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One




“Pukey Lukey is here,” my sister Mary Alice murmured as she was ushered into the front pew beside me. She turned and gave the groomsman a little wave.

“Did she say Pukey Lukey’s here?” my husband Fred whispered into my left ear.

I nodded. Luke is our cousin from Columbus, Mississippi, who always went to the beach with us when we were children. His car sickness was so epic, it has become a family legend.

Handel’s Water Music soared to the vaulted ceiling of Birmingham’s St. Mark’s Episcopal Church.

“You look great,” I whispered to Mary Alice. And she did. She actually looked rather regal with her usually pink hair calmed down to an ash blonde, and the tunic top of her lavender dress knocking off about thirty pounds. Which still left her at well over two hundred. “Five twelve and pleasingly plump,” she describes herself.

“Hmmm,” Mary Alice said, checking me out. “You look good, too, Patricia Anne.” Rare praise. I smoothed the blue chiffon skirt I had bought at The Petite Shoppe, size six. Mary Alice and I are asked all the time if we are really sisters. Mary Alice sometimes asks what they mean by “really,” which confuses the questioner. I tell her that’s tacky, that God knows, after sixty years, she should be used to the question and just answer yes.

“What’s on your hair?” she asked.

“Roux Spun Sand. It’ll wash out.”

“That’s a shame.”

“Tell her I like your gray hair,” Fred whispered.

I thought about this a moment. Then, “Fred likes my gray hair,” I relayed to Sister.

“Hah.”

Handel’s Water Music fortunately blanketed my answer.

Mary Alice looked around. “Do you think the flowers are too dark a pink?” she whispered.

“Absolutely not. They’re beautiful.”

“I cannot believe Debbie is having a wedding like this.”

I couldn’t either. Mary Alice’s daughter, my niece Debbie Nachman, is a successful thirty-six-year-old lawyer, the single mother of two-year-old twin daughters. When she and her fiancé, Henry Lamont, announced at Christmas that they were being married in March, none of us had expected Pomp and Circumstance. But they fooled us. Which was how we ended up in the first row of St. Mark’s with at least three hundred people in the pews behind us.

“That stained-glass window doesn’t look much like Jesus,” Sister muttered.

“What did she say?” Fred asked.

“She said that stained-glass window doesn’t look like Jesus.”

“She should know. Probably knew him.”

“What did he say?” Mary Alice asked.


“Nothing.” I raised my eyebrows at Fred. At sixty-five, Mary Alice is only five years older than I am. Two years older than Mr. Smart Alec on my left.

“Yes, he did. He said something about how old I am.”

“Ignore him.”

“What did she say?” Fred whispered.

The organ segued into “Ode to Joy,” and the crowd rustled expectantly. The side door opened and Henry, the groom, and our son Freddie, the best man, followed the minister out. They looked so handsome, I opened my purse and started looking for a Kleenex.

“Oh, God. They’re both chewing gum,” Mary Alice hissed.

“What did she say?” Fred asked.

“They’re chewing gum, Fred!”

The men turned to face the audience. Freddie smiled at us, and all three of us made chewing motions madly. For a second he looked surprised, and then we saw his Adam’s apple disappear as he swallowed. He poked Henry with his elbow, and in a minute Henry’s gum went down, too.

“Good,” Mary Alice nodded.

Our daughter, Haley, was the first down the aisle. The rose-colored bridesmaid dress, while not practical, was very becoming. Its Basque bodice made her waist look incredibly tiny, and the color gave her olive skin a pink glow.

Mary Alice’s daughter, Marilyn, was her sister’s matron of honor. Almost six feet tall and brunette, she was so much like her mother had been at that age, it was eerie. To see her standing by my five-one, reddish blond Haley was to see Sister and me thirty years before.

The organ crashed into a fanfare that brought everyone to their feet, and the bride swept down the aisle on her cousin Philip Nachman’s arm. Really swept. Her dress would have put Princess Di’s to shame.

“My God,” Fred said. “That much virginal white could damage your retina.”

“Shut up.” I punched him with my elbow as we sat back down.

“Dearly beloved,” the minister began. Mary Alice and I both got out Kleenex.

It was a traditional ceremony. Debbie, this most independent of women in her thirties, who had been making it on her own for years and doing a fine job of it, thank-you-ma’am, and who, when she decided she wanted children, had been inseminated at the University sperm bank, was “given” by her cousin to Henry Lamont, who was seven years her junior. A wonderful man, granted, but without the proverbial pot to pee in. A temporary condition. Henry was going to be one of the great American chefs. We all knew it.

After the vows were exchanged, Debbie and Henry knelt for a prayer, and then the organist blasted out the recessional. They stopped to kiss Mary Alice and an elderly cousin of Henry’s who had sat in the mother’s place on his side. The wedding party rushed by, grinning, and then Philip Nachman escorted his Aunt Sister out while Freddie collected Henry’s cousin.

“Well, that’s it,” Fred said.

People were getting up, talking, laughing. I wiped my eyes one last time.

“That was a sticking wedding,” I said.

“A what?”

“You know. You can just tell some couples are going to stick together.”


We worked our way out into the aisle.

“Didn’t you tell me Mary Alice promised old Philip to raise Debbie as a Jew?” Fred asked. “I wouldn’t exactly call this place a temple. Maybe a cathedral.”

The “old” Philip that Fred was referring to was Debbie’s father, Mary Alice’s second husband. He was also the uncle of “young” Philip Nachman, his namesake, who had given the bride away. “She said she forgot to,” I explained.

“She forgot to?” Fred laughed, really laughed, was still laughing as we went out the church door. And I realized I hadn’t heard that deep chuckling laugh of his in quite some time. A pinprick of worry tingled for a second. But only for a second, as we were caught up in the crowd of friends and relatives that milled around the front of the church.

“Patricia Anne!” Pukey Lukey hugged me. He is a distinguished-looking multi-millionaire insurance executive in his sixties. He is married to a lovely woman and is the father of a member of the House of Representatives. In short, he has led an exemplary life, been a shining star in the family pantheon. Mary Alice still hates him.

“There was puke in his eyelashes!” she says. “It’s one thing to be car sick, but he just exploded. Ruined every vacation we ever went on.”

Sister remembers these early excursions to the beach better than I do. I like Luke, though I tend to keep my distance—just in case.

“Luke,” I said, moving back, “how nice to see you. I know Sister will be thrilled you’re here.”

He looked pleased. I think he still harbors the hope that Mary Alice will forgive him some day. After all, it has been sixty years.


Luke shook hands with Fred, and I hugged his wife Virginia.

“Such a beautiful wedding,” she said. “Minnie says it’s the prettiest one he’s ever seen.”

Minnie is Virginia’s nickname for Luke. She confessed to Sister and me at another family celebration where she had singularly downed a bottle of Gallo Rhine that it was short for “Minute Man.” A confession that brought pure joy to Sister’s heart. Poor Luke.

“It was beautiful,” I agreed.

“And Haley looked like a doll. And Freddie and Alan were so handsome.”

I beamed. My children might not be in the House of Representatives, but they are, indeed, very nice, beautiful people.

“And the flowers were gorgeous. That pink! And Debbie’s dress was fantastic. And the groom is so cute I could eat him with a spoon.”

I cast an appraising eye at Virginia, who kept on babbling. She had started her celebrating early, I realized.

“Patricia Anne!” My friend Bonnie Blue Butler had worked her way through the crowd. “Wasn’t that some wedding?”

I agreed that it was and introduced her to Luke and Virginia.

“You’re from Columbus, aren’t you?” she said, shaking Luke’s hand. “Mary Alice talks about you all the time.”

Luke looked pleased. “That’s nice to hear.”

“Does anybody need a ride to the reception?” Virginia asked.

“No!” we chorused.


“We need to go on ahead because we can’t stay long.”

“We’ll see you there,” I said.

“Pukey Lukey is a fine-looking fellow.” Bonnie Blue watched them walking away.

“He’s nice, too. I’m just glad he doesn’t live closer to Sister. She’ll never forgive him.” We thought about that a minute. “She still hasn’t forgiven me for losing her Shirley Temple doll.” We thought about that a minute, too. “Fifty-five years.”

“You want to ride with us to the reception, Bonnie Blue?” Fred asked. “We’ll bring you back here.”

“Sure.”

“I’ll go get the car. You ladies have on heels.”

“That’s a fine-looking gentleman, too,” Bonnie Blue said as Fred left. I couldn’t have agreed more. At sixty-three, Fred still has a young man’s walk. I pushed my bifocals down and watched him. Nice!

The crowd was in no hurry to disperse. A warm March sun made it pleasant to stand in front of the church and chat. No doubt about it, Debbie had lucked out on the weather for her wedding day. In March, anything can happen weatherwise in Alabama. And usually does. Birmingham’s only recorded blizzard roared through several years ago on March 13, leaving eighteen inches of snow and 500,000 traumatized people, most of whom had never seen more than a dusting of snow in their whole lives. But today was glorious. Happy the bride the sun shines on.

“You look mighty festive,” I told Bonnie Blue.

“Big, Bold, and Beautiful Shoppe,” she said. “Look at this.” She turned so I could see the back of the cream-colored suit. The jacket was cut in a modified “V” in the back, and the skirt had a long kick pleat that mirrored the “V” of the jacket.


“Snazzy,” I said.

“Slimming.”

“Good-looking.”

“Thanks.” Bonnie Blue grinned at me. “I like your outfit, too. I trust they didn’t charge you full price for something that little.”

“A bundle,” I admitted.

Several people called hello or stopped to speak. Traffic was inching by, but the sun felt warm and I was in no hurry to leave. Bonnie Blue yawned.

“My feelings exactly,” I said. “I didn’t sleep much last night. We didn’t get back from the rehearsal party until after twelve and then I couldn’t go to sleep.”

“But we got them married.”

“We sure did.”

Bonnie Blue Butler is one of my favorite people. I first met her at the Skoot ’n Boot, a country-western bar that Sister bought, swearing it was a wise investment, since line dancing was the hottest thing since the jitterbug. Bonnie Blue was working there, running the place actually. The first time I saw her, I remember thinking she and Mary Alice looked like each other’s negative. The same size, the same way of walking, the same mannerisms. They even carried identical purses. But Bonnie Blue was about fifteen years younger and her skin was a beautiful coppery chocolate.

But it was our shared love of Henry Lamont, today’s groom, that really made us fast friends. Bonnie Blue had worked with him and I had taught him, and I think he was as dear to each of us as a son.

Now we stood together waiting for the car that was moving about a foot a minute. The car in which we could see Fred tapping his palms on the steering wheel.

“Debbie better make that Henry happy,” Bonnie Blue said. “That’s all I got to say about it.”

“Amen,” I agreed. Then I remembered Debbie was my niece and that I loved her. “I hope they make each other happy.”

“Amen. You and Fred have been married how long?”

“Forty years. Forty happy years.”

The car pulled up in front of us and Fred leaned over and opened the car door. “Dammit! Next time you walk.”

 

The reception was held at The Club. This is a beautiful private club on the crest of Red Mountain. Not much imagination went into naming it, but a lot went into the design of the building. Every room has walls of windows that afford spectacular views of the city of Birmingham on one side, and on the other Shades Valley and Shades Mountain.

There are two things that always startle people who are visiting Birmingham for the first time. The first is that the terrain is mountainous, the rolling last gasp of the Appalachian chain, rich in ore. The second is the statue of Vulcan, the god of the forge. The largest iron statue in the world, it stands on the crest of Red Mountain close to The Club where the reception was being held. Visible from anywhere in downtown Birmingham, it makes getting lost almost impossible. Head toward it, you’re going south. If it’s on your left, you’re heading west. So it does serve a navigational purpose as well as being a symbol of the iron industry that the city was built upon.

And it’s a nice tourist attraction. There’s a pleasant park at the base of the statue for picnics, and the people who climb the steps to the top of the statue are rewarded with a spectacular view of downtown Birmingham and distant mountains. There is also a neat little gift shop with T-shirts and beer huggers emblazoned with the back view of Vulcan and the words, “Buns of Iron.” That’s because the picnickers are being mooned by the largest iron butt in the world. So are all the residents on the south side of Red Mountain. Vulcan, the god of the forge, wears an apron that comes only halfway around.

Every few years, a halfhearted attempt will be made to cover Vulcan’s derriere. But nothing comes of it. The truth is that most of us are rather fond of old Vulcan, bare-assed though he is.

From The Club, the view of Vulcan is from the side, so he looks fairly majestic. Many of the guests had already moved onto the terrace and, like Vulcan, were looking over the city. The wedding party was in the ballroom, though. Debbie and Henry had decided not to have a receiving line, but we could see the white dress surrounded by well-wishers. Mary Alice was nowhere in sight.

“I wonder where Sister is,” I said.

“Here,” she hissed in my ear, making me jump. “Come help me do something with these pantyhose. They keep working their way down to my knees.”

“Are those the pantyhose I sold you? I told you to get the extra-long queen. What did you do? Just get queen?” Bonnie Blue, who works at the Big, Bold, and Beautiful Shoppe, was taking Sister’s plight personally.

“I think I’ll go get some champagne or something,” Fred said.

Bonnie Blue frowned. “Cause if you just got queen you’re gonna be walking like a duck all day and not a thing we can do about it.”

“I bought what you put on the counter.”

“Then you got the extra long. Let’s go see what’s wrong, cause that’s bound to be what I sold you. I don’t believe that’s what you put on, though. Extra long you got no trouble. Look at this.” She held up her leg for our appraisal.

I watched the two of them walk away. Mary Alice was, indeed, walking like a penguin.

“Hey, Mama.” My daughter Haley came by, holding the arm of Dr. Philip Nachman, who had stood in as the father of the bride for his late uncle. Uncle Philip is buried with Sister’s other two husbands at Elmwood. Together.

“Have you heard them complain?” Sister asks.

“Where’s Papa?” Haley asked.

“Gone to get some champagne.”

“Go look at the cakes. They’re incredible.” Haley gave a little wave, and they headed toward the terrace. Philip leaned down and said something to Haley, and she smiled at him.

“Hmm,” I said to myself, watching them.

I looked around for Fred, but he had disappeared. I decided to take Haley’s advice and go see the cakes.

“Mrs. Hollowell?”

I turned to see Henry’s cousin, who had filled in as the mother of the groom. A lot of substitutes at this wedding.

“Mrs. Bryan, how are you? Wasn’t it a beautiful wedding?” I had met her the night before at the after-rehearsal party. Sister had introduced me to “Meg Ryan.”

“Bryan,” she had corrected gently.


“I’m sorry,” Sister said. “I can’t imagine why I keep saying that.”

I couldn’t either. Meg Bryan was nobody’s gorgeous young movie star. More the Jessica Tandy type. Frail-looking with wispy gray hair, she had an intelligent face with strong echoes of youthful beauty. Our grandmother would have labeled her immediately “Southern Lady.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen a lovelier wedding,” she said. “Henry’s mother and aunt, God rest their souls, would have been so proud of him today up at that altar. They would have been pleased that he swallowed his gum, too.”

Meg Bryan and I smiled at each other. “Would you like some champagne?” I asked.

“That would be lovely. And to tell you the truth, I’d love to have a go at the buffet. Have you seen it yet?”

I shook my head. “We just got here.”

“It’s unbelievable.”

“Henry planned it,” I said.

“That’s what he told me. I think he’s found his niche, don’t you?”

I agreed. “You know he’s going to be a chef at the Brookwood Country Club, don’t you? He’ll start as soon as he gets back from his honeymoon.”

“And your sister is talking about buying a restaurant and making Henry a partner. Wouldn’t that be nice?”

I thought about sweet, imaginative Henry in business with his formidable mother-in-law. “Yes, indeed,” I lied through my teeth. “Come on, let’s see if we can get to the buffet. I want to see the wedding cakes, too.”

Most of the guests were still clustered in the center of the ballroom, so Meg Bryan and I had an unobstructed view out of the window as we walked by. I spotted Fred on the terrace talking to Lukey (the Minute Man) and Virginia. All of them held out empty champagne glasses for refills as a waiter walked by. I tried to remember if I had put any aspirin in my purse. He’d be looking for some soon.

“Meg Bryan!” a voice hissed loudly. Meg and I both jumped and turned to see a very blond, very elegant-looking middle-aged woman in a yellow suit advancing on us. She was gripping a stick of celery, and from the look on her face, had it been a knife, Meg Bryan would have been in trouble.

“Hello, Camille,” Meg said.

“You bitch.” The woman thrust the celery at Meg, who automatically reached out and took it. “Stick it!” With that, she turned and stalked toward the door.

“What in the world?” I was so startled, it took me a moment to speak.

“A dissatisfied client. It happens.” Meg’s face was pink, but she calmly opened her purse and dropped the celery into it. “I always forget that Birmingham is beautiful,” she said, looking down at the city and deliberately changing the subject.

“I do, too,” I admitted, looking around to see if any more dissatisfied clients were approaching us wielding vegetables.

“It’s just so different from South Alabama. The vegetation. Everything.”

“You’re from Fairhope?” I watched the woman Meg had addressed as Camille disappear through the door.

Meg nodded. “Right on Mobile Bay. Lived there all my life.”

“That’s beautiful, too.”


“Yes, it is. Sometimes I think it’s too beautiful. Makes me not want to leave. And I do have to leave to do research. I’m a genealogist.”

“That’s interesting. You know all about your family tree, then.”

“Sometimes I think I know about everybody’s family tree.” Meg Bryan smiled. “Which is what caused the little scene a moment ago. I’m a professional genealogist, and Camille Atchison had me doing some research for her. Obviously, she didn’t like my findings.”

“Obviously.” I thought of the anger on the woman’s face.

Meg continued, “While I’m here, I’m going to Samford University and the Birmingham Public Library to do some work. Both of them are excellent research centers. Are you familiar with the Southern History Department at the library?”

“My first job was there,” I said. “You’re going to be rambling through some of the stuff I filed forty years ago.”

“Oh, most of it is on computer now. You can just pull it right up.”

“Un huh,” I said, suddenly feeling a hundred years old.

“And my last computer is so small it’s no problem to carry. Fits in my briefcase. The genealogy program I use is pretty good, too. DOS based, which is fine. I’m writing a new Windows one that’s better, though.”

“Un huh.” I looked at Meg Bryan, who seemed to have sloughed about twenty years. Her eyes were bright and her cheeks were still flushed from the Camille incident.


“I tell you, Mrs. Hollowell, the world of genealogy is a dog-eat-dog world. You know?”

“I never thought about it before,” I admitted. “But I think you may be right.”

“Well, it is. Dog-eat-dog.”

“But you enjoy it?”

“I’m a big dog.”

And I believed her. This frail old lady had suddenly become Jessica Tandy with an overlay of pit bull, eyes narrowed and lips curled. I had been about to ask her what, specifically, had made Camille Atchison so angry, but decided it was none of my business and that she would tell me so, politely, but in no uncertain terms.

“For instance,” she continued as we worked our way to the buffet table, “suppose you find Henry Hudson’s maternal great grandfather. Absolutely perfect documentation. You better guard it like a setting hen or somebody’ll steal the nest egg. You know what I mean?”

I had no idea what she meant. Why would anybody be looking for Henry Hudson’s maternal great grandfather? I nodded politely, though.

“Not just amateurs, either. Professionals. Are you a DAR, Mrs. Hollowell?”

“I don’t think so.”

“The Daughters of the American Revolution. Are you a member?”

“No.”

“Oh, you should be. Your maiden name was Tate, wasn’t it?”

I nodded.

“Incredible!”

“It’s a fairly common name around here.”


“I meant the cake.” Meg Bryan stopped. “Would you look at that!”

In sixty years of attending weddings, I had never seen such a cake. It rose in many tiers of white icing decorated with marzipan flowers the same pink as the bridesmaids’ dresses. On the top were rubric lilies that matched the bouquets the bridesmaids had carried.

“Good Lord,” I said, wondering if “baroque” could describe a wedding cake. “How are they ever going to cut it?”

“Very carefully.” The groom had come up behind us. We both hugged him and wished him every happiness.

“A beautiful wife and two daughters. How could I miss?”

He had also just added on Sister as a mother-in-law. But I smiled and agreed that he would be sublimely happy from this moment on.

Henry kissed each of us on the cheek. “Aunt Pat. Cousin Meg. Y’all get you some lunch now.”

We assured him that we would, and watched him greeting other guests as he walked away.

“Yes, indeed,” Meg Bryan said. “Henry’s going to be fine.”

It wasn’t crowded at the buffet table yet because most of the guests were still concentrating on champagne. It’s at parties like this that I most regret being allergic to alcohol. It would have been nice to let the bubbly add to the celebration. On the other hand, I enjoy the food more.

I was piling my plate with fruit, sliced turkey, little quiches, and various salads when Sister came up.

“I know you’re anorexic, but would you please make an effort. This stuff cost me a fortune.”

I just grinned. “Thanks, I will.” I took another quiche. “Did you get your problem solved?”

“Bonnie Blue had another pair in her purse. They’re a little dark, but God knows you shouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth. I told Bonnie Blue, I said, ‘Bonnie Blue, I can’t believe you’re this organized.’ Can you, Patricia Anne? Believe Bonnie Blue’s that organized?”

“She’s organized.”

Mary Alice turned to Meg Bryan. “Are you getting some of everything? How about the tortellini salad?”

“I’m fine. Thanks.”

“Fruit? How about a peach? God only knows where they came from in March, but I’m supporting some third-world country this month.”

“No, thank-you,” Meg smiled.

“Go mingle,” I told Sister, “and count not the cost.”

“Count not the cost? Are you crazy? I may have to get married again.”

“There’s no one here old enough.”

Mary Alice frowned. “I cannot believe you said that, Patricia Anne.” She started to walk away and turned. “Oh, by the way, Fred’s out on the terrace tête-a-têting with some blonde.”

“There’s no such verb, Sister.”

“Well, whatever you call it, he’s doing it.” This time she kept going.

Meg Bryan laughed. “You two sound like me and my sisters.”

“How many do you have?”

“Four. I’m the oldest. Our family name was March, so there’s Jo, Amy, Beth—” She noticed the look on my face and smiled. “Beth lives in Hawaii with her husband and three children. The rest of us are still in Fairhope.”


I grinned. “You scared me for a minute.”

“How do you think Beth’s always felt? The third daughter is Trinity, though. Papa named her. I think he thought that would be the end of it, but Mama got right back to her plan.”

“They’re fine names.”

“Yes, they are. Trinity and I are both widowed now and live in the old family home.”

Both our plates were full. “Tell you what,” I said, “why don’t we just take our food and mosey out to the terrace? It’s so nice out there.” Also no one out there was wearing a yellow suit.

“Fine,” Meg agreed.









Two




Mary Alice had been telling the truth; Fred was in deep conversation with a cute young blonde. Since my hands were full, I nudged him gently in the leg with the toe of my shoe. There was no reason for him to say, “Ow,” and jump like he had been shot. I suggested later that maybe the champagne had lowered his pain threshold, but he said that wasn’t it, that I had kicked him hard as a son-of-a-bitch.

Be that as it may, and it’s my word against his, Meg Bryan and I were introduced to Kelly Stuart, a manufacturer’s rep who called on Fred and who—big smile with Nancy Kerrigan teeth—just loved doing business with him.

“Oh, my, what wonderful-looking food, Mrs. Hollowell,” Kelly said. “I think I’ll have to go get some before I faint dead away. I’m famished. You want me to bring you a plate, Fred?”

“No thanks,” Fred smirked, remembering to move his leg just in time. “I’ll get something after a while.”

“I’ll see you later, then.” She gave us a little wave.

“What does she sell?” I asked. Fred owns a small metal fabricating plant, not the kind of place where you would picture a pretty and flirty Kelly.

“Nuts and bolts. You know.” At least he had the decency to look sheepish.

“You want some food?” I asked, taking pity.

He reached over and took a quiche from my plate. “That’s good.”

“Why don’t we go sit on the wall? We can share.”

“Do you mind if we sit at one of the tables?” Meg asked. “Heights bother me.”

“Sure.” Several of the wrought iron tables were empty, since most of the guests were still milling about. We settled at one of them and relaxed in the sun.

“This is some fancy reception,” Fred said.

“Sister says she may have to get married again to pay for it.”

Fred and I laughed comfortably, but I realized that Meg Bryan didn’t know why.

“She’s had three husbands,” I explained. “All of them were at least twenty-eight years older than she was and rich as Croesus. She has to worry about money like she does a hole in her head.”

“And Debbie’s father?”

“He was the middle one, Philip Nachman. She had a child by each one. Marilyn, the oldest, is Will Alec Sullivan’s child. And Ray belongs to Roger Crane. Ray’s not here today. He’s in Bora Bora or Pago Pago, one of those double-named places. He just bought a dive ship. That’s why Philip Nachman gave Debbie away. Not the daddy Philip, but the nephew. Cousin. Am I confusing you?”

“No.”

“You’re confusing me,” Fred said.

“Meg keeps up with names professionally,” I said. “She’s a genealogist.”


“Is that right? I’d like to look up my family tree someday,” Fred said, surprising me. I’d never heard him mention it before. He reached over and helped himself to a cantaloupe cube from my plate.

“Birmingham is a good place to do it.” Meg looked animated. “There’s a special collection at both Samford and the public library.”

“I might do that,” Fred declared.

“Mary Alice has been kind enough to invite me to stay over for a few days while I do some research. I’d be happy to show you how to get started.”

“I know the names as far back as my great great grandfather on my father’s side,” Fred said.

“Then you’re well on your way. Some people who come to me don’t even know who their grandparents were.”

The plate that was on the table between Fred and me was almost empty. I got up and announced I was going for a refill and asked if I could bring them anything.

“My great grandmother was born in Madison, Georgia. I know that much,” Fred said.

I don’t even think they knew when I left.

Inside the ballroom, the crowd was standing in a circle around the dance floor. The combo was playing “Wind Beneath My Wings,” and Debbie and Henry were dancing. I scooted back out and got Fred and Meg. “You don’t want to miss this,” I said.

The looks on the newlyweds’ faces said it all. Henry held Debbie lightly as they moved around the dance floor, and neither took their eyes off the other. It was possible, I thought, that this was the real moment of marriage. And then Richardena Tucker, the twins’ nanny, stepped onto the floor holding a toddler with each hand. Debbie took one little girl and Henry the other. And they danced, first separately, each holding a child, and then together with Fay and May held between them. It was, as Sister said later, a Kleenex moment.

And then the whole wedding party moved onto the dance floor. Haley was dancing with Dr. Nachman and seemed to be enjoying herself immensely. I tried to remember what Sister had told me about him. Widowed. Mid-fifties.

“What kind of doctor is Philip Nachman?” I asked Fred.

“Philip Nachman?”

“The nephew. Dancing with Haley.”

“Don’t know anything about him, honey.”

“Look at them. I think we’re going to find out.”

“Then let him be a sinus doctor. Please, God, let my daughter bring home a sinus doctor.”

I laughed, but only at his tone of voice. Knock on any door in Birmingham, Alabama, and a sinus sufferer will answer. Maybe it’s the warmth, the humidity, the lush foliage. Who knows? But a good ENT (Ears, Nose, and Throat) is worth his weight in gold here. Literally after a few years’ practice. People in other parts of the country say we talk through our noses. Well, yes.

The dance ended, everyone clapped, and there was a general rush to the food.

“This would be a good time to speak to Debbie and Henry,” I said. I looked around and saw Meg Bryan talking to Mary Alice. I caught her eye and motioned that we were going over to see the bride and groom. She nodded fine.

Debbie and Henry still stood holding the two-year-old twins, Fay and May. Neither Sister nor I can tell the girls apart, though Sister swears she can. She also is sure Henry is their father, because he was a donor at the sperm bank when he was in college. Today I wasn’t sure she was wrong. Henry’s face was bent toward the twin he was holding and she was looking up at him, and the resemblance was eerie.

“Aunt Pat! Uncle Fred!” Debbie greeted us. “I wondered where you were.”

We hugged her, admired her dress, and wished for her, with all our hearts, supreme joy.

“We’ll have you over for dinner soon as we get back,” Henry promised, shaking Fred’s hand.

“We’ll hold you to that.”

A final hug and we moved to make room for some other well-wishers. As we started off, Fred said, “Wait a minute,” and ran back and whispered something in Debbie’s ear. As he came back toward me, he was beaming. “ENT!”

The next hour passed quickly. The cake was cut, the top tier saved for the wedding couple’s first anniversary. At one point we saw Mary Alice in animated conversation with a man who looked like Father Time with a brunette rug. Ninety, at least, he wasn’t doing much of the animated conversing, but he did look interested in what Sister was saying.

“By George,” Fred said, “I think she’s done it.”

“Could be,” I agreed. “I think Bill better hurry back from Florida.” Bill Adams has been Sister’s “boyfriend” for several months. A nice, handsome man of seventy-two, strong enough to dip Sister when they dance, he was spending the winter months, as he always did, in St. Petersburg. Absence was not making Sister’s heart grow fonder. Even the Valentine roses and the card, “Come on down. With love, Your Snowbird,” had not appeased her. “Whoever heard of a snowbird from Alabama!” she snorted. His absence from Debbie’s wedding was probably the death knell for that romance.

Our son, Alan, and his wife, Lisa, stopped to chat for a moment. They were staying with us, so we would have a good visit later. Right now, Lisa was bubbling about the cake and Debbie’s dress and had we noticed how well Haley and Philip Nachman seemed to be getting along.

“He’s an ENT,” Fred said. “Pray, children. Pray.”

“He’s at least twenty years older than she is,” Alan said.

“At the pinnacle of his profession. Pray, children.”

They left, laughing, and Bonnie Blue took their place with the announcement that her feet no longer had feeling in them and she would be on the terrace with her shoes off when we got ready to go.

A loud noise outside made the combo’s ineffective drumroll even more ineffective.

“What on God’s earth?” Fred asked.

I knew the surprise Sister had planned. I grabbed Fred’s hand and started toward the terrace. “Come on, Bonnie Blue.”

We rushed outside to see a helicopter hovering over The Club. As we watched, it settled on the helipad on the roof.

“Is that the LifeSaver from Carraway Hospital?” Bonnie Blue asked.

“Of course not,” I said. But her question was also answered by the bride and groom, who came from the ballroom followed by the members of the wedding as well as most of the guests. Debbie had changed into a short, pale-blue suit, but Henry was still in his formal wear.

“Good-bye!” everybody shouted as the newlyweds climbed the spiral stairs to the helicopter. “Good luck! Happy honeymoon!”

Debbie turned, looked, and threw her bouquet directly to Haley. Then they disappeared over the rooftop, and in a moment the helicopter rose into the air. We watched as it headed toward the airport across the valley.

“Wow,” was all Bonnie Blue could say.

“Haley caught the bouquet,” Fred said happily.

But I didn’t say anything. I was too busy wiping the tears from my eyes so I could see the helicopter becoming smaller and smaller in the distance. Be happy, children. Be happy.

 

We dropped Bonnie Blue off at the church and headed home. I was tired, but pleasantly so. I reached over and patted Fred’s leg. “You’re a
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