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Prologue

My wound is geography. It is also my anchorage, my port of call.

I grew up slowly beside the tides and marshes of Colleton; my arms were tawny and strong from working long days on the shrimp boat in the blazing South Carolina heat. Because I was a Wingo, I worked as soon as I could walk; I could pick a blue crab clean when I was five. I had killed my first deer by the age of seven, and at nine was regularly putting meat on my family’s table. I was born and raised on a Carolina sea island and I carried the sunshine of the lowcountry, inked in dark gold, on my back and shoulders. As a boy I was happy above the channels, navigating a small boat between the sandbars with their quiet nation of oysters exposed on the brown flats at the low watermark. I knew every shrimper by name, and they knew me and sounded their horns when they passed me fishing in the river.

When I was ten I killed a bald eagle for pleasure, for the singularity of the act, despite the divine, exhilarating beauty of its solitary flight over schools of whiting. It was the only thing I had ever killed that I had never seen before. After my father beat me for breaking the law and for killing the last eagle in Colleton County, he made me build a fire, dress the bird, and eat its flesh as tears rolled down my face. Then he turned me in to Sheriff Benson, who locked me in a cell for over an hour. My father took the feathers and made a crude Indian headdress for me to wear to school. He believed in the expiation of sin. I wore the headdress for weeks, until it began to disintegrate feather by feather. Those feathers trailed me in the hallways of the school as though I were a molting, discredited angel.

“Never kill anything that’s rare,” my father had said.

“I’m lucky I didn’t kill an elephant,” I replied.

“You’d have had a mighty square meal if you had,” he answered.

My father did not permit crimes against the land. Though I have hunted again, all eagles are safe from me.

It was my mother who taught me the southern way of the spirit in its most delicate and intimate forms. My mother believed in the dreams of flowers and animals. Before we went to bed at night as small children, she would reveal to us in her storytelling voice that salmon dreamed of mountain passes and the brown faces of grizzlies hovering over clear rapids. Copperheads, she would say, dreamed of placing their fangs in the shinbones of hunters. Ospreys slept with their feathered, plummeting dreamselves screaming through deep, slow-motion dives toward herring. There were the brute wings of owls in the nightmares of ermine, the downwind approach of timber wolves in the night stillness of elk.

But we never knew about her dreams, for my mother kept us strangers to her own interior life. We knew that bees dreamed of roses, that roses dreamed of the pale hands of florists, and that spiders dreamed of luna moths adhered to silver webs. As her children, we were the trustees of her dazzling evensongs of the imagination, but we did not know that mothers dreamed.

Each day she would take us into the forest or garden and invent a name for any animal or flower we passed. A monarch butterfly became an “orchid-kissing blacklegs”; a field of daffodils in April turned into a “dance of the butter ladies bonneted.” With her attentiveness my mother could turn a walk around the island into a voyage of purest discovery. Her eyes were our keys to the palace of wildness.

My family lived in splendid isolation on Melrose Island in a small white house my grandfather had helped build. The house faced the inland waterway, and the town of Colleton could be seen down the river, its white mansions set like chess pieces above the marsh. Melrose Island was a lozenge-shaped piece of land of twelve hundred acres surrounded on four sides by salt rivers and creeks. The island country where I grew up was a fertile, semitropical archipelago that gradually softened up the ocean for the grand surprise of the continent that followed. Melrose was only one of sixty sea islands in Colleton County. At the eastern edge of the county lay six barrier islands shaped by their daily encounters with the Atlantic. The other sea islands, like Melrose, enscarved by vast expanses of marshland, were the green sanctuaries where brown and white shrimp came to spawn in their given seasons. When they came, my father and other men like him were waiting in their fine and lovely boats.

When I was eight I helped my father build the small wooden bridge that linked our lives to a narrow causeway through the marsh that connected to the much larger St. Anne’s Island, which itself was linked to the town of Colleton by a long steel drawbridge across the river. It took five minutes for my father to drive his pickup truck from our house to the wooden bridge; it took him another ten to drive into the town of Colleton.

Before we built the bridge in 1953, my mother would take us to school in Colleton by boat. No matter how bad the weather, she would steer us across the river each morning and be waiting for us at the public dock each afternoon. It would always be a faster trip to Colleton by Boston Whaler than it would ever be by truck. Those years of taking us to school by water turned my mother into one of the finest pilots of small craft I have ever seen, but she rarely entered the boat once the bridge was built. The bridge only connected us with our town; it connected my mother with the world beyond Melrose Island, so inconceivably rich with promise.

Melrose was the one notable possession of my father’s family, a passionate but unlucky clan whose decline after the Civil War was quick, certain, and probably inevitable. My great-great-grandfather, Winston Shadrach Wingo, had commanded a battery under Beauregard that fired on Fort Sumter. He died a pauper in the Confederate Soldiers’ Home in Charleston and refused to speak to a Yankee, male or female, until the day he died. He had won Melrose Island in a horseshoe game near the end of his life, and that island, uncleared and malarial, passed down through three generations of declining Wingos until it came to my father by default. My grandfather had tired of owning it and my father was the only Wingo willing to pay the state and federal taxes to keep it out of the government’s hands. But that horseshoe game would assume celebrated dimensions in our family history and we would always honor Winston Shadrach Wingo as our family’s first athlete of note.

I do not know, however, when my mother and father began their long, dispiriting war against each other. Most of their skirmishes were like games of ringolevio, with the souls of their children serving as the ruined captured flags in their campaigns of attrition. Neither considered the potential damage when struggling over something as fragile and unformed as a child’s life. I still believe that they both loved us deeply, but, as with many parents, their love proved to be the most lethal thing about them. They were remarkable in so many ways that the gifts they bestowed almost equaled the havoc they so thoughtlessly wreaked.

I was the son of a beautiful, word-struck mother and I longed for her touch many years after she felt no obligation to touch me. But I will praise her for the rest of my life for teaching me to seek out the beauty of nature in all its shapes and fabulous designs. It was my mother who taught me to love the lanterns of night fishermen in the starry darkness and the flights of brown pelicans skimming the curling breakers at dawn. It was she who made me take notice of the perfect coinage of sand dollars, the shapes of flounders inlaid in sand like the silhouettes of ladies in cameos, the foundered wreck near the Colleton Bridge that pulsed with the commerce of otters. She saw the world through a dazzling prism of authentic imagination. Lila Wingo would take the raw material of a daughter and shape her into a poet and a psychotic. With her sons she was gentler, and the results took longer to tally. She preserved for me the multiform appearances of my life as a child, the portraitures and still lifes visible through the blooming window of time. She reigned as the queen of exquisite imagery in the eye of a worshipful son, yet I cannot forgive her for not telling me about the dream that sustained her during my childhood, the one that would cause the ruin of my family and the death of one of us.

THE CHILD OF a beautiful woman, I was also a shrimper’s son in love with the shape of boats. I grew up a river boy with the smell of the great salt marsh predominant in sleep. In the summers, my brother, my sister, and I worked as apprentice strikers on my father’s shrimp boat. Nothing pleased me more than the sight of the shrimping fleet moving out before sunrise to rendezvous with the teeming shoals of shrimp that made their swift dashes through the moon-sweetened tides at first light. My father drank his coffee black as he stood at the wheel of the boat and listened to the heavily accented voices of the other shrimp boat captains keeping each other company. His clothes smelled like shrimp and there was nothing that water or soap or my mother’s hands could do to change that. When he worked hard, his smell would change, the sweat cutting into the odor of fish and becoming something different, something wonderful. Standing beside him as a small boy, I would press my nose against my father’s shirt and he would smell like some rich, warm acre. If Henry Wingo had not been a violent man, I think he would have made a splendid father.

One bright summer night, when we were very small and the humid air hung like moss over the lowcountry, my sister and brother and I could not sleep. Our mother took us out of the house, Savannah and I with summer colds and Luke with a heat rash, and walked all of us down to the river and out onto the dock.

“I have a surprise for my darlings,” our mother said as we watched a porpoise move toward the Atlantic through the still, metallic waters. We sat at the end of the floating dock and stretched our legs, trying to touch the water with our bare feet.

“There’s something I want you to see. Something that will help you sleep. Look over there, children,” she said, pointing out toward the horizon to the east.

It was growing dark on this long southern evening and suddenly, at the exact point her finger had indicated, the moon lifted a forehead of stunning gold above the horizon, lifted straight out of filigreed, light-intoxicated clouds that lay on the skyline in attendant veils. Behind us, the sun was setting in a simultaneous congruent withdrawal and the river turned to flame in a quiet duel of gold. . . . The new gold of moon astonishing and ascendant, the depleted gold of sunset extinguishing itself in the long westward slide, it was the old dance of days in the Carolina marshes, the breathtaking death of days before the eyes of children, until the sun vanished, its final signature a ribbon of bullion strung across the tops of water oaks. The moon then rose quickly, rose like a bird from the water, from the trees, from the islands, and climbed straight up—gold, then yellow, then pale yellow, pale silver, silver-bright, then something miraculous, immaculate, and beyond silver, a color native only to southern nights.

We children sat transfixed before that moon our mother had called forth from the waters. When the moon had reached its deepest silver, my sister, Savannah, though only three, cried aloud to our mother, to Luke and me, to the river and the moon, “Oh, Mama, do it again!” And I had my earliest memory.

We spent our formative years marveling at the lovely woman who recited the dreams of egrets and herons, who could summon moons, banish suns to the west, then recall a brand-new sun the following morning from far beyond the breakers of the Atlantic. Science was of no interest to Lila Wingo, but nature was a passion.

To describe our growing up in the lowcountry of South Carolina, I would have to take you to the marsh on a spring day, flush the great blue heron from its silent occupation, scatter marsh hens as we sink to our knees in mud, open you an oyster with a pocketknife and feed it to you from the shell and say, “There. That taste. That’s the taste of my childhood.” I would say, “Breathe deeply,” and you would breathe and remember that smell for the rest of your life, the bold, fecund aroma of the tidal marsh, exquisite and sensual, the smell of the South in heat, a smell like new milk, semen, and spilled wine, all perfumed with seawater. My soul grazes like a lamb on the beauty of indrawn tides.

I am a patriot of a singular geography on the planet; I speak of my country religiously; I am proud of its landscape. I walk through the traffic of cities cautiously, always nimble and on the alert, because my heart belongs in the marshlands. The boy in me still carries the memories of those days when I lifted crab pots out of the Colleton River before dawn, when I was shaped by life on the river, part child, part sacristan of tides.

Once while sunning ourselves on a deserted beach near Colleton, Savannah shouted for Luke and me to look out toward the sea. She was screaming and pointing toward a school of pilot whales that had risen out of the sea in a disoriented pack; they surged around us, past us, until forty whales, dark and glistening like cordovan, lay stranded and doomed on the shore.

For hours we walked from back to back of the dying mammals, speaking out to them in the cries of children, urging them to try to return to the sea. We were so small and they were so beautiful. From far off, they looked like the black shoes of giants. We whispered to them, cleared sand from their blowholes, splashed them with seawater, and exhorted them to survive for our sake. They had come from the sea mysteriously, gloriously, and we three children spoke to them, mammals to mammals, in the stunned, grieving canticles of children unfamiliar with willful death. We stayed with them all that day, tried to move them back to the water by pulling at their great fins, until exhaustion and silence crept in with the dark. We stayed with them as they began to die one by one. We stroked their great heads and prayed as the souls of whales lifted out of the great black bodies and moved like frigates through the night and out to sea where they dove toward the light of the world.

Later when we spoke of our childhood, it seemed part elegy, part nightmare. When my sister wrote the books that made her famous and journalists asked what her childhood was like, she would lean back, brush her hair out of her eyes, grow serious, and say, “When I was a child, my brothers and I walked on the backs of dolphins and whales.” There were no dolphins, of course, but there were to my sister. That is how she chose to remember it, how she chose to celebrate it, how she chose to put it down.

But there is no magic to nightmares. It has always been difficult for me to face the truth about my childhood because it requires a commitment to explore the lineaments and features of a history I would prefer to forget. For years I did not have to face the demonology of my youth; I made a simple choice not to and found solace in the gentle palmistry of forgetfulness, a refuge in the cold, lordly glooms of the unconscious. But I was drawn back to the history of my family and the failures of my own adult life by a single telephone call.

I wish I had no history to report. I’ve pretended for so long that my childhood did not happen. I had to keep it tight, up near the chest. I could not let it out. I followed the redoubtable example of my mother. It’s an act of will to have a memory or not, and I chose not to have one. Because I needed to love my mother and father in all their flawed, outrageous humanity, I could not afford to address them directly about the felonies committed against all of us. I could not hold them accountable or indict them for crimes they could not help. They, too, had a history—one that I remembered with both tenderness and pain, one that made me forgive their transgressions against their own children. In families there are no crimes beyond forgiveness.

In a mental hospital in New York I visited Savannah after her second suicide attempt. I leaned down to kiss her on both cheeks, European style. Then, staring into her exhausted eyes, I asked her the series of questions I always asked whenever we met after a long separation.

“What was your family life like, Savannah?” I asked, pretending I was conducting an interview.

“Hiroshima,” she whispered.

“And what has life been like since you left the warm, abiding bosom of your nurturing, close-knit family?”

“Nagasaki,” she said, a bitter smile on her face.

“You’re a poet, Savannah,” I said, watching her. “Compare your family to a ship.”

“The Titanic.”

“Name the poem, Savannah, you wrote in honor of your family.”

“‘The History of Auschwitz.’” And we both laughed.

“Now, here’s the important question,” I said, leaning down and whispering softly in her ear. “Whom do you love more than anyone in the world?”

Savannah’s head lifted up from the pillow and her blue eyes blazed with conviction as she said between cracked, pale lips, “I love my brother, Tom Wingo. My twin. And whom does my brother love more than anyone else in the world?”

I said, holding her hand, “I love Tom the best too.”

“Don’t answer wrong again, wise-ass,” she said weakly.

I looked into her eyes and held her head with my hands, and with my voice breaking and tears rolling down my cheeks, I almost broke apart as I gasped, “I love my sister, the great Savannah Wingo from Colleton, South Carolina.”

“Hold me tight, Tom. Hold me tight.”

Such were the passwords of our lives.

This has not been an easy century to endure. I entered the scene in the middle of a world war at the fearful dawning of the atomic age. I grew up in South Carolina, a white southern male, well trained and gifted in my hatred of blacks when the civil rights movement caught me outside and undefended along the barricades and proved me to be both wicked and wrong. But I was a thinking boy, a feeling one, sensitive to injustice, and I worked hard to change myself and to play a small, insignificant part in that movement—and soon I was feeling superabundantly proud of myself. Then I found myself marching in an all-white, all-male ROTC program in college and was spit on by peace demonstrators who were offended by my uniform. Eventually I would become one of those demonstrators, but I never spit on anyone who disagreed with me. I thought I would enter my thirties quietly, a contemplative man, a man whose philosophy was humane and unassailable, when the women’s liberation movement bushwhacked me on the avenues and I found myself on the other side of the barricades once again. I seem to embody everything that is wrong with the twentieth century.

It was my sister who forced me to confront my century and who finally freed me to face up to the reality of those days beside the river. I had lived life in the shallows for too long and she led me gently toward the deeper waters where all the bones, wreckage, and black hulks awaited my hesitant inspection.

The truth is this: Things happened to my family, extraordinary things. I know families who live out their entire destinies without a single thing of interest happening to them. I have always envied those families. The Wingos were a family that fate tested a thousand times and left defenseless, humiliated, and dishonored. But my family also carried some strengths into the fray, and these strengths let almost all of us survive the descent of the Furies. Unless you believe Savannah; it is her claim that no Wingo survived.

I will tell you my story.

Nothing is missing.

I promise you.





1

It was five o’clock in the afternoon Eastern Standard Time when the telephone rang in my house on Sullivans Island, South Carolina. My wife, Sallie, and I had just sat down for a drink on the porch overlooking Charleston Harbor and the Atlantic. Sallie went in to answer the telephone and I shouted, “Whoever it is, I’m not here.”

“It’s your mother,” Sallie said, returning from the phone.

“Tell her I’m dead,” I pleaded. “Please tell her I died last week and you’ve been too busy to call.”

“Please speak to her. She says it’s urgent.”

“She always says it’s urgent. It’s never urgent when she says it’s urgent.”

“I think it’s urgent this time. She’s crying.”

“When Mom cries, it’s normal. I can’t remember a day when she hasn’t been crying.”

“She’s waiting, Tom.”

As I rose to go to the phone, my wife said, “Be nice, Tom. You’re never very nice when you talk to your mother.”

“I hate my mother, Sallie,” I explained. “Why do you try to kill the small pleasures I have in my life?”

“Just listen to Sallie and be very nice.”

“If she says she wants to come over tonight, I’m going to divorce you, Sallie. Nothing personal, but it’s you who’s making me answer the phone.”

“Hello, Mother dear,” I said cheerfully into the receiver, knowing that my insincere bravado never fooled my mother.

“I’ve got some very bad news, Tom,” my mother said.

“Since when did our family produce anything else, Mom?”

“This is very bad news. Tragic news.”

“I can’t wait to hear it.”

“I don’t want to tell you on the phone. May I come over?”

“If you want to.”

“I want to only if you want me to come.”

“You said you wanted to come. I didn’t say I wanted you to come.”

“Why do you want to hurt me at a time like this?”

“Mom, I don’t know what kind of a time it is. You haven’t told me what’s wrong. I don’t want to hurt you. Come on over and we can bare our fangs at each other for a little while.”

I hung up the phone and screamed out at the top of my lungs, “Divorce!”

Waiting for my mother, I watched as my three daughters gathered shells on the beach in front of the house. They were ten, nine, and seven, two brown-haired girls divided by one blonde, and their ages and size and beauty always startled me; I could measure my own diminishment with their sunny ripening. You could believe in the birth of goddesses by watching the wind catch their hair and their small brown hands make sweet simultaneous gestures to brush the hair out of their eyes as their laughter broke with the surf. Jennifer called to the other two as she lifted a conch shell up to the light. I stood and walked over to the railing where I saw a neighbor who had stopped to talk to the girls.

“Mr. Brighton,” I called, “could you make sure the girls are not smoking dope on the beach again?”

The girls looked up and, waving goodbye to Mr. Brighton, ran through the dunes and sea oats up to the house. They deposited their collection of shells on the table where my drink sat.

“Dad,” Jennifer, the oldest, said, “you’re always embarrassing us in front of people.”

“We found a conch, Dad,” Chandler, the youngest, squealed. “He’s alive.”

“It is alive,” I said, turning the shell over. “We can have it for dinner tonight.”

“Oh, gross, Dad,” Lucy said. “Great meal. Conch.”

“No,” the smallest girl said. “I’ll take it back to the beach and put it in the water. Think how scared that conch is hearing you say you want to eat him.”

“Oh, Chandler,” said Jennifer. “That’s so ridiculous. Conchs don’t speak English.”

“How do you know, Jennifer?” Lucy challenged. “You don’t know everything. You’re not the queen of the whole world.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “You’re not the queen of the whole world.”

“I wish I had two brothers,” Jennifer said.

“And we wish we had an older brother,” Lucy answered in the lovely fury of the blonde.

“Are you going to kill that ugly ol’ conch, Dad?” Jennifer asked.

“Chandler will be mad.”

“No, I’ll take it back down to the beach. I can’t take it when Chandler calls me a murderer. Everyone into Daddy’s lap.”

The three girls halfheartedly arranged their lovely, perfectly shaped behinds on my thighs and knees and I kissed each one of them on the throat and the nape of the neck.

“This is the last year we’re going to be able to do this, girls. You’re getting huge.”

“Huge? I’m certainly not getting huge, Dad,” Jennifer corrected.

“Call me Daddy.”

“Only babies call their fathers Daddy.”

“Then I’m not going to call you Daddy either,” Chandler said.

“I like being called Daddy. It makes me feel adored. Girls, I want to ask you a question and I want you to answer with brutal honesty. Don’t spare Daddy’s feelings, just tell me what you think from the heart.”

Jennifer rolled her eyes and said, “Oh, Dad, not this game again.”

I said, “Who is the greatest human being you’ve encountered on this earth?”

“Mama,” Lucy answered quickly, grinning at her father.

“Almost right,” I replied. “Now let’s try it again. Think of the most splendid, wonderful person you personally know. The answer should spring to your lips.”

“You!” Chandler shouted.

“An angel. A pure, snow-white angel, and so smart. What do you want, Chandler? Money? Jewels? Furs? Stocks and bonds? Ask anything, darling, and your loving Daddy will get it for you.”

“I don’t want you to kill the conch.”

“Kill the conch! I’m going to send this conch to college, set it up in business.”

“Dad,” Jennifer said, “we’re getting too old for you to tease us like this. You’re starting to embarrass us around our friends.”

“Like whom?”

“Johnny.”

“That gum-snapping, pimple-popping, slack-jawed little cretin?”

“He’s my boyfriend,” Jennifer said proudly.

“He’s a creep, Jennifer,” Lucy added.

“He’s a lot better than that midget you call a boyfriend,” Jennifer shot back.

“I’ve warned you about boys, girls. They’re all disgusting, filthy-minded, savage little reprobates who do nasty things like pee on bushes and pick their noses.”

“You were a little boy once,” Lucy said.

“Ha! Can you imagine Dad as a little boy?” Jennifer said. “What a laugh.”

“I was different. I was a prince. A moonbeam. But I’m not going to interfere with your love life, Jennifer. You know me, I’m not going to be one of those tiresome fathers who’re never satisfied with guys his daughters bring home. I’m not going to interfere. It’s your choice and your life. You can marry anyone you want to, girls, as soon as y’all finish medical school.”

“I don’t want to go to medical school,” said Lucy. “Do you know that Mama has to put her fingers up people’s behinds? I want to be a poet, like Savannah.”

“Ah, marriage after your first book of poems is published. I’ll compromise. I’m not a hard man.”

“I can get married anytime I want to,” Lucy said stubbornly. “I won’t have to ask your permission. I’ll be a grown-up woman.”

“That’s the spirit, Lucy,” I applauded. “Don’t listen to a thing your parents say. That’s the only rule of life I want you to be sure and follow.”

“You don’t mean that. You’re just talking, Daddy,” Chandler said, leaning her head back under my chin. “I mean Dad,” she corrected herself.

“Remember what I told you. Nobody told me this kind of stuff when I was a kid,” I said seriously, “but parents were put on earth for the sole purpose of making their children miserable. It’s one of God’s most important laws. Now listen to me. Your job is to make me and Mama believe that you’re doing and thinking everything we want you to. But you’re really not. You’re thinking your own thoughts and going out on secret missions. Because Mama and I are screwing you up.”

“How are you screwing us up?” Jennifer asked.

“He embarrasses us in front of our friends,” Lucy suggested.

“I do not. But I know we’re screwing you up a little bit every day. If we knew how we were doing it, we’d stop. We wouldn’t do it ever again, because we adore you. But we’re parents and we can’t help it. It’s our job to screw you up. Do you understand?”

“No,” they agreed in a simultaneous chorus.

“Good,” I said, taking a sip of my drink. “You’re not supposed to understand us. We’re your enemies. You’re supposed to wage guerrilla warfare against us.”

“We’re not gorillas,” Lucy said primly. “We’re little girls.”

Sallie returned to the porch, wearing an off-white sundress and sandals to match. Her long legs were tanned and pretty.

“Did I interrupt the complete lectures of Dr. Spock?” she said, smiling at the children.

“Dad told us we were gorillas,” explained Chandler, removing herself from my lap and mounting her mother’s.

“I cleaned up some for your mother,” Sallie said, lighting a cigarette.

“You’ll die of cancer if you keep smoking that, Mama,” Jennifer said. “You’ll choke on your own blood. We learned that at school.”

“No more school for you,” Sallie said, exhaling.

“Why’d you clean up?” I asked.

“Because I hate the way she looks at my house when she comes over. She always looks like she wants to inoculate the children for typhus when she sees the mess in the kitchen.”

“She’s just jealous that you’re a doctor and she peaked out after winning a spelling bee in third grade. So you don’t need to clean up everytime she comes over to spread plague. You just need to burn the furniture and spray with disinfectant when she leaves.”

“You’re a bit hard on your mother, Tom. She’s trying to be a good mother again, in her own way,” Sallie said, studying Chandler’s hair.

Jennifer said, “Why don’t you like Grandma, Dad?”

“Who says I don’t like Grandma?”

Lucy added, “Yeah, Dad, why do you always scream out ‘I’m not here’ when she calls on the phone?”

“It’s a protective device, sweetheart. Do you know how a blowfish puffs up when there’s danger? Well, it’s the same thing when Grandma calls. I puff up and shout that I’m not here. It would work great except that your mother always betrays me.”

“Why don’t you want her to know you’re here, Daddy?” Chandler asked.

“Because then I have to talk to her. And when I talk to her it reminds me of being a child and I hated my childhood. I’d rather have been a blowfish.”

Lucy asked, “Will we shout ‘I’m not here’ when you call us when we’re all grown up?”

“Of course,” I said with more vehemence than I intended. “Because then I’ll be making you feel bad by saying, ‘Why don’t I ever see you, dear?’ or ‘Have I done something wrong, darling?’ or ‘My birthday was last Thursday,’ or ‘I’m having a heart transplant next Tuesday. I’m sure you don’t care,’ or ‘Could you at least come over and dust off the iron lung?’ After you grow up and leave me, kids, my only duty in the world will be to make you feel guilty. I’ll try to ruin your lives.”

“Dad thinks he knows everything,” Lucy said to Sallie, and two cooler heads nodded in agreement.

“What’s this? Criticism from my own children? My own flesh and blood noticing flaws in my character? I can stand anything but criticism, Lucy.”

“All our friends think Dad is crazy, Mama,” Jennifer added. “You act like a mom is supposed to act. Dad doesn’t act like other dads.”

“Here it is. That dreaded moment when my children turn on me and rip my guts out. If this were Russia, they’d turn me in to the Communist authorities and I’d be in a Siberian salt mine, freezing my ass off.”

“He said a bad word, Mama,” Lucy said.

“Yes, dear. I heard.”

“Grass,” I said quickly. “The grass needs cutting.”

“The grass always needs cutting when he says that word,” Jennifer explained.

“At this very moment my mother is crossing the Shem Creek bridge. No birds sing on the planet when my mother is on her way.”

“Just try to be nice, Tom,” Sallie said in her maddening professional voice. “Don’t let her get under your skin.”

I groaned, drinking deeply. “My God, I wonder what she wants. She only comes here when she can ruin my life in some small way. She’s a tactician of the ruined life. She could give seminars on the subject. She said she has some bad news. When my family has bad news, it’s always something grisly, Biblical, lifted straight out of the Book of Job.”

“At least admit your mother’s trying to be your friend again.”

“I admit it. She is trying,” I said wearily. “I liked her better when she wasn’t trying, when she was an unrepentant monster.”

“What’s for dinner tonight, Tom?” Sallie asked, changing the subject. “Something smells wonderful.”

“That’s fresh bread. I caught flounder off the rocks early this morning, so I stuffed them with crabmeat and shrimp. There’s a fresh spinach salad plus sautéed zucchini and shallots.”

“Wonderful,” she said. “I shouldn’t be drinking this. I’m on call tonight.”

“I’d rather have fried chicken,” Lucy said. “Let’s go out to Colonel Sanders.”

“Why do you cook anyway, Dad?” Jennifer asked suddenly. “Mr. Brighton laughs when he talks about your cooking dinner for Mama.”

“Yeah,” Lucy added, “he says it’s because Mama makes twice as much money as you do.”

“That rotten bastard,” Sallie whispered between clenched teeth.

“That’s not true,” I said. “I do it because Mama makes four or five times more money than I do.”

“Remember, girls, it was Daddy who put me through medical school. And don’t hurt your father’s feelings like that again, Lucy,” Sallie warned. “You don’t have to repeat everything Mr. Brighton says. Your father and I try to share the household chores.”

“All the other mommies I know cook for their family,” Jennifer said boldly, considering the bitter look that had entered Sallie’s gray eyes. “Except you.”

“I told you, Sallie,” I said, studying Jennifer’s hair. “If you raise children in the South, you produce southerners. And a southerner is one of God’s natural fools.”

“We’re southern and we’re not fools,” said Sallie.

“Aberrations, dear. It happens once or twice every generation.”

“Girls, go on upstairs and wash up. Lila is going to be here soon.”

“Why doesn’t she like us to call her Grandma?” Lucy asked.

“Because it makes her feel old. Run along now,” Sallie said, moving the girls inside the house.

When she returned, Sallie leaned down and brushed her lips on my forehead. “I’m sorry Lucy said that. She’s so goddamn conventional.”

“It doesn’t bother me, Sallie, I swear it doesn’t. You know I adore the role of martyrdom—how I blossom in an atmosphere of self-pity. Poor nutless Tom Wingo, polishing the silver while his wife discovers a cure for cancer. Sad Tom Wingo making the perfect soufflé while his wife knocks down a hundred grand a year. We knew this would happen, Sallie. We talked about it.”

“I still don’t like it worth a shit. I don’t trust that male ego strutting around inside you. I know it’s got to hurt. It makes me feel guilty as hell because I know the girls don’t understand why I’m not there with cookies and milk when they get home from school.”

“But they’re proud that their mama is a doctor.”

“But they don’t seem proud that you’re a teacher and a coach, Tom.”

“Was, Sallie. Past tense. I was fired, remember? I’m not proud of it either, Sallie. So we can’t really blame them. Oh, God, is that my mother’s car I hear pulling up in the driveway? May I have three Valiums, Doctor?”

“I needed them for myself, Tom. Remember, I’ll have to endure your mother’s house inspection before she turns on you,” said Sallie.

“Liquor’s not helping,” I moaned. “Why does liquor fail to numb my senses when I need it most? Should I invite Mom for dinner?”

“Of course, but you know she won’t stay.”

“Great, then I’ll invite her.”

“Be nice to your mother, Tom,” Sallie said. “She seems so sad and so desperate to be your friend again.”

“Friendship and motherhood are not compatible.”

“Do you think our kids will think that?”

“No, our kids will only hate their father. Have you noticed they’re already sick of my sense of humor and the oldest is only ten years old? I’ve got to develop some new routines.”

“I like your routines, Tom. I think they’re funny. That’s one of the reasons I married you. I knew we’d spend a great deal of the time laughing.”

“Bless you, Doctor. Okay, here’s Mom. Could you tie some garlic around my throat and bring me a crucifix?”

“Hush, Tom, she’ll hear you.”

My mother appeared in the doorway, immaculately dressed and groomed, and her perfume walked out on the porch several moments before she did. My mother always carried herself as if she were approaching the inner chamber of a queen. She was as finely made as a yacht—clean lines, efficient, expensive. She was always far too pretty to be my mother and there was a time in my life when I was mistaken for her husband. I cannot tell you how much my mother loved that time.

“There you are,” my mother said. “How are you, dears?”

She kissed both of us, was cheerful, but the bad news lay heavy in her eyes.

“You get more beautiful every time I see you, Sallie. Don’t you agree, Tom?”

“I certainly do, Mother. And so do you,” I answered, suppressing a groan. My mother could bring inanities tumbling out of me in a loose, ceaseless cascade.

“Well, thank you, Tom. That’s so sweet of you to say to your old mother.”

“My old mother has the best figure in the state of South Carolina,” I replied, counting my second rapid-fire inanity.

“Well, I work hard at it, I can tell you. The menfolk don’t know what we girls suffer to retain these girlish figures, do they, Sallie?”

“They certainly don’t.”

“You’ve gained weight again, Tom,” my mother noticed cheerfully.

“You girls don’t know what we menfolk put ourselves through to become fat shits.”

“Well, I certainly didn’t mean it critically, Tom,” my mother said, her voice hurt and sanctimonious. “If you’re that sensitive, I won’t mention it again. The extra weight is very becoming to you. You always look better when your face is filled out. But I didn’t come to fight with you today. I’ve got some very bad news. May I sit down?”

“Of course, Lila. Let me fix you a drink,” said Sallie.

“A gin and tonic, darling. With a squeeze of lime if you have it. Where are the children, Tom? I don’t want them to hear.”

“Upstairs,” I said, looking toward the sunset, waiting.

“Savannah tried to kill herself again.”

“Oh my God,” Sallie said, stopping outside the door. “When?”

“Last week, evidently. They’re not sure. She was in a coma when they found her. She’s out of the coma, but . . .”

“But what?” I murmured.

“But she’s in one of those silly states she goes into when she wants attention.”

“It’s called a psychotic interlude, Mother.”

“She claims she’s a psychotic,” my mother snapped back at me. “She’s not a true psychotic, I can tell you that.”

Before I could answer, Sallie jumped in with a question. “Where is she, Lila?”

“In a psychiatric hospital in New York City. Bellevue or someplace like that. I have it written down at home. A doctor called. A woman doctor like you, Sallie, only a psychiatrist. I’m sure she couldn’t make it in any real field of medicine, but each to his own, I always say.”

“I almost went into psychiatry,” Sallie said.

“Well, it certainly affords a lot of pleasure to see young women doing so well in the professions. I didn’t have those kinds of opportunities when I was a girl. Anyway, this woman called to tell me the tragic news.”

“How did she try to do it, Mom?” I said, attempting to retain control. I was slipping; I could feel it.

“She slit her wrists again, Tom,” my mother said, starting to cry. “Why does she want to do those things to me? Haven’t I suffered enough?”

“She did it to herself, Mom.”

“I’ll get your drink, Lila.” Sallie spoke as she moved inside the house.

My mother dried her tears on a handkerchief she pulled out of her purse. Then she said, “The doctor’s Jewish, I believe. She has one of those impossible names. Maybe Aaron knows her.”

“Aaron’s from South Carolina, Mom. Just because he’s Jewish doesn’t mean he knows every Jew in America.”

“But he’d know how to find out about her. To see if she’s on the up and up. Aaron’s family is very tight.”

“If she is a Jew, Aaron’s family is certain to have a file on her all right.”

“You don’t have to be sarcastic with me, Tom. How do you think I feel? How do you think I feel when my children do these terrible things to themselves? It makes me feel like such a failure. You can’t imagine how good society people look at me when they find out who I am.”

“Are you going to New York?”

“Oh, I can’t possibly go, Tom. This is a real hard time for me. We’re giving a dinner party Saturday night and it’s been planned for months. And the expense. I’m sure she’s in good hands and there’s nothing we can really do.”

“Being there is doing something, Mom. You’ve never realized that.”

“I told the psychiatrist you might go,” my mother said, tentative and hopeful.

“Of course I’ll go.”

“You don’t have a job now and it’ll be easy for you to arrange.”

“My job is looking for a job.”

“I think you should have taken that job selling insurance. That’s my honest opinion, though you certainly didn’t ask my advice.”

“How did you know about that?”

“Sallie told me.”

“She did?”

“She’s very worried about you. We all are, Tom. She can’t be expected to support you the rest of your life.”

“Did she tell you that, too?”

“No. I’m just telling you what I know. You’ve got to face facts. You’re never going to be able to teach or coach again as long as you live in South Carolina. You need to start afresh, work your way up from the bottom, prove yourself to some employer willing to give you a chance.”

“You talk like I’ve never had a job in my life, Mom,” I said, weary and needing to escape my mother’s eyes, wanting the sun to set faster, in need of darkness.

“It’s been a good long while since you had a job,” Mom persisted. “And a woman just doesn’t respect a man who doesn’t help bring home the bacon; that I can tell you. Sallie’s been an angel, but she can’t be expected to make all the money while you sit brooding on this porch.”

“I’ve applied for over seventy jobs, Mom.”

“My husband can get you a job. He’s offered to set you up in business.”

“You know I can’t take help from your husband. You, at least, understand that.”

“I certainly don’t understand it,” my mother half-shouted at me. “Why should I be expected to understand it? He sees your whole family suffering because you can’t get off your fat duff and get a job. He wants to do this to help Sallie and the girls, not to help you. He doesn’t want them to suffer any more than they already have. He’s willing to help you even though he knows how much you hate him.”

“I’m glad he knows how much I hate him,” I said.

Sallie returned to the porch with my mother’s drink and a fresh one for me. I felt like tossing out the drink and eating the glass.

“Tom was just telling me how much he hates me and everything I stand for.”

“Untrue. I merely said, under great provocation, that I hate your husband. You brought the subject up.”

“I brought up the subject of your joblessness. It’s been over a year, Tom, and that’s plenty of time for any man of your abilities to come up with something, anything. Don’t you think it’s embarrassing for Sallie to be supporting a full-grown man with all his limbs attached?”

“That’s enough, Lila,” Sallie said angrily. “You’ve no right to hurt Tom by using me.”

“I’m trying to help Tom. Don’t you see that, Sallie?”

“No. Not like that. Not ever like that. It’s not the way, Lila.”

“I have to go to New York tomorrow, Sallie,” I said.

“Of course you do,” she answered.

“You’ll give her my love, Tom, won’t you?”

“Of course, Mom.”

“I know she’s against me as much as you are,” she whined.

“We’re not against you, Mother.”

“Oh yes you are. Do you think I can’t feel your contempt for me? Do you think that I don’t know how much you hate it that I’m finally happy in my life? You loved it when I was miserable and living with your father.”

“We didn’t love that, Mom. We had a hideous childhood, which launched us prettily into a hideous adulthood.”

“Please stop,” Sallie pleaded. “Please stop hurting each other.”

“I know what it’s like being married to a Wingo male, Sallie. I know what you’re going through.”

“Mom, you’ve got to visit more often. I actually experienced a minute or two of happiness before you arrived.”

Sallie commanded, “I want this to stop and I want it to stop now. We need to think about how we can help Savannah.”

“I’ve done all I can for Savannah,” Mom said. “Whatever she does, she’ll blame me.”

“Savannah’s a sick woman,” Sallie said softly. “You know that, Lila.”

My mother brightened at this, shifted the drink to her left hand, and leaned forward to talk to Sallie.

“You’re a professional, Sallie,” she said. “Do you know that I’ve been reading a lot about psychosis lately? The leading authorities have discovered that it’s a chemical imbalance and has nothing at all to do with heredity or environment.”

“There’s been an awful lot of chemical imbalance in our family, Mother,” I said, unable to control my raw, blistery anger.

“Some doctors think it’s a lack of salt.”

“I’ve heard something about it, Lila,” Sallie agreed kindly.

“Salt!” I cried out. “I’ll take Savannah a box of Morton’s and let her start spooning it in. If it’s just salt she needs, I’ll put her on a diet that’ll make her look like Lot’s wife.”

“I’m just quoting what the leading authorities say. If you want to make fun of your mother, feel free, Tom. I guess I’m an easy target, an old woman who sacrificed the best years of her life for her children.”

“Mom, why don’t you get a job bottling guilt? We could sell it to all American parents who haven’t mastered the fine art of making their kids feel like shit all the time. You’d be a shoo-in to win the patent.”

“And then maybe you’d finally have a job, son,” she said coldly as she rose from her chair. “Call me, please, after you see Savannah. You can reverse the charges.”

“Why don’t you stay for dinner, Lila? You haven’t seen the children yet,” said Sallie.

“I’ll come visit when Tom’s in New York. I want to take the kids up to Pawleys Island for a couple of weeks. If you don’t mind, of course.”

“That would be lovely.”

“Goodbye, son,” my mother said. “Take good care of your sister.”

“Goodbye, Mother,” I answered, and I rose to kiss her on the cheek. “I always have.”

AFTER DINNER, SALLIE and I helped the girls get ready for bed. Then we went for a walk on the beach. We headed toward the lighthouse, walking barefooted in the surf past Fort Moultrie. Sallie took my hand, and I, distracted and troubled, realized how long it had been since I had touched Sallie, since I had approached her as lover or friend or equal. My body had not felt like an instrument of love or passion for such a long time; it had been a winter of deadening seriousness, when all the illusions and bright dreams of my early twenties had withered and died. I did not yet have the interior resources to dream new dreams; I was far too busy mourning the death of the old ones and wondering how I was to survive without them. I was sure I could replace them somehow, but was not sure I could restore their brassy luster or dazzling impress. So, for months, I had not attended to the needs of my wife, had not stroked or touched her until she glowed and moved like a cat beneath my hands; I had not responded when she moved her bare leg against mine or put her hand against my thigh when we lay in solitude through sleepless nights. My body always betrayed me when the mind was restless and suffering. Sallie moved toward me and together we leaned into the summer wind as the waves broke around our feet. Orion the Hunter walked the skies above us, belted and armed, in the star-struck, moonless night.

Sallie said to me, squeezing my hand, “Tom. Talk to me. Tell me everything you’re thinking. You’re growing so quiet again and I can’t seem to reach you at all.”

“I’m trying to figure out how I ruined my life,” I said to Orion. “I want to know the exact moment it was preordained that I would lead a perfectly miserable life and drag everyone I love down with me.”

“You’ve got something to fight for that’s so valuable—something worth the fight. You seem to be giving up, Tom. Your past is hurting us.”

“There’s the Big Dipper,” I said, pointing halfheartedly.

“I don’t give a shit about the Big Dipper,” Sallie said. “I’m not talking about the Big Dipper and I don’t want you to change the subject. You’re not even good at changing the subject.”

“Why does everything my mother says, every single syllable, every single insincere phoneme, piss me off? Why can’t I ignore her, Sallie? Why can’t I simply go limp when she comes over. If I just didn’t respond to her, she couldn’t touch me. I know she loves me with all her heart. But we sit there and say things that wound and damage and destroy. She leaves and we both have blood on our hands. She cries and I drink; then she drinks. You try to intercede and we both ignore you and resent you for even trying. It’s like we’re in some monstrous passion play where she and I take turns crucifying each other. And it’s not her fault and it’s not mine.”

“She just wants you to find a job and be happy,” Sallie said.

“I want that, too. I want it desperately. The truth is I’m having a very rough time finding anyone who wants to hire me. There are dozens of letters I haven’t told you about. All very polite. All saying the same thing. All unbearably humiliating.”

“You could have taken the insurance job.”

“Yes, I could have. But it wasn’t an insurance job, Sallie. I would have been an insurance collector, knocking on sharecroppers’ shacks on Edisto Island, collecting nickels and dimes from poor blacks who bought insurance so they could have a decent burial.”

Sallie squeezed my hand and said, “It would have been a start at something, Tom. It would have been better than sitting around the house clipping recipes. You’d have been doing something to save yourself.”

Hurt, I answered, “I’ve been thinking. I haven’t been wasting my time.”

“I don’t mean this as a criticism, Tom. I really don’t, but . . .”

“Every time you use that memorable phrase, Sallie,” I interrupted, “you mean it as a bone-crushing criticism, but go ahead. After Mom, I could endure a cavalry charge of Huns and elephants.”

“No, this is not critical. I want it to sound loving. You’ve been so self-pitying, so analytical, and so bitter since what happened to Luke. You’ve got to forget what happened and go on from here, from this moment. Your life isn’t over, Tom. One part of your life is. You’ve got to find out what the next part is going to be.”

For several minutes we walked in silence, in the disturbing solitude that sometimes visits couples at the most incongruous times. It was not a new feeling for me; I had a limitless gift for turning even those sweet souls who loved me best into strangers.

I tried to fight my way back toward Sallie, tried to regain contact. “I haven’t figured everything out yet. I can’t figure out why I hate myself more than anyone else in the world. It doesn’t make sense to me. Even if Mom and Dad were monsters, I should have come out of it with some kind of respect for myself as a survivor, if nothing else. I should have at least come out of it honest, but I’m the most dishonest person I’ve ever met. I never know exactly how I feel about something. There’s always something secret hidden from me.”

“You don’t need to know the absolute truth. No one does. You only need to know enough to get along.”

“No, Sallie,” I said, stopping in the water suddenly and turning her toward me, my hands on her shoulders. “That’s what I did before. I got along with my part of the truth and it caught up with me. Let’s leave South Carolina. Let’s get out of here. I’ll never get a job in this state again. Too many people know the name Wingo and they don’t like what it stands for.”

Sallie lowered her eyes and tucked my hands into hers. But she looked directly at me when she said, “I don’t want to leave Charleston, Tom. I have a wonderful job and I love our house and our friends. Why do you want to throw even the good things away?”

“Because they aren’t so good to me anymore, because I don’t believe in my life here anymore.”

“But I believe in mine.”

“And you make the money,” I said, embarrassed at how bitter I sounded, how preening, how male.

“You said that, not me, Tom.”

“I’m sorry. Truly I am. I don’t want to go to New York. I don’t even want to see Savannah. I’m furious, absolutely furious at her that she tried it again. I’m angry that she’s crazy and is allowed to be as crazy as she needs to be. I envy her craziness. But I know she expects me to be there when she starts slicing herself. It’s the old dance and I know all the steps.”

“Then don’t go,” Sallie said, slipping away from me again.

“I have to go. You know that. It’s the only role I really play well. The hero of the hour. The gallant knight. The jobless Galahad. It’s the fatal flaw of all Wingos. Except Mom. She gives dinner parties planned for months and can’t be bothered with suicide attempts by her children.”

“You blame your parents for so much, Tom. When does it start becoming your own responsibility? When do you take your life into your own hands? When do you start accepting the blame or credit for your own actions?”

“I don’t know, Sallie. I can’t figure it out. I can’t make anything whole out of it. I don’t know what it all means.”

She turned away from me and resumed walking up the beach again, slightly ahead of me.

“It’s hurting us, Tom.”

“I know,” I admitted, trying to catch up to her. I took her hand and squeezed it, but there was no return pressure. “To my surprise, I’m not a good husband. I once thought I’d be a great one. Charming, sensitive, loving, and attentive to my wife’s every need. I’m sorry, Sallie. I haven’t been good for you in such a long time. It’s a source of great pain. I want to be better. I’m so cold, so secretive. I swear I’ll do better once we leave this state.”

“I’m not going to leave this state,” she said definitively. “I’m perfectly happy living here. This is my home, where I belong.”

“What are you saying, Sallie?”

“I’m saying that what makes you happy doesn’t necessarily make me happy. I’m saying that I’m thinking things over, too. I’m trying to figure things out, too. I’m trying to figure things out between us. It doesn’t seem so good anymore.”

“Sallie, this is a bad time to be saying this.”

“It hasn’t been the same between us since Luke,” she said.

“Nothing’s been the same,” I said.

“There’s something you forgot to do about Luke, Tom,” she said.

“What was that?” I said.

“You forgot to cry,” Sallie said.

I looked up the beach toward the lighthouse. Then back across the harbor at the lights on James Island.

Sallie continued, “There’s no statute of limitations on your sadness. It’s impenetrable. You’ve cut me out of your life completely.”

“Do you mind if we change the subject?” I asked, and there was a mean edge to my voice.

Sallie said, “The subject is us. The subject is whether you’ve stopped loving me, Tom.”

“I just learned that my sister tried to kill herself,” I shouted.

She answered firmly, “No, you just learned that your wife doesn’t think you love her anymore.”

“What do you want me to say?” I asked, but I felt her urgency, her need to reach an untouchable place in me.

She was close to tears when she said, “The words are easy. Try this: I love you, Sallie, and I don’t think I could live for a single day without you.”

But there was something in her eyes and voice trying to deliver a far darker message, and I said, “There’s something else.”

Sallie began to weep gently and there was both despair and betrayal in her voice. “Not something else, Tom,” she said, “someone else.”

“Jesus Christ,” I screamed at the lights of the Isle of Palms. “First Savannah and now this!”

But Sallie said behind me, “This is the first time you’ve even looked at me in months. I have to say I’m having an affair just so my goddamn husband’ll notice I’m alive.”

“Oh, Jesus, Sallie. Oh, no, please,” I whispered, staggering backward, away from her.

“I was going to tell you when the time was right. I hate to tell you now. But you’re leaving tomorrow.”

“I won’t leave. I can’t leave like this.”

“I want you to leave, Tom. I want to find out how serious I am about this. If it’s real or not. I might even be doing this to hurt you. I’m not sure.”

“May I ask you who it is?”

“No. Not yet.”

“I promise not to do anything untoward or barbaric. At least until I get back from New York. I’d like to know.”

“It’s Dr. Cleveland.”

“Oh, no!” I screamed. “Not that pompous, intolerable asshole. For christsakes, Sallie, he rides a motorcycle and smokes a meerschaum pipe, a goddamn meerschaum pipe.”

“He’s better than that second-rate cheerleader you had a fling with,” she answered furiously.

“I knew you’d say that. I knew that seductive jackass with the big tits would come back to haunt me for the rest of my life. I’m sorry for that, Sallie. I’m so sorry. I was stupid. Stupid, stupid.”

“That hurt me more than you’ll ever know.”

“I begged you to forgive me, Sallie. I’m begging you now. I did it, and God knows, I’ve suffered for it and I promised on my knees I’d never do it again.”

“You don’t have to keep that promise now, Tom. Dr. Cleveland is in love with me, too.”

“Well, bully for Doctor Cleveland. Has Doctor Cleveland told Mrs. Cleveland, that sad, bovine pillar of the community?”

“No, not yet. He’s waiting for the right time. Both of us want to make sure. We don’t want to hurt people needlessly.”

“Grand-spirited people. Let me ask you something, Sallie. When your little beeper goes off at night and you’re called off to the hospital for one of those innumerable little emergencies, are you sometimes driving over to inspect the good doctor’s meerschaum?”

“That’s disgusting, Tom, and you know it.”

“I want to know if you both abuse the magic beeper, that holiest, most obnoxious symbol of the doctor as asshole in America.”

“Yes!” she shouted at me. “I’ve done it a couple of times. When there was no other way. And I’d do it again if there was no other way.”

I felt an irresistible desire to strike her, felt the ghost of a violent father assume dominion over the blood, felt his surge into power around the heart; my fists clenched, and for a moment I fought with all my strength against the man it was my birthright to be. I controlled myself and sent my father into exile again. I loosened my fists. I breathed and cried, “Is it because I’m getting fat, Sallie? Please tell me it’s that. Or because I’m losing my hair? Or maybe it’s because I’ve told you I’ve got a little dick. You know, I’m one of the few men in America who’ll admit he’s got a little pecker. I only told you that because you always felt so bad about having small breasts.”

“My breasts are not that small.”

“Neither is my poor slandered penis.”

It surprised me when Sallie laughed. There was something pure in her sense of humor that she could not control even in the most serious moments in her life. Her laughter was intimately related to her generosity and could not be suppressed.

“See, there’s hope, Sallie. You still think I’m funny. And I happen to know for a fact that the last time Cleveland laughed was right after Woodrow Wilson was elected president.”

“He’s only eleven years older than we are.”

“Hah! A different generation. I hate old men who ride motorcycles. I hate young men who ride motorcycles.”

Sallie sniffed the air defensively. “He’s an aficionado. He only collects British motorcycles.”

“Please spare me the details. Don’t tell me you’re leaving me for a guy who collects meerschaum pipes and British motorcycles. I’d feel better if you left me for a tattoo man at the circus, a waterbaby, or a dwarf on a unicycle.”

“I didn’t say I was leaving you, Tom. I said I was thinking about it. I’ve found somebody who thinks I’m wonderful.”

“You are wonderful,” I whined.

“Let’s not discuss it any more tonight, Tom. It was hard enough to tell you, and I certainly didn’t want to add to your troubles.”

“Hah!” I laughed bitterly, kicking a wave. “A mere trifle, my dear.”

We said nothing for a long while. Then Sallie said, “I’m going to go back to the house to kiss the girls good night. Do you want to come?”

“I’ll come up to kiss them good night later. I’ll stay out here a little while. I need to think about everything.”

Sallie said to me in a tender voice, “I don’t know what happened. I don’t know what happened to the fighter I married.”

“Yeah, you do,” I said. “Luke happened.”

She hugged me suddenly, fiercely, and kissed me on the throat, but in the full flower of righteousness, I was both patriot and helot of the male ego; with the patriarchal rectitude of the scorned male, I could not return that kiss or retrieve any value for that moment of grace. Sallie turned unkissed and walked down the beach toward our house.

I began to run down the beach. At first it was controlled, patient, but then I started to push myself, letting it out, until I was sprinting, breaking into a sweat, and gasping for air. If I could hurt the body, I would not notice the coming apart of the soul.

As I ran, I considered the sad decline of flesh. I struggled to increase the speed and remembered how once I was the fastest quarterback in South Carolina. Blond and swift, I would come out of backfields with linemen thundering toward me in slow-footed ecstasy as I turned the corner and stepped toward the amazing noise of crowds, then lowered my head and dazzled myself with instinctive moves that lived in some fast, sweet place within me. But I never wept when I ran in high school games. Now I ran heavily, desperately, away from the wife who had taken a lover because I had failed her as lover, away from the sister too quick with blades, away from the mother who did not understand the awful history of mothers and sons. I was running away from that history, I thought—that bitter, outrageous slice of Americana that was my own failed life—or toward a new phase of that history. I slowed down, sweating, exhausted. I began walking toward the house.
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