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Chapter 1
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The rapping at the front door of the carriage house was unmistakable. Her. I could see Caroline DeSantoss slender profile through the frosted glass inset of the front door. She had started by ringing the bell, once, twice, three times, then she began rattling the doorknob with one hand and banging at the brass knocker with the other.

Eloise? Open up. I mean it. That beast of yours did it again. Im calling the dogcatcher right now. You hear me? Ive got my cell phone. Im punching in the number. I know you hear me, Eloise.

She did indeed have something that looked like a phone in her hand.

Jethro heard Caroline too. He raised his dark muzzle, which has endearing little spots like reverse freckles, his ears pricked up, and, recognizing the voice of the enemy, he slunk under the pine table in the living room.

I knelt down and scratched his chin in sympathy. Did you, Jethro? Did you really pee on the camellias again?

Jethro hung his head. Hes just a stray, but he almost never lies to me, which is more than I can say for any other male Ive ever been involved with.

 
I patted his head as a reward for his honesty. Good dog. Help yourself. Pee on everything over there. Poop on the doorstep and Ill buy you the biggest ham bone in Savannah.

The banging and door rattling continued. Eloise. I know youre home. I saw your truck parked on the street. Ive called Tal. Hes calling his lawyer.

Tattletale, I muttered, putting aside the box of junk Id been sorting.

I padded toward the front door of the carriage house. The worn pine floorboards felt cool against the soles of my bare feet. Caroline was banging so hard on the door I was afraid shed break the etched glass panel.

Bitch, I muttered.

Jethro barked his approval. I turned around and saw his tail wagging in agreement.

Slut. More wagging. We were both gathering our resolve for the coming barrage. Jethro crawled out from under the table and sat on his haunches, directly behind me. His warm breath on my ankles felt oddly reassuring.

I threw the front door open. Sic her, Jethro, I said loudly. Bite the bad lady.

Caroline took half a step backward. I heard that, she screeched. If that mutt puts a paw in my garden again, Im going to

What? I demanded. Youre going to what? Poison him? Shoot him? Run him over in that sports car of yours? Youd enjoy that, wouldnt you, Caroline? Running over a poor defenseless dog.

I put my hands on my hips and did a good imitation of staring her down. It wasnt physically possible, of course. Caroline DeSantos stands a good four inches taller than I do, and thats without the four-inch spike heels she considers her fashion trademark.

She flushed. Im warning you. Thats all. For the last time. Theres a leash law in this town, as you well know. If you really loved that mutt of yours, you wouldnt let him run around loose all the time.

She really was quite lovely, Caroline. Even in Savannahs ungodly summer heat, she was as crisp and fragrant as a just-plucked gardenia. Her glossy dark hair was pulled off her neck in a chignon, and her olive skin was flawless. She wore lime green linen capri slacks and a matching linen scoop-neck blouse that showed only a tasteful hint of dcolletage. I could have gone on living a long time without seeing her that way, that day.

 
Oh, I said. Jethro is running around. Is that whats bothering you about my poor little puppy? But youre an expert at running around, arent you, Caroline? I believe you and my husband were running around on me for at least six months before I finally wised up and kicked him out.

Id kicked Tal out, but he hadnt gone far. The judge in our divorce case was an old family friend of Tals daddy, Big Tal. Hed given our 1858 townhouse to Tal in the property settlement, and only after my lawyer raised the god-awfullest ruckus you ever heard, had he tossed me a bonebasicallyawarding me the slim two-story carriage house right behind the big house.

Tal installed Caroline in the big house the minute the paperwork was completed, and weve had a running back-fence spite match ever since.

My lawyer, who also happens to be my uncle James, talked himself blue in the face trying to persuade me to sell out and move, but he knows better than to try to make a Foley change her mind. On Charlton Street Id make my standto live and die in Dixie. Move? Me? No sirreebob.

Caroline flicked a strand of hair out of her face. She looked me up and down and gave me a supercilious smile.

It was Thursday. Id been up at dawn cruising the still-darkened lanes of Savannah, trying to beat the trashmen to the spoils of the towns leading lights. I looked like hell. My junking uniform, black leggings and a blue denim work shirt, was caked in grime from the Dumpsters Id been digging through. My short red hair was festooned with cobwebs, my nails were broken, and peeling paint flakes clung to the back of my knuckles.

The days pickings had been unusually slim. The two huge boxes of old books Id pounced on behind an Italianate brownstone on Barnard Street had yielded up mostly mildewed, totally worthless Methodist hymnbooks from the 1930s. A carton of pretty Occupied Japan dishes rescued from a pile of junk at a house on Washington Avenue hadnt turned up a single piece not chipped, cracked, or broken. The only remotely promising find was an old cookie tin of buttons Id bought for two dollars at a yard sale Id nearly passed up on my way back to the carriage house.

It was that box of buttons Id been sorting when Caroline had mounted her assault on my front door.

Now there was a soft pooting noise behind me. Caroline literally looked down her long, Latin nose at me and curled her full-blown upper lip. My God, she cried. What is that wretched smell?

 
I sniffed and looked over my shoulder at Jethro, who was slinking in the other direction.

Its not Jethro, I said, leaping to my dogs defense. I pointed over at the wrought-iron railing in the entryway, where Id draped the tattered hooked rug Id been trying to air out before bringing it inside.

Its probably the rug, I said. I got it out of an old crack house on Huntingdon. I think maybe its got fleas.

Caroline jumped back as though the rug were a live skunk.

I cant believe the filthy garbage you drag back here, she began. Its appalling. And its no wonder I have to have the house sprayed twice a month. I told Tal, Weezie is infesting our house. 

Behind me, in the vest-pocket living room, my telephone was starting to ring.

Gotta go now, I said. Got a business to run. I slammed the door in her face and turned the dead-bolt lock.

Jethro licked my toe in gratitude. Ro-Ro, I said gently, not wanting to hurt his feelings, that was bad. No more bologna sandwiches for you, little buddy.

I caught the phone on the fourth ring.

Weezie, wait til you hear.

It was BeBe Loudermilk, my best friend, whose mother, exhausted after having had eight previous children in ten years, had settled upon the name BeBe, and the French pronunciation of Bay-Bay, for her ninth and last child.

To BeBe, being last meant she was always in a hurry, always trying to catch up. She was a human hurricane who never wasted time starting a conversation with any conventional pleasantries such as Hey or Howve you been?

Go ahead and guess, she urged.

Youre getting married again? BeBe had only ditched husband number three a few months earlier, but like I said, BeBes a fast worker. And she never liked being without a man.

This is serious, Weezie, BeBe said. Guess whos dead?

Richard? I said hopefully. Richard was BeBes second husband, the one whod had the unfortunate proclivity for phone sex. BeBe was still fighting with the phone company over all the bills Richard had run up calling 1-900-YOU-SKRU.

Be serious now, BeBe demanded. Emery Cooper called me this morning. You know Emery, dont you, darlin? Hes a Cooper-Hale Cooper, you know, from the funeral home? Hes been pesterin me to go to dinner for weeks now, but I told him I never date a man until hes been divorced for at least a year. Anyway, Emerys cute, but hes got children. You know how I am. And I dont like the idea of necking with somebody who works with the dead. Is that awful of me? She didnt waste any time waiting for an answer.

Anyway, Weezie, Emery let it drop that Anna Ruby Mullinax died last night. In her sleep. Ninety-seven years old, did you know that? And still living in the same house she was born in. Of course, Cooper-Hale is handling the funeral arrangements.

Jethro was licking my toes again. He wanted out. But I hated to have him pee on any more camellias until Caroline cooled off. I cradled the phone to my ear.

Thats nice, BeBe, I said. Listen, could you call back? Ive got to take Jethro for a walk right quick.

Weezie, BeBe exclaimed. Dont you get it?

What? Emery Cooper wants to get into your pants? Does he smell like formaldehyde, do you think?

No, BeBe said. He smells lovely. Like money. But child, Im worried about you. Didnt you hear what I said? Its Anna Ruby Mullinax. That house she lived and died in? Its Beaulieu, honey. Now what do you think about that?

I felt a little tingle on my neck. Beaulieu. I looked down at my forearms. Goose bumps.

You said she was ninety-seven, I said, my voice shaking. Were there any survivors?

Not a living soul, BeBe said triumphantly. And Emery says the house is jam-packed with old stuff. Now. Whos the very best best friend in the whole wide world?

You are, I assured her. Ill call you later.









 
Chapter 2
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Of course, once Id calmed down from my encounter with Caroline, I was able to put Anna Ruby Mullinax in context with Beaulieu, the crumbling Mullinax rice plantation on the Skidaway River, seven miles outside of town.

She was the last of the Mullinaxes, one of those fine old families whose members claimed to have come over in 1733 with General James Oglethorpes first shipload of Georgia settlers, who, incidentally, were definitely not the deadbeats Yankee history books would have you believe. Dont ever mention the words debtors colony in Savannahnot if you know whats good for you.

At one time, according to my mother, who keeps up with this sort of thing, the Mullinaxes were the richest family on the coast, and Beaulieu was the grandest plantation house in the South, the very last working rice plantation in Georgia, up until 1970, when Hurricane Brenda rampaged south out of Charleston, and the tidal surge blew just enough salt water into the rice canals to ruin the crop and the Mullinax fortune.

Funny. The year the Mullinaxes lost their money was the same year I was born.

 
Ive looked it up. Nineteen seventy was also the year the Beatles broke up, Nixon was president, US forces invaded Cambodia, and The Partridge Family was a smash hit on television. Hard to believe that was also the year Jimi Hendrix and Janis Joplin both died. And they were only twenty-seven. Not to mention it was the year of Kent State and four dead in O-hi-o.

For the rest of America, 1970 was a year of revolution. For the Foleys of Savannah, it was the year my forty-year-old mother produced a living miracleme.

Up until my mother realized a really rotten case of heartburn was actually a pregnancy that was six months along, nobody had ever really expected any big surprises from Marian Foley. Having a baby at forty was the last thing my mother expected out of middle age. I know, because whenever Ive crossed her over the years, shes told me so.

Forty, she always says, crossing her arms over her bosom in the classic martyred-matron pose. To think I waited all those years for you. A miracle. Thats what it was. Father Keane said you were a gift from Our Lady. Because of all the novenas I made.

Once, at a family party, when my father got into the Jim Beam with the bad uncles, he heard my mother tell that story once too often.

Bullshit, he bellowed. It wasnt the damned novenas. It was a busted Trojan!

Mama didnt speak to him for six months.

And so, more than thirty years after that precipative prophylactic incident, on the hottest day of July, I set out for Beaulieu to pay my respects to the late Anna Ruby Mullinax. And, of course, to see the treasures of Beaulieu.

Ever since I can remember, the place has fascinated me. We used to pass it on our Sunday-afternoon drives, and Daddy would slow the car down so we could get a good look down that long, live-oak-lined driveway. You couldnt see the house from the road, just the trees dripping Spanish moss and the rusted wrought-iron gateway with Beaulieu written in arching cursive letters.

Once, when I was a teenager, a boyfriend took me for a boat ride on the Skidaway River and pointed out the ruins of the plantations old slave quarters, barely visible through the green-and-gold swath of marsh grass that separated Beaulieu from the river. There had been a long dock once, stretching out over the marsh to a landing on the river, but all that was left by the late eighties were rotted pilings populated by giant brown pelicans who sat in the sun and blinked and yawned in the relentless heat.

It was high tide, so we ran the boat up on the gray mud riverbank and snuck onto the property. The boyfriends name was Danny Stipanek. We only lasted three months as an item, mostly because Danny, who was nineteen and getting ready to enlist in the Marines, was perpetually horny, whereas I was afraid of getting pregnant, or worse, in Savannah, getting a bad reputation. That day, though, something came over me. Not the terminally tumescent Danny Stipanek, but the cool, velvet beauty of Beaulieu.

I didnt get pregnant, just sunburned and chigger-bit in the worst possible places. Danny Stipanek drifted out of my life and into the Marine Corps just as it was time to start my senior year of high school in the fall. I always think of him now when I see those television recruiting commercials for the Marines. The few. The proud. The horny.



My father always calls the obituaries the Irish sports page. The day after BeBes phone call, I saw the funeral notice for Anna Ruby Mullinax. Just as BeBe had promised, there were no survivors. And as shed promised, thered be a memorial service at Beaulieu. A chance for an advance showing.

That Friday, I slipped my best dress into a plastic dry-cleaners bag and hung it carefully over the passenger seat of the truck. I thought of the dress as my homage to Zelda Fitzgeraldbuttercup yellow ankle-length silk voile, with a matching silk underslip. Id found it in a plastic garbage bag full of old clothes a year earlier when workers were tearing down an old Victorian house on East Thirty-eighth Street.

Dressed in my favorite baggy khaki shorts, faded T-shirt, and sneakers, I made my usual Friday-morning rounds. Id circled four estate sales in the classifieds of the Savannah Morning News but only one turned up anything worth buying. After the sales, I hit the Goodwill store on Victory Drive, the St. Vincent DePaul Thrift Shop, and finally, the This N That.

Mr. Meshach Greenaway runs the TNT. Its a homely little concrete block box that used to be a lawn mower repair shop, until Mr. Greenaway discovered he could make more money hauling away white peoples junk than he could fixing black peoples busted Snappers.

The TNT is over in what my mama calls the quartersone of her typical euphemisms for Roosevelt Park, a modest, mostly black neighborhood a few miles from my parents own all-white suburban ranch-style neighborhood.

Mr. Greenaway saw me coming. He opened the door and cracked a smile, his blue-black face dripping with perspiration. He pointed toward a towering pile of boxes that blocked the entire front of the shop.

Been waitin for you, Weezie, he said, taking a sip from his ever-present plastic foam cup of ice water. Take a look over there, girl. That theres all the attic and garage of Mr. Arnold Lowenstein of East Forty-sixth Street. He lowered his voice, in case of spies.

Mr. Lowenstein, he the one owns Low-Low Liquors. Used to anyway. He dead now. Got that big old redbrick house with the hedge around it, over on the corner of Atlantic Avenue.

The address hed mentioned was prime territory, a wealthy settled neighborhood, big houses, and old money.

Mr. Greenaway nudged me. Take a look.

Oh, the junk!

The Low-Low Liquor Lowensteins were prominent in all the right circles in Savannah, and theyd had four kids. They were big wheels at Temple Mickve Israel. Cissy Lowenstein had been a grade ahead of me at St. Vincents Academy, Walter a year behind me over at Benedictine. In case youre wondering, the way it works in Savannah, rich WASP kids go to Country Day School and working-class Catholics and rich Jews go to the parochial schools.

Anyway, the kids would have taken all the good stuff, I knew. So there was no sterling silver, cut glass, or bone china, nothing with an English pedigree or a French accent. It was just a good old bonanza of baby-boomer Americana.

The Lowensteins had been savers, bless their hearts. Practically nothing had been thrown away since Mr. Arnold had gotten back from World War II. Of course, none of it was stuff my local dealers would touch.

There was a whole carton of Fire-King jadeite dishes, with sectioned luncheon plates, matching coffee mugs, cereal bowls and chop plates, enough to stock a small 1950s diner.

Another box yielded mint-condition magazines from the thirties and forties; Field and Stream, Boys Life, Argosy, Colliers and Vanity Fair. The covers were original color illustrations by the biggest names of the era. The Field and Streams alone would bring fifteen dollars a pop from my antiquarian book guy in Charleston.

 
I pawed through the boxes like a woman possessed, rejecting thirty years worth of National Geographic s and all Mr. Lowensteins banking records from the 1950s, but separating out a stack of hemstitched Irish linen bedsheets and pillowcases, yellowing lace curtains, and a pile of womens satin and silk slips, nighties, and peignoirs. When I opened a metal foot-locker containing Mr. Lowensteins World War II army uniforms, I knew Id found something good. Stashed under the uniform was a fabulous cache of forties and fifties pinup girl calendars, playing cards, and magazines. As soon as I spotted the first Vargas girl calendar, I began to appreciate the fact that Arnold Lowenstein had been a true connoisseur of nudie art. I loved him more when I found the first issue of Playboy, dated 1951, and the subsequent issue that featured the famous Marilyn Monroe pictorial.

After an hour, I was filthy, smudged with dust and mildew, my clothes littered with dead silverfish. I reeked of mothballs, but I was happy.

I sat back on my heels and looked up at Mr. Greenaway, whod been pretending to read the newspaper.

How much? I asked, gesturing toward the pile Id accumulated.

He sucked his teeth, closed his eyes, took a pencil stub, and scribbled numbers on the margin of the newspaper page.

Look like a hundred seventy-five to me, he said. And thats cause you a regular.

I felt a stab of Catholic guilt coming on. The stuff was worth at least four hundred dollars, even buying wholesale, which I was doing. I was fairly sure I could make at least three times that, if my usual dealers were in a buying mode and if I hadnt made any stupid mistakes. But I had exactly two hundred dollars in cash on me, and I was trying to budget my buying to free up enough cash for the upcoming Beaulieu sale.

Its worth more than that, Mr. Greenaway, I said. Those green dishes are jadeite. Really trendy. The plates alone go for thirty-five dollars apiece in Atlanta.

Mr. Greenaway pushed his sweat-stained baseball cap to the back of his head. That right? he said, picking up one of the diner dishes, looking at it with new respect.

I took the roll of twenty-dollar bills out of the black leather fanny pack I wear strapped around my waist, peeled off seven bills, and handed them to him. Im kind of strapped this week, I said. How about I take everything but the dishes for one hundred forty dollars. If you dont sell them, maybe I can come back next week, after I turn this stuff around.

 
Mr. Greenaway took the money and tucked it into the bib pocket of his overalls. Go on ahead and take the dishes, Weezie, he said. You good for it. Think I dont know that?



By the time we got everything loaded in my truck, it was already eleven-thirty. Id have to rush to my parents to get showered, dressed, and over to Beaulieu.

I whizzed in the kitchen door, past Mama, who was at the sink peeling tomatoes for my fathers lunch. Daddy always has the same lunch during the summer; a tomato sandwich on white bread with Blue Plate mayonnaise, Lays potato chips, and a Diet Pepsi.

My father was taking his midmorning nap, I knew. Since he retired from the post office, he has a regular routine; breakfast, newspaper, coupon clipping, nap, lunch. Then, yardwork, nap, television game shows, dinner.

OK if I take a shower? I asked, not waiting for an answer.

Weezie? Mama said, looking up. What are you up to?

In a hurry, I said, grabbing a handful of potato chips as I passed.

My hair was still damp from the shower when I came back into the kitchen, wearing my yellow Zelda dress.

Mama put the plate of sandwiches on the kitchen table and eyed me with suspicion.

You goin to a dress-up party in July?

No, maam, I said. Im going out to Beaulieu. To Miss Anna Ruby Mullinaxs memorial service.

As soon as Id said it, I knew it was a mistake.

Jean Eloise Foley, dont you dare, Mama said, setting her iced tea glass down on the table with a thud. Her thin, blue-veined nostrils flared from the outrage of it all. Thats the most sacrilegious thing I have ever heard. I wont have it, you hear?

When shes drinking Four Roses watered down to look like iced tea, something she usually does 1 to 4 P.M. year-round, Mama thinks everything is either outrageous or sacrilegious.

The paper said family and friends would be received for the memorial service at Beaulieu starting at one P.M. today, I pointed out. She doesnt have any family left. Whos to say Im not a friend?

Youre not, Mama said. We dont know any of those people. People like the Mullinaxes dont know people like the Foleys. She leaned in closer to me, sniffed my dress, and made a face. People like the Mullinaxes dont know people who pick through other peoples garbage for their clothes.

I ran my hand down the front of the dress, which Id spent hours hand-washing, mending, and pressing. Suddenly, I didnt feel like a Zelda. I felt like a zero. Mama has a talent for that.

This dress has the original Hattie Carnegie label, I said quietly. If I decided to sell it, I could get at least two hundred dollars from one of my vintage dealers in New York. Maybe more if I auctioned it on eBay.

You cant go out to that womans house, Mama insisted.

Shes dead, I said. She wont mind a bit.

Mama sipped her bourbon/tea. Its disgraceful, she said. What if one of the Evanses is there? Tals mother and daddy run around in that crowd. What if one of them sees you there?

I forced a smile and dipped a phony little curtsy. Ill say Hello, Genevieve. Hello, Big Tal. So nice to see you again. Im just here to see how the other half lives, now that your son left me and ripped me off for most everything I own. Please give my regards to Little Tal, and tell him I hope he and his darling Caroline rot in hell.

Mama got up abruptly, went to the refrigerator, pulled out an aluminum tray of ice cubes, and clinked more cubes into the tall glass already standing on the kitchen counter.

I still cant believe youve ended up like this, she said accusingly. Tal was perfect for you. You had the perfect life. Her nearly nonexistent upper lip quivered, the fine downy hairs rippling like a miniature crop of wheat. Now look at you. You live in a garage. No job, no husband, no prospects. What kind of life is that?

Daddy walked into the kitchen as Mama was launching into her no prospects spiel. He had the television listings folded into a neat square, his afternoon viewing plans all mapped out. He stared down at Mamas drink on the countertop, frowned, then looked over at me.

If youd just get a job and then quit, I could tell people what kind of work it is that youre out of, Daddy said, chuckling as he always did when he pulled this line on me.

He reached around to his back pocket, took out his black leather billfold and extracted two ten-dollar bills. Here, he said, giving me a wink. To tide you over.

I pushed the money away. Im fine, Daddy. Really.

He looked at my dress, grabbed my hand, folded my fingers over the bills. Buy yourself something nice. A new dress.

 
Like twenty bucks could buy a new dress. Daddy still thought Cokes cost a dime. I tucked the bills in the breast pocket of his short-sleeved dress shirt. Keep your money, I said. Be sweet, Weezie, I thought. Even if it kills you. Tell you what, Daddy. Play my numbers in the lottery. Its up to eleven million this week. If you win, you can give me half.

He was getting annoyed now. He did that when I showed signs of having outgrown my training bra and my pink princess telephoneboth of which were still ensconced in my old bedroom at the back of the house.

Just keep it til you get a job and move out of that garage, he said, shoving the money back into my hand.

Im self-employed, not unemployed. And its a carriage house, not a garage, I said, my voice tight. My carriage house is a historically significant structure on the most beautiful street in the historic district.

For Christs sake! Its a garage behind the house your husband lives in with his girlfriend, Daddy said.

Ex-husband, Mama said, always helpful. I guess we should be grateful shes got a roof over her head, Joe. If it werent for your brother James, shed be out on the streets. Or back here, living with us.

Be sweet, Weezie, I thought, biting my lip. But I knew Id live in a Dumpster in hells back alley before I moved back into that princess pink shrine at my parents house.

From their point of view, I was a mess, I knew. I was over thirty, newly divorced, with no money or direction or marketable skills. Dropping out of the local community college to marry Talmadge Evans III had seemed like a good idea when Id done it ten years ago. The ink on his Georgia Tech architecture degree was barely dry, and we were tired of having sex in the back seat of his mothers big white Lincoln Continental.

Genevieve Evans has always driven Lincolns, and his father, Big Tal, has always driven Cadillacs. Tals family are what Mama likes to call well-fixed.

In Savannah, thats a euphemism for old, Episcopalian money. Filthy rich on the other hand, is new, Yankee money. Stinking rich is Jew money. If a woman is popular, it means she puts out. If a man is artistic, hes gay. If a rich kid is troubled, hes a sociopath. Its easy if youve lived here long enough. And the Foleys have always lived in Savannah. Well, always since Aloysious Francis Foley came here from county Kerry, Ireland, in the 1850s to help lay track for the Southern Railroad.

 
Daddy turned on the television on the kitchen counter, sat down at the chrome-and-Formica dinette table, and unfolded his television viewing chart. He frowned. Jeopardy would not be on for another half hour. He would have to settle for Wheel of Fortune.

Selling junk! Daddy muttered. What the hell kind of work is that?

Im a picker, I told my father for the bazillionth time. I buy antiques at the source and fix them up and sell them to antique dealers. Its a real job and I make real money.

Garbage picker, Mama said, lapping up her bourbon/tea.

Look at the time, I said, edging toward the door. Bye-ee.

Whats your hurry? Daddy asked. Have lunch. You look like you could use a free meal.

I snatched another handful of potato chips and dashed for the door. Thanks! I called over my shoulder.









 
Chapter 3
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James Aloysious Foley leaned back in his chair and studied the wooden fan blades doing slow circular laps around the high pressed-tin ceiling over his head. He sighed, then looked back at the woman sitting in the wing chair opposite his desk, who was waiting for him to say something profound.

You see, Father James, she began, dabbing nervously at her forehead with a crumpled tissue, I dont want a divorce. Divorce is a sin. I just want you to fix it so that Inky brings his paycheck home like hes supposed to.

Mrs. Cahoon, please, James said. Im not Father James anymore, remember? Im out of the priesthood. Im a lawyer. Now, from what youve told my secretary, you havent had much of a marriage for a long time. Its time you ended it. Start a new life for yourself and let Inky get on with his.

Denise Cahoon jumped from the chair, her face flushed beet red. In her early fifties, she was a good-looking woman by Jamess standards; nice trim figure, sleek dark hair pushed back behind her ears, soulful gray eyes. Why she wanted to cling to some beer-soaked lout like Inky Cahoon was a mystery.

 
Thats not true! she said in a piercing voice. Our vows are sacred. I dont want a new life. I want my old one back. You make Inky do the right thing. Call his boss down at the newspaper and tell him Inkys spending his paycheck on whores and liquor. Tell him theyre to send that check right to the house instead of letting Inky spend it all.

James looked back up at the ceiling fan. Sometimes he swore he could see patterns in the dust motes as the blades cut through them. Running horses, majestic oak trees. Today, as Denise Cahoon implored him to salvage the unsalvageable, he swore the dust swirls looked exactly like the holy card of the Immaculate Heart of Mary, the one that was pierced by a flaming sword and bound in chains. He shook his head and looked back at Denise Cahoon.

Mrs. Cahoon, he said, his voice taking on the gentle note of the confessor hed been for twenty-four years (one year shy of his silver jubilee, hed up and quit, turned in his cassock, surplice, scapular, and holy-water font), Inky moved out five years ago. You told my secretary hes been living with a girl from the composing room. They have a four-year-old child and another on the way. That doesnt sound like a good sign for your marriage.

Its probably not his kid, Denise said belligerently. That girl sleeps with anything in pants. Ive seen her, the slut. Inky just wants to think its his. He always wanted kids.

James reached into a tray on his desk, got out the divorce forms, handed them across the desk to Denise Cahoon.

Its probably for the best, he said. No children involved. Look over those papers, call me, and well get them all filled out. We can file for the divorce; everything could be taken care of in six weeks.

She stared at James as though he were an alien, beamed down there to that dusty little office on Factors Walk by whatever unholy forces had already been at work destroying her life for the past five years.

Thats it? Thats all you can tell me? No counseling, no family therapy? Just boom, sign here, its over? Twenty-two years and now Im no longer Mrs. Bradley R. Cahoon Junior?

Her voice rose a little with every syllable she spoke, and her face got pinker, and she loomed higher and higher over Jamess desk. It occurred to James that Inky had possibly been wise to get out while the getting was good.

You can call yourself whatever name you like, James pointed out. But Im afraid divorce is probably your only option now. If you drag things out, itll just cost you more money in legal fees. After five years and two children, its doubtful to me that Inky is going to have a change of heart.

Mrs. Bradley R. Cahoon Jr. reached across the desk and snatched the papers out of his hand. Never mind. I came here because your mother and my mother were friends. My mother was at your ordination, you know. Right there at the cathedral. I thought a priest would see the right thing to do. Ha! Bernadette Foley would roll over in her grave if she could see you right now, James Foley. Divorce! Shame on you. She wagged her finger at his face. Shame.

James pushed his chair backward, away from that thin, fleshy finger. Good-bye, Mrs. Cahoon, he said.

He swiveled the chair around and looked out the dirt-streaked window at the muddy brown Savannah River.

A sleek black tanker glided by, its bulk seeming to dwarf the people and cars on River Street. Japanese registry. The name Shinmoru Sunbeam was painted on the ships bow.

He heard the door to his office slam. Good.

Hed had lots of clients like Denise Cahoon since hed moved back to Savannah from his last church in Naples, Florida. People just wanted to hear what they wanted to hear. And he wasnt in the penance business anymore.

The door opened again, and he smelled perfumegardenias this monthand cigarettes.

Christ! Janet drawled. That woman doesnt get it, does she?

James swiveled the chair around so that it faced the door again. The river mesmerized him. It always had. He couldnt get any work done if he could see the river from where he sat. And there was work to be done. Thank God.

Janet had a stack of files in her arms. She piled them on top of the wing chair, then put a pink message slip in front of him on the desk. She ran her fingers through her short, wiry, gray hair, and the cigarette shed tucked behind her ear fell to the floor. She tried to kick it out of the way, so he wouldnt see it.

I thought you were going to quit smoking, James said, trying to look stern.

Dont start, she warned.

Janet Shinholster was his secretary, oldest friend, and business manager. Theyd dated all those years ago, back when he was a cadet at Benedictine and she was at St. Vincents. After hed entered the priesthood, hed seen her only occasionally until he returned to Savannah from Florida.

Theyd had a tentative date or two right after he came back two years ago. There was even some fumbling around on the sofa in Janets apartment, until James reluctantly confided his suspicions that he probably wasnt terribly interested in sex.

Youre gay, Janet had said, not acting the least bit surprised. I understand, James. Totally.

Her reaction annoyed him, actually. Hed never thought of himself as swishy, not in any way. At all.

What makes you think that? hed demanded.

Youve been shut up in a seminary or a rectory your whole life, Janet said. Since you were eighteen. And then you quit the priesthood. Just like that. I figured, you know, finally. Hes ready to cut loose. Explore the alternatives.

Do I act queer to you? hed wanted to know. Interested in boys? Is that what you thought? That I was one of those priests? A pedophile?

Never mind, Janet had said, turning on the lights and straightening her blouse. Lets forget it ever happened.

What annoyed him even more was that Janet was right. Hed started seeing someone, a year later. Not some faggy little boy-toy. Jonathan was a successful lawyer, chief assistant district attorney. It was all very discreet, except that Janet knew, the first time Jonathan came by the office to take him to lunch. Damned Janet knew everything.

Weezie called, Janet said. She wanted to know if you were busy this afternoon.

James smiled. His niece was the real reason hed come back to Savannah. Theyd always been close. Youre the father I never had, she liked to tease. The mother too.

Whats Weezie up to? he asked.

Janet shrugged. She said she was going out to Beaulieu for a memorial service for Anna Ruby Mullinax. Wants you to meet her there, if you dont have anything better to do.

Do I? James asked, looking meaningfully at the stack of files on the wing chair.

I think you should go, Janet said. Anna Ruby Mullinax knew a lot of people in this town. Influential people. People who need legal work.

 
Janet took his blue blazer off the brass coat hook on the back of the door and held it out to him. Youll have to wear a necktie, you know.

He shuddered. It was ninety-six degrees outside, the humidity at 100 percent, as usual.

And dont forget to take some business cards with you, she added. This is called networking, James.
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I turned up the air conditioner on the pickup truck and glanced anxiously at the temperature gauge. The needle hovered below simmer.

Just let me get to Beaulieu and then you can go on the fritz again, I said, giving the dashboard a pat for encouragement.

Before I was divorced, I never talked to inanimate objects. Not out loud. Now I talk to my truck, the toaster, and my bank statement, anything that promises not to talk back or to act snotty. Ive had a lifetime of snotty.

Jethros tail thumped on the vinyl seat. One thing about Jethro, he loves the sound of my voice. Good boy, I told him. Thump. Thump. Sweet, precious boy, I said. Thump, thump, thump. He was really getting hot and bothered now.

One of Jethros best qualities is that he is the least critical dog I have ever known. He loves everybody, hasnt got a mean bone in his body. I found him one morning right after Tal left, when I was taking my usual predawn curb cruise.

 
There was a huge mountain of junk in front of a stick-style Victorian somebody was renovating on Habersham. I was poking around, pulling out bits of wooden porch rails, chunks of wrought-iron fencing, even a gorgeous stained-glass window transom, when I heard a faint squeal. I backed away from the pile fast. The squealing continued, too loud even for Savannahs brashest wharf rats.

I edged closer, kicked aside a length of rusted-out gutter, and saw a little black-and-white wriggling hairball. He had a pink nose with black spots and he was no bigger than a one-pound sack of flour. At first he looked like he was covered with flour. It turned out it was just plaster dust from the junk pile. It was also instant love. I left the stained glass, tucked the puppy and the porch rails under each arm, and ran like a thief back to my carriage house.

As for the puppy, the vet said he was part beagle, part German shepherd, and mostly mutt. It cost me two hundred dollars for all the shots and the deworming medicine. Hes the only dog Ive ever owned. Daddy would never hear of a dog, him being a mailman and everything. I named him Jethro, for Jethro Tull, the rock group, and Jethro Bodine, the Beverly Hillbillies hunk.

Tal called his lawyer and then my lawyer the first time he glanced out the back window and saw Jethro lift a leg on a camellia bush in his half of the walled garden.

That crazy bitch is keeping animals, Tal yelled. (James played the message-machine tape for me.)

Weezies not a tenant, James reminded him when he returned Tals call. I was sitting right there listening in, of course.

Look at the property settlement papers, James told Tal. The judge awarded Weezie the carriage house. She can keep elephants and giraffes if she wants to. So if I were you, Id keep quiet about the dog. No telling what shell come home with otherwise.

We were almost at the gates to Beaulieu. I could feel my dress wilting like week-old lettuce. The temperature inside the truck was at least ninety. I pulled the truck off right where the crushed-oyster-shell driveway began, directly under the open Beaulieu gate, leaned over, and rolled the window down. Jethro is just tall enough to see out the passenger-side window. He stuck his head out, sniffed, and gave one short, appreciative bark. I believe that dog can smell an antique.

 
I gave myself a quick glance in the trucks rearview mirror. My short, dark red hair was plastered to my head and my face was almost as red as my hair from the heat. My brown eyeliner had started to run in the corners, like Pagliacci.

I was dabbing at my melted makeup when a white Mercedes pulled up beside me and tooted the horn.

James. The electric window on the passenger side glided down. You better ride the rest of the way with me, he called.

Jethro too? I asked.

He looked over at Jethro, who had jumped into my lap and was trying to stick his head out my window to say hello to his old buddy James.

Will he stay in the car and not chew up the upholstery? The Mercedes had been a retirement gift from Jamess parish in Florida. I call it the pimpmobile, but James says he gave up his vow of poverty and intends to start making up for all those years of driving Chevys.

Hell be good, I promised.

Jamess car was divinely cool. It smelled like new leather and Beech-Nut chewing gum. I held my damp head in front of the air-conditioning vent and pulled my fingers through my hair to try to get it dry.

I didnt know you knew Anna Ruby Mullinax, James said, one eyebrow raised, the way he does.

I didnt, I said. But this may be the only chance I ever get to go inside Beaulieu. Mama says thats sacrilege.

Your mothers an expert on sacrilege, James said.

But you knew Miss Anna Ruby, I said. Janet told me.

Did she tell you how we met?

Dont think so, I said.

It was a long time ago, James recalled. The year I helped start that little church in Metter, Christ Our Hope. Must have been 1978, something like that. Miss Mullinax called me, said shed heard through some of her people that we were building a new church.

I thought the Mullinaxes were Episcopalian, I said, interrupting.

They were. By her people she meant the black folks whod been family servants. Slaves, originally. But people like the Mullinaxes didnt like to call it slavery after civil rights got fashionable. A whole crowd of those black folks were living up there in Metter. Most of them Catholic, most of them in my new parish.

What did she want? I asked.

 
James smiled. He has the Foley family jaw, long and squared off, and when he smiles, which is frequently, it makes creases all the way up to his eye sockets.

She wanted to give us something for the new church. In memory of a woman named Clydie. Clydie Jeffers. Shed been Miss Anna Rubys housekeeper until she died at the age of eighty-eight. So I came out here, to Beaulieu, and we talked, and Miss Anna Ruby ended up donating the pews for Christ Our Hope. Had them made out of cypress trees they cut out here on the property. And a little brass plaque said they were placed there In loving memory of Clydie Jeffers. No mention of the donor. Miss Anna Ruby strictly required anonymity.

A slight breeze stirred the moss from the trees overhanging the shell drive. The live oaks were spaced sentinel style, ten yards apart on both sides, their bases covered with a creeping carpet of ivy, their canopy nearly blotting out the blazing blue sky overhead.

I squinted, and up ahead, at the end of the tree tunnel, I could see the shape of the house, rising over the treetops. I sat up and waited for the house to come fully into view. Id waited a long time to see Beaulieu.

She was nice? I murmured, keeping my eyes on the house.

Different, James said. She was dressed in pants, I remember that. Id never seen such an old lady wearing pants. And barefoot! Your grandmother Foley never went barefoot outside her own bedroom, let alone walked around in front of a stranger, and a priest, at that. Miss Anna Ruby was her own person, and careful with her money.

By then I wasnt listening. We were there.

Three-story-tall Doric columns, twelve in all, stretched across the front of the house, supporting a carved balustrade, and above that were three gables, and beside that, there was a one-story wing on each side. The house was raised up, on a foundation made of tabby, the crushed-oyster-shell masonry you find on old houses along the coast in South Carolina and Georgia.

There was a double stairway winding from the entry porch to the portico. Not white, like the Hollywood version of a Southern plantation house, Beaulieu was painted a pale golden pink, with black-green shutters on the wide six-over-six windows. It was imposing and breathtakingand it was crumbling.

Paint hung in shreds from the columns, whose bases were chipped and rotted, like a bag ladys teeth. A fine sheen of green mold had worked its way from the foundations up the front of the house, and the wooden slats of the window shutters had rotted and fallen away. One of the gable roofs had collapsed, the portico sagged, and the only windows not gray and cobweb-streaked had missing panes of glass.

Oh, I said, feeling the wind go out of my sails. I blinked. How sad.

Yes, James said quietly. Very sad.

Jethro pressed his nose against the window, and I gently pushed it aside.

It wasnt this decrepit when I came out here in the seventies, James said.

He followed the driveway around the side of the house, to an unpaved area used as the car park. There were ten or twelve other cars parked around. One of them was a buttercup yellow Triumph Spitfire that was carefully parked in the shade of a sweet gum tree.

My stomach lurched, as it does every time I see the Spitfire.

Whats she doing here? I said, grabbing Jamess arm. She doesnt even like old stuff.

Hed left the air-conditioning on, but he was fumbling with his necktie.

She who?

I pointed at the Triumph. I knew the car well. After all, it was parked under the carport beside the carriage house in the space that used to be mine. James had won me the carriage house and half the walled garden behind the big house on Troup Square, but the judge, inexplicably, had given Tal my parking slot.

Every night I heard the vroom of the Triumph as it jetted up the alley and slid neatly into the slotmy slotwhile I now had to take my chances parking the truck out in front on Charlton Streetif I could find a space at all.

Caroline, I said. Shes here.

James shot me a look of concern. Do you want to leave?

Ill be fine, I assured him. As long as she doesnt start anything.

James got a little pale. I patted his hand reassuringly, then turned around and scratched Jethros muzzle.

Be a good boy and dont eat Uncle Jamess nice pimpmobile. I rolled down the windows and gathered my resolve. Lets go, I said.



The front door had been covered with an ugly 1950s aluminum screen door. Attached to it was a wilted wreath of ferns and daisies. Beneath it was a small handwritten card. Please come in, it said.

 
We stepped across the rotted threshold and into another era. Not the antebellum South, unfortunately. More like the late years of the Eisenhower administration.

The wide hallway was dark and cool. A fake colonial chandelier with only one lightbulb still burning hung from a dropped ceiling. The beautiful old plaster walls were painted pale pink; the elaborate egg-and-dart plaster cornice boards and moldings were a dull gray. Venetian blinds covered the tall floor-to-ceiling windows. I looked down at the floor. Thank God. They were coated with grime, but the original heart-pine floorboards had been left intact.

James took my elbow and guided me gently inside. Twin parlors opened off either side of the hallway. The room to the right was piled high with furniture, three long folding card tables were pushed together, every inch of tabletop covered with crystal, china, silver, and pieces of bric-abrac. Naturally, I started toward the room. But James pulled me back. Other side, he whispered.

The parlor to the left had been cleared of furniture. A cheap box fan hummed in one of the open windows, pushing more hot, damp air into the already saunalike room.

The gathering was small, no more than twenty people. Most of Anna Ruby Mullinaxs friends looked to be candidates for their own memorial service. They were white haired, stoop shouldered, frail. The men mopped at their glistening faces with handkerchiefs, the ladies fanned themselves with the memorial booklets that had been stacked on a table by the front door.

A tall, thin woman wearing white ministers robes stood at a wooden lectern in front of the fireplace. Her shoulder-length white hair stood in a frizzy halo around her head.

But I wasnt really looking at the minister. I was looking around for Caroline.

She saw me first and gave a little wave. I nodded politely and felt my insides curl up and my scalp start to tingle.

Caroline was dressed in a pale gray linen suit with a short, tight skirt that hit four inches above her fabulously knobby knees. As always, she radiated cool elegance while the rest of us were drowning in a puddle of our own perspiration.

An older man stood beside Caroline, his hand resting lightly on her shoulder. He had dark wavy hair styled in a bad comb-over, bushy graying eyebrows, and a tennis tan. Id met his type at Tals parents parties. Christ Church. Oglethorpe Club. He was wearing a college class ring. Probably Duke or University of Virginia. Definitely Kappa Alpha.

Whos that with her? I hissed into Jamess ear.

He glanced over, nodded solemnly at Carolines friend, who was watching the two of us watch the two of them.

Thats Gerry Blankenship. The Mullinax family lawyer. Shh.

Anna Ruby Mullinax died at the age of ninety-seven, but her going-away speech took less than ten minutes. A quickie, my father would have called it.

Within another five minutes, a blond-headed young man gussied up in a white dress shirt, black slacks, and black bow tie was passing around a tray with thimble-sized glasses of sherry. A black teenaged boy in the same outfit offered a silver tray heaped with cheese straws, the traditional Savannah cocktail/funeral offering.

The guests stood and chatted quietly, as though they were outside a church instead of inside the last vestiges of a nearly vanished way of life.

I edged over toward the parlor doorway, heading for the room where all the goodies were stashed. James grabbed my arm just before I reached the hallway. Eloise! he said, a little too heartily.

Caroline DeSantos and Gerry Blankenship stood beside James. I couldnt tell who had cornered whom.

James nodded toward the lawyer and then toward me. Gerry Blankenship, meet my niece, Eloise Foley. Gerry is Miss Mullinaxs attorney, Weezie. He was just telling me about the plans for Beaulieu. And of course, you already know Caroline DeSantos.

The faintest tinge of pink flushed across Carolines lovely olive face. She brushed a strand of glossy black hair away from her forehead.

This is awkward, isnt it? she asked, looking from me to Gerry to Uncle James. Ex-wife and wife to be. Living practically on top of each other. Did you know that, Gerry? Weezie lives in the carriage house behind our house. But thats Savannah. Well just all have to be very grown-up about this kind of thing, wont we, Weezie?

Blankenship coughed. I heard James inhale sharply, waiting to see if Id keep my promise about nonviolence. I felt my fists tightening. Caroline was taller, but I had at least twenty pounds to my advantage. I could beat the stuffing out of her right now, I thought. Slap her into another time zone. Pinch off her head with my bare hands.

Were all adults, I said, shrugging. Of course I wouldnt attack Caroline in public. Private revenge is so much sweeter.
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James Foley held his breath as he watched the two women sizing each other up like a pair of alley cats circling the same scrap of mullet.

James had met Caroline months ago, long before Tals announced shift of affections, at a dinner party Weezie had hosted at the townhouse. He gathered then that Tal and Caroline were inseparable. Weezie had fluttered about from guest to guest that night, offering drinks, hors doeuvres, and of course, a running commentary on the house, which was her pride and joy. Shed been totally blind to Tals attentions to Caroline DeSantos.

Weezie was a born hostess. Where she got her talents from, James would never know. Certainly the Foleys were not party givers. Not even very good cooks. Take Bernadette Foley, his own mother. Her idea of dinner was a pot roast cooked to cinderlike dryness, a nice plate of boiled turnips, and carrots on the side.

His sister-in-law, Marian, Weezies mother, wasnt much more comfortable in the kitchen. And for the last ten years or so, Marian had been too tipsy most of the time to pull off much more than a grilled cheese sandwich or maybe one of those jars of marinara sauce dumped on top of a plate of overcooked spaghetti.

It had been a mistake, James now realized, to help Weezie win ownership of the carriage house in the divorce settlement with Tal. But shed been absolutely adamant on the issue. Tal, the lanky, thin-lipped WASP, had also dug in on the issue of the house, refusing to give up his half.

Hed even brazenly moved Caroline into the big house, betting it was the one thing that would force Weezie out. He underestimated the Foley stubborn streak.

Right now, with the two women glaring at each other, James felt as though he should be wearing a black-and-white striped referees shirt instead of his good suit jacket and the tie Janet kept in his office for important clients.

He grabbled two thimbles full of sherry, handed one each to Weezie and Caroline, and then took one for himself. Gerry Blankenship declined with a shake of his head. From the red glow of his nose and the tang of his breath, hed already had a taste of something this day, and it wouldnt be anything so mild as ten-dollar-a-gallon sweet sherry.

You mentioned plans for Beaulieu, James said to Blankenship, hoping to distract the women. I understood Miss Mullinax didnt have any surviving relatives. What happens to the property now?

Nothings been announced yet, Gerry demurred, suddenly finding something interesting to stare at on the floor. The will has to go to probate, plans have to be approved. Its all quite tentative.

Caroline smiled broadly. She had beautiful, even, white teeth and the biggest, darkest eyes James Foley had ever seen. A stunner, even though she was a home wrecker, he thought guiltily.

Gerry loves secrets, Caroline confided. But the cat will be out of the bag tomorrow, anyway. Go ahead and tell, Gerry. Or let me, please?

Gerry Blankenship grabbed a glass of sherry that someone had left sitting on the edge of a sideboard. He downed it in one gulp, then looked around for another. This might not be the time or place, he said.

Pooh, Caroline said, waving her hand dismissively. This will be a godsend for this town. Three hundred, four hundred jobs? A capital investment of over three hundred million dollars? Who could argue with that?

She favored James with a dazzling smile. You used to be a priest, Mr. Foley. So you know all about confidentiality, right?

Im a lawyer, James said. My clients trust me to be discreet.

 
Now, Caroline, Blankenship started.

What are you talking about? Weezie demanded. Shed stopped casting longing glances toward the east parlor and was trying not to stare too hard at the large threadbare oriental rug rolled up against the wall opposite her. James could see her toting up its worth in that adding-machine brain of hers.

Now Weezie was glaring right at Caroline, eyes narrowed, ready to pounce. What are you talking about? she demanded, leaning in closer. What is going to happen to Beaulieu?

Gerry?

Blankenship rocked back and forth on his heels. Go ahead, he said finally. Its what Anna Ruby wanted. And thats what this is all about. What she wanted, he said, his voice taking on a belligerent tone. Not what the hysterical society people want. He lowered his voice. Anna Ruby was concerned about people. Not some moldering old pile of bricks and boards. Our local economy. Jobs. We talked about it often. How we could keep Savannah so that young people could stay here, make a decent living, become part of the community.

Its going to be tremendous, Caroline bubbled. All state-of-the-art technology. Coastal Paper Products wants to make this the finest facility of its kind in the world. And the environmental controls She rolled her eyes toward the ceiling. Were designing it to meet standards the EPA hasnt even set yet. Nobody will even know its here. Back off the road, no smokestacks, no emissions, nothing.

James swallowed his sherry, wincing at the sweetness. Are you talking about a paper plant? Here? At Beaulieu?

Weezies jaw dropped. You cantBeaulieu?

Blankenship harumphed. He squared his shoulders. As I say, it was Miss Mullinaxs wish. She was a practical woman. And Beaulieu had outlived its usefulness long ago. Have you any idea of what the upkeep on this place would be? And there was no money to do any of it, you know. Miss Mullinax was quite proud of her familys heritage. Coastal Paper Products wants to call it the Beaulieu-Mullinax Plant. A living memorial.

Beaulieu. The house? Weezie squeaked. What happens to the house?

Caroline cut her eyes over at Blankenship. He shrugged.

Nothing has been decided, she said. Coastal would love to restore the house. Theyre very preservation-minded. Do you know Phipps and Diane Mayhew? she asked James.

Uh
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