I didn’t buy it. How had his friend known where I lived or what kind of car I drove? It had hit me hard. If one of my friends hadn’t helped me finance new tires, I would’ve been stranded. A car was a necessity for me, not a luxury. Teachers’ pay is abysmal at best, and to make ends meet while trying to help out my kids with their college expenses, I’d started teaching a night class at a community college thirty miles away. Monday through Thursday I left work at the writing center and drove straight to the six-to-nine class, eating a peanut-butter sandwich on the way.

But I didn’t tell Pat any of that when he called me that night. My book had come out, and he wanted to hear everything—where I’d signed, how I liked the bookstores, which writers I’d met at various literary festivals. He sounded downright disappointed to hear that everyone had been fairly nice to me. Next time, I said, maybe some snooty writer would snub me, so I’d have a good story to share. Although we laughed about it, Pat warned me that it’d happen eventually. Stay midlist and nobody bothered with you; but land on the bestseller list and earn a target on your back. Unfortunately he proved to be right. In every field, success breeds jealousy, and writing is certainly no exception.

Only later would I look back and divide others’ treatment of me into two camps, pre-Conroy and post-Conroy. It became a test of character, the way I defined a writer, bookseller, or critic to Pat. “I met a friend of yours at the book festival,” Pat might say to me, “and he seems like a nice guy.” If my response was “He was really nice to me when my first book came out” (the subtext being, before I married Pat), then said person passed the good-character test. On the other hand, if my response was more like “He claimed to be a friend of mine? That’s odd. He never spoke to me until I married you,” it was another story altogether.

On a more cheerful topic, that evening I had an adventure to tell Pat about, and a good one: the English department had sent me to a two-week workshop at a college in Vermont that specialized in teaching learning-disabled students. It’d turned out to be one of the most profound experiences of my life. Because I not only taught freshman classes but also worked in the writing center, I ran across a lot of students with various learning disabilities. Most of them were mild, certainly in comparison to the severe cases I saw at the Vermont college. Some of their stories were heartbreaking, like the student who told us how his disability made reading so difficult. When he was in the third grade, his teacher, a nun, made him stand in front of the class in the position of Jesus on the cross for hours every day because he couldn’t complete his reading assignment. When he got home from school he was afraid to tell his parents why his arms hurt so badly he couldn’t hold them up. He failed third grade twice and was put into a class for the “mentally retarded.” He was dyslexic.

Pat, whose first job had been as a teacher, asked me a dozen questions about the school and their methods. I wasn’t really surprised by the intensity of his interest. Recently I’d reread The Water Is Wide, about his experience as a young man teaching black students in a Gullah community off the coast of South Carolina, during the early years of integration. His unconventional teaching methods and outspoken criticism of the educational system cost him his job. Rereading the book now that I knew the writer, I understood something that would be proven to me over and over: first and foremost, Pat was a teacher. Although he never returned to the classroom, his love of teaching came out through his mentoring and support of other writers. I couldn’t help myself; I had to laugh when I asked him why he didn’t teach after The Water Is Wide came out. I’d assumed since the book was a success and had been made into a movie that he didn’t need to. Not so, he said. “It’s kind of hard to get another teaching job,” he told me with a laugh, “when you’ve been fired for gross neglect of duty and conduct unbecoming a professional.”

After he and I said our goodbyes, my mind kept wandering back to our conversation, which had been as lively and stimulating as ever. Not to mention long—we’d talked past midnight. Ours was a unique relationship. We had met one time and knew little about each other, yet I considered him a good friend. Involved in my own chaotic and busy life, I wouldn’t think about him for ages, then he’d call and once again, we’d pick up where we left off. He had a remarkable memory. Sometimes he’d ask about a book I’d mentioned the last time we’d talked, or a new essay topic I’d assigned my students. It blew me away, how he could recall such details of weeks-old conversations. It was also embarrassing. I faked my way through half our
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