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Dedication

In memory of my sweet brother,

Theodore Anthony Benton





Epigraph

Remember, anyone can love you when the sun is shining.

In the storms

Is where you learn who truly cares for you.

UNKNOWN
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“I can give a party if I feel like it. Who says it’s not the correct etiquette? What if I don’t want to go to Chicago? He’s my only grandson.”

—Virnell Bruce English

Chapter 1

Meet Diane English Stiftel

August 2016

MOUNT PLEASANT, SOUTH CAROLINA

My mother stood at the kitchen sink, scrubbing the ancient cast-iron pot as though it was encrusted with the residue of mortal sins, sins somehow fused into the metal. In fact, it was coated with scorched beef stew, tonight’s dinner gone forgotten. She looked out the window and sighed so hard, I would’ve sworn it was her frustration with herself and not the late-afternoon breeze that moved the Spanish moss in the trees all across the yard. Eighty was creeping up on her, snatching bits of her memory and stamina, and it infuriated her. No woman really wanted to be eighty and still working full-time unless she was ninety and still working full-time. As for me, well, I was too old for leggings. Let’s leave it at that.

The window over the kitchen sink was propped up by a wooden spoon, held in a slightly lopsided position. As the heat of the day had broken, every window in the old house was raised, held open with a book or a Coke bottle or another household object. When the cool air of the afternoon wafted in, the house itself sighed in relief, or so it seemed. In any case, opening the windows was a ritual we performed at the same time every day all summer long, year after year. You’d think someone would go to the hardware store and buy those little swinging hooks used for this very purpose, but no. Just like you’d think someone would’ve checked the stew before it burned.

Still, even with all the open windows, you could have cut the humidity and the silence with a knife.

“It was just beef stew,” I said. “We have hamburgers in the freezer. I’m happy with a burger.”

“You know I hate waste,” she said.

“So do I. But what’s really the matter? Something else is bugging you,” I said, not particularly eager for the answer.

After a long silence she said, “That diamond is a bad-luck stone.”

“There’s no such thing,” I said. “Diamonds are diamonds.”

“My own flesh and blood doesn’t have the brains to know when to be superstitious,” she said. “Law! Where did I go wrong?”

“Oh, Mom.”

The diamond in question was given to me by my ex-husband when we became engaged over thirty years ago. It had been his mother’s. That woman. Agatha was truly the most awful woman I have ever known, and I thanked the good Lord every day for erasing her from my life. Still, my sweet mother honestly believed that poor single carat was tainted with the DNA of my ex-mother-in-law’s black heart. In the Lowcountry we believed such things, or at least considered them. Maybe it was cursed. Anyway, Agatha sure enough ruined my marriage with all her meddling and second-guessing, that much was certain. But she didn’t ruin my life; I was made of stronger stuff than she could ever imagine. I tied a bow around Duggan’s big fat head and sent him right back up the highway, home to her apron strings in Raleigh, North Carolina. Due to his family’s lack of interest, I raised our son, Fred, here on the farm in my parent’s house. It wasn’t the worst thing for him or for me. I never heard a word from Duggan again. Or his mother. When Fred went to college at Clemson, so did I. He became a CPA and I earned a degree in agribusiness. Fred’s now a young man, ready to propose marriage to the love of his life, Shelby Cambria. He would seal the deal with that diamond. His family’s heirloom. What’s my future daughter-in-law like? Let’s just say I had more reservations about her than I did about the diamond.

Shelby was a city girl, as poised and polished as one might imagine an urban young woman could be. She was sophisticated. But I feared she was too exacting, which made me nervous. She had to go for a run every day or she said she couldn’t function. Really? She used only soy milk in her decaf latte. Ick. She saw the dentist four times a year. Seemed excessive unless she had a situation with her gums or something. She never cursed, at least not in front of me. Okay, but truly? She never had a credit card balance. Admirable, sort of. She used a fountain pen only when writing thank-you notes. Prissy. Sorry, but it is. Her car had never run out of gas. Anal. To my mind these were the characteristics of a perfectionist, which could lead to becoming small-minded and judgmental, unforgiving, and ultimately a cold wife. But I was keeping my mouth shut and zipped. As long as she loved my boy, I loved her. If she broke his heart, I’d kill her with my bare hands. This seemed reasonable to me.

But still, I worried. The combination of her polish and my suspicions about what was beneath it made it difficult for me to see her blending well with my family. I just couldn’t see it. Here’s why.

Let’s just start with my younger brother, Floyd. He lived in his rusted-out trailer and had a tire garden past the barns on our farm. He kept dubious company and odd opinions about the federal government, global warming, and the real possibility of alien abductions. Never mind his wardrobe choices (camo), his very old pickup truck, and the pack of howling dogs that followed him wherever he went through the years. Thankfully, now he was down to just one, Moses. He brought three girls into the world with two wives. His daughters never came to visit and had expressed no interest in living here. At least he believed in love. His current live-in fling was called Betty Jean, BJ for short, an unfortunate nickname given the parlance of the day. She was a grammar school teacher, bless her heart. At least she was age appropriate, forty-five to his fifty.

We were a family of, well . . . I guess the nicest way to describe us might be to call us a little eccentric and nonconformist. When you didn’t live in a strict corporate world, you didn’t have to worry about fitting in and being politically correct all the time. You could afford the luxuries of self-expression. We took advantage of self-expression in spades.

I don’t know how Fred came out of this environment like he did, but he did. I had mysteriously given birth to a wholesome Midwesterner. Shelby and Fred were as buttoned up as two young people could be. They met in college and now worked for the same large accounting firm in Chicago, where they lived. My greatest fear was that after they were married she would keep him away from us, from me. Every woman with a son worries about that. And although she was very polite, behind her personal restraint I knew she thought we were a tribe of hillbillies. We weren’t hillbillies.

So there we were, doing the lunch dishes in my mother Virnell’s kitchen. We didn’t have air conditioning, and it was a mighty paltry bit of air the afternoon was meting out. Pop was the reason we didn’t have central air. He thought almost every invention of the twentieth century was unhealthy. He was probably right.

To be completely honest, most of our farmhouse stood in the shade of sprawling live oak trees that had to be hundreds of years old, so generally the temperature wasn’t completely intolerable. And most of the rooms now had ceiling fans, a concession my father made four years ago after my mother fainted dead on the floor while six huge steaming pots boiled away on the stove as she sealed Ball jars filled with her famous peach jam. But these were the dog days of August, thusly named for a dang good reason. There were moments so miserable you’d have been happier in a hole under the front porch with the dogs. On days like this a freshly dug hole was no doubt the coolest spot in the entire Lowcountry of South Carolina.

Mother washed; I dried. I watched as perspiration trickled down the back of her neck. I didn’t like it. It didn’t seem right that a woman of her age should have to sweat from work. And it bothered me that my parents would never be able to retire and travel and maybe own a condo overlooking the ocean somewhere. But then, neither would I. That’s what farm ownership was – never-ending work. We didn’t have so many acres that we had to hire huge crews to harvest, but we produced enough to keep three generations of us alive at the same time. There was considerable pride to be had in surviving by your own grit.

It wasn’t a glamorous life – up at dawn every morning. By the end of the day, I can tell you, we were almost always bone tired. I’m really not complaining, because the outside world held little interest for me and there was a deep satisfaction that came with knowing our produce, especially our peaches, was highly anticipated each year. I had everything I wanted. Well, almost. I’ll admit that there were days when I wished for a reprieve – maybe a trip somewhere I’ve never been. I had my dreams, to be sure, but now it was time for my son’s dreams. Mine could wait.

I glanced at my mother’s hands, gnarled with the ravages of arthritis and spotted with age. How much longer would she even be able to do the work she did? And ever since Pop’s last heart attack, all he seemed to be able to do was sit on the front porch or in his La-Z-Boy recliner down at the farm stand and whittle the day away. He made whistles and toys that we sold there. Figurines of deer and turtles and coyotes. Little soldiers. Children loved them. And him. Sometimes he’d tell children stories about the Catawba and Sewee Indians that held them rapt while their mothers filled their bags with corn or butter beans. My parents were dearly loved by all our customers. But their mortality was becoming a concern. What was going to happen to the farm and to me? There was no next generation.

My brother, Floyd, with his succession of women, would be happy to make his contribution and then to sing “Polly Wolly Doodle” all the day. Ah, Floyd. Well, he was a pretty great brother, but I didn’t think he had the wherewithal to take over the family enterprise. Not all on his own. It was too much for one person. He tried hard to pick up the slack for Pop.

I slipped an armload of dried plates into the dishwasher. The dishwasher was a surprise gift to Momma from Floyd three years ago when he won some money with the lottery. It stood alone like a piece of sculpture and untried, as my mother didn’t trust it either. She still sterilized the jars we used to put up jam in the same huge pots of boiling water that sealed the jars when they were filled. So we used the dishwasher as a cupboard, a good solution for the scant storage we had.

“All those darn things do is waste water, run up your electric bill, and fade out the pretty flowers on my plates. Who needs that?”

If Virnell was anything, she was old-fashioned and practical to a fault. But it was her feistiness that held Pop’s heart. She tickled him to death.

Our kitchen was the pulsating epicenter of the sagging, sway-in-the-wind, 160-year-old farmhouse where I grew up with Floyd. The pale blue appliances and knotty pine cabinets were so old that they had come back into style. Needless to say, the bathroom fixtures were dated curiosities. Family mythology says that even in its youth, the house was so unappealing that Sherman’s troops let it stand. The officers said it wasn’t worth the flick of the flint it would’ve taken to torch it, and the Yankees had slept in the barn by choice. I heard somewhere that the real reason they took to the barn was that my great-great-great-great-great-great-grandmother was especially frisky, but I’d never repeat that. I’d always hoped that my mother’s version of the story was the true one – that her great-grandmother of six generations long gone had charmed General Sherman’s men with peach delicacies and declined their offers of romance. While wearing a hoop skirt, corset, and lacy pantaloons? Doubtful. Our family tree didn’t grow femmes fatales. We grew peaches. Acres upon delicious, fragrant acres of them, as far as the eye could see. And smaller amounts of strawberries, plums, figs, watermelons, cantaloupes, tomatoes, string beans, butter beans, asparagus, pecans, and corn. And no doubt, her great-grandfather of that day had drained his supply of peach brandy to keep the rascals at bay.

“Did you say something?” I said.

“Daydreaming again? I said, how is our Fred planning on proposing?”

“Oh, he’s got a very elaborate scheme cooked up. As soon as the ring is finished . . .”

Mother dried her hands on her apron and turned around to face me, putting her hands on her hips. “What do you mean, finished? It didn’t fit, or what?”

Virnell was easily provoked in the heat.

“Just what I said, finished. You know, she wanted something more modern, so they had a jeweler mount it in a halo of little bitty diamonds . . .”

“A what?”

“A halo. You know, like a little circle. It probably makes the diamond look bigger.”

Mother looked up at the ceiling, then down again, and cocked her head to one side, squinting her eyes. “So, one carat isn’t big enough for her? And she already knows what her engagement ring looks like? Good gravy.”

“I guess so. Anyway, as soon as he has the ring, he’s going to take her down to the shore of Lake Michigan. He’s hired two musicians from the Chicago Symphony to suddenly appear and play some Vivaldi or something. A friend of his is setting up a champagne bucket with glasses and all that, and another friend is going to film it with a drone.”

“A drone.” Mother’s jaw dropped. She shook her head in disbelief. “What next? A daggum parade with a marching band and the Goodyear Blimp?”

“Oh, come on, Mother! I know it’s a bit over the top, but I think it’s very sweet! I didn’t even know Fred had this kind of poetry and romance in him!” I refolded my dish towel and took a stack of bowls to the cabinet.

“Romance is for fools,” she said. “Grown men popping up out of nowhere with violins? Public consumption of alcohol? He’ll be lucky if he doesn’t get arrested.”

“Probably. But if he manages to stay out of jail, it’s incumbent on us to give them an engagement party.”

“No, it isn’t. It’s the bride’s family responsibility. This is not how we do things in this family!”

“Well, Mom, a lot has changed since I married Duggan. These days, when the bride is from far away, both sides might throw a little something to honor the happy couple.”

“So now we have to give a party for the family and friends of Miss Fancy Pants?”

“Looks like it.”

“On second thought, you’re right. Why shouldn’t we celebrate with our family and friends right here? Maybe they won’t want to go to Chicago.”

“My point exactly!”

“Besides, Fred is the only grandchild you gave me. Let’s throw him a party no one will ever forget!”





“Who in the world uses boxed, handwritten invitations for an occasion like this? How will I explain this to my friends?”

—Susan Kennedy Cambria

Chapter 2

Meet Susan Kennedy Cambria

CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

Oh, dear,” I said to Shelby as I read the invitation. “It appears your father and I will be making a trip to South Carolina for an engagement party.”

“You sort of have to, Mom,” Shelby said. “You’re the MOB. I gave Frederick the list of people to invite. It wouldn’t look good if you and Dad didn’t come.”

“You did what?”

“Well, I had to. It was a question of timing.”

I could feel my blood pressure rising. Did my daughter, my only child, think she was going to take control of her wedding, without me?

“Well, do you think I might trouble you for a copy of that list?” What was she thinking? “Is this party by invitation only, or is just anyone allowed to come?”

“Mom, I didn’t invite the entire world. And there’s still time for you to ask whoever you want. I’ve got twenty-five extra invitations at my apartment because I knew you’d flip out.”

“I am not flipping out. And we are planning to have our own party for you and Frederick.”

“Okay, whatever. You know I love you, Mom. I’ve got to go. I’m meeting Frederick at Tiffany’s to pick out china and silver and do the registry thing, which he thinks is stupid, but of course I insisted. I don’t want to wind up with stuff I hate or forty salad bowls.”

I looked at her and wondered how she had become so grown-up. When I thought of her in my mind’s eye I saw a little girl with a long ponytail and skinned-up knees. When did she become old enough to get engaged and think about things like china patterns and silver? That realization almost took my breath away. And she obviously didn’t want my opinion either. My God. My little girl was gone forever.

Shelby blew me a kiss and hurried to the foyer.

“I’ll drop the invitations off with the doorman, okay? What’s the matter? You look upset.”

“Oh, no! I’m fine! Just wondering what to wear, that’s all. And where we should stay. You know, logistics, that’s all.”

I sank into a chair and stared at the invitation again. It was a simple lightweight card of no particular significance with a cheesy champagne bottle and two flutes in the margin. Please join us to celebrate the engagement of Frederick Stiftel to Shelby Cambria . . . just like that. Here came the mail with an invitation announcing that my daughter was going to marry into a family of strangers from far away, written on flimsy card stock with no imagination. Good grief. We’d probably be drinking from jelly jars and eating something on picnic tables. Alejandro was going to hate this party. I was already dreading it. And worse, how was I going to stop our friends, most especially Judy, from attending? I had a lot of phone calls to make. Judy Cunio Quigley (aka Judy CQ, and she called me Susan KC), my nemesis/bestie, wouldn’t miss this for the world. The relished details would roll from her lips behind my back for months. Ever since I agreed to cochair the Lyric wine auction with her, she was in my life, one-upping me, every day.

That night my husband and I discussed our day over cocktails at our club. Alejandro and I had been members of the Union League Club for more years than I could count. It was nice to have a place to go where you knew everyone. The membership was made up of successful financiers, attorneys, and other professionals who enjoyed the clubs around town. We were waiting for a potential client of his to arrive and I was swirling my olive around in my vodka with a tiny bamboo skewer.

“What’s the matter, amorcita?” he said.

“You know me too well,” I said. That was Alejandro’s pet name for me.

He glanced at his watch. “He’s already ten minutes late. You know how much I hate it when people are late.”

“It’s rush hour, Alejandro. He’s probably stuck in traffic.”

“But we’re on time, aren’t we?”

I nodded. There was no reason to belabor the point. Never mind that we both worked within walking distance of this divine spot. Punctuality was my husband’s particular pet peeve.

“Don’t scowl, darling. It makes you look ancient.” He immediately changed his expression to something more civil. Neither of us liked looking one day older than we were. “So, here’s what has my knickers in a twist.”

“Tell me.”

“It seems we are obliged to make an appearance in South Carolina, where Frederick’s mother is throwing an engagement party.”

“Well, that’s pretty standard, isn’t it? What’s the problem?”

“I think it’s our prerogative to decide who gives the engagement party.”

“Oh, come on now, darling. It’s 2016! They can have a party and we can have one too.”

“Shelby has already invited half of Chicago to go to this shindig in South Carolina.”

“So, invite the same people to a party here and let them decide which one they want to attend, or both!”

“You don’t understand—you’re going to be miserable the whole time,” I said.

“And what makes you think that?”

“Because I suspect they are very unlike us.”

“Meaning what? They have taxidermy and a gun safe in every room in the house?”

“Dear God! I hadn’t even thought about that! Do you think they keep guns?”

“Let’s calm ourselves, shall we? If they have firearms I’m sure they have a good reason. I spoke to Frederick’s mother when we called her. She sounded normal enough to me.”

“Oh, I agree. It’s just that I think we’ll have a hard time finding common ground with them. They are very rural.”

“They’re farmers. Of course they’re rural.”

“It’s just that . . . oh, I don’t know. I feel uneasy.”

On the way to the powder room, I glanced up at the Monet hanging in the grand stairwell, bought for a song in 1895. I stopped and really looked at it, even though I’d seen it a thousand times. Apple Trees in Blossom. All the white flowers were so beautiful against the rustic ground. I thought so, anyway. I felt so lucky then to be a member of a club that appreciated how the world looked through the eyes of a great artist. I could come here and see this remarkable painting any time I wanted to, as though I sort of owned it. It was a rare privilege and one for which I was grateful. I wondered then if Frederick’s family had ever even heard of the Impressionists. Surely not. Oh, dear. Well, what could I do?

Picnic tables and southern food. We would fulfill this obligation with a smile on our faces if not with a song in our hearts.





“Alden is not my boyfriend,” Diane said.

“Well, he ought to be,” Virnell said.

Chapter 3

Diane’s Southern Soiree

September

The screen door slammed with a loud thwack. It was just after six A.M. Suddenly my brother Floyd was in our kitchen, where I was putting breakfast together.

“Morning, Floyd. People are still sleeping, you know.”

“Mom and Pop are as deaf as doornails, and your boy ought to be up anyhow. BJ is pig sitting.”

“Good. You want something to eat?”

“Nah, but thanks. Anytime I leave a roasting pig unattended, I worry about a grease fire.”

“As you should.”

The first barbecue pit Floyd built was too close to a stand of azaleas. There was a strong wind, a flare-up, and whoosh! The azaleas became a part of our family lore and we became acquainted with the Mount Pleasant Fire Department.

“These folks had better be grateful. Irma was my favorite sow,” Floyd said. “Such a high-spirited old girl.”

“It was her time,” I said, smiling to myself. “Besides, this is a noble cause.”

Floyd had Irma in the smoker and had been tending to her all night. He needed a shower and some strong coffee. His well-worn overalls were splotched with grease, and the stench of woodsmoke and beer traveled with him. I filled a mug and handed it to him.

“Fred really still sleeping?”

“Oh, yeah. Poor baby didn’t get in until midnight. His flight was late.”

Floyd grunted. “Ain’t no baby if he’s old enough to marry.” Floyd felt every able-bodied man ought to be up and working when day breaks. “When’s the princess coming?”

“With her folks, this afternoon.”

“Are they staying out here with us?”

“Oh, heavens, no! They’re at Zero George.”

“Zero George? That’s way too highfalutin for my blood. So they’re fancy city people.”

“Big-time,” I said, feeling my heart quicken a little from insecurity.

“La-di-da. Wait till they get out here and smell this air! They’re gonna fall in love.” Floyd smiled at me, trying to show support. “How many heads we aiming to feed?”

“The count’s coming up to the better part of a hundred,” I said.

“Well, just one of Irma’s haunches will feed that many. No problem. What else are we cooking?”

“Alden has a whole Lowcountry menu going. We figured they can’t get authentic Lowcountry food in Chicago.”

Alden Corrigan was my sometime boyfriend without benefits. I’d known his family all my life. My mother always said that his mother had the cleanest house in South Carolina, which was a peculiar claim to fame, if you ask me. But for as much as I loved to cook, I couldn’t handle a crowd as large as the one we were expecting without some serious help. Besides that, the night was too important for me to be hanging over a stove or a barbecue pit, coming away smelling like my sweet brother. This is the first time we ever had a catered party here. I wanted to impress Shelby’s parents by showing them their daughter was marrying into a nice family. I hoped I wouldn’t have to muzzle my brother.

Alden was a retired naval commander and his catering business was his retirement job. He liked nothing better than telling people what to do when and how to do it. I’d known his ex-wife. She was perfect, and if it was perfection that got his motor going, I definitely was not the girl for him. It was probably his very exacting management style that took an intimate encounter with him off the table, so to speak. But he ran events without a single hiccup, and given the stress and anxiety I was feeling, I was grateful to have him in my corner. And honey? He was one gorgeous man. Floyd was plain jealous. And Alden made me a little nervous.

“He should be here by ten to oversee setup,” I said.

“Aw, Gawd. Alden!” He called out his name in a falsetto voice. “That sumbitch ain’t coming over here and telling me how to cook my pig, is he?”

“He wouldn’t dare,” I said. “Everybody knows you’re the pit master, even him.”

Floyd harrumphed, shrugged his shoulders, and refilled his mug. “So, you didn’t answer me. What’s Pretty Boy serving? Itty-bitty finger foods in dainty pastry cups with a little lacy napkin?”

Pretty Boy. Lace napkins. In Floyd’s opinion, despite Alden’s military history, he still wasn’t manly enough. My brother had a nickname for everyone. I just shook my head and picked up the ten-page contract from Alden’s catering company and read it to him.

“The usual Lowcountry stuff. A mountain of boiled peanuts next to a huge presentation of shrimp and grits. Then he’s roasting May River oysters if he can get them. Coleslaw and potato salad. Deviled eggs. Bluefish spread on toast points. Deviled crab cakes. Corn muffins. Biscuits. And of course, Mom’s peach cake with homemade vanilla ice cream.”

Floyd harrumphed again. “That ought to make ’em happy,” he said. “And if it doesn’t, they can all go home and scratch their mad place.”

“Amen.”

No one ever really defined what one’s mad place might be, but it was assumed to be in the area of one’s personal Lowcountry.

“Well, I don’t want you worrying about tonight. I’ve got clean camo pants and a new T-shirt from the Dollar Store. Me and BJ gon’ charm the manure out of everyone.”

Manure. I just looked at him and he could see the horror on my face.

“Just fooling with you, Lady Di. I got brand-spanking-new khakis and I’m gone douse myself good with a bottle of swell smell I got for Christmas. BJ’s got not one but three new dresses and an appointment at the beauty parlor. And I spit-shined my Weejuns. Don’t worry, sister. We’re gonna do you proud!”

“I wasn’t worried for one second, Floyd.” And the Academy Award for Best Liar goes to . . . From the moment I started to plan this party, I’d had recurring nightmares about what he might do. “Not for one second.”

He put his mug in the sink and turned back to face me.

“It’s gonna be a wonderful night, sister. Irma is as tasty as she was beautiful.”

“Only you, Floyd. There’s only one like you.”

“Later!”

Needless to say, he slammed the screen door nearly off its hinges on the way out of the house as well.

I pulled out the old cast-iron skillet and filled it with strips of cold bacon. Pipes rattled and toilets flushed, signaling the start of the day for my parents and for Fred. As soon as the bacon began to sizzle they’d flock to the kitchen, beckoned by the irresistible smells of maple and brown sugar. I slid the double griddle pan across two burners, brushed it with butter, and, as soon as water drops bounced, ladled batter onto its surface.

“G’morning!” It was Pop. He came into the kitchen, neatly dressed, freshly shaven, and smelling like Old Spice. “Pancakes?”

I flipped three onto a plate and drizzled syrup over them. No one ever saw my dad in his pajamas unless he had the flu.

“Can I tempt you with this?” I said. “Coffee?”

“I’ll pour my own. You know I’m watching my waistline, but why don’t you set that plate on the table right there and let’s see what happens.” He winked at me and said thanks.

I turned the bacon over onto paper towels and refilled the skillet. Next came Fred.

He appeared wearing freshly pressed linen Bermuda shorts, a knit shirt tucked in, and his alligator belt with the monogrammed gold buckle. His short hair was neatly combed and his breath smelled like toothpaste. Here was my boy, a man now, about to be married. He was capable, affable, and self-sufficient. Self-sufficient. It gave me pause to realize this, and I almost choked up. Was I really ready to release him? Was I releasing him, or had I been deluding myself all along that he was ever mine to release? Was I gaining a daughter? There wasn’t much positive evidence on that last one. Why didn’t anyone tell me how emotional this would be? Suddenly the business of my only child getting married felt like a kind of death.

“How’s the greatest mom in the world?” Fred said and kissed my cheek. “Pancakes! Oh, wow! Hey, Pop! How are you?”

A tiny smile crept across my father’s craggy face and his eyes—lined with red, faded to a pale shade of nickel, and sagging from the harrows of age—twinkled with affection for my son.

“Every day above ground is a victory, I reckon. You?”

“Ha-ha! That’s a good one! We got any juice?” Fred said.

His head was inside the refrigerator when my mother walked into the room.

“Here’s my baby doll!” Pop said and raised himself from his chair.

“Don’t get up, sweetheart,” she said and kissed his cheek.

She was wearing a floral-print dress with pockets and sensible shoes that could traverse the yard to the farm stand without her feet suffering the roots and rocks that pockmarked the distance. She was still pretty spry for her age, but lately I’d noticed her using handrails to pull herself up a flight of stairs and struggling with lifting things more and more often. I hated every single hint that my parents were aging.

“On the door, second shelf,” I said. “G’morning, Mom!”

“Good morning, everyone! Come give me a hug, Mr. Grown-up, soon to be a married man, grandson of mine!”

“You bet!”

Fred hugged my mother like a caveman and lifted her off the ground.

“Put me down, you young whippersnapper!”

She was laughing, pretending to be offended, when we all knew she loved every second of attention that he gave her. When he finally put her feet back on the floor he planted noisy smooches on her cheeks.

“Oh, you!” she said. “Oh, my! I’m a little dizzy!”

“Better check your pressure,” Pop said.

“Check your own pressure,” she said. “Mine’s fine!”

Fred held her chair for her and she sat down at the table.

“All right now. Here’s coffee,” I said and placed the mug on her right.

“Thank you, sweetheart. Now just tell me how I can help you get ready for tonight.”

“I’ll know more after Alden gets here. We’re going to do a walk-through. Why don’t you come?” I liked to include my mother whenever I could.

“I’d like that,” she said. “You might have overlooked an important detail.”

“Like the outhouse they delivered yesterday,” Dad said. “It might be stinky. I’d check it out.”

“Outdoor toilets?” Fred said and laughed, raising his eyebrows.

I knew immediately that he was wondering how his future in-laws would take to the idea. Admittedly, portable johns would hardly enhance our reputation as country squires. But we had too many guests for our meager indoor plumbing to accommodate. Surely Shelby’s parents had attended an outdoor concert at some point in their life and had used one.

“Hmmm. They’re from Royal Restrooms,” I said. “I’ll have y’all know it’s actually considered a luxury restroom trailer. Three thrones and a vanity with two sinks. Frankly, the one in the yard is more up-to-date than the ones in this house. Which reminds me, I need to put some flowers in there on the vanity and a basket of things people might need.”

“Like what?” Fred said. “Bug spray?”

“Oh, dear! I hadn’t even considered the bugs.”

We cleaned up the kitchen, and when everything was put away, I wandered outside with my mother to find Alden. She made a beeline for Floyd’s pit and I searched the small army of workers for Alden. He was in the side yard, a wide and deep space in front of the barns, talking to the supervisor from Snyder Rental who was overseeing the final details for the evening. Strings of lights crisscrossed the yard and the tent. They were the old-fashioned kind, clear and round, the size of golf balls. Farm tables and folding chairs surrounded the dance floor. Bales of hay decorated with buckets of wildflowers and greenery, pots of chrysanthemums, late-season watermelons, early pumpkins and gourds, flanked the walkway and bars. Tall buckets of wildflowers with trailing tendrils of ivy decorated the buffet tables anchored with large lanterns that held fat columns of candles. The inescapable and delicious perfume of Irma was everywhere. I dared Shelby’s parents not to fall under her spell.

“Alden!” I called out. “Good morning!”

He turned when he heard my voice, and I saw his face brighten. “Good morning, Diane! It’s a beautiful day for a party, isn’t it?”

“I think you’re right,” I said.

He walked toward me and I thought anybody could see the love in his eyes. It was a shame that I wouldn’t let myself feel it for him. He was such a great guy. The truth was, I hadn’t had any heat for anyone in decades, having decided the orange of romance simply wasn’t worth the squeeze. Or maybe I was just too tired all the time to give it a try.

“I was just talking to the guy from Snyder and I told him they had to move the generators. Too noisy.”

“Good catch! I probably would’ve realized that tonight in the middle of everything when it’s too late to do anything about it.”

“Well, that’s why you depend on me, isn’t it? You don’t do this every day. I do.”

A sudden breeze came from nowhere and pushed a loose section of my hair into my eyes. He reached across the space between us and moved it away. For a moment, there was something. I heard his sigh and knew not acknowledging his feelings was the safest way to handle them.

“So, you’re coming tonight, aren’t you?”

“Wild horses couldn’t keep me away,” he said, smiling.

“Didn’t the Stones record that back in the day?”

“Yes, ma’am. I can sing a few bars if you’d like. Hmmm?”

“Save it for another time, I think.” I winced.

He pretended to be hurt and insulted. “Ma’am, your words cut me to the quick.”

I smiled and shook my head, and he laughed.

“Oh, Alden! What about mosquitoes and no-see-ums? Just tell me the party’s going to be flawless.”

“I’ve already sprayed the bushes. It will be perfect. You may depend on it.”

“Okay, then. I’ll see you later.”

I was dressing later on that afternoon, busying myself with thoughts of gratitude that the weather had held and that we weren’t besieged by afternoon thundershowers. I sure didn’t want a muddy driveway. Then I had a thought about what Shelby’s parents were wearing, their shoes in particular. What if they assumed that the outdoor tent would have flooring? Of course we had not rented flooring because the expenses for the night were already in the stratosphere.

By five o’clock my parents and I were in the front parlor, pacing, waiting for Fred to arrive with Shelby and her parents. We had invited them to come early so we could share a glass of iced tea or coffee if they cared for that. I just wanted to give them the lay of the land and show them who we were if time allowed. I hoped maybe a tour of the packing sheds, the barns, and the farm stand would quell any reservations they might have. I would try to bypass Floyd’s trailer, saving that architectural wonder for another time. Besides, that crazy-looking, highly territorial dog might terrify them. Moses sure terrified me, especially after dark.

I said to my mother, “Don’t you look nice?”

To which she replied, “Thank you. Why are we all so nervous?”

“It’s normal given the circumstances,” I said.

“Now, what are the circumstances?” she said. “Party jitters?”

“Meeting Shelby’s parents,” I said and thought, Is she kidding? But then again, I thought, lots of older people get a little confused when they’re under pressure.

“Oh, shoot. That’s nothing.”

“They’re here,” my dad said. He was standing by the windows, peeking through the curtains.

“Get away from the windows like a Peeping Tom!” Mom said. “You want them to think we’re a bunch of weirdos?”

There will be plenty of time for that, I thought.





“They seem awfully nice, but I don’t know how they live like that,” Susan Kennedy Cambria said.

Chapter 4

Really? Pig Pickin’?

I had just stepped out of the black car that delivered us from our hotel to the home of my daughter’s future in-laws. At first glance I had to say that the landscape was pretty breathtaking. There was a chalkboard in the parking lot of the farm stand that said, STOP THE CAR – YOU NEED PIE! How utterly charming! I took off my sunglasses and squinted. Gorgeous oaks with long tears of Spanish moss were everywhere. And I could see the peach orchard in the distance. It was larger than I had envisioned. There were planters of flowers on the front steps of their house. Pretty, I thought. But If I had to live in a battered old house like this, I’d weep day and night. Thank God I’d had the presence of mind to get my invitations for our party out early and that my gossip girl Judy CQ canceled her trip here at the last minute. She was invited to another friend’s ranch in Montana to fly-fish for the weekend and felt she couldn’t decline because our other friend was recently separated from her husband, who was of course screwing his secretary. (And they were flying private, Judy’s drug of choice.) This was news? Really? Men screwed their secretaries? Please.

“Alejandro?” I said his name quietly.

“Yes?” He was trying to make a call on his cell. “I can’t get enough bars.”

“They’re staring at us from behind the curtains.”

He looked up briefly and then his attention returned to his phone, madly punching in the numbers again.

“Who cares? I have to be on a conference call with our bank in Geneva now! Damn it! Do you think someone here might have a landline?”

“Darling, this is very bad timing. Conference calls on a Saturday night?” It seemed odd. I smoothed the wrinkles on the skirt of my black linen dress and swatted a huge mosquito on my arm. There was blood. I reached into my bag for a tissue to remove its carcass. “Nasty!”

The kitten heel of my sandal was sinking into the pea gravel walkway. I had a bad feeling about the evening, but it was my duty to be polite and congenial. For the sake of Shelby and because we cared so much for Frederick, I was determined to be the perfect candidate for an in-law if it killed me. Alejandro could spend the entire night on the phone if he wished. I’d seen him do it before.

As I began my way toward their house, which hadn’t seen a paintbrush since we’d put a man on the moon, the line from the old song began running through my mind on an obnoxious endless loop: Be it ever so humble, there’s no place like home. When I reached the steps the front door opened, and out came Diane, Frederick’s mother. She seemed genuinely happy to see me.

“Oh! I’m so glad you’re here!” she exclaimed. “Please come in! Come in! Is that your husband?”

I turned to see Alejandro walking across the yard with his cell phone held to his ear and his other hand on his hip and then gesturing.

“Yes, that’s Alejandro. Please forgive him. He’s on a conference call. He’ll be along in a few minutes.”

“Oh, it’s no problem! Come meet the family!”

She stood there in the late-afternoon light, hair uncolored, pulled back into a simple clamp. Her face was bare, except for a swipe of pale pink lipstick that I knew on instinct she seldom wore. And her unpretentious beige linen shift matched her beige flat sandals. Mother of the groom. Wear beige and shut up. I was her polar opposite in every single way. I wondered then if I should sneak into a bathroom and wash my face. And my next thought was that it must be liberating in some Little House on the Prairie way to dress so plainly and to be so unadorned. I wouldn’t go to my yoga class without a full face of makeup.

“Thank you. I’m so glad to meet you at last!” I said this, thinking she really was a handsome woman, although her face had clearly never enjoyed a committed relationship with a good moisturizer or an aesthetician. Nonetheless, natural good looks were rare and to be treasured. Maybe at some point down the road, she’d come to Chicago and I’d take her to Mireille’s and let Mimi work her magic. I just loved the name Mimi.

I stepped across the threshold and was immediately accosted by a very large cat, who hurried to my side and began to walk between and around my legs.

“Shoo, kitty!” I said. I was not a cat person.

“Oh, don’t pay Gus no mind!” an older woman who had to be Diane’s mother said. “He’s an old pain in the neck.” She came over, leaned down, and scooped him up with one arm where he hung from her hip like a rag doll. “I’m Virnell, the GMO the G.”

I smiled, delighted to discover some wit in the family. I shook her hand and scratched the nice kitty gingerly behind the ears.

“Then that makes me Susan, the MO the B!”

“Well, that’s just fine! And that’s Floyd Sr., but we all call him Pop.”

The older man in the recliner gave me a nod and a little wave.

“Hi, there!” I said and gave him a little wave in return.

Virnell said, “Come on in and let’s get you something to wet your whistle!”

I had stepped back in time. Who said “wet your whistle”? My head swirled and the years slipped away. I was on Walden Pond.

“I’m sorry?” I had missed whatever it was Diane was saying.

“I said, would you like a glass of iced tea? It’s sweetened with our own peach syrup.”

No vodka? Not even wine?

“That sounds wonderful!” I said, climbing on the sobriety train.

She handed me the frosty glass and I took a sip. It was absolutely delicious.

“This is so refreshing!” I said and quickly drained the glass. “May I?”

Virnell said, “Law, Diane, quick, get Susan a refill! The poor thing’s parched like a cactus garden!”

“Thanks,” I said and handed the glass back to Diane.

Cactus garden? Wasn’t that sort of a contradiction in terms? But what did I know? There were lace doilies under every lamp and a large hooked rug on the floor. There was no artwork on the walls, only a large photograph of Frederick as a boy in his scout uniform. The tabletops held a collection of family snapshots from different occasions, all in unmatched frames. And there was an ashtray and a candy jar filled with peppermints. I had entered a time warp. Maybe it was me, but in Chicago, we hid our ashtrays and no one offered refined sugar anymore.

And then a tall, handsome, muscular, and, may God forgive me, super sexy man entered the room. When we locked eyes, I must’ve turned every shade of red in the spectrum.

“Hey, I’m Floyd, Fred’s uncle.”

“Floyd helped me raise Fred along with his daughters. Who’s watching Irma?” Diane said.

“Irma is done,” he said.

“Who’s Irma?” I asked.

“My favorite sow. You’ll love her.”

A sow? He looked at me like, I don’t know, in a very personal way. Certainly, Alejandro had never looked at me like that. Uncle Floyd was not smiling. He was assessing.

“Well, I’m Susan, Shelby’s mother.”

“I figured that,” he said.

He took my hand in his, and I swear, his hand all but swallowed mine. Stop it this minute, I thought, chastising myself thoroughly for wondering what it would be like to sleep with him. And it seemed like he lingered a second too long before he released my hand, and I felt my temperature rise again. Then she appeared.

“This is my current friend, Betty Jean, but we all call her BJ.”

“How nice to meet you,” I said, thinking, I’ll bet they call her that for a specific reason, but I didn’t raise one hair of an eyebrow, thanks to the wonders of Botox. And what did he mean current friend? This was just the kind of thing I worried about, that perhaps Shelby was marrying into a family of people who had little regard for the sanctity of marriage. On a side note, BJ was not into fashion, but she did have notable cleavage.

“It’s nice to meet you,” she said with a faint smile. “Floyd? Would you like a glass of tea?”

“Sure. Thanks. Hey, sis!” Floyd said. “Look at you, all gussied up.”

Gussied up? If Diane was gussied up, I must’ve looked like I was ready for Halloween.

The door opened again and Alejandro entered.

“Finally!” I said.

“Alejandro,” Diane said, hurrying toward him, “we are so happy to have y’all with us tonight! We just love Shelby so dearly!”

“Yes,” he said. “Thank you. Do you have a landline I might use for a few moments? I need to call Geneva back right away. I’m afraid it’s rather urgent and it’s already midnight there.”

“In Geneva, Alabama?” Floyd said.

Alejandro looked at Floyd like he was a total idiot and said, “No. Switzerland.”

“Switzerland!” Floyd said quietly and narrowed his eyebrows suspiciously, as though he could not conceive of the necessity of talking to someone in a place so far away, especially if it was midnight.

“Well, you can give it a try,” Virnell said. “There’s a phone out there at the end of the hall on the hall table.”

They still had a landline? And probably a telephone table, one of those odd little painted tables attached to a small painted chair that had a special spot for the phone book. My grandmother had owned one of those. I remembered that I used to chip off the black paint with my thumbnail when I was upset with my mother, which was frequently. I followed Alejandro down the hallway to see, and sure enough, there it was. Not every piece of midcentury furniture was museum worthy.

Well, Alejandro began dialing and getting all sorts of recordings and becoming very frustrated. I hated his dark moods. Finally he put the phone down and looked at me.

“I’ve got a hundred euros that says they don’t have an international plan.”

“I’m sure you’re right,” I said. “Why would they? Would you like something to drink? Diane is pouring iced tea.”

He looked at his watch. It was six thirty. Martini time.

“Iced tea? You’re kidding, aren’t you?”

“No. I’m quite serious.”

“I’m going back outside to see if I can get a signal. Please apologize for me. I won’t be long.”

“Why don’t you ask Siri? I’ll bet she knows a way to do it.”

“Siri’s an idiot,” he said in disgust and left the house.

I went back to the living room and immediately their lively chatter became dead silence. I hated when that happened. So I did what all battle-ready urbanites do – I took it in stride, ignored it, and brought up a new topic.

“So! Has anyone heard from Frederick and Shelby? Hmmm?”

“They should be here any minute,” Diane said. “Fred wanted to show her where he went to high school.”

“Susan,” Virnell said, “Pop and I were just wondering about what y’all do for a living.”

“Well, Alejandro owns a private equity firm. It’s small, but he’s been very lucky. Before we were married, I did public relations for a large firm in Chicago. Once Shelby arrived, I began doing volunteer fund-raising for different arts and cultural institutions. Keeps me busy and out of trouble.”

Pop said, “What’s private equity?”

“Well, basically a select group of people give my husband money and he invests it on their behalf. It’s a very personal business built on trust. But Alejandro is practically clairvoyant when it comes to what to invest in next.” I said this to them and it was clear to me they had no idea what I was talking about. “Let’s say you open a savings account at the bank, right? That money doesn’t sit there. The bank uses it to invest for you and for the institution. Alejandro is sort of a one-man bank.” We lived in a very different world.

Virnell said, “Well, every time the banks around here open a new branch, I set up a little account.”

“Because she gets a free toaster oven!” Pop said and slapped his knee with a laugh.

“Or a blender! What’s the matter with that?” Virnell said defensively.

“Nothing!” I said. “Not a thing in the world!”

Virnell was a pip. She reminded me of an aunt I used to have. Spunky and spry.

“Here’s another thing I wanted to know,” Diane said.

All eyes were on me.

“Isn’t Chicago really, really, terribly, unbearably cold in the winter?” she said. “How do you stand it?”

I laughed out loud then. “You’re right! Sometimes it’s so cold you could scream! But you get used to it. Let’s be honest. It’s no colder there than it is hot and humid here.”

“Touché on that one,” Floyd said.

“Well, the caterer has taken over our kitchen and I can hear the band, so I guess we’d better make our way to the party,” Diane said. “We have so many nice friends who are very excited to meet you and your husband.”

Virnell said, “And to welcome Shelby to the Lowcountry! She’s not the first Yankee we adopted!”

“I’m originally from Vermont,” BJ said.

“Midwesterner, Mom. Shelby is from the Midwest.” Then Diane whispered to me, “She means well.”

“‘She’ is the cat’s mother!” Virnell said.

I had no clue what that meant, but I guessed it meant Diane shouldn’t refer to Virnell as she.

“Vermont is a really beautiful state,” I said as we stepped outside.

BJ smiled nervously at me. Why was she nervous? I could see Alejandro about a hundred yards in the distance; his fist was dug into his hip and he was holding his cell phone tightly to his ear.

“Thank you,” she said. “One of Floyd’s daughters lives there.”

“Oh, really?”

“Stephanie is about twenty-three. She’s lives in a commune and makes cheese.”

“I see,” I said and thought, She’s probably a stoner, a term I learned from Shelby.

BJ sighed. “I miss the Canadian maples when they change color in the fall.”

“I’d miss that too!” I said.

I smiled back at her. I got the feeling then that she didn’t have many friends. But then, if I was being honest, neither did I. Not real ones anyway.

“Ain’t nobody got your feet nailed to the Lowcountry floor,” Floyd said. “I’m going on ahead to check on Irma.”

BJ gasped a little. “I don’t know why he says things like that,” she said to me. “He promised to behave himself tonight.”

“Oh, don’t worry. Usually men say things like that so you’ll reassure them there’s nowhere else you’d rather be.”

“Or because they don’t care if you stay or go,” she said.

Oh, boy, I thought. Here’s the first crack in the wall. “Or because all men are babies sometimes? What do you think?”

She paused for a moment before she spoke. “I think you’re a smart cookie,” she said.

We made our way along the gravel driveway, following the others who were hurrying toward the tent. I looked over to a field of sorts where arriving guests were parking, directed by young men wearing matching T-shirts with a company logo. Shelby and Frederick drove past us, parked by the barn and got out of their car. I waved to them.

“I’ll wait for them,” I said to BJ.

BJ stopped, looked at my face, looked away and then back at me again. “You know what?” she said.

I waited and then she said, “Men are stupid. That’s the real problem here.”

“I don’t know if they’re all stupid, but I can attest to the fact that the little boy in them never completely grows up. I’ll see you in a few minutes!”

The poor thing. She walked away.

My beautiful daughter, poised and graceful, moved across the distance between us on Frederick’s arm. Alejandro was still on the phone. I turned to the tent. There were beer kegs. And a pig splayed across a large table with an apple in its mouth. Floyd caught my eye. He was staring at me. He slapped the pig on its butt and grinned at me. What was I to infer from that?





“Alden did such a great job!” Diane said.

“You ought to reward him with a kiss!” Virnell said.

“Mom!” Diane said

Chapter 5

Irma Is Served

As we meandered down the driveway toward the tent, I started getting excited. We didn’t throw parties, so a barbecue of this magnitude was a very big deal, and more special because of the occasion. Our bluegrass band was in full swing, and there was a great vibe. We stopped along the way, saying hello to arriving friends and introducing Susan to everyone. People had already begun to eat, as was the custom. When the pig was done, people lined up.

“Come on, Momma,” I said to Virnell. “Let’s get you and Pop a seat and I’ll fix y’all a plate.”

“That would be very nice,” she said, “although we’re not exactly infirm yet.” She smiled at Susan and Susan smiled back.

I just shook my head and led my parents to a table. Everyone was talking about the food, but especially about how moist and delicious the pork was. Most of our friends already had a little grease on their chins and they were literally licking their fingers. Irma was working her voodoo.

“Make sure you try a piece of the crackling,” I said to Susan, pointing to the pile of crispy skin all stacked up inside the rib cage while I wondered if her eyelashes were ones that she grew.

“Believe it or not, I went to a pig pull once, years
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