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    This book is dedicated to all those who know and love the Lowcountry—and to Carolina Girls Forever (you know who you are).
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    AUTHOR’S NOTE


    Much of this novel is set in the South Carolina Lowcountry. This is a geographic and cultural region located along the South Carolina coast. It is barely above sea level; thus the term low country. At a certain time every year, a small part of the Lowcountry is briefly below sea level. The Lowcountry includes Beaufort, Berkeley, Charleston, Colleton, Dorchester, Hampton, and Jasper counties, but many believe it extends as far as Allendale, Georgetown, and Williamsburg counties.


    During colonial times, this region was one of the world’s leading exporters of rice (“white gold”) and Indigo cotton, which were sold at premium prices before they were even harvested. Thousands of large plantations dotted the coastline. One of the biggest influences in this region has been the Gullah, who were brought here from Africa to work these plantations. They brought with them their beliefs and traditions, which included conjuring and spiritual healing (known as hoodoo or Lowcountry voodoo).


    Recently, legislation was passed to protect and promote this unique Heritage Corridor, which includes most of the South Carolina’s Sea Islands and the Gullah.
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    PROLOGUE


    David Coble made a mistake nine years ago. Who would have believed that one indiscretion could have led to so much dishonesty? To keep his recklessness from his wife, he had told so many lies over the last several years that he could hardly keep them straight. Yet as incongruous as it sounded, he had told all these lies to protect Lydia.


    He glanced over at his sleeping wife. She was snoring softly and looked so peaceful. Even in the dim light he could detect a slight smile on her lovely face. He hated himself for what he had done to her. His latest betrayal was so terrible that his guilty conscience was keeping him awake, despite how exhausted he was. And had brought on a bad case of indigestion, he thought as a wave of pain ripped through his chest, and he struggled to catch his breath.


    Was it time to come clean and let the chips fall where they may? Not only was this taking a toll on his health, but it was getting increasingly difficult to hide everything from Lydia. He wondered if he should wake her and ask if they had any antacids or whatever you take to get some relief. Lydia would know what to do—she always did—but he didn’t want to disturb her.


    Also, if he were completely honest, he didn’t want to wake her for fear of having to answer questions that might accompany her assistance. He just wanted to lie here in the dark and think about what he should do. He was aware that he was risking it all with this latest deception.


    Hopefully, it would all work out, and Lydia would never be the wiser. Hopefully, she would never learn the truth. But if the worst case scenario occurred, she would discover the depths of his deception. Not only would she never forgive him, she’d leave him and never come back. No, Lydia could never find out. No matter what.
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    Lydia liked Bob “Woody” Tisdale. The silver-haired, potbellied lawyer looked and sounded like a genteel southern lawyer. He always wore classic gray or dark blue three-piece suits complete with pastel silk ties and matching pocket handkerchiefs. He could be mistaken for an old-time radio DJ because of his soothing southern drawl and rich baritone voice. He personified comfort and confidence to his troubled clients. Usually.


    But when he had said that he felt this meeting couldn’t wait until after David’s funeral, he had spoken hurriedly, and his voice held no hint of comfort.


    But then again, Lydia supposed there was no way to soft-pedal this kind of news. She had assumed that he needed her signature on some paperwork. She was sure it could wait, but she couldn’t stand to roam around the big, empty house any longer. She welcomed any excuse to get out of the house and focus on something other than her husband’s death or his funeral tomorrow. Lydia didn’t think anything could come as a bigger shock than David’s death, but she was wrong.


    Lydia was blown away when her lawyer explained why he had called the meeting. As soon as Bob had learned about David’s death, he started working on the paperwork. As the lawyer handling David’s estate, he had wanted to make things as smooth and easy as possible for Lydia. But he soon realized that wasn’t going to be possible.


    Tisdale didn’t sugarcoat it when he told Lydia that David had cashed out his retirement account ten months ago, and two months ago he had secured a large bank loan using land that Lydia owned as collateral. The loan money was wired to Chris Miller at a Wells Fargo branch in Rapid City, South Dakota. It was withdrawn less than twenty-four hours later. That was all the information he had except that it seemed that the transactions were straightforward and legal. The lawyer verified that it was David’s signature, and the documents had been properly notarized.


    “But that’s impossible. I own Sanctuary Island. David couldn’t—wouldn’t—just do something like this without my knowledge. Could he?” Lydia asked.


    “No, your signature would be required. Are you saying that he forged your signature?” Woody asked as he pushed the document across the desk.


    Lydia picked it up and studied it before replying, “This is my signature, but I didn’t sign anything authorizing that land to be used as collateral for a loan. That land has been in my family for generations. I would never do anything to put it—or the Gullah people who live there—in jeopardy. David knows how I feel. He wouldn’t ask me to use it to secure a loan, let alone go behind my back and do it.”


    Then it hit her. She remembered David coming to her early one morning before leaving for work. He said he needed her signature on some papers, something about a tax assessment on the island. That was a couple of months ago. She was worthless before her morning coffee, and he knew it. He had deliberately tricked her into signing those papers.


    “Oh, I do recall signing some papers, but I didn’t realize what they were,” Lydia said.


    “This is a serious accusation and one that’s going to be hard to substantiate given that David is deceased,” Tisdale said, shaking his head.


    “What exactly does this mean? Why did he need a loan?” Lydia demanded.


    “I’m afraid I can’t answer that. I filed the paperwork but was not privy to his reasons. I knew that David was having some financial hardships,” Woody said, shrugging his shoulders.


    Financial hardships?


    “What kind of financial hardships?” Lydia asked.


    “He mentioned that his commissions were considerably less due to the recession. I assume he wasn’t earning enough to pay your bills, so he used the equity in his retirement fund to make up the difference. But that doesn’t explain why he borrowed additional funds and gave that money to an unknown third party. I would suggest you talk to his employer. Maybe he can shed some light on the matter. In the meantime, we need to address a more pressing issue. The next loan payment is due soon and so are the taxes on the land, which the county has assessed and increased by twenty percent this year.”


    “Whoa!” Lydia said, holding up her hand like a stop sign. “Slow down. I don’t understand why David would get a loan and give the money to someone I’ve never heard of. Why can’t we get out of this now that David’s deceased? I can sign something—whatever document or affidavit you need me to sign to fix this. How soon until we settle his estate? I can use that money to pay the loan and taxes and other bills until we sort this out,” Lydia said.


    “I don’t think you understand. There is no getting out of this. This is your signature on these papers. The money is gone. There is no undoing this. I don’t know who this person is or why David did this without consulting you. I know this is a lot to absorb, but I’m sorry to be the one to tell you that there is no estate. There is no money to pay this loan or the taxes or anything else. I am sorry to have to lay all of this on you before you’ve even buried David, but I felt you needed to know everything as soon as possible given the severity of your circumstances,” Tisdale said.


    Lydia was dumbstruck. This was not happening. She suddenly felt light-headed and nauseated. Extremely nauseated. She mumbled something to the lawyer and dashed out of his office. She made it down the hall and into the restroom before throwing up into a trash can beside the door. Weak-kneed she staggered over to the sink and splashed cold water on her face.


    Another wave of nausea struck her as she tried to sort out her thoughts. This time she made it into a stall before vomiting. Lydia flushed the toilet before sagging onto the toilet seat. She had no idea how long she sat there, but she was sure that it was a long time before her shaky legs would support her weight, and she could breathe normally.


    She tried to sort out what she had learned. The bottom line was that she was broke. Worse still, the Sanctuary was collateral for a huge loan to someone she didn’t know. It would be foreclosed by the bank if the loan payments could not be made. She also owed a big tax bill for the island. If she couldn’t find the funds, she could lose her home and the Sanctuary. She could not believe this was happening. She could not believe that her husband—the man she thought she knew so well—had done this to her.


    Did she have any assets she could liquidate to raise some temporary cash? She couldn’t think of any except for a few family antiques, her car (David’s was leased), and their home, which the bank still owned for eight more years. Given her circumstances, there was no way the bank would extend an equity line of credit or any type of loan to her. As far as risk ratio went, the bank would classify her as über high risk. There was only two or three thousand dollars in their bank account. Thank goodness that David’s funeral costs were pre-paid, and he was being laid to rest in his family crypt. She might be able to get a cash advance on her credit card, but that would only be for another two or three thousand dollars at most.


    Lydia needed to focus on how she was going to pay these bills and hold on to her house and Sanctuary Island, but all she could think about was what her husband had done. He had deceived her on so many levels. He had tricked her into signing over the island as collateral for a loan to someone she didn’t know. That was the worst. Or was it?


    He never told her how bad things were at work or that they were drowning in debt. What else hadn’t he told her? Who Chris Miller was, for one thing.


    The next day, Lydia went to see David’s boss, but he didn’t have any answers. David had several clients on the West Coast, but none were named Chris Miller. They had double-checked their records, and he didn’t have any accounts in Rapid City. Without disclosing her reasons, Lydia asked everyone she could think of if they had ever heard of Chris Miller.


    She met with her lawyer to let him know what she had learned, which was not much. Bob Tisdale thought she should hire a private investigator to see what he could find out about Chris Miller and his connection to David.


    “If we can collect evidence to suggest fraud or duress or some other justification, I could get the authorities to open an investigation. I think it’s a long shot, and I don’t know if the money can be recovered, but it would be worth pursuing given your situation.”


    Bob said that he could ask around and get some recommendations for a good investigator. He could even take care of the whole thing for her.


    “Some of these guys will work pro bono with the understanding that they will get part of the proceeds—a large percentage—should you recover any of the money.”


    “No, thank you. I’ll handle it myself,” she had said. She knew what she had to do. She just had to figure out if she could do it.


    


    

  


  
    



    One


    THE SANCTUARY


    Julia Anastasia Rutledge had been Lydia’s best friend since they were four years old. She toddled over to Lydia on the first day of kindergarten, spilling her grape Kool-Aid on Lydia’s new patent leather shoes while shyly asking if they could be friends.


    They had met Elizabeth Goldberg at Camp Yemassee when they were eleven years old. They didn’t realize it at the time, but that was the beginning of the Carolina Girls Forever—or CGFs as they like to call themselves.


    Sonya Boyd became part of their group a couple of months later following her parents’ bitter divorce, which caused her mother to leave upstate New York to “start a new life as far away from her ex-husband as she could get without going way out to California where everyone’s just plain crazy from all that desert heat and Santa Anna winds.”


    Camp Yemassee may have been the beginning of the CGFs, but Sanctuary Island was the place where their friendship flourished. The CGFs had spent every summer and school vacation on the island. Pretending to be princess warriors, they had “battled” one another all the way across the island. That’s how they stumbled across the reclusive Gullah people, the island’s only permanent inhabitants. This was the only home they’d ever known. The Gullah were slave descendants who still held the same beliefs and practiced the same traditions as their ancestors who were brought here from West Africa.


    They certainly would have never seen a hoodoo healing ceremony. The foursome watched spellbound from behind tall stalks of fragrant sweetgrass, also known as “holy grass,” as the spindly conjurer wearing a colorful kaftan jumped and gyrated while chanting and waving his gris-gris bag in the air. His movement was punctuated in the glow of the ceremonial fire. A heavyset man stood in the background banging a drum while a slim woman wearing dozens of beaded bracelets and multicolored necklaces stood beside him shaking a rattle carved from a large gourd. The music and movement, along with the crackle of the fire and the conjurer’s soft chanting, was mesmerizing. Having witnessed such a private and spectacular event, they felt a special connection to the Gullah from that moment on.


    Sharing that rare experience bonded them in a way that Lydia could never explain. It also made them more protective of the island’s inhabitants—even the loggerhead turtles, which came to the island every year to nest. When nature tells them it’s time, baby turtles make their brave dash across the skinny stretch of sand to return to the sea. As they waddled towards the surf, the CGFs silently cheered them on as they embarked on their short but perilous journey.


    Just past the compact beach is a dense cluster of pine-mixed hardwoods, palmettos, tupelos, and colossal cypress trees that comprise the island’s maritime forest. On the other side of the forest lies the wetlands, which is home to many birds, reptiles, and amphibians. Because of the diversity of the soil and plant life, the island is a perfect habitat for many species of plants and animals.


    They referred to it as “The Sanctuary” because it became their secret haven—a place inhabited only by the CGFs and the Gullah. This barrier island became their refuge from the world. They probably knew it better than their own neighborhoods, having explored every inch of the island over the years. They spent countless hours wandering along oblique trails studying indigenous plants and animals or walking the beach collecting interesting shells. While sunbathing on the beach that was littered with large pieces of driftwood and exotic-looking seashells, the CGFs talked about boys, sex, fashion, the future, and everything else imaginable.


    The island had been in Lydia’s family since a great-uncle or great-great-grandfather had won it in a card game, depending on whose story you chose to believe. It was passed on to her when her parents died, but she never considered herself its owner; more like a guardian. A protector. In recent years, her husband had looked after it. Or so she thought.


    It’s funny how things that seem so important at one time become inconsequential, and things you didn’t think were important turn out to be life defining. There were probably all kinds of clues as to what her husband had been doing, if only Lydia had paid more attention.
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    Sonya had learned to swim in the inlet at Sanctuary Island. They had brought Julia to the island after her mother’s death. It was the only thing that got her to leave her bedroom and helped her through the darkest days of her life. Liz claimed she lost her virginity on the beach at the Sanctuary. So many milestones—even matrimony.


    Lydia and David had gotten married in a small ceremony on the island’s small beach. He knew how much that place meant to her and yet he had done this. What did that mean? When he told her how much he loved her, had that been just another lie? She didn’t see how he could have done this to her if he had loved her. You didn’t treat someone you loved this way.


    Lydia had never felt so alone or frightened before. If only she could reach out to the CGFs she might feel better, at least Lydia would feel less alone in the world. But she couldn’t. Not yet. But she knew she would have to if she was going to save the Sanctuary.


    


    

  


  
    



    Two


    JULIA


    When the phone rang, Julia was elbow deep in dish suds. “John, can you get that?” she asked. She had heard him in the den just a few minutes ago. The phone continued to ring. She didn’t know whether he had not heard her or was just pretending not to hear her. After sixteen years of marriage, he had developed a keen sense of selective hearing.


    “Hello,” Julia said as she tried to wipe foamy suds off the phone and her hands. In the process, she dropped the phone, and it hit the floor with a clatter. She scooped it up and said a quick, “I’m sorry,” into the receiver.


    “Hey, Jules.”


    Julia’s mood brightened the instant she heard Sonya’s voice. Even though Sonya lived less than an hour away, they didn’t talk or get together as often as they used to when they were the CGFs. Before the “incident” with Lydia and Liz, which had marked the beginning of the end of the CGFs. Julia was still friends with Liz, Lydia, and Sonya, but it was difficult (and weird) getting together with Sonya and Liz without Lydia or Sonya and Lydia without Liz, so their connection had become tenuous. Even when they got together, it was awkward to remember not to bring up anything that related to the forbidden topic of Lydia or Liz. Julia tried to convince herself that the dissolution of the CGFs was all right. She had her hands full with John and their five kids and their respective pets: a dog, a cat, a gerbil, a lizard, and an aquarium full of tropical fish.


    It was just the way things were. Liz lived in New York and was always flying off somewhere to film vanishing species or newly discovered tribes or such. Sonya was busy getting married and divorced and married and divorced. So sad! And then there was Lydia. She was busy taking care of David and anyone else who needed her. Lydia was good at taking care of people. She needed to take care of people.


    “Hey! Are you there?” Sonya asked.


    “Hey yourself. What’s up? How are you? And Michael?” she asked. “Sorry I haven’t called in a while. I’ve been meaning to, but then the day gets away from me and by night I’m too tired to talk. I suppose if I started exercising I’d have more energy.” Julia shivered at the thought of herself in sweatpants doing Zumba or spinning, or whatever torturous exercise was in vogue these days.


    “I know what you mean. Look, I didn’t call just to catch up. I’ve got some bad news, and I don’t know how to soften the blow, so I’m just going to say it.” Sonya took a deep breath and continued, “David Coble died yesterday.”


    “No way! I can’t believe it. I just saw him at the grocery store a couple of days ago picking up some stuff for a special anniversary dinner. Their fourteenth anniversary. He looked perfectly fine. What happened? Why hasn’t Liddie called me?” Julia asked.


    “Well, I don’t know much. I haven’t talked to Lydia. She doesn’t want to see or talk to anyone yet, according to her aunt. It wasn’t a heart attack, but it was something to do with his heart. It was unexpected. Right out of the blue. Lydia’s Aunt Francis called to let me know. She tried to reach you, but your line was busy. I said that I would let you know since we needed to talk about the funeral.”


    “Bless her heart,” Julia cried. “Even when John drives me crazy, I can’t imagine life without him.”


    “You’re preaching to the choir, my friend. Remember me? I’ve done that whole ’til death do you part thing four times. I think I still have a piece of cake in the freezer from my last marriage,” Sonya quipped.


    Julia was amazed that Sonya could joke about three failed marriages. She was also amazed at how her friend could keep pursuing love and marriage after getting her heart broken repeatedly. If she and John split, she couldn’t imagine getting back into the dating scene—let alone remarrying.


    “So, it looks like the funeral’s going to be Thursday or Friday. We’ll know for sure by tomorrow afternoon.”


    “Well, you just plan to stay here. I don’t want to worry about you driving those back roads or crossing the causeway late at night,” Julia said.


    “I was hoping you’d say that. It’ll give us a chance to spend some time together.”


    “That’ll be nice, even if it is under these circumstances. What can I do to help Liddie? I feel so helpless. She always knows what to do to help people and I can’t think of a thing. I mean, how can you help with something like this? Maybe I should make a casserole? Or what if I take her a Carolina Kit and a big box of tissues. What do you think?” Julia fretted.


    “I think we should respect her wishes and just leave her be until the funeral. Lydia can talk or cry all she wants, and we’ll be there for her,” Sonya said.


    “Well, if that’s what you think,” Julia reluctantly agreed.


    “I’ll call you as soon as I know anything more, or you call me if you hear first,” Sonya said.


    “Do you think we should tell Liz? Or would Liddie not want us to?” Julia asked.


    “I think Liz should know. This might be just the thing to bring those two together. Honestly, if they weren’t both so hard-headed, this wouldn’t have dragged on for so long.”


    “Can you believe they haven’t spoken in more than two years?” Julia said.


    “I know. I wish that would change before we’re old ladies—or dead,” Sonya said.


    “Maybe we could tell Liz that Lydia realizes how foolish she’s been and that she wants her at the funeral and tell Lydia that Liz has begged for her forgiveness. They’ll hug and say how silly they were to have let this go on for so long, and we’ll all be friends again,” Julia said.


    “It’s always the sweet, quiet ones you have to watch out for. Who knew you were so diabolical? I don’t see what we have to lose by giving your plan a try, except that I haven’t been able to reach Liz. I’ve tried all her numbers and email but with no luck. Hopefully, she’ll get my messages before the funeral, but who knows? She could be in Istanbul or Tanzania for all I know. I’ll keep trying,” Sonya promised.


    “I haven’t heard from her in nearly two months, except for a postcard from Peru,” Julia said.


    “Same here,” Sonya said with a sigh.


    After she hung up, Julia stood studying herself in the antique mirror that hung behind the kitchen table. She wore no makeup on her freckled face, and she was nearly twenty pounds overweight. Would she even fit into her black suit? Was it twenty or thirty pounds that doctors called obese these days? She hoped it was thirty. She wondered briefly if folks were whispering behind her back, “Poor Julia Reynolds. She used to be so petite and pretty. What happened to her?”


    What had happened to her? When had she stopped paying attention to how she looked? As Julia tried to figure out exactly when she had stopped worrying about her weight or wearing makeup, Max ran over to her. He left a floating trail of dog hair across her kitchen floor. The Sheltie stood in front of her happily wagging his semi-furry tail. That reminded her, it was time for his next dose of medicine. She’d had to give him the pill twice a day for the last nine days, according to the vet’s instructions. She’d also been the one to take the dog to the vet to treat the skin rash. Since he was John’s dog, or at least it was his idea to get a dog for the kids, she’d been tempted to hand him the bag that the vet had given her, but she knew John would never remember to give the dog all his medicine and ointment.


    The dog’s appearance brought Chesapeake out from his hiding spot under the kitchen table. The tabby stretched lazily and slinked over to Julia, meowing loudly to signify that he was also ready for food and attention. As the bulky feline nuzzled her leg, she made a mental note to start buying senior cat food. “Time for both of us to go on diets,” Julia told Chesapeake as she rubbed his head and chin.


    Meanwhile, Bree began crying upstairs. Her oldest child, Marla, was supposed to be watching her baby sister but was probably texting someone or experimenting with strange shades of mascara instead. No doubt, she was the one who had been tying up the phone line when Lydia’s aunt had tried to call. It was exhausting having a fifteen-year-old girl in the house. They had been having more than the usual amount of troubles lately as Marla tested her boundaries. Two weeks ago, she tried to go to school wearing purple eye shadow, black eyeliner, and blue mascara—and nothing but a long, belted T-shirt and boots. Three nights ago, she had found her whispering on the telephone at one o’clock in the morning. When Julia told her to hang up, Marla put up her finger, indicating just one more minute. Julia had patiently waited for two minutes before she disconnected the phone herself.


    Before she could check on Bree, she heard her twin nine-year-old sons fighting in the backyard. The sounds escalated and then one of them began crying.


    She didn’t even know where her son Bobby was. She seemed to recall the twelve-year-old saying that he was going down the street to a friend’s house to play video games. Or was that yesterday? It suddenly came back to Julia why she didn’t have time to worry about makeup and manicures.


    “John Archibald Reynolds, I know you can hear me. Stop pretending you can’t and come help me, please,” Julia begged as the house got louder with the sounds of disgruntled kids and pets.
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    It was after nine o’clock, and the house was finally quiet. The kids were all asleep or at least secure in their rooms for the night. Julia had finished bathing, brushing, and applying ointment to Max a few minutes ago. The dog was already comfortably nestled inside a large towel in the middle of their bed, snoring softly. She had brought the last load of clothes upstairs from the dryer and had just begun to sort them when her elusive husband appeared. He sat on the bed and rubbed the dog before taking off his shoes.


    “Where have you been all day?” Julia asked irritably.


    “Just working on some stuff,” John said.


    “What sort of stuff? What stuff keeps you too busy to help me with our kids? And that keeps you away from work? Daddy says that you’ve barely been there the last few days. So where do you go?” Julia asked.


    “Your daddy giving you progress reports on me now, is he?” John’s voice was thick with sarcasm. “That figures.” He jumped up, grabbed his shoes, and heaved them into the closet.


    “He’s worried. Frankly, so am I. You’ve been so distant lately. I just don’t know what’s going on with you,” Julia said worriedly.


    “Yes, you do. You just won’t admit it.”


    “No, I don’t. I don’t have the slightest idea what’s bothering you, so why don’t you tell me? Is something going on at work? I know that you and Daddy don’t always see eye to eye about how to run the paper mill and that has to be frustrating. But listen to me, you can’t take it personally. Daddy knows he’s going to have to give up the reigns one of these days, and that makes him hold on tighter while he can. You know what a control freak he is. I can talk to him, get him to ease up a bit if you like.”


    “I don’t give a shit about the mill. I never did. I wanted to be a soldier,” John grumbled.


    And there it was. The elephant in the room. What had been simmering and festering inside her husband all these years. The resentment. The anger. John had been in the MCROTC program at USC. He planned to serve in the US Marine Corps. But then Julia had gotten pregnant as soon as they got married (it must have happened on their honeymoon) and it had been a difficult pregnancy. Truth be told, she had never been all that excited about being a military wife. So, she had talked him into deferring his plans until after the baby was born. He went to work for her father in the meantime. Then Julia got pregnant again. She swore it had been an accident. She sometimes forgot to take the pill every single day. John had not been happy.


    “When are you going to get over that? You haven’t been in the military in years, and the war is over! And you conveniently forget that most of those guys who were deployed are dead or still coping with serious injuries. You should be grateful, not resentful,” Julia said.


    “Well, excuse me for not being grateful to be your daddy’s flunky. I don’t want to sit behind a desk every day, shuffling papers and setting up endless meetings. I’ve forgotten what adrenaline and sweat feel like,” he exploded.


    “Wouldn’t Semper Fi have looked cool on your tombstone? I’m not going to apologize for the fact that I wanted my husband home instead of smack dab in the middle of a war zone.”


    “Just don’t expect an apology from me either. I can’t change the way I feel any more than you can,” John said.


    Julia knew that he loved her, but she wasn’t sure that was enough anymore. Julia crossed the room and knelt by the edge of the bed where her husband sat looking miserable. She took his hands in hers, gripping them tightly as she looked up at him. “John, I know you’re unhappy right now. But look, we have each other, five wonderful kids, a beautiful home, and plenty of money. Most people should be so blessed. Can’t we just be happy? You don’t have to work for Daddy if you’re miserable. You can find another job.”


    “It’s more than that. It’s you. It’s those damn nightmares you’ve been having as long as I’ve known you. It’s your… It’s the way… I want… Look, I can’t do this anymore. I need to figure some things out. I’ll call you and let you know where I’ll be,” he said, grabbing a duffle bag out of the closet. She watched in disbelief as he shoved socks, underwear, and T-shirts into the bag. And then he was gone. John was gone. What had just happened? John had walked out on her—and their kids. She had been so afraid that he would leave if he ever found out about the affair that it hadn’t occurred to her that he might leave for another reason.


    It hadn’t been an affair, just a one-time thing. A stupid, stupid, stupid thing! What had she been thinking? Clearly, she had not. She had risked her marriage over Derek Duane! She had never even liked him in high school. Most of the girls in her class thought he was the stuff, but she had never seen the appeal. So how did she end up having intercourse with him? Truth be told, she couldn’t recall. She remembered running into him at the Quik Chek. She was having a bad day and had stopped to get a candy bar to perk herself up. He was exiting the store as she was going inside. They did the usual “how’ve you been?” and “have you seen so-and-so?” and then she was taking a tour of his new RV dealership. He was so proud of his new business venture. He was telling her about all his plans and how he needed to make a go of it or he would be in real trouble. He laughed as he told her how indebted he was—from alimony to his ex-wife to the bank for multiple loans and mortgages. And then they were kissing, and his hands were cupping her breasts. It felt good to be touched. It had been longer than she could remember since John had touched her. And then her hand was on his crotch. She quickly figured out that he was well-endowed. She had never been with anyone but John, so she had never been able to make any comparisons. Perhaps curiosity led her into the small bed of one of the “deluxe models” with Derek Duane.


    She had felt so ashamed afterwards that she went straight home and took an hour-long shower, scalding herself and scrubbing until she was the color of a ripe tomato from head to toe. She’d made all of John’s favorites for dinner (as if that would make up for what she had done). She never told anyone what she had done, not even Lydia. She was too ashamed, although she had to admit that she had briefly enjoyed herself. In a strange way, it had been liberating to do something so crazy and uncharacteristic. Perhaps that’s why she did things with Derek Duane that she wouldn’t even do with her husband. That was what she was most ashamed of, that she had betrayed John on so many levels. It was as if another side of her, Bad Julia, had taken over her mind and body that afternoon. Sweet Julia had always strived to be the perfect student, perfect daughter, perfect mother, and perfect wife. She knew she wasn’t perfect, but she had always tried her best and that’s what mattered. She had tried to put the incident out of her mind and not to examine the real reason she had done it. Even though she wouldn’t admit it, she had known that her marriage was in trouble all those months ago. They hadn’t made love in nearly three months. John didn’t seem to have any interest these days. They’d been married for seventeen years. Maybe he was just tired of her and their boring sex life. Maybe that’s why she had done it. She just wanted to be desired by someone and to do something that was completely wild and crazy. Well, mission accomplished!


    Was their marriage over? Or would John cool down and come home tomorrow wearing a sheepish grin and carrying a bouquet of flowers, begging her to forgive him? Would she? Of course. They would agree never to talk about it ever again. Just pretend it never happened. That’s what she had done with everything else in her past, and that was best. Right?


    Julia had wanted to ask him about the papers she had seen on his dresser. They looked like drawings for some sort of development. He had helped some of his contractor friends with construction projects over the years. He told her he liked being outside feeling the sun on his shoulders, getting his hands dirty, and seeing progress being made hour by hour, day by day. She noticed that he threw the papers in the trash as he stormed out. Julia wanted to chase after her husband and demand that he stay and talk, but she didn’t dare. She was afraid of what he might say, and the last thing she wanted to talk about was the recurring nightmare that had haunted her since childhood.


    


    

  


  
    



    Three


    SONYA


    “The funeral’s on Friday, so I’m driving over to Julia’s on Thursday after work. I’ll probably stay there for two or three nights, maybe longer. We’ll see how it goes with Liddie. No one’s spoken to her yet, so who knows how she’s doing. Lydia’s tough, but this will be a test. David was her whole world,” Sonya said as she smeared a generous amount of cream cheese on her bagel. Then she reluctantly scraped off half of the cream cheese when she realized that the waistline of her pants felt a little too snug.


    “This still gives us time to meet with the contractor before leaving. I hope the contractor shows up. I don’t have much confidence since he cancelled the last appointment after he was already supposed to be here. He does come highly recommended, so assuming he ever shows up, he should do a good job. We’ve got to get the addition built on this house soon, or it may come apart at the seams. Since you keep buying more inventory than you have space for at the store, we’ve simply got to have more space here. Did you hear me?” she asked her husband, who was sitting across the kitchen table from her.


    “You’re going somewhere on Thursday,” Mike dutifully repeated. The crown of her husband’s head was all that could be seen over the top of the newspaper.


    “Michael Ellis, are you even listening to me?” Sonya complained as she pulled the newspaper aside to make him look at her. She was ready to let him have it, but when she looked into his bright blue eyes, she couldn’t get mad.


    He put down the newspaper and spoke. “Sorry, dear. It’s just that you know mornings are not my best times. I can’t even think until after I’ve had my coffee and read the paper,” Mike admonished.


    “Well, do me a favor and try. I’ve got a million things to do today, and I don’t want to keep repeating myself. Men say that women talk all the time, but the truth is that we have to because we have to keep saying the same things until what we’ve said finally sinks in!”


    “I know. Men are selfish, foolish brutes,” Mike agreed.


    “Amen! Seriously, I just want to make sure that you know I’ll be gone. I don’t know how long yet. I’ll call and let you know how it’s going.”


    “Roger that. Who did you say died?”


    “This is what I’m talking about. I’ve already told you ten times that Liddie’s husband died, so I’m going to the funeral, and I’ll be staying with Jules for a few days,” Sonya said.


    “Oh yeah, I remember now. So all of you—what do you call yourselves, the CGFs?—will be there?”


    “Everyone but Liz. We haven’t been able to get in touch with her yet,” Sonya said.


    “She was your roommate in college, right?”


    “No. Lydia was my roommate and this freaky hippie girl named Swookie was Jules’s roommate. And then I was roommates with Julia, and Lydia got stuck with a weirdo roommate, Alisha something, who made Swookie look good. Liz lived in a loft on Third Street. We wanted the four of us to be roommates, but Liz wouldn’t even consider moving into the dorm. She said that she liked living alone off campus. Truthfully, I can’t even picture Liz in a dorm room,” Sonya said before taking a bite of her bagel.


    “Lydia and Julia have been friends since kindergarten. They met Liz at summer camp, and they became best friends. By the time I moved to Georgetown, Liz’s family had moved to Atlanta. Her dad got a big promotion, I think. I didn’t meet Liz until later. I had heard Lydia and Julia talk about her, but no one can prepare you for Liz. She’s…well, she’s one of a kind. Crazy. Impulsive. Hilarious. Anyway, I’m sure I’ve told you all this before. Obviously, you weren’t listening. Right now, I have to start packing, and I haven’t a clue what to take,” Sonya said.


    “It’s a funeral. You’ll only be gone a few days, and you’ll be with old friends. You just need a black dress and a pair of jeans.”


    “You don’t understand,” Sonya said as she left the room.


    She didn’t want to explain to her husband that she sometimes felt inferior around her friends. One of the things that she had never gotten over was her background. She had come from a broken home and even though her mother worked hard, they had always been poor. She was the only CGF on a scholarship. For that matter, she was the only CGF that ever had to worry about money. The others came from wealthy families. Being a scholarship student was nothing to be embarrassed about, yet she always had been. If she tried to explain this to her husband, he would think she was silly or tell her to get new friends if they made her feel that way. Telling her that she was being silly wouldn’t change how she felt. Nor was it their fault. She was the one with the self-esteem issues. But who wouldn’t have issues in comparison to them? Liz was gorgeous. Petite and perky. She had gone from a beautiful collegian to a sexy, sophisticated woman. Lydia was nearly six feet tall, with long, slender legs and a beautiful mane of gold and honey blond hair. More than her good looks, Sonya had always envied Lydia’s unwavering self-assuredness.


    Even Julia, with her long list of neurosis and phobias, didn’t seem to have any self-esteem issues. She wondered if it was because of her chiseled features and slightly freckled, porcelain skin that resembled a Marie Alexander doll, or maybe it was because Julia could trace her lineage all the way back to England. Her ancestors had been given land grants by King George II, which is how they came to settle in Georgetown. Some had fought valiantly in the Revolutionary War, alongside the legendary Francis “Swamp Fox” Marion and George Washington.


    It must be nice to know who your forefathers were, especially if they had helped shape history. What little Sonya knew about her ancestry, she wished she didn’t know. Her mother had done the best she could, but it wasn’t like her mother had good role models in her parents. Her grandfather had been an alcoholic, a mean drunk who had affairs throughout his marriage. Her grandmother had to endure this abuse and neglect. It was no wonder that Sonya and her mother had made bad choices while looking for love. Three divorces had certainly not helped her self-esteem issues. Please God, let me have gotten it right this time.
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    “Dr. Hooper’s office,” the receptionist answered.


    “Hi, this is Sonya Ellis. I’ve been a patient of Dr. Hooper for years. I really need to see her as soon as possible. It’s rather urgent.”


    The receptionist listened as Sonya explained her situation. “We could work you in this afternoon at three thirty, but be prepared to wait. We’re usually well behind schedule by then,” the receptionist warned.


    She laid the cell phone down beside her and looked out the car window for her husband. He had said he was going to work when he left that morning, but when she stopped by the furniture store to remind him about their dinner plans, he wasn’t there. She had spoken to one of his sales reps, Lonnie, who had informed her that Mike wasn’t expected until late afternoon.


    “Don’t even mention I was here,” Sonya said before leaving. “Mike will just get mad if he thinks I didn’t trust him to remember our plans.”


    Sonya studied herself critically in the rearview mirror. Those early years basking in the summer sun were starting to cost her now. She could see tiny wrinkles around her eyes when she pushed her bangs out of the way. She had been a blonde since her late twenties. She had been blessed with good teeth, so she had a nice smile and her pageboy haircut with spiky bangs was flattering to her face.


    Still, she gave herself a rating of six out of ten. She was average-looking and needed to lose a few pounds. She needed to start watching what she ate. She had gained a good bit of weight lately. Too much. As she jiggled the flab on her upper arms, she winced. She should dig out that number for the personal trainer she used a couple of years ago and call him ASAP!


    All this fuss wouldn’t be necessary if she hadn’t married a hottie ten years her junior. An average-looking woman closing in on forty who marries a thirty-year-old hunk is just asking for trouble. But she wanted to share her life with someone and why couldn’t that someone be a thirty-year-old hunk? She didn’t have to marry for money and security, so why not find someone who was young and fun?


    She had left a good marketing job to become a business consultant seven years ago when her second marriage was circling the tank. She was bringing in a quarter of a million dollars in business by the time she met her third husband. He had proven to be her worst choice. The marriage had only lasted eighteen months.


    Sonya’s company offered a comprehensive list of services for small businesses and 501-C corporations, including marketing, publicity, fundraising, and business plans complete with growth projections and cost analysis. That’s how she met husband number four. Michael Ellis owned a furniture store. It was just a little place, but he had big plans. A mutual friend had introduced them at a Chamber of Commerce event. They made an appointment to discuss his business goals and objectives. They met several more times to finalize the business plan. The meetings began taking place after work over a drink or dinner. They found themselves lingering and talking after their business was concluded. Their relationship turned romantic. In less than a year, Mike asked her to marry him.


    And now she sat in her car, feeling pathetic for stalking her own husband. She was parked a block away from his furniture store to make sure that none of his employees saw her. She felt ridiculous enough spying on her own husband, but to be caught doing so would be humiliating. At three o’clock, he pulled into a reserved space in front of the store and got out of his sporty, silver convertible, smiling broadly. Was she imagining it or did he have the look of a man who had found a little afternoon delight? With trembling hands, Sonya started the car and headed to her meeting with Sally Hooper.


    It bothered Sonya that the doctor was as worried as she was. Sonya could tell the physician had some concerns, even though Dr. Hooper said all the right things.


    “Let’s not borrow trouble. It could be anything. The symptoms you’re experiencing lend themselves to several possibilities. I’m sure it is probably nothing. You’re getting to an age when the body becomes more predisposed to acid reflux, allergies, irritable bowel syndrome, and lots of other pesky little things. Don’t jump the gun and start thinking the dreaded C-word. We’ll run a few tests and have our answers soon enough.”


    “But what about the nausea and spotting? That’s not normal and certainly not acid reflux,” Sonya said.


    “No, it’s not. But it’s not necessarily uterine or ovarian cancer either. It could be hormonal or possibly fibroids,” Dr. Hooper said.


    “But what if it is cancer? What are my odds? I’d have to undergo surgery and weeks of chemotherapy, right?”


    “There are a lot of variables that make it too hard to answer until we know what we’re dealing with. It would depend on the kind of cancer—if indeed we’re even talking about cancer. It would depend on how advanced it is, if it has metastasized, etcetera. I just don’t feel comfortable having this conversation until we have your test results,” the doctor said.


    It would be several days before all her lab results were in. Sally Hooper advised her patient not to give it another thought. “Go home and enjoy that darling husband of yours,” the fifty-four-year-old doctor said enviously.


    Sonya stopped by her office after she left the doctor to pick up some paperwork. She would work at home that night since she had been out of the office most of the day. Next, she went to the grocery store to pick up some dinner items. She had promised to make a special dinner since it was their last night together before her trip.


    She swigged Pepto Bismal as she marinated Michael’s steak and put the twice-baked potatoes in the oven. No way could she digest a steak the way her stomach felt, but she felt reasonably sure she could handle the potato. If her suspicions were correct and her husband was having an affair, she doubted that she would win him back with a nine-ounce sirloin. But ever the optimist, she prayed she was wrong.


    “Did that woman come back for the Georgian desk and chair?” Sonya asked her husband when he finally came home. She tried to sound casual.


    “What woman? Oh yeah, Angela. No, she didn’t stop by, and I didn’t get a chance to call her. It was so busy all day at the store that I didn’t even have time for lunch. I’ll call her tomorrow and set something up. I think she’ll pull the trigger if I sweeten the deal by throwing in the antique pen set she’s admired several times,” Mike said.


    LIAR.


    “Was she buying it for her husband?”


    “Angela’s not married. She’s engaged and her family is thinking about buying the piece as a gift for her fiancé. That is, if she settles on something—and if she actually goes through with the wedding. She’s so young and indecisive. I bet she’s not a day over twenty-three, and I swear she changes her mind daily. She’s come in four or five times but can’t seem to make up her mind what she wants.”


    “I’m sure you’ll convince her,” Sonya said.


    


    

  


  
    



    Four


    THE FUNERAL


    “I can’t breathe,” Julia whispered to Sonya as she squeezed her friend’s arm tightly.


    “Do you think that you could loosen that death grip you’ve got on me?” Sonya said. “I can’t feel my arm anymore. Do that thing that helps you when you’re overly anxious. You know, when you think about desserts.”


    “Chocolate.”


    “What?” Sonya asked as she scanned the crowd looking for Lydia.


    “It only works when I think about chocolate desserts. There’s chocolate mousse, chocolate soufflé, chocolate truffles, hot fudge sundaes…”


    “Good, but do me a favor and just think about them without saying them aloud. You’re making me hungry. There she is,” Sonya said when she finally spotted Lydia sitting in the middle of the first pew. She tried to get her friend’s attention but without luck.


    “You’re doing just fine. Let’s just take a seat here in the back and we can talk to Liddie after the service,” Sonya suggested. “You sit down here on the outside. That’ll help with your claustrophobia. Don’t forget to breathe. Deep breaths. That’s it.”


    Julia had already attended funerals for her grandmother, aunt, and mother by the time she was eighteen years old. She told Sonya on the way to the service that she had not attended a funeral since her mother’s. It was just too painful. Combine that with her fear of confining spaces and periodic panic attacks and Julia was in a bad way. Sonya thought it was brave and touching that Julia insisted on coming for Lydia. A therapist had once suggested that when Julia found herself in a difficult situation she try to think about something that pleased her more than anything in the world. Something that she would only associate with comfort and joy. For Julia, that was chocolate.


    “Chocolate-covered peanuts. Double-chunky monkey ice cream…” Jules said.


    The small room was lit only by discreet floor lamps and funeral candelabras, making it gloomy and claustrophobic even to those who weren’t prone to this malady. The oriental carpet was designed to be a comforting color scheme of burgundy, dark blue, scallops of black, and a hint of pale gold looping throughout. The brightest thing in the room was the shiny, black metallic coffin.


    And Lydia’s golden mane, which peeked out from under a broad-rimmed black hat. Even in the dim light, her hair gleamed like gold dust. Sonya took heart at the sight. The soloist and organist stopped their oratorio as the preacher took his place behind the pulpit. The long-winded minister read numerous passages of scripture and spoke the usual platitudes before turning the service over to the family. When it was Lydia’s turn to give a eulogy, she made her way stoically to the podium and began to speak in a low trembling voice.


    “David was the love of my life.” She looked out across the room and abruptly stopped speaking. After an awkward silence, Lydia spoke again, “No words can express what I’m feeling right now.”


    She returned wearily to her seat. Each step seemed an enormous effort, and everyone was relieved when she finally made it back to her seat. Sonya was shocked that Lydia didn’t say more than two sentences. She figured that Lydia must have been too choked up to speak. It wasn’t until much later that they learned the real reason.
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    Sonya convinced Julia to take a walk along the scenic waterfront before going to the wake. They both needed some fresh air and physical activity after the long service.


    “This boardwalk wasn’t here when we were growing up. It was just a big, grass embankment and some old docks, remember? There weren’t all these boats here, just a few fishing trawlers,” Julia said as they strolled along it, enjoying the balmy afternoon. Sail boats glided gracefully across Winyah Bay while small boats and yachts skimmed the surface at full speed, leaving a wake of waves on their way to the Intracoastal Waterway.


    “My mom and I didn’t move here until I was twelve years old, but I remember feeling like I’d finally come home. It’s no wonder you never left here,” Sonya said. “It’s so laid-back and peaceful.”


    “Yeah, I love this place, but I thought I would do more traveling. I love my family, but I got married so young that I sometimes wonder what I’ve missed. Do you know that John and I have never been on vacation without the kids? I had Marla when I was twenty-one years old. I’ve always dreamed of John and me taking a romantic trip to Italy, complete with a moonlight gondola ride and a romantic five-star hotel where we ravished each other until the wee hours of the night,” Julia said with a sigh.


    “There are plenty of romantic nights left for you and John. You’re lucky to have found your life partner at such a young age—and on the first try! You were the only one of us who knew exactly what she wanted. I was so envious,” Sonya said.


    Julia almost told Sonya that John had left her. If anyone would understand, it was Sonya. But she needed more time to sort out her thoughts and emotions before she could talk about it. “I wonder how different our lives might have been if we had waited to get married and start a family,” Julia wondered aloud.


    They had been walking arm in arm. Sonya patted her friend’s arm. “It’s okay, everyone has a few regrets, the whole road not taken thing. Damn Robert Frost.”


    They paused to watch a snowy egret land gracefully on a tall patch of marsh reed that was swaying slightly in the breeze. The setting sun was quickly fading from a bright yellow to a reddish-orange as it dipped lower into the horizon. The colors were captured and reflected magically in the black-blue waters of Winyah Bay. It was a picture that any artist would feel compelled to paint.


    “What a view,” Sonya said, taking a deep breath. “But the smell is another story.”


    “Even though the paper mill is several miles outside town we can get a good whiff of it on a windy day. Daddy says that it’s the smell of money. Rutledge Paper Company is the single largest employer in the county. And that atrocity over there belongs to the other major employer.” Julia pointed at a giant steel structure at the edge of town that couldn’t be missed.


    “Yeah, the Georgetown Steel Mill. That’s why we moved here. When my mom left her job after seven years, she finally told me how much she had hated it, but had been grateful for the paycheck.”


    “Did you know that when the steel mill was built in 1936, the company brought in workers from all over, who ended up harassing the local women. With so many complaints, the town officials knew they had to do something. So, they brought this woman here from the Upcountry, known only as Madame Hazel, to Georgetown to run a brothel. After the steel mill construction workers were gone, the bordello became more upscale. Her clients were doctors, sea captains, merchants, and politicians. Yachts often came up the Intracoastal Waterway, docked in Georgetown, and the owners and their friends were taken out to the legendary bordello. Taxi drivers ran shuttle services from Charleston to Sunset Lodge. According to legend, that’s what the brothel was called,” Julia said.


    “But prostitution was against the law, right?” Sonya asked.


    “Oh yeah, but the law looked the other way until 1969 when the sheriff shut the brothel down without warning. The girls were forced to leave, but Madame Hazel refused to go. She stayed in Sunset Lodge until her death. The ghost of Madame Hazel reportedly haunted the house until it caught fire in 1992 and burned to the ground.”


    “What a shame to lose a place with such history. It would have made a great restaurant or bed and breakfast,” Sonya mused.


    “Yeah, I know. There’s a tiny sign where it once stood that reads ‘Sunset Lodge.’ You have to squint to see it. I think that we should have some kind of self-guided driving and walking tour of these kinds of historic sites with placards of what the place looked like and the ghost story or legend—maybe the placards could resemble tombstones. Those would look cool and be easily identifiable markers. Or maybe even a ghost walk or self-guided tour or narrated trolley tour of the historic district. Or both. Georgetown County needs a way to keep our history and folklore alive and promote the right kind of tourism and growth. Or I could help preserve the historically significant structures in our area. The Historic Preservation Committee has asked me to get involved.”


    “What a great idea. You should definitely get involved with that project. I’ve always loved hearing the stories you tell about this area,” Sonya said. “Your house looked like a photo spread out of Southern Living. I was always spellbound by the stories you told at your family’s annual Christmas party.”


    “I remember you and Liz spending the winter break with me during our junior year. It hadn’t even been a year since my mother’s death, but my daddy introduced me to his new friend Shirley, who stank of cheap perfume and kept patting his arm and laughing at everything he said. Thank God that was short-lived. My mother was surely rolling over in her grave. Thanks to Mama, I do know a lot about local history and legends. She dragged me around to all the area’s historic sites when I was little. She got me interested in local history and folklore, but I just can’t imagine tackling something like that.”


    “I know. It would be a big undertaking, but maybe you can find a little time to donate. Preserving the Lowcountry lifestyle is worth the effort. I’ve been thinking about this a lot lately, and I’ve decided to get involved. I’m going to do some pro bono work to help local fishermen and shrimpers. I want to implement a statewide “buy local” campaign. Our guys are getting squeezed out. Grocery stores and restaurants are ordering from Thailand and Vietnam instead of from our fishermen because their prices are cheaper. We need to support our local fishermen, which helps preserve a way of life for all of us.”


    “That’s such a great idea, especially since I can’t imagine crab cakes made with crab meat that isn’t from McClellanville or shrimp pilau made with shrimp from someplace other than Georgetown or Mount Pleasant,” Julia said.


    “Exactly.”


    “Okay, I’ll give it some thought. Maybe I can get Lydia involved. It would give us a chance to spend time together and help the community. Lydia does love to help others,” Julia said.
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    The wake was held at David’s parents’ house. Julia and Sonya expressed their sympathies to some family members and then sought out Lydia. They found her seated on the couch between David’s father and her Aunt Francis. She looked terrible. There were dark circles under her bloodshot eyes, she wore no makeup, and she looked so fragile that it was frightening. After greeting them warmly, Lydia’s aunt excused herself to welcome Pastor Owens, who had just arrived.


    “I’m so sorry for your loss, Mr. Coble,” Julia said. “If there is anything that we can do, please let us know.”


    “That’s very kind of you to say. It’s a terrible thing to outlive your children. First, poor Charles in that car crash. And now, David… Please excuse me, ladies,” he said. He pulled out his handkerchief, blew his nose, and wiped away tears as he staggered away.


    Julia took his spot next to Lydia. She put her arms around her friend and gave her shoulders a gentle squeeze. “Hey there, sweetie. How are you doing?”


    “I’m fine,” Lydia said stiffly, shrugging off Julia’s embrace. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to go check on David’s father. Please be sure to sign the guest book before you leave.” And with that she was gone.


    As she disappeared into the crowd, Julia and Sonya simply stared at one another.


    “What the hell was that all about?” Sonya whispered to Julia a few minutes later as they huddled on the back porch talking about what happened with Lydia.


    “She totally blew us off,” Julia replied.


    “But why?” Sonya wondered.


    “You know Lydia. When she gets really upset, she shuts down. She won’t talk about it. You know as well as I do that she has always been the one who takes care of everyone else. She tends to retreat into herself when she’s hurting, positively recoiling at any sympathetic overtures.”


    “I’ve never seen her like this. How long do you think it will last?” Sonya asked.


    “It depends on how bad she’s hurting. When we were kids, she didn’t speak to Marcia Best for almost a month when she wasn’t invited to her slumber party. I’m not sure she ever spoke to her again after she stole her high school boyfriend. When her father and mother both died within a few months of each other, she didn’t talk to anyone for nearly a year. Remember? She was polite if you ran into her at the store or on the street, but that was the extent of it. David once confessed to me that she didn’t even speak to him. She just shut down. But I have a feeling that it’s more than grieving over David’s death. It seems like she’s angry, like something else is going on,” Julia said.


    “Well, we have to try to help her. Now’s not the time to push it, but later on, we have to try again,” Sonya said.


    And they did. Sonya called, but Lydia wouldn’t answer the phone. They went over to her house, but she wouldn’t answer the door. They wrote a note begging her to talk to them, explaining that they wanted to help. They left it taped to the front door. When they returned later, hoping she might be ready to talk, they found the note gone, but Lydia still wouldn’t answer the door.


    Julia and Sonya sat on Lydia’s front porch for nearly two hours, hoping that she would come outside if they refused to leave. They were fairly sure she was home since her car was in the driveway, but there was no other sign that anyone was home. Aunt Francis had obviously been sent home.


    “What would you do if Mike died?” Jules asked.


    “I don’t have a clue. I would probably throw myself into work so that I didn’t think about it. That’s what I did when my marriages fell apart. I know divorce is not the same as death, but it still takes quite a toll. I couldn’t have survived without work. Poor Lydia has no distractions. Why didn’t Lydia ever have kids?”


    “I don’t know. She never brought up the subject, and I didn’t dare ask. She’s a natural-born caregiver so she would have made a great mother. I’ve always thought that maybe she couldn’t have any. I know that she enjoyed working but stopped because of David. As a sales rep, he traveled a lot for work, so he wanted his wife at home when he was home. She was at rehearsals during the day and then in shows at night. The theater group did two shows on Saturdays and Sundays. So she quit when he complained. Do you mind if I ask why you never had kids?”


    “I always meant to have children, but my marriages always fell apart before we got that far. Now my eggs are probably all dried up,” Sonya said. “Hard to believe that Liz never married but has a daughter, and I’ve been married four times and remain childless.”


    “Liz! Oh gosh, I forgot about her. Since she didn’t make it to the funeral, and we haven’t heard from her, a reconciliation seems rather hopeless. I doubt Liddie’s ever going to forgive her now,” Julia moaned.


    “Maybe not, but maybe losing David will make her realize that life’s short and long grudges are stupid. Let’s not give up on those two—or the CGFs,” Sonya said. “Grief is a funny thing that can drive us to extraordinary behavior.”


    “I can only imagine how awful this must be for her, but Lydia’s really starting to upset me by shutting us out like this.”


    “Yeah, I don’t know what’s going on inside her head, but I wish she’d let us help. We just need to figure out how to get her to let us help,” Sonya said.


    “I don’t think it’s going to happen tonight. I’m beat, and you must be too. Let’s go home and get some sleep,” Julia said, getting to her feet.


    “We love you, Liddie!” Julia called out as they departed.
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    Julia couldn’t sleep because she couldn’t get Lydia out of her mind or get used to the empty space beside her. She had told Sonya that John was gone on a business trip. She didn’t like lying to her friend, but she just wasn’t ready to tell anyone yet. What if he came back? Surely he would. And in that case, she didn’t want everyone knowing that he had left her.


    Despite how tired she was, Julia could not fall asleep. Maybe that was best. A sleepless night was better than having the nightmare, which she almost assuredly would have, given that it had been on her mind since John had thrown it out there before leaving. She wondered if Sonya might also be having trouble getting to sleep. Julia slipped out of bed and had just started down the hall towards the guest room when she saw someone standing on the landing of the stairs.


    “Sonya? Is that you? Do you need something? I was just coming to check on you.” But the shadowy figure did not answer.


    As Julia’s eyes adjusted to the low light, she moved towards the figure. She appeared to be a petite woman in a long, white nightgown or dress. Her arm was outstretched as if trying to signal or communicate with Julia. By the time Julia reached the top step and was about to turn on the lights over the staircase, the figure vanished into thin air.


    She rushed downstairs, hurrying from room to room but found no one. When Julia returned upstairs, she found her houseguest and all her children accounted for. Her heart was racing as she stood pondering what she had seen. She may have a long list of phobias, but she was not crazy or delusional. She had seen someone—or something—on those stairs. And it was not the first time.


    The first time had been about six weeks ago. The sighting had happened after she had a fight with John. One of their many lately. He hadn’t come to bed, so she had gone downstairs to check on him. As she reached the bottom step, she saw a silhouette near the wing-back chair by the fireplace. Assuming it was her husband, she called out softly as she entered the living room.


    “John, honey, what are you doing sitting alone in the dark?”


    She reached down to click on the table lamp, and when she glanced back up, whatever she had seen was gone. Having grown up in the South Carolina Lowcountry, Julia believed in ghosts but had never had any kind of encounter.


    Until now.


    


    

  


  
    



    Five


    DRASTIC MEASURES


    “What are we going to do?” Julia asked, close to tears. “We’ve got to do something.”


    “This is ridiculous,” Sonya said. “She has no right to treat us like this. We’re just trying to help.”


    “But she is angry, and she won’t talk to us. I’ve eaten almost an entire bag of chocolate chip cookies in less than an hour from the stress,” Julia admitted. “Maybe she does have a right to be angry. Remember our pact? We promised to be Carolina Girls Forever—to always be there for one another. Maybe we should have worked harder to reunite Lydia and Liz. You don’t just throw away a friendship like what we had. We should all be ashamed of ourselves for just giving up,” Julia moaned.


    “We need to fix this,” Sonya agreed.


    “How are we going to manage that?”


    “I have an idea, but you probably won’t like it,” Sonya said.
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    Three hours later, they were parked outside Lydia’s house.


    “I’m not sure about this plan,” Julia said as she studied the dark house.


    “Man up! We talked about this. Drastic times call for drastic measures,” Sonya quipped. “Got the stuff?”


    “Right here,” Julia said, patting the bag in her lap. “What did you call what we’re doing?”


    “An intervention. It’s when everything else fails, but you have to keep trying because that person needs your help—whether he or she realizes it or not.”


    “And these things usually work, right?” Julia asked.


    “That’s what they say. I’ve never actually participated in one, but I have seen them on Real Housewives and Days of Our Lives,” Sonya said.


    “Great. I feel better knowing we’re taking our cues from reality television and soap operas,” Julia said.


    “Oh, stop acting like we have a choice. She’s already not talking to us, so what’s the worst thing that can happen here?” Sonya asked.


    “She could call the police, accidentally shoot us, attack us with a kitchen chair or baseball bat…” Julia reasoned.


    “So we’re agreed this is a good plan,” Sonya said smiling.


    “As good as it gets,” Julia agreed.


    They crept up quietly to the back door. Julia reached in the mouth of the garden frog and extracted a door key. Sonya peeked in the window before taking the key from Julia. She made hand signals, but Julia had no idea what they meant. She shook her head from side to side to show that she didn’t have a clue, but Sonya just kept pointing and waving.


    “I’m not a Navy SEAL. I’ve had no special ops training, so I have no idea what you’re trying to say,” Julia hissed, waving her hands wildly to mimic what Sonya had been doing.


    “Ssshhh. I was using nonverbal communication to tell you to check the other window before we proceed.”


    “Oh. Okay,” Julia said as she tiptoed over to the window and peered inside. She didn’t see anything, so she silently communicated that by pointing to her eyes and then shaking her head no to show that she saw no one. Sonya just rolled her eyes and then jerked her head towards the door. Assuming this meant it was all clear and they could proceed, Julia followed Sonya towards the back door.


    She bumped into Sonya and nearly knocked her off the step when Sonya abruptly stopped.


    “You’re really good at this covert stuff, aren’t you?” Sonya whispered.


    “Since you’re the special ops expert, perhaps you should have given me some basic training before we started this mission,” Julia said.


    “Ssshhh.”


    Cautiously, the duo entered the kitchen and looked around. There was no sign of Lydia. “Let’s set the stuff up here on the kitchen table and then go get her,” Sonya said.


    When they had finished with their project, they cautiously made their way upstairs. But when they entered the master bedroom, the king-sized bed was empty. Puzzled, they listened for signs of life and searched until they found their friend asleep in a twin bed in the spare bedroom.


    Reaching for the overhead light, Sonya called out, “Lydia, don’t be afraid. It’s just Sonya and Julia.”


    She sat up and stared at them in disbelief. “What the hell are you two doing here? How did you get into my house?”


    “Please don’t be mad, Liddie,” Jules begged. “You wouldn’t talk to us, and we didn’t know what else to do. We’re so worried about you. I’ve been so upset that I’ve eaten every cookie in my house. I knew where you kept your spare key, and this seemed like a good idea at the time. Oh please, don’t be mad! I know you’re mad because I’ve been a lousy friend lately. But I love you, and I swear to you that I will be a better friend from now,” Julia said, starting to cry.


    Sonya jumped in. “We’re both sorry. Please, let us make it right. Remember our pact. We promised to always be here for one another and we’re here to help you, so you need to get out of that bed and come downstairs. We’ve brought a Carolina Kit,” Sonya explained.


    Julia and Sonya stood anxiously waiting to see what she would say or do. Finally, Lydia threw off the covers, tugged on her robe, and said, “I never have been able to resist a Carolina Kit.”


    Ten minutes later, they were seated at her kitchen table. Spread out on the wood surface was the quintessential Carolina Kit. The tradition had started back in college. Over the years, Carolina Kits had been used on countless occasions for consolation or to celebrate a special event. The kits had evolved into a more sophisticated collection of goodies as they matured. It looked like Julia and Sonya had surpassed all previous efforts with tonight’s surreptitious undertaking. There was fresh local jumbo shrimp with a spicy horseradish-based cocktail sauce bought at Huck’s General Store, McClellanville crab cakes and crab dip with fresh vegetables from Wadmalaw Island, Daufuskie Island sweet potato pone, Charleston benne wafers and hushpuppies, hummingbird cake, and Coca-Cola cake.


    Earlier that evening, Julia had made the hummingbird cake while Sonya tackled the Coca-Cola cake. Over the years, they had all learned how to make the cakes, but agreed that no one made them better than the Goldberg’s cook. They had brought all their favorite foods, plus a bottle of Riesling from Daufuskie Island Winery, a batch of Lowcountry rum tea, and all the ingredients for Woo Woos. Julia had even gone by Sweetie’s Sweet Treats on Front Street to pick up a box of chocolate-covered praline squares because she knew they were Lydia’s favorite.


    “Here’s to Liz, wherever you are. Thanks for introducing us to Carolina Kits and Woo Woos,” Jules said as she raised her shot glass.


    “To Liz and to Carolina Kits,” Sonya echoed.


    Lydia said nothing, and they noticed that she didn’t toast Liz.


    Sonya belched after downing her shot. “I haven’t had one of these in years. I remember them going down smoother,” she said, belching and rubbing her belly.


    “They’ve always tasted like this to me,” Julia said. “But we were younger and hardier.”


    “Thanks for reminding me,” Sonya said.


    After Lydia poured herself a glass of Lowcountry rum tea, she took a long sip before popping a hushpuppy into her mouth. Julia went right for the pralines, savoring the sweet treat. Sonya spooned a generous amount of crab dip onto a tomato wedge. The women continued eating in silence for a few minutes.


    “Thanks y’all. I mean it. This is just what I needed,” Lydia said softly.


    “Do you want to talk about it or just sit here and eat?” Julia asked.


    “For now, I want to just eat and listen to what y’all have been up to,” she answered.


    They ate in silence for a few minutes, and then Sonya and Julia talked about what was going on in their lives, their favorite television shows, an article about herbal supplements Julia had recently read, and other insignificant topics.


    Finally, Lydia began her incredible explanation. “I’m sorry about giving you both the cold shoulder. I just couldn’t talk about it. You can’t imagine how awful it was. Do you know that he died on our fourteenth anniversary? We had just had this wonderful evening, and when I awoke I realized he was dead. At first his body was still warm, like he was asleep. I lay there and pretended everything was all right for the longest time. I guess I was in shock. I finally got up and called 911. I wanted to be with him as long as I could, so I got back into bed and lay beside him until the ambulance arrived. That probably sounds creepy to you.”


    Julia reached out and squeezed her hand. “No, we understand. I’m so sorry. Was it a heart attack?”


    Lydia shook her head no. “The doctor explained that the upper and lower heart chambers have to work together to keep the heart functioning properly. Apparently, only David’s upper chamber was doing its part. They called it heart failure. Something about his electrolytes.”


    “But he hadn’t been having any problems, was he?” Sonya asked.


    “None. The doctor said that David might have had a few symptoms, like shortness of breath and fatigue, but nothing suspicious enough to concern an otherwise healthy forty-one-year-old man.”


    “At least he didn’t suffer,” Sonya said and then wished she hadn’t. The remark sounded stupid. “I mean, it doesn’t sound like he had any pain.”


    “No. The doctor said this kind of thing happens fast, so he didn’t suffer. I was exhausted by the time we went to sleep, so I slept like the dead. No pun intended. According to the doctor, there’s nothing that can be done about simple heart failure. No procedure like a bypass or a stint,” Lydia said.


    “Whatever happened to those experiments a few years ago using pig hearts to replace human hearts?” Julia asked. “Wasn’t that supposed to be the biggest medical breakthrough of this era?”


    “I don’t know. I didn’t ask anything. Seriously, I could not think. If breathing didn’t come naturally, I’d have been in real trouble. It was all so surreal,” she confided.


    “That’s shock, and it’s a good thing. It protects you until you’re ready to handle the next part of the process,” Sonya said.


    “I wish I could have stayed in shock forever. It’s a dull, painless feeling. Now I’m a mess. I’m angry. No, make that furious. I’m depressed. I’m miserable. I just feel like I’ll never be happy again,” Lydia said bitterly.


    “Of course you will,” Julia said brightly. “It’s going to take some time. Like Sonya said, you just have to go through the grieving process and take it one day at a time. And we’ll help. We’ll be here for you.”


    “It’s more than that. I can’t sleep…” she began.


    “Perfectly natural and only temporary, I’m sure,” Julia said.


    “No, that’s not what I meant. My lawyer dropped a bombshell on me,” Lydia took a deep breath before continuing.


    “A couple of months ago, David loaned a substantial amount of money to someone I’ve never heard of. He wired the money to a Wells Fargo in Rapid City, South Dakota. We made queries to everyone and every place we could think of and have gone through all of David’s papers, but couldn’t find one clue as to who Chris Miller is or what David’s motives were. It’s all legal, my attorney assured me, which means that there’s no hope of getting the money back. Also, it seems that we were living beyond our means. David’s earnings have been a lot less the last two or three years because of the bad economy. Most of his salary is based on commissions, so he cashed out his retirement fund and used all our savings to stay afloat. That means I’m broke. Busted. Bankrupt.”


    “Why would he give someone a loan when it sounds like you needed one yourselves?” Sonya asked.


    “My attorney hinted that David may have been up to something illegal or illicit, and that’s why he never told me. I find that hard to believe, but then again I have to wonder. Obviously, there’s a lot about my husband that I didn’t know, that he didn’t want me to know. The only thing I know for sure is that I intend to find out,” Lydia said.


    “What on earth do you suppose David was up to or into that he had to hide from you?” Sonya asked.


    “I have no idea. I found credit card receipts for flights to Rapid City that coincide with dates that he told me he was in California and Washington. I pulled out old calendars to confirm the dates and destinations marked. So, I know he lied about where he said he was going. Furthermore, he said they were business trips, but I can’t find any reservations or charges for hotel rooms or rental cars or restaurants for Rapid City or anywhere else during those corresponding dates. So what was he up to?” Lydia cried.


    Julia jumped up and hugged her. “We’ll find out. Tell us how we can help.”


    “I’m going to find out what’s going on, but I don’t think I can do this alone. I could hire a private investigator, but that will be expensive, and I don’t want to go that route, at least not yet. I don’t think I can just sit around for days or weeks waiting to hear something. I’m not sure about anything except that I have to go to Rapid City, South Dakota. If you’re able to get away, we could fly there in the next few days,” Lydia said quietly.


    Seeing Julia’s terrified expression, she quickly continued. “But I was thinking it might be better if we took a road trip.”


    Julia hugged her best friend so hard that she nearly knocked the wind out of Lydia. “I would try. Really I would, but thank you so much for not making me get on a plane.”


    “Frankly, between your being afraid of flying, death, claustrophobia, heights, spiders, and God knows what else, I don’t think we’d survive the flight,” Lydia reasoned. “I was thinking this might be a good chance for us to reconnect by spending some time together. I miss y’all. Even if this turns out to be a dead end, I have to try. Besides, it’s a good time for me to get away. I can hardly stand to be in this big, empty house right now,” Lydia said.


    “You know who would be a great help…” Julia said.


    “Don’t start,” Lydia warned.


    “Look, I know you’re still mad at her, but you can’t stay mad forever,” Sonya reasoned.


    “Why not?” Lydia countered.


    “Well, for one thing, it’s not very CGF-like behavior. For another, at a time like this you need all your friends,” Julia said.


    “Hmm. With friends like Liz Goldberg, who needs enemies?” Lydia asked.


    “She explained everything and apologized, too. I admit that she should have talked to you first, but she didn’t. Maybe she was wrong. She didn’t think so, but once she found out how angry you were, she called the whole thing off. That’s got to count for something,” Julia said.


    “And should I just get over her missing my mother’s funeral, too?” Lydia asked.


    “Yes! She got stuck in another country. There was a revolution. The rebels took over the country and shut down the airport!” Sonya interjected.


    “Even if she couldn’t help it back then, what’s her excuse now?” Lydia demanded.


    “I don’t know, but I bet she has a good reason. You know Liz. No matter what her shortcomings are, she’s always there for her friends,” Sonya said.


    “Except when she’s not,” Lydia said. “I’m upset enough as it is. I don’t want to talk about Liz.”


    “I understand. It’s just that with her network of sources and investigative skills as a journalist, I’m sure that Liz will have some ideas on how to get more information on the mysterious Mr. Miller,” Sonya said.


    “We’ll just have to manage without her. So if you guys are game, I’ll put this plan into motion.”


    “Sign me up,” Sonya said.


    “Me too,” Julia echoed.
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    It was no wonder that Lydia was having trouble sleeping. She was consumed with guilt. As soon as Julia and Sonya had agreed to help her, Lydia should have told them everything. They had a right to know. After all, they loved the island as much as she did. In a way, it belonged to all of them. But Lydia couldn’t bring herself to reveal the full extent of David’s betrayal, especially after how hard she’d come down on Liz over Sanctuary Island.


    She could have forgiven her for missing her mother’s funeral but not for exploiting the Gullah and the Sanctuary. After rehashing all of that tonight, how could she reveal what David had done? It was even worse than what Liz had planned to do. Besides, she couldn’t bring herself to say it aloud. It was just too terrible.


    Lydia had spoken at length with David’s boss. He had explained that the Great Recession had taken a terrible toll on business. They had lost some important clients and even faithful clients had reduced their orders. His boss didn’t want to lose him but had offered him a good reference if he found a better job elsewhere. According to his co-workers, he had looked, but there wasn’t much available given the economic climate.


    But why hadn’t he just told her? Pride? Or was he trying to protect her? Or maybe he was just trying to protect himself? Whatever his reason, he had left her in a mess. Her only hope was to find this mystery man and recover the money. If she could prove that David was under duress when he made the loan or was swindled or that there had been a fraud perpetuated; anything that she could take to the state attorney general to prompt an investigation. She was desperate enough to hold on to the slim hope that might happen.


    


    

  


  
    



    PART TWO
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    Road Trip


    


    

  


  
    



    Six


    ELVIS AND THE BEAST


    John didn’t want Julia to go. He didn’t want the responsibility of the house, five kids, and all their pets. He said he needed time for himself.


    That did it.


    “It’s only for a week or two, and you owe me this,” Julia warned. “For sixteen years, I’ve gladly been here for you and the kids every day without fail. But now my best friend needs me. She’s always been there for me, especially after my mother’s death, without my ever even having to ask. It’s the first time she’s ever asked for my help. Ever. I won’t say no. Besides, you still get time apart from me, which is what you wanted. You can bail on me, but sorry, you don’t get time off from being a parent,” Julia admonished.


    “I know you’re unhappy. News flash—I don’t always find folding underwear and fixing dinner fulfilling. There have been plenty of days I’d have liked to be spared a mountain of laundry, the incessant needs of our children, and malfunctioning appliances. But I’m here, and I do what needs to be done. You’ve been checked out for a while. You have to quit hiding out or escaping to wherever it is you go. I can’t do this alone. I won’t do this alone. Marriage takes two people. I admit that I have some problems. I’m willing to address them to save our marriage. So while I’m gone, you decide if you want the same thing,” Julia said.


    She couldn’t believe that she had spoken to him like that. She had never done that in all their years of marriage, but she liked how she felt now that she’d done it.


    John was also surprised by her vehemence. “We’ll deal with everything when you get back. Take as much time as you need. I’ll take care of everything on this end while you’re gone,” he promised.


    Julia had the nightmare about her mother that night. She wasn’t surprised. Stress made them more prevalent. Afraid to go back to sleep, she sat in a chair by the window waiting for the morning light to chase the nocturnal demons away.
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    Sonya went to the office to meet with a couple of clients and brief her assistant, Terry Dupree, on what to do during her absence. She wasn’t worried about leaving Terry in charge. Terry was a proficient employee, and Sonya had every confidence that she would do a fine job in her absence. She needed to start delegating instead of trying to do everything herself. Besides, she had been thinking about promoting Terry. She knew the ambitious woman was ready for more responsibility, and if she didn’t give it to her, she might lose a great employee. Now might be a good time to start delegating. If she did have a serious illness, she would have to rely heavily on Terry. So, she called Terry into her office and told her about the promotion. Her assistant was thrilled to hear the news. She enthusiastically promised that she wouldn’t let Sonya down.


    When Sonya called her doctor to find out if her test results were ready yet, she learned that she was out of town for a few days on a family emergency.


    “I’m sorry, Mrs. Ellis, we can’t give you the results of your lab work. Dr. Hooper has to go over that with you when she gets back. She’s arranged for a doctor to be on call in case of emergencies. Would you like to leave a message for him?


    No, she did not want to possibly learn that she had the big “C” from a total stranger. If she had to get the news, she wanted it to come from her doctor, whom she had known and trusted for many years.


    Now she wouldn’t know anything until after the trip. Maybe that was just as well. If it was cancer, she wanted this time with her friends before she had to face it. She arrived home to an empty house.


    What about Mike?


    Did she dare confront him about the other day? She wanted to, but knew that she would not, at least not tonight. The only reason he would have lied is because he didn’t want her to know. The only reason she could think of that he wouldn’t have wanted her to know where he was and what he was doing was because he was having an affair.


    Well, if that was the case, she didn’t need him to tell her. She’d been down that road before, and there were always three telltale signs. If he started coming home late (YES!), lying about his whereabouts (YES!) and bringing her guilt gifts (NO!), then she’d know he was up to no good.


    It was well past eight o’clock when she heard him pulling into the driveway. A few minutes later, the door opened and there stood her husband holding a large bouquet of gorgeous flowers and a box of assorted chocolate candy. He apologized as he handed her the guilt gifts (NO! YES!). “Sorry I’m so late. The day got away from me.”
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    Lydia sold a couple of family antiques to Mike Ellis to raise money for the road trip. He gave her a generous price for the pieces, for which she was grateful. He didn’t ask any questions, for which she was also grateful. She bought a road atlas and tentatively mapped out their route based on places they wanted to visit en route to South Dakota, such as Graceland and Mall of America. She went to the store and bought plenty of provisions. They needed Carolina Kit fixings, along with the usual provisions needed for any road trip.


    Julia and Sonya arrived bearing gifts and luggage. They were going to spend the night at Lydia’s house so they could get an early start the next morning.


    “Holy crap,” Julia said when she saw their transportation. Lydia had told them about the camper, but they were not prepared for the sheer size of it.


    “Where’d you get this palace on wheels? From an Arab Sheik in Abu Dhabi?”


    Sonya quipped when she saw the gigantic recreational vehicle.


    “Funny you should mention that. I’ll tell you why in a minute. But first, guess who works at RV World?”


    “Who?” Sonya asked.


    “Derek Duane. You can thank him for talking me into upgrading to the deluxe model. He gave me a great deal and said we’d be glad it was so spacious after we’d spent a few days on the road. Do you remember him from high school? He was a big jock and kind of a jerk, but so good-looking. All sleek and lean and muscular. Do you remember that thick, black wavy hair? Every girl over the age of fourteen just wanted to run their hands through it.


    “Me too! I had such a crush on him,” Sonya exclaimed.


    Julia remained silent, biting her lower lip.


    “You wouldn’t admit that if you could see him now. He still has that killer smile, but he also has a receding hairline and a beer gut. He got married and they had two kids. He said they divorced last year, but that he has joint custody. Anyway, he was very helpful, gave me a lot of good advice and some fun trivia. According to Derek Duane, the largest camper ever built was for Sheik Hamad Bin Hamdan Al Nahyan of the United Arab Emirates.


    It’s a five-story vehicle, measuring 66 feet in length, 39 feet wide, and 39 feet tall. It weighs 120 tons and has eight bedrooms and eight bathrooms, as well as four garages and water storage for up to 6,340 gallons. Can you imagine?”


    “Wouldn’t that be a spectacular sight chugging up Highway 17? Our very own portable Arabian palace. Maybe we should spruce up this camper by painting our portraits on the side with ‘Carolina Girls Forever’ or maybe ‘Carolina Girls Gone Wild’ underneath our smiling faces. Can you imagine the reactions from other motorists,” Julia giggled.


    “I wouldn’t put my face or name on this camper if you paid me. I don’t want to be recognized by irate tourists who will have to slow down to a crawl behind this tin beast. That is, if we don’t run them off the road or squash them first. I bet we don’t make it out of Georgetown County without incident,” Sonya quipped.


    “I appreciate all the cheerful thoughts and positive feedback, but I can assure you that we’ll be just fine. Better than fine. We’ll be stylin’. I know the RV looks like overkill, but I want us to be comfortable. It’s a long trip and will most likely be my last hoorah. I might as well go out in style. Besides, it will pay for itself on what we save in hotel bills,” Lydia said.


    “We’re going to sleep in that thing?” Julia asked.


    “Of course, that’s what they’re made for,” Lydia said. “And it is fully tricked out, according to Derek Duane. Come see.”


    She opened the door and signaled for them to go inside. She didn’t mention that a commercial license was required to drive it. Lydia had to get the license before she was allowed to lease the vehicle, but there was no need for Julia or Sonya to worry about such details. She also neglected to mention that she had promised Derek that it would only be serviced by an authorized dealer. That was after he assured her that it would be so rare as to be a freak occurrence for the RV to break down.


    “These babies are built for endurance,” he had said as he smacked the side of the vehicle and smiled broadly.


    “Wow,” gasped Sonya when she saw the interior. “It really is something, isn’t it?”


    “That’s where we will put our clothes and incidentals,” Lydia explained as she pointed to the first door to the left, which was a closet. “The luggage, folding chairs, and stuff like that will go in the space underneath the camper. There’s a door underneath the main panel that lifts up for easy loading. The second door is to the bathroom. It has a little shower, sink, and toilet. It has everything we need.”


    She led them to the front of the RV, which held two seats: one for the driver and one for the passenger, as well as a little pull-down seat behind those chairs. It was secured to the wall to allow a clear path to the front of the vehicle.


    To the right was the kitchen/living/sleeping area. The kitchenette contained a small stove with a microwave above it. Beside the stove sat a small refrigerator and some pantry space above it. Just past the kitchenette was a booth. Beyond that there were two couches, one on each side of the camper. Above them were two bunk beds that pulled out of the wall when needed. The mattresses were small and thin but seemed fine for short-term use.


    Julia said that it seemed cozy, and Sonya said that she was sure it would prove to be an interesting adventure.


    “I don’t think you’re going to get Liz to sleep in a camper even if she and Lydia make up,” Julia whispered to Sonya.


    “I don’t know. Liz has always been the most adventurous of the four of us, but it’s a moot point. I’ve been calling with updates daily but still just talking to her voicemail. I’m going to text her with daily progress reports, but I’m afraid that she’s going to miss the reunion and her shot at a reconciliation,” Sonya said glumly.


    A few minutes later they stood huddled next to the vehicle.


    “I hereby christen you ‘The Beast,’” Sonya said as she swung the champagne bottle towards the RV bumper.


    “Wait!” Lydia yelled.


    Sonya nearly dropped the bottle as she tried to stop mid-swing. “What?”


    “What are you doing?” Lydia asked.


    “What does it look like? Christening the camper.”


    “First, I think that only works for ships. And secondly, that would be a terrible waste of a good bottle of sparkling wine,” Lydia said. “I thought we were going to toast our trip.” She pulled three plastic cups from her jacket pocket.


    “Good plan,” Sonya agreed as she uncorked the champagne and poured.


    “To our reunion,” Julia said.


    “To our road trip,” Sonya said.


    “To having the strength and courage to face whatever the future holds,” Lydia said. They clinked cups and drank the wine while studying their new home on wheels.


    “I brought something too,” Julia said as she unfurled the banner. “You’re going to die laughing when you see it.”


    Sonya and Lydia laughed and made the okay sign after Julia attached the giant “Carolina Girls Forever Reunion Tour” banner to the side of the camper.


    “You did good. It’s perfect,” Sonya said. “Move out of the way. I want to take a photo with my phone to send to Mike.” She was also going to send it to Liz, but she decided not to mention that to Lydia.


    “I want to say something before we hit the road. Even though we’re on an important mission, I hope we’ll have some fun, too. I’ve missed y’all—even Liz. I had secretly hoped that she would show up and that we could work things out, but I guess not. I think we should look at this road trip as a new beginning for the CGFs. A renaissance. And a chance to carpe diem! After all, no one promises us a tomorrow,” Lydia said ruefully.


    


    

  


  
    



    Seven


    AND SO IT BEGINS


    The next morning, it took ten minutes of maneuvering to get the RV onto the highway because it required two lanes to make a turn.


    “Watch out,” Sonya cautioned as Lydia nearly sideswiped a Honda Accord. Sonya waved apologetically at the passengers.


    “Okay, according to the map, we have to take Highway 17 South to North Charleston where we’ll pick up I-26. We’ll stay on that until we reach North Carolina. Somewhere around Hendersonville, we’ll pick up I-40 and we’ll ride that all the way to Memphis. It makes for a very long day, but if we can hang in there and take turns driving, I think that it’ll be worth it,” Sonya said.


    “You’re crazy if you think I’m going to try to drive this beast,” Julia said. “But I will do my part by serving refreshments and providing reasonably entertaining repertoire, at least enough so as to keep the driver from dozing off at the wheel.”


    “Deal!” they quickly agreed.


    To say it was a long day would have been a bigger understatement than saying that it gets a tad hot in the Lowcountry during summer. The RV had terrible gas mileage, so it seemed like they had to pull over to refuel every couple of hours. Worse than gassing up was the ordeal of exiting the road and then jockeying into position at the gas pumps. Driving a monster vehicle precluded any sightseeing. Both eyes had to be on the road at all times or on the gauges to make sure everything was all right. Breaking down on the side of the road in this RV was sure to be a huge headache that no one wanted.


    Despite the crash course Lydia had given Sonya before she took the wheel, she was nervous and uptight the entire time she drove. Sonya said that her neck, back, and shoulders were killing her from being so tense and clutching the wheel so tightly. Lydia didn’t admit it, but she felt the same tension whenever she was driving. She also didn’t tell Sonya that she should have a commercial driver’s license to be behind the wheel. It was one of those seemed-like-a-good-idea-at-the-time plans, but there was no way she could drive across the country without help, so she thought it best not to mention this minor detail. Unless she got pulled over for something—and it certainly wouldn’t be for speeding—it would never be an issue. The women all breathed a sigh of relief when they reached Memphis.


    “What now?” Julia asked as they entered city traffic.


    “Now we follow the signs to Graceland. We are staying in the Heartbreak Hotel tonight—my treat,” Sonya sang out.


    “I thought the point of the RV was not to have hotel stays,” Julia said confused.


    “I’m willing to stay in this thing for the rest of the trip, but I’ve had enough for today. I want a bath and a real bed or else I’m afraid I won’t be able to move tomorrow. Besides, I’ve always wanted to visit Graceland, and since I’ve come this far, I’m going to stay across the street in an authentic Elvis-themed hotel complete with a heart-shaped pool. You gals can do what you want,” Sonya said.


    “I got to agree. I’ve had enough of this RV for one day, and I think staying at the Heartbreak Hotel sounds charming,” Lydia said.


    “You don’t have to talk me out of spending the night in a camper,” Julia said.


    [image: ]


    The boutique hotel was surprisingly lovely—and sold out. All 128 rooms and three of the four themed suites were sold out. The nice young desk clerk said that the only room available was the Burning Love Suite.


    “We’ll take it,” Sonya said.


    “I should tell you that it’s normally used by lovers or for honeymoons and anniversaries. I’m sure you ladies wouldn’t be interested,” he said.


    “You heard my friend, we’ll take it,” Lydia said.


    “Suit yourselves,” he said. “Are you members of an Elvis fan club? If so, you are entitled to a ten percent discount.”


    “Hmmm. Yes, yes we are,” Sonya said excitedly after calculating how much money the discount would save her.


    “Which one?” he asked.


    “Huh?”


    “Which one?” he asked again. “There are more than five hundred Elvis Presley fan clubs across the world.”


    “Oh, right. We’re with the South Carolina Elvis Fan Club,” Sonya said.


    Roger, according to his nametag, made a note of this on the computer and then handed the hotel map and room keys to Sonya after she finished the check-in process. He also pointed out that Elvis movies played twenty-four hours a day at the hotel.


    “How did you know that one of the forty-four states that have fan clubs included South Carolina?” Lydia asked as they waited on the elevator.


    “Easy. It’s a southern state, and if there isn’t a fan club in the Palmetto state, I would have been shocked and dismayed. Besides, the odds were in my favor since only six states don’t have fan clubs,” Sonya said.


    “I’m still trying to process the fact that there are five hundred fan clubs for a dead guy,”


    Julia said.


    “Hey, legends never die,” Sonya said.


    “I hear that Elvis hasn’t even left the building,” Lydia joked.


    When they opened the door to their suite, the trio stood in awe. It was red, really red. Red pillows on the bed and couch. Red linen and duvet on the bed. Red sofa. Red rug. They laughed hysterically as they surveyed the room. After each of them had a chance to enjoy a long, hot bath in the huge heart-shaped tub, they went out for a night on the town. Even though the women had been dead tired when they arrived, they had revived after freshening up. There was no doubt where they were headed, the heart and soul of Memphis.


    “Can you believe we’re walking down Beale Street? This is the home of blues. It all started here. The best performers of all time have played at these clubs,” Julia said excitedly. “It says in this brochure that its heyday was in the 1920s when gambling, drinking, prostitution, murder, and voodoo were everywhere. One nightclub, the Monach, was nicknamed Castle of Missing Men because gunshot victims and dead gamblers could be dumped at the undertaker’s place, which shared the same back alley,” Julia said excitedly.


    They slipped into Wet Willie’s, which was famous for its delicious daiquiris. Next they visited Blues City Café to sample their legendary ribs. They wrapped up the night listening to music at B.B. King’s Blues Club and Rum Boogie Café. At Rum Boogie’s, they drank Blueberry Hills and shared a plate of fried catfish with spicy red beans and dirty rice while listening to the Boogie Blues Band. By unspoken agreement, there would be no serious talk—only food and fun. It was just what they needed after the last several days. Happy, but exhausted, they returned to the hotel a little after two o’clock and fell into bed. The plan had been for Sonya and Julia to take the bed while Lydia slept on the couch, but they all ended up falling asleep in the enormous heart-shaped “Burning Love” bed.


    “I have something for y’all,” Jules said the next morning as she handed packages to Sonya and Lydia.


    They opened the bags and laughed as they pulled out the matching white, classic Elvis jumpsuits made for women.


    “Where did you get these?” Sonya asked as she held her polyester outfit in front of her and looked in the mirror. It was a one-piece stretch bodysuit with glitter and rhinestone trim, as well as an oversized matching hip belt.


    “Last night when you two went to move the RV to the designated parking area, I visited the Love Me Tender Gift Shop. As soon as I saw these, I knew they would make a great memento of this trip,” Julia said.


    “Let’s wear them,” Lydia said.


    “You mean try them on?” Julia asked.


    “No, I think she means wear them today when we go to Graceland. What a great idea,” Sonya squealed.


    “You mean wear these costumes out in public?” Julia asked doubtfully.


    “Why not? It’ll be a hoot,” Lydia said. “Come on, let’s at least try them on.”


    “Well, okay. I’ll try mine on, but that’s it. Y’all aren’t going to convince me to do anything foolish. Those days are o-ver. Got it?”


    An hour later, the women paid the admission fees and entered Graceland.


    “I feel like an idiot wearing this skintight costume,” Julia said as she tugged at the polyester. “This cannot be a large. Ouch, I think I just gave myself a wedgie.”


    “You’re the one who bought these crazy outfits,” Sonya reminded Julia as she adjusted her gaudy rhinestone-studded sunglasses. They had purchased the over-sized shades in the hotel gift shop before they checked out.


    “It means large in China where it was made, but that’s more like a small in America,”


    Lydia said. “Besides, I wouldn’t worry if I were you. Look around.”


    At her prompting, Sonya and Jules studied the crowd and then burst out laughing in amusement. There were dozens of men and women walking around the grounds of Graceland wearing the same costume or sporting jailhouse rock costumes. The Elvis impersonators came in all shapes and sizes. Everyone looked ridiculous, and no one seemed to care. This crowd was here to have a good time and pay homage to the King of Rock ‘n’ Roll.


    “You got to be kidding me,” Julia said.


    “I’m in heaven,” Sonya said, snapping photos with her digital camera. “This is a dream come true. I’m here at Graceland with my best friends.” She grabbed a nearby tourist and asked if he would mind taking a picture of them.


    They stood there in their silly, skin-tight polyester costumes with arms linked, grinning like idiots. Carolina Girls Forever.


    


    

  


  
    



    Eight


    LIZ


    After spending a full day visiting Elvis’s legacy, they reluctantly set out again in the RV. At five hundred dollars a night, it wouldn’t be long before their new theme song was “Ain’t Got


    No Money Honey.” They headed north towards Minneapolis, making it about three hours before stopping for the night. As Lydia pulled into the parking lot of a superstore at Peoria, Sonya and Julia looked around in surprise.


    “Need something?” Sonya asked.


    “Just a good night’s sleep,” Lydia said.


    “Here?” Julia asked incredulously.


    “Yep. Derek Duane told me that anyone is welcome to park and sleep overnight in any superstore parking lot as long as they don’t park near the front of the store. The company doesn’t mind, and they don’t charge a penny,” Lydia explained.


    “Are you sure about this?” Sonya asked.


    “He assured me that it’s safe as a campground and twice as easy, not to mention free. Look, it’s just for a few hours, until early morning. Then we’re back on the road. Won’t this be easier than searching for a campground and getting checked in?”


    They both looked uncertain but said nothing. “As long as we’re here I think I’ll go get a book to read,” Julia said.


    “Let’s all go inside,” Lydia agreed. They strolled across the large parking lot to the entrance of the superstore. Forty minutes later, they returned with sandwiches bought at the sandwich kiosk inside the superstore, along with a few other purchases. The women pulled out the folding chairs and ate their dinner in front of the camper while they watched the customers come and go.


    “This was my first visit to a superstore. I think the closest ones to us are in Myrtle Beach and Mount Pleasant. There’s some kind of ordinance about big box stores so that all the mom and pop businesses don’t face unfair competition. I can’t believe what I’ve been missing. It is ten o’clock at night, and this place is still hopping. Don’t you wonder what all these people absolutely have to have that can’t wait until tomorrow? Maybe it’s just the thrill of going out shopping in the dark. Do you think? If a superstore ever comes to Georgetown, I believe I’ll start doing my shopping at night,” Julia vowed.


    Lydia was willing to bet that even if Georgetown were to get a superstore, Julia Reynolds wouldn’t be a patron. She had trouble picturing Julia fighting crowds searching for rollback priced items. The friends sat in comfortable silence, watching the commotion for another half hour before retiring for the evening. It had been a long day, and they fell asleep as soon as their heads hit the pillows.


    They reluctantly awoke a few hours later to insistent banging on the RV door.


    “What should we do?” Julia whispered groggily. The clock showed it was only 6:50 a.m.


    “Who is it?” Lydia called loudly.


    “Santa Claus! Who are you expecting? I didn’t fly three thousand miles and drive all night to stand in the middle of a frigging superstore parking lot!”


    “Liz!”


    Sonya threw open the door and she and Julia attacked Liz with bear hugs.


    “Oh my gosh, you’re so thin! What kind of crazy diet have you been on this time?” Julia asked.


    “It’s called the sweat diet. It’s all the rage in the jungles of Borneo. I’ll tell you all about it later,” Liz promised. “Right now I just want to thank Liddie for having the courage to end this foolish feud. I admire you for admitting you made a mistake.”


    “Mistake?” Lydia asked.


    “I got all your texts explaining how wrong you’d been to stay angry for so long and how you were finally ready to forget about the past. You begged me to join y’all on this trip,” Liz explained.


    “I didn’t send you any texts,” Lydia said.


    “Yes, you did. See?” Liz said, holding up her phone.


    “The important thing is that Liz is here now, right?” Julia said. “Why don’t we have some coffee and catch up? Oh, you know what would be great? Glazed doughnuts!”


    “What have you done, Julia?” Lydia asked.


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Julia said. “Who wants doughnuts?”


    When no one answered or moved, Julia finally broke. “Oh, all right. I sent the texts. This has gone on too long. Liz knows what she did with Sanctuary Island was wrong. It’s a shame that your mother died before y’all could resolve that. Liz missing her funeral just made you all the less forgiving. But she didn’t intentionally miss your mother’s funeral. She got stuck in Fiji. I know you asked her not to go, which was a big deal for you. But Liz thought she had time to do the interview and make it back for the funeral. Under normal circumstances she probably would have. You didn’t think she should have tried, but it took her three months to set that interview up, and it was important to her career, especially after the debacle with the Gullah story. After everything we’ve been through and as long as we’ve been friends, I have to say that I’m a little angry that you two have let this go on for so long,” Julia said.


    “Okay, so maybe Liz was just trying to do a good thing when she instigated that documentary on the Gullah and a vanishing way of life in the Lowcountry. But she knows how protective I am about that island. I promised my mother on her deathbed, for goodness sake! I thought she felt the same way. I was angry that she would exploit the Gullah just to forward her career. And I was angry about my mother’s death—angry that she was so brave and fought so hard, and it didn’t matter. Maybe I did overreact when I lashed out at Liz. But then she got so defensive and said all those terrible things. Believe it or not, I’ve been thinking about it, and I had decided that I was going to tell her that none of that mattered when she came to David’s funeral, but she never showed up. Was there another coup?” Lydia asked.


    “I should never have said those awful things. I was just so hurt by what you said about me after learning about the Gullah story that I lashed out. I really truly thought that the story was a good thing, that if folks knew about these vanishing people and what’s happening to the Lowcountry, then maybe that would result in some positive change. Like protective legislation. I remember reading about how one documentary resulted in the Gullah getting special harvesting privileges for sweetgrass. They are the only people allowed to cut it and use it to make their unique sweetgrass baskets. I wanted to accomplish something like that. I didn’t realize you would see it as such a betrayal,” Liz said.


    “Then why keep it a secret? Why did I have to find out about it from the county clerk? Do you know how I felt when she contacted me and asked me to be sure to have my filming permits and filing papers in her office before we began shooting the documentary?” Lydia shouted.


    “I had no idea they would get in touch with you. My people were dealing with all of that. I didn’t tell you because I wanted it to be a surprise. I thought you would be proud of what I did once you saw it,” Liz said.


    “You mean that you knew that I couldn’t object once it was a done deal. That’s why you didn’t tell me. You wanted to do that story and nothing stops Liz Goldberg once she gets something in her head. You’ve always been like that, which is why you took that Fiji assignment one week before my mother’s funeral,” Lydia said.


    “Yes, dammit! I’m ambitious. I’m not about to apologize for that. It’s how I got where I am in this impossible business. But even I can’t foresee the future. I didn’t know there would be a government coup that would turn the country to shit. It was pretty dicey for me and my crew for a few days, but I guess you don’t care about that—just that I wasn’t sitting in the pew behind you,” Liz said.


    “I guess I forgot to be worried about you what with burying my mother and all. Sorry if the death of another family member of mine came at another inconvenient time,” Lydia screamed at Liz.


    “I’m sorry. So sorry that I missed David’s funeral. I would have been there, regardless of what’s happened between us. I swear I didn’t learn about the funeral until after it was over. I didn’t have my phone,” Liz explained. “I accidentally left it in a village, and it was days before I got back there. I didn’t get your messages until it was too late. I feel terrible, but that’s the truth. It’s rotten luck to have this happen twice, but that’s life. I moved heaven and earth to get here as soon as I found out. You can ask Grace. She’s in the car. She’s angry at me for not being there for her enough during her formative years, too. So you can just join the club!”


    “Grace is here?” Julia asked.


    “She’s asleep. We’ve been traveling for three days non-stop. Grace! Honey, wake up!


    Get out of the car and come see everyone. Grace!” Liz yelled.


    Despite the early hour and long journey, a petite girl with bright green eyes and beautiful silky black hair emerged from the vehicle.


    Julia gasped. “She looks more like you every day, Liz. Look at those eyes and that devilish grin. She’s going to be a heartbreaker,” Julia said.


    “Oh, don’t I know it. Remind me to tell you later why I had to take her to Borneo with me. On second thought, the guy is definitely not worth talking about. Scrawny, tattooed, and incapable of saying more than ‘What up?’ and ‘Whatever.’ If I could put her in a convent until she’s twenty-five, I’d do it.”


    While Sonya and Julia were hugging Grace, Liz turned to Lydia.


    “Are we okay?” she asked.


    “I don’t know if it’s that simple. I’d love to just forgive and forget, but I can’t. I needed you—and you weren’t there. You decided that your career was more important than our friendship. You talk a good game, but it always comes down to what’s best for Liz,” Lydia said.


    “That’s not fair. I did not make a choice. I thought I could do the story in Fiji and get back in time for the funeral, but it turns out I couldn’t. I’m sorrier than you’ll ever know about the Gullah story. I’m sorry that you think I don’t value our friendship. I nearly lost my job when I battled the network executives over that story. I’ve been given crappy assignments ever since until this Borneo gig. I guess I’ve finally worked off my demerits. That’s why I had to take Grace with me. If I cancelled another shoot two days beforehand, my career would have been over. I guess if you’d ever had to work for a living—or be a parent with a child dependent solely on you for everything—you might be more understanding,” Liz said, her dark eyes flashing.


    Lydia opened her mouth to reply, but Liz cut her off. “You know what your problem is? Everything is black and white with you. There is no gray or margin of error. No human factor. You’ve always been so judgmental and sanctimonious. I’ve dragged myself and my daughter across the globe trying to get here. We haven’t showered since we left Borneo three days ago. We’ve crossed three time zones, suffered two horrible flights, and the hassle of renting a car and driving all night to catch up with y’all. Right now I can’t think why we bothered. Come on, Grace. We’re going home,” Liz said.


    Julia and Sonya watched helplessly as mother and daughter got back into the car. They were about to beg Lydia to stop Liz when they realized she had collapsed. Their screams got Liz’s attention, and she bolted from the car.


    Julia ran inside the RV and retrieved a cold washcloth and a bottle of water. By this time, Lydia was coming to. They managed to get Lydia upright. She sat on the curb crying softly.


    “I’m sorry, Liz. I’m so sorry.”


    “Ssshhh. It’s all right. We’ve both been foolish. Can we just forget about all of this? I miss the CGFs. I miss you!” Liz said, hiccupping back a sob.


    “Do you remember when you got Julia to sneak into the locker room and steal a jockstrap from the USC football team? They came back from practice and caught her red-handed? She threatened to kill us if we ever made her do something like that again?” Lydia said, smiling.


    Liz laughed. “Good times!”


    “You are the only person on earth that could get Julia to do something like that. The things you’ve done…sometimes I get jealous that you are so fearless,” Lydia said.


    “What about you? You’re usually right there beside me,” Liz pointed out.


    “I don’t feel too brave these days,” Lydia confessed.


    “I beg to differ. I think this trip is an incredibly brave endeavor. But no matter what happens, you’re going to be all right. Everything’s going to be all right. I know it doesn’t seem like it right now, but it’s always darkest before the light.”


    Lydia leaned down and hugged Liz. “I’ve missed you,” she whispered.


    After that, they were all hugging one another, even Grace. Finally, Lydia suggested they get dressed and have some coffee. She sent Liz and Grace over to the superstore to get breakfast while they dressed. A half hour later, they were all seated outside the camper having coffee and doughnuts.


    “Well, if this doesn’t beat all,” Liz said as she sat in her assigned folding chair, sipping coffee and checking out the store’s clientele. Unlike Julia, Liz was familiar with superstores. There just didn’t happen to be one in mid-town where she lived.


    “There goes a woman inside the store wearing stretch pants and plastic curlers. Did you see that?” Liz asked in disbelief.


    “I am just so happy that you made it, that you and Liddie have made up and that we get to see Grace again. It’s been too long,” Jules said. “Who could ask for anything more?”


    “Brazilian coffee would be a start,” Liz said.


    “Hmmm. We could have bought a lot of gourmet coffee for what I paid for that one night in Memphis,” Sonya mused.


    “That could be the name of a country western song, don’t you think?” Julia asked.


    “Then I’m walking in Memphis,” Sonya sang.


    “Put on my blue suede shoes,” Liz chimed


    “Touched down in the land of the Delta Blues in the middle of the pouring rain,”


    Sonya sang.


    Liz grabbed Sonya and pulled her to her feet. They began swaying and singing as loudly as they could as they continued the lyrics. Sonya and Liz did a little two-step as they began the next chorus. They stood still with their arms around each other’s waist as they soulfully sang the last line once more with deliberate exaggeration, “But do I really feel the way I feel?”


    Grace ducked down in her chair, feigning embarrassment, while Julia and Lydia applauded. Liz and Sonya took their bows. Early morning shoppers who caught part of their performance clapped and cheered.


    “Time to pack it up, girls,” Lydia said as she emptied her coffee dregs onto the asphalt.


    “Where have you been? What have you been up to? Tell us everything,” Sonya said to Liz after they had turned in Liz’s rental car and got the camper onto the highway.


    “I was over in the rainforest of Borneo working on a film project. Animal World asked me to do a documentary on orangutans. There’s a big conservation center there, and we were able to get government permission to shoot in Tanjung Putting National Park. It’s a remarkable place, seemingly untouched by time and man. Y’all know how I feel about protecting animals so when I got a chance to do this, I jumped at it. Even if it was like a hundred and fifty degrees because of the humidity. Even if you felt like eating, you still wouldn’t gain weight with the way you sweat.”


    “I would die,” Julia said.


    “I have to admit that I had serious doubts about my survival that first day. Then you sort of get used to your clothes being sticky with sweat all the time. Can you believe my daughter, who lives in designer jeans and Elizabeth Arden makeup, had no problem? Took to everything like a pro,” Liz said with pride.


    “Of course she did. Like mother, like daughter,” Julia said. She had always looked up to Liz and most admired her tenacity and sense of adventure.


    “Anyway, the special airs in about two months and wait until you see it. The film opens with me holding a baby orangutan in my lap. Its fat fingers are curled around mine, and you’ll just die, it is so precious. Oh, and guess whom I saw while I was there? I passed Scarlett Johansson coming out of the bathroom at the airport. I think she was on some goodwill ambassador tour. I got her to go on camera and talk about Borneo and how important it is to save the orangutans. When Grace and I left the jungle and I was finally able to access my messages, I changed our reservations ASAP, rented a car, and drove until I caught up with y’all.”


    “I appreciate your efforts. I’m glad you made it. Now it’s a real reunion,” Lydia said.


    “We may have to change her nickname to Sneaky Jules. If Julia hadn’t reached out to me pretending to be you, and Sonya hadn’t left daily messages giving me updates as to your whereabouts I never would have found you. When I read the last one, I thought it was a joke or a mistake, but I wanted to surprise y’all. So, I took a chance that you gals just might really be crazy enough to rent a camper and spend the night in the Wal-Mart parking lot,” Liz said.


    “I knew you’d make it,” Julia said.


    “Are you kidding? We made a pact,” Liz said. “I’m so sorry about David and for missing the funeral, Lydia. Like I said, I forgot my phone, and it was days before we got back there. Even then I wasn’t able to call or check messages because the damn rain and forest canopy obliterates cell phone reception most of the time. The stupid airline wouldn’t allow me to use my cell phone, thanks to some recent terrorism attempt. By the time I could call, I decided to surprise you.”


    “Color me surprised!” Lydia said.


    “I’ve got the gist of what’s going on, thanks to all the emails and texts. So I’ll do some research along the way and reach out to some good contacts, and we’ll find out what we need to know by the time we get there. By the way, where are we headed to next?”


    “A shopper’s paradise—the Mall of America!” Lydia announced. “More than five hundred shops just waiting for us.”


    “Now you’re talking!” Grace said. “I need some new clothes!”


    “Is that why there are clothes scattered all over your room and still your closet door won’t close—because you need more clothes?” Liz asked.


    “I need more than a new outfit,” Julia said. “I need a whole new look. Look at me. I’ve become fat and frumpy.”


    “We could all stand to lose a few pounds, except Liz,” Sonya said. “Girl, you need to put on some weight. Julia, you have a Marilyn Monroe physique. If you wear the right clothes, you’ll look voluptuous.”


    “Oh, I would love it if you’d show me how.”


    “I can help you with a makeover and Sonya could help you pull together some chic outfits and Lydia could do something fabulous with your hair, I’m sure,” Liz said.


    “Y’all wouldn’t mind?”


    “We’d love it,” Liz assured her.


    “If only you could do something about those awful dreams I’m having then you really would be perfect,” Julia said.


    “What dreams?” Lydia asked curiously.


    “I used to have these bad dreams that started right after my aunt died. I was almost four years old, and I’ve the nightmares off and on ever since. I rarely have them anymore, maybe because I don’t go into a deep sleep cycle. It’s weird, but they started again recently, and I think that John is fed up with me. He thinks I should have dealt with all of this a long time ago. I think he’s angry that I’m too chicken to deal with it.”


    She couldn’t bring herself to tell them that she had seen a therapist and was close to finding out what the nightmares were all about when she stopped going to therapy. She didn’t want them to know that she was more terrified of what he might tell her than she was of the nightmares. They already thought she had too many fears and phobias.


    “Is this the dream about your mother and aunt?” Sonya asked, recalling Julia telling her about it one night during college after waking up screaming.


    Julia nodded. “It’s awful, and it’s not just a dream. It’s something I saw one night when I was a child and for some reason, I can’t get it out of my mind. I was almost four years old. I was awakened by loud voices. I realized they belonged to my mother and aunt. I crawled out of bed and opened my bedroom door. I saw my mother and Aunt V at the end of the hall at the top of the stairs. They were yelling at each other. Aunt V was shaking her finger in my mother’s face. That made my mother really mad. She pushed my aunt. They started shoving each other. Suddenly, my parents’ bedroom door opened, and my father appeared. His hair was all messed up, and he was wearing pajama bottoms and a T-shirt. I guess they woke him up, too. And he didn’t look too happy about it. That’s when I heard this terrible scream, and I looked back down the hall where I saw Aunt V falling backwards. She was waving her arms in the air and flailing wildly and then I couldn’t see her anymore. I will never forget hearing that long scream as she tumbled down all those steps—and then silence.”


    Julia paused long enough to take a deep, calming breath. “My father started yelling and my mother started crying. She got hysterical. He grabbed her and started shaking her. It looked like he’s hurting her. Then he slapped her. This scared me a lot, so being a kid, I closed the door and ducked under the covers. I remember crying myself to sleep. The next day they told me that Aunt Vivica was dead. They said there had been a terrible accident.”


    “Poor Jules. Why didn’t you ever tell me this?” Lydia asked.


    “I didn’t want to talk about it. I just tried to forget, and I guess that made it worse.”


    “What do you think these dreams mean?” Sonya asked.


    Julia just shook her head.


    “Have you and your father ever talked about this?” Lydia asked.


    “I tried a few times over the years, but he always shut me down. Said there was no point rehashing the past. And he forbade me to mention it to my mother. He said it was too painful.”


    Liz had remained silent but finally spoke. “You’re probably going to think I’m crazy but hear me out. I was doing some research for a documentary a few years ago about dreams and what they represent. I’m no expert, but I did a lot reading on the subject, and we interviewed dozens of experts. I think there’s something more going on here than just bad dreams. I think that you saw something that you’ve pushed deep down into your subconscious,” Liz said.


    “Huh?” Julia said confused.


    “I think you’re having what’s called a repressed memory. You saw something that night your aunt died that you don’t want to recall. The fact that it was a forbidden subject even after all these years also indicates that there’s more to the story. I mean, I can understand why your mother didn’t want to dwell on it, but that doesn’t explain why your father wouldn’t allow you to ever mention it. And don’t you think it’s strange that both your mother and her mother committed suicide?” Liz asked.


    “I told you before. There’s some history of mental illness. My grandmother also took her life. I think that’s why I have so many fears and phobias. I’m terrified that I’m going to end up going crazy and/or committing suicide.”


    “But you also said that she had terminal cancer and that it was extremely painful and that she suffered for a long time. Sounds like she just wanted to be put out of her misery,” Liz said.


    “So what are you getting at?” Sonya asked.


    “I’m saying that I think something happened that night that your parents don’t want anyone to know about, especially you. I think you may even know what it is, that you might be suppressing something that’s too painful to remember,” Liz said.


    “Like what?” Jules asked.


    “You’re going to have to ask your father about that. He’s the only one that can give you any answers,” Liz said.


    “Getting my father to talk to me about any of this is going to be harder than giving up chocolate,” Julia said glumly.


    


    

  


  
    



    Nine


    THE BEAST


    It was time for Julia’s extreme makeover. The Mall of America was the perfect place to find everything they needed for the project. They decided it was best to park the RV in the satellite parking lot and ride the shuttle bus to the mall. There was just too much traffic to even think about maneuvering the Beast.


    The women carefully planned their course of action. Lydia headed to the beauty supply store for hair products. Liz and Jules went to the cosmetic counter at Nordstrom where Liz selected makeup—everything from makeup primer to eyeliner. Meanwhile, Sonya scouted out Bloomingdale’s and Nordstrom’s, where they met an hour later to begin shopping for Julia’s new wardrobe.


    It took three hours and countless dressing room visits to put together three ensembles for Julia, which included clothing and shoes by Misook Doolittle, Christian Dior, Söfft, and Sudini. Lydia and Sonya sat slumped in their chairs while Liz ran back and forth from the racks to the dressing room carrying clothes. After Liz was done with Julia, the women spent another two hours buying a few goodies for themselves. Super-sized lattes from Starbucks kept them going. When the caffeine buzz began to wear off, they bought more coffee.


    “I never thought I’d say this, but if I have to go into one more shop…” Sonya said.


    “You? I feel like a freaky science experiment,” Jules said. “You made me wear these awful undergarments that feel like torture.”


    “The garment you’re referring to is Spanx, and they are worn by millions of women worldwide. And a full-support bra. You want to show off your God-given gifts by lifting them up and out,” Sonya scolded.


    “Oh, I’m lifted all right. My boobs are practically touching my nose,” Jules said. “I’ve always tried to hide them, and now they’re sticking out there so far I’m in danger of toppling forward face down.”


    “You can’t hide your light under a basket. Trust me,” said Liz as she looked down at her own breasts. “And why would you want to? Men love these babies!”


    “I’ve always been self-conscious about being big-busted, and then when I gained weight and half of it seemed to end up in my boobs, I just started wearing loose clothing and trying to play them down,” Julia said.


    “Well, the problem with big boobs is there is no way to hide them. And Liz is right. You shouldn’t try to because men are obsessed with them,” Lydia said.


    “Think of them as our best weapons in the Mars versus Venus battle,” Liz said.


    “What if we compromise and I wear this awful corset bra thing and skip the girdle?” Jules said.


    “No deal. The girdle helps flatten your tummy, effectively shaving off five to ten pounds. Once you lose the weight, you can abandon the girdle if you want. Until then, remember that we must all suffer for our beauty,” Sonya said.


    “Can you imagine what it was like back in the day for those poor women who had to wear bustles and corsets and petticoats and hoops? They had to have servants help stuff them into garments that were two sizes too small so that they looked dainty and feminine. They even had to wear shoes that were too small because big feet were considered to be unladylike,” Sonya mused.


    “Ta-da!” Grace said as she appeared, wearing a slip of a dress that accentuated her every curve. It was silvery gray with tiny sequins sewn all over it, and it was held in place with two straps that were so thin they were nearly invisible. She looked sexy and sophisticated—more like twenty-seven than seventeen.


    “Yeah, like that’s going to happen,” Liz said, gesturing for her daughter to go back in the dressing room. “See what I’m dealing with here?” Liz asked her friends. She said no to five more dresses but bought Grace a pair of designer jeans and boots.


    Later that night, Julia washed her hair and came outside to where the others sat in folding chairs outside the RV. They were staying at a campground just a few miles from the mall. Liz and Sonya sipped lemonade while Lydia cut and colored Julia’s hair.


    “I like your shampoo. It smells nice. Lavender, right?” Lydia asked.


    “Yeah, it’s what my mother used. It probably sounds stupid, but I use it because it reminds me of her,” Julia said.


    “That’s not stupid. I think it’s great that you have a daily reminder of her,” Lydia said.


    “I don’t want anything too drastic, please,” Jules said.


    Lydia nodded her head and kept working. She colored Julia’s hair to get rid of a few premature gray hairs and to enrich her natural brown color. Next, she highlighted it, which helped create a soft and pleasing effect around her face. Lydia cut off three inches. With the weight gone, the hair had more body and looked healthier. Gone were the outdated wings that swooned out on each side of her round face, replaced by sexy, spiky bangs. It was a more youthful and trendy look.


    “Oh my God,” Julia exclaimed when she saw herself.


    “You don’t like it?” Lydia asked worriedly.


    “I’m a goddess. How did you do it? It doesn’t even look like me,” Julia said, throwing her arms around Lydia and hugging her tight in appreciation.


    “It was easy. You have lovely hair. You just needed to freshen your look, that’s all,” Lydia said modestly.


    “Girlfriend, I can’t believe you can do something like that and aren’t using that talent. It’s a real shame,” Sonya said.


    “For real. I pay Fernando two hundred bucks to do my hair, and he couldn’t do better than that,” Liz said.


    “Okay, Jules, that’ll be two hundred bucks,” Lydia said.


    “Seriously, why don’t you open up a salon or something now that David is gone. Oh gosh, I’m sorry, Liddie. I shouldn’t have said that. It was insensitive. What I meant is that you sure could help a lot of women like me,” Julia said.


    “I can’t think about the future. Right now I can only think about this road trip and why we’re taking it. Besides, I don’t have the money to start a business, and I don’t think I’d want the hassle of owning one. All that paperwork and licenses, not to mention employees and accountants and taxes and payroll. I think it would take the joy right out of doing hair, but I do enjoy creative challenges. I’ll have to do something to earn a living, but I can’t imagine what.”


    Lydia paused to reflect. “I learned how to do a lot of useful things when I was working in community theatre. We didn’t have hair or makeup artists, so we had to learn how to expertly apply makeup and do our own hair. I guess I just have a natural knack for this kind of thing. It wasn’t long before everyone came to me to do their hair and makeup, so I got lots of practice. I loved community theatre because you had to wear so many different hats. One minute you could be sewing a costume or building a prop and the next minute you could be putting fliers in local businesses to promote a show or be on stage performing. You never got bored,” Lydia said.


    “So why didn’t you pursue it?” Liz asked.


    “I met David and he wanted me home, and that’s where I wanted to be. I didn’t want to spend night after night at the theatre or on the road with some acting troupe instead of spending time with my husband. We were in that newlywed phase where we couldn’t get enough of each other. Does anyone remember those days! Anyway, I got busy taking care of the house and David and doing a lot of volunteer work. He had to travel a lot for work—or so I thought. So I wanted to be home whenever he was rather than at the theatre. I missed it sometimes, but I was happy. I resurrected the Grand Strand Theatre. The gal who put together the Swamp Players moved. After that the group fell apart, and there was no more theatre in Georgetown. It became a movie theater instead. I couldn’t stand that, so I got involved and assembled a theatre group. We were pretty good too if I do say so myself. I learned a lot about marketing and the administrative end of things during that time. After a couple of years, I left the group.”


    “Only because you had to take care of your parents,” Julia said.


    “I just helped out a bit when my mother was diagnosed with breast cancer,” Lydia said.


    “That is not true, and you know it,” Julia said reproachfully. “Lydia did everything from taking her mother to every chemo treatment to fixing dinner for her father. I remember you even had wigs made when her hair fell out because your mom was so heartbroken over losing her gorgeous hair. You kept Sparky until your mother was better so that they wouldn’t have to worry about taking care of the dog. You spent hours sitting with your mother to make sure she didn’t need anything or that she never felt alone. You made those specialty smoothies and protein shakes because they were the only thing she could keep down. She needed to gain weight after losing so much during chemo and get her strength back. You took care of their house and bills and everything. I don’t know how you managed.”


    “It really wasn’t that big a deal, although my mother was pretty sick from her cancer treatments for a few months. We watched a lot of old television, which I learned to appreciate. I hate that she got sick, but I never regretted the time I spent with her. Those are moments I’ll cherish. I’ve always felt guilty about not being there for my little brother when he died, so I was determined that wouldn’t happen with my mother, too.”


    “That’s crazy, Liddie. You were a kid. You were not responsible for Tommy. Besides, I was the one who talked you into going to Charleston with my mom and me that day,” Julia scolded.


    “Yeah, but I should have said no. If I had been home, maybe I could have done something. I could have saved him,” Lydia said.


    “That is crazy. He had leukemia and had lived longer than the doctors expected, according to what Julia told me years ago when I asked about Tommy. She also said that you watched over him like a hawk, choosing to stay home whenever you could to take care of him. You were entitled to go off with your best friend for the day and have some fun,” Sonya said.


    “That may be true, but I’ve always felt that it was my fault. Right or wrong, I have always felt guilty. Then my father died of a stroke several months after my mother’s cancer came back, and she succumbed to it this time. She just didn’t have another long fight in her. I was so heartbroken that I contemplated suicide. I would never have done it, but I briefly flirted with the idea. I was such a mess. I just shut down. Poor David. He had to put up with me, and I was awful to him when I even acknowledged his presence.”


    “That’s understandable,” Sonya said. “I’m sure he understood.”


    “I’m not so sure. You don’t know how terribly I behaved. I yelled at him over nothing or refused to talk to him. It was a bad time. It almost cost me my marriage. David was so lonely and miserable that he told me he was going to move out for a while and give me some space,” Lydia confided. “That was the wake-up call I needed. I realized that I had better pull myself out of my funk, or I was going to lose my husband. We had such a good marriage except for that. I thought we could talk about anything. So what is this all about?” Lydia asked.


    “Liddie, are you sure you want to know? Maybe since David’s gone, you should just let it go if there’s no chance of getting the money back. What if the truth leads you to more pain?” Sonya asked.


    “I know what you’re saying, but I need to know. I have to know,” Lydia said. “It’s more than being broke and wondering where the money went—and having some ridiculous fantasy that maybe I can get some of it back. It’s why he kept this huge secret, you know? But I am worried about what I’m going to do now. I’ve got no money and have never had a job except as an actor, and there’s not a lot of demand for thirty-nine-year-old actresses in the greater Georgetown area. What am I going to do? Who can I turn to? I have no family. I’m all alone now.”


    “Wrong! You have us,” Jules said. “We’ll always be here.”


    “I know, but you will all go back to your own lives soon, and we’ll lose touch again.”


    “No way. We got off track for a while, but we’re going to make a new pact right now that nothing will ever come between us again,” Julia said.


    “The resurrection of the CGFs,” Liz echoed.


    “The renaissance of the CGFs,” Sonya said.


    “And no more secrets. We’ll share what’s going on no matter what it is,” Julia said as she jumped up to help Grace who was juggling a tray of milkshakes she’d volunteered to go get at a nearby ice cream parlor.
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    Liz patted the chair for Julia to sit down. She handed Julia a headband to keep her hair away from her face. Next, she got out the new makeup. She blotted and patted and fussed over Julia for the next thirty minutes, refusing to let her see a mirror. Stepping back to study her work, Liz nodded with satisfaction. She finally handed Julia the little mirror so that she could see herself.


    Julia was speechless. She was smiling broadly as she spun around to show off the results.


    “Mamma mia!” Sonya said.


    “Wow!” Lydia said.


    “She looks amazing, doesn’t she?” Liz said.


    “I’ll never be able to do this myself,” Julia said. “You know I’ve never bothered with makeup, except lipstick and a little blush on special occasions. I wouldn’t know where to begin with all these brushes and compacts.”


    “It’s easy. Let me just show you a few things.” Liz spent a few minutes explaining how to apply everything and demonstrating brush strokes. “The eyes are what you have to be careful with. Go too light and you look washed out, but go too heavy, and you look like a hooker. I know this is more color than you’re used to but you really do look good.”


    “Oh, I agree. I would never have thought so, but I like how you combined these three different colors to emphasize my eyes.”


    They continued to admire Julia’s new hair and makeup as they put everything back in the RV. It had been a long day, and the women were going to bed early so that they could get an early start. Tomorrow was a big day. They would reach their final destination by early evening.
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    Lydia tried to push all the troubling thoughts out of her mind as she enjoyed the spectacular scenery and felt pleasantly warmed by the sun smiling on her through the big, front window of the camper.


    “And now, I’m going to model my new outfits for you all,” Julia said.


    Liz didn’t completely trust Julia to get the ensembles properly assembled, so she and Grace went to help her.


    “You’ve been pretty quiet this morning,” Sonya said to Lydia after Liz and Jules went to prepare for their little fashion show.


    “I’m scared. I made this trip to solve this mystery, but now that I’m—hopefully—about to get my answers, I’m not sure I want them.”


    “I know what you’re saying, but you’re not here because you want to know, but because you need to know. Julia is a perfect example of why you have to do this. You don’t want to be haunted by ghosts of relatives past,” Sonya said.


    “But can I live with what I find out?” Lydia asked.


    “As Julia just pointed out, knowing the truth is always better than not knowing. Our imagination works overtime if we don’t quash it. You’ll get through this. You’re the strongest person I know.”


    “I don’t feel very strong.”


    “It’s okay to be scared or sad. It’s even okay to accept help,” Sonya said, placing a hand on Lydia’s shoulder.


    Before she could respond, Liz and Julia returned.


    “Ta-da!” Liz said, introducing Julia in her first ensemble. It was a pair of camel slacks with a matching sweater that had animal-print sleeve caps and collar. An animal-print handbag, large gold earrings, an exquisite, gold link loose belt, and suede boots completed the outfit.


    “I wish I had bought that. You look gorgeous,” Lydia said.


    “You really do,” Sonya agreed.


    “It’s funny. This is something I would never have picked out for myself, but I love it. I feel good. I feel confident,” Julia said. She spun around for them to get a good look before disappearing for the next wardrobe change.


    “I have to warn you that this is a risqué thing for Julia, and I had to practically have a fit before she agreed to buy it. I’m not sure she’ll ever wear it in public, but just the fact that she sees it hanging in her closet may empower her. And she could wear it for John. I know he’d love it. So please be sure to tell her how fabulous she looks,” Liz whispered as she disappeared into the back of the RV when she heard Julia emerge from the bathroom.


    The others were not prepared, despite the warning Liz had given them. When Jules appeared, wearing a bright red evening dress that clung so tightly that a piece of tissue paper couldn’t have been inserted between skin and fabric, Lydia nearly wrecked the camper and Sonya almost fell out of her seat. The dress was strapless on one side and was cut very low in the front and back. Julia’s breasts were appropriately covered but were heavily accentuated by both the cut of the dress and the thin silk. The wide belt made of matching material with a big silver buckle helped hide her tummy. She wore no other jewelry nor did she need it. Silver stilettos completed the stunning outfit.


    Before they could comment, the RV wheezed loudly, sputtered fiercely, and finally grumbled an undignified and indescribable sound before conking out on Route 59. With great effort, Lydia managed to maneuver the enormous motor vehicle off the highway.


    Lydia tried repeatedly to start the Beast, as Sonya had so aptly dubbed the oversized camper. Each time she turned the ignition key and nothing happened, she cursed Derek Duane. He’d been an idiot at Georgetown High, and he was still one. And she was an even bigger idiot for listening to him. What was she thinking leasing a reconditioned camper to drive cross country? She stomped outside and watched helplessly as black smoke escaped menacingly from under the hood of the vehicle. The others joined her, and the foursome stood huddled around the smoldering RV, unsure what to do next.


    “Oh my God. This is a disaster. What are we going to do?” Julia said dramatically.


    “Panic much?” Liz said sarcastically.


    “Calm down, Jules. It’ll be all right. I just have to go get help,” Lydia said.


    “Look around. We’re in the middle of friggin’ nowhere! Where do you think you’re going to find help?” Liz shouted.


    “Now who’s being melodramatic?” Sonya said.


    “We passed a service station a few miles ago,” Grace said.


    “Yes, we did. I’ll go and be back with help before Julia finishes one of her legendary ghost tales,” Lydia promised.


    “I don’t think that’s a very good idea,” Sonya said, shaking her head.


    “No way,” Julia echoed.


    “Look, let’s face facts. This monstrosity ain’t going nowhere. There’s no cell phone reception, even if we did know where we are and whom to call. As my Aunt Annabel used to say, when your ox is in the ditch, you have to resort to extreme measures. I’ve got to get help. I’ll be back before you know it,” Lydia said with false bravado.


    The truth was she was worried. She couldn’t remember just how long ago they had passed that service station. How far would she have to walk? Would it even be open? Would there be a mechanic on duty? What were the odds that he had the tools and knowledge to fix this kind of vehicle? She pushed these thoughts out of her mind as she headed back to the RV to collect her pocketbook and hat.


    “Oh no you don’t,” Liz admonished. “We’re sticking together. If we need to get help, we’ll all go.”


    “Okay, let’s grab our stuff and go,” Lydia said as she grabbed the doorknob. The door didn’t budge. Lydia pulled harder with no success. “Dammit!”


    “What’s wrong?” Julia asked.


    “This is an automatic door lock.”


    “So?” Liz asked.


    “So, when I got mad, I just jumped out of the RV to cool off. I didn’t realize that y’all would hop out, too. My keys are still in the ignition,” Lydia explained.


    “What about the spare keys you gave Sonya?” Julia asked.


    “My purse,” Sonya said, pointing over her shoulder to the Beast.


    “Well, we can’t stand here all day. When we get to the service station, I’m sure they’ll have one of those poles you use to unlock the lock,” Sonya said. Dejectedly, they started their trek down the road.


    “Ninety-nine bottles of Merlot on the bar, ninety-nine bottles of Merlot. Pop the cork, pour a big glass, ninety-eight bottles of vino to go,” Liz sang brightly. Leave it to Liz to make an adventure out of being stranded in the desert.


    “My feet are killing me,” Julia said as she paused to massage them. She leaned on Sonya as she took off her left shoe and rubbed her aching foot. The three-inch heels were definitely not made for walking long distances on asphalt. Any other time it would have been comical to see straight-laced Julia in a sexy dress and hooker heels, but no one was laughing.


    “I can’t believe that I’m stuck wearing this outfit in public. I’m bursting out of it,” Julia wailed as she tried to shove one of her boobs back down into the dress.


    “I’m sorry, Jules. But we do have bigger worries. It’s already mid-afternoon, and if we don’t get help soon, we’re going to be in one hell of a mess tonight,” Lydia said.


    “This is really bad, isn’t it?” Julia said anxiously.


    “Nah, I’ve been in three jams worse than this in the last five months alone. Trust me, getting lost in the medina in Marrakesh is much worse,” Liz assured her.


    “Being stranded like this reminds me of the time when David and I went on vacation and our car broke down late at night on a lonely stretch of Highway 17,” Lydia said.


    “I don’t recall you ever mentioning that. What happened?” Julia asked.


    “We had only gotten a few miles outside of Georgetown and the car sputtered and died. We ran out of gas. Can you believe it? David was driving, and he never remembered to check the gauge. Normally I do, but I was too tired and angry over our late start because David had worked late to get some report done. This was our first vacation since we had gotten married. David could only get away for five days and the first day was already ruined,” Lydia said.


    “So what did you do?” Sonya asked.


    “We walked back to a gas station on the edge of Georgetown. Bob Riley, who owned the station, figured out fast that I was furious with David. Before his employee drove us back to our car, he handed David the gas can, and he came up to me clutching a paper bag. He looked around nervously and then slid the bag through the half-open car window, like he was a spy in the throes of a covert operation. When I opened the bag, I saw several packages of Nabs and Little Debbie’s,” Lydia laughed.


    “I would kill for some chocolate crème Nabs,” Julia said. “Now I remember why I hate exercise. It makes me sweaty and hungry.”


    “Is there ever a time you don’t think about chocolate?” Liz teased. “I tell you what I would kill for—a glass of iced tea. It’s hotter than Borneo out here. I finally get what they mean by sweat pits now,” Liz said as she inspected her underarms.


    “Studies show that chocolate is good for you. It contains antioxidants,” Julia said.


    “Was that study done at Yale? No wait, I bet it was Duke University that proved empirically that snack cakes and crackers are good for you,” Liz said sarcastically.


    “Pay no attention to them,” Sonya said. “How does the story end?”


    “I guess Bob Riley thought some southern caviar might help my disposition. He was right. I calmed down significantly after inhaling a package of peanut butter Nabs and a Little Debbie Swiss cake roll. Besides, I was too tired to be mad anymore. It had been one hell of a hike back to town. I just wanted to fall into bed and sleep for about ten hours,” Lydia said.


    “How awful,” Sonya said.


    “What I remember most is how eerie it was walking along that dark, deserted stretch of road. I’m telling you, it was blacker than a witch’s caldron out there. If I hadn’t kept a flashlight in the glove box, we would have been in real trouble. David just never thought about that stuff. He didn’t know the hurricane evacuation route or the last time the car had been serviced or who our insurance carrier was. He didn’t worry about tomorrow. I guess he had the right idea,” Lydia said, choking back tears.


    “It’s going to be okay, Lydia,” Sonya said, patting her back.


    But would it?


    “You ladies need a ride?”


    A dented and dirty brown pickup truck pulled up alongside them. The driver wore his stringy black hair in a ponytail tied back with a thick rubber band and tucked under a faded ball cap boasting a John Deere logo. He had substantial stubble on his jaw, and he licked his lips when he got a good look at Julia in her tight-fitting gown. He looked like one of the redneck river boys from Deliverance—only worse.


    “Thanks, but I don’t think we can all fit,” Sonya said politely.


    “It’ll be a tight squeeze, but I’m sure we’ll survive. Might even like it,” he said, winking at Julia.


    “Well, we’re not going to find out. Sorry, but my mama warned me about taking rides from strangers,” Liz said. “We’ll have to pass on your offer.”


    “Ah, don’t be like that. Get in the truck, sug,” he coaxed.


    “We’re not getting in a truck with a guy who looks like a homicidal maniac so kindly keep moving,” Liz said, using her hand to shoo him away.


    “Bunch of stuck-up bitches!” he yelled before gunning the truck up the road, leaving them cloaked in a cloud of dust.


    “You should have been more tactful, Liz. He could have pulled out a knife or gun and killed us. You never think before you act or speak,” Julia scolded.


    “He might have killed you, but no way was that loser taking me out. I didn’t survive eighteen days in the Amazon jungle to get killed by that nimrod,” Liz disagreed.


    “So if this angry redneck had pulled a gun on us, what exactly were you going to do? Hit him over the head with your designer shoes?” Sonya asked.


    “My mom would have figured something out,” Grace said defensively.


    “Let’s not worry about what ifs. There’s enough on our plate to worry about. We’re not making good time on this hike. So, I want to warn y’all that we are getting into the next vehicle that stops to offer us a ride—no matter what he looks like or what kind of vehicle it is,” Lydia warned.


    A few minutes later, an old farmer with a truck full of chicken coops pulled over to offer assistance.


    “Ain’t much room back there and the smell might offend you, but if you can handle it, I’ll gladly give you a ride. I’m sorry, but I only got room for one of you up front.”


    “You got to be kidding me,” Liz mumbled under her breath.


    “Thank you. We accept your kind offer,” Lydia said as she started to climb in beside him.


    “Whoa, I don’t think so,” Sonya said. “Why should you get to sit up front rather than one of us?”


    “I think it should be me since I’m all dressed up,” Julia said.


    “And what am I wearing, Miss Thing? A potato sack?” Liz said, pointing to her designer duds.


    “I think the youngest should sit up front,” Grace argued.


    “All right, fine. We’ll all sit in the back with the chickens. Happy?” Lydia asked sarcastically as she closed the passenger door and walked around to the back of the truck. She carefully positioned herself between a slobbering black Lab and a stack of chicken cages.


    “Happy is not the word I would use,” Julia said as she plopped down next to Lydia.


    “Are you sure about this?” Liz whispered as she and Sonya climbed into the truck bed.


    “We’ll be fine,” Lydia said with as much confidence as she could manage.


    “Gross,” Grace said as the big, drooling dog licked her face.


    “I think those were the last words of the Donner party,” Liz said as the truck lurched forward and they clung nervously to each other.


    A few minutes later, Sonya shouted so that she could be heard over the noise of the wind and clucking chickens, “Hey, do you know what this reminds me of?”


    “Hell?” Liz shouted.


    “Think about the last time you were up close with live chickens,” Sonya said.


    “The Gamecocks Homecoming Parade,” Lydia and Julia shouted in unison.


    “Yes! It was our junior year at USC and Liz talked us into being on one of the homecoming floats, and we stupidly thought it sounded like fun,” Sonya said.


    It was a homecoming tradition that all the sororities and fraternities create parade floats. Liz’s boyfriend du jour had been a member of Sigma Nu and he had talked her into standing at the front of the float wearing a sexy farmer’s daughter ensemble and waving to the crowd. Liz had talked her friends into joining her on the float. Their float was decorated in a barnyard theme since the USC mascot is a gamecock. Someone from the fraternity had thought it was a good idea to have live animals.


    “Stupid is right. Why on earth did we always listen to Liz?” Julia pondered. “That stupid chicken pecked at my foot for most of the ride.”


    “You got off light. I had to wear an oversized straw hat, denim overalls with a gamecock embroidered on the front, and hold a pitchfork. I looked absolutely ridiculous,” Sonya said.


    “Ah, the good old days,” Liz laughed.


    They finally reached the gas station. Over one of the windows hung a sign, “Lynette’s Pit Stop.” Behind two antique gas pumps and the food service station, stood a dilapidated six-room motel. In keeping with the understated theme, the sign above it read, “Motel” but with the letter T missing. Underneath the neon sign hung a homemade sign, “CHEAP RATES.”


    “Looks like we found home sweet home if the camper can’t be fixed by tonight,” Sonya said as she plucked a couple of feathers from Lydia’s hair.


    “It looks like the Bates Motel,” Julia exclaimed.


    “What’s the Bates Motel?” Grace asked.


    Liz stared at the rundown little building and said grimly, “Let’s hope you don’t find out.”


    “Excuse me, are you the mechanic?” Lydia asked sweetly. It seemed a stupid question since he was wearing overalls with grease splotches on them, a nametag sewn onto his shirt that spelled “Boyd,” and was using a wrench to fix something under the hood of an old truck.


    Boyd seemed more than a little surprised to see four city women asking for him and appeared to be completely smitten with Julia. He stared at her as a little boy eyes an ice cream cone.


    “Our camper broke down just up the road, and we were wondering if you might be so kind as to help us,” Lydia said.


    “Are you famous?” he asked Julia, his mouth fairly gaping open in awe. “You sure look like a celebrity.”


    Julia was thrown by the question but then realized what she was wearing and why he must have made the assumption.


    “No, I was just trying on…”


    But Liz cut her off. “My friend’s a little modest. She is a well-known singer but would never forgive me if I told you who she is so we’ll just leave it at that. We were on our way to her next show when we broke down. It would be such a great service you’d be doing if you could help us. I mean, her,” she said pointing to Julia.


    “I knew it. You’re too purty and glamorous not to be a singer or somebody important,” he said.


    “I shouldn’t have tried to fool you, Boyd. I trust you’ll keep my secret,” Julia cooed, enjoying her newfound attention.


    “Step inside and let me buy you something cold to drink while I go see about your vehicle,” Boyd said as he held the door to the Lynette’s Pit Stop open for Julia. Sonya, Liz, and Lydia stood staring at each other.


    “We may have created a monster,” Liz said.


    “If she can bewitch Boyd into fixing our camper, I can live with that,” Lydia said.


    Four hours later, no one was in the mood for jokes. Boyd had managed to tow the camper back to the service station after a great deal of effort. He had called his cousin and a friend to help hook up the camper to the back of the truck. He explained to Julia how dangerous it was for him to have done this since his truck wasn’t meant to tow anything that big. Julia expressed her gratitude with a huge smile and a light, flirtatious touch on his arm. Boyd seemed appreciative of the gesture. He gave her a toothy grin in response. After poking under the hood for a long time, Boyd announced the radiator coil was shot. He said that he could get one if he went to Canby, a little town on the border of Minnesota and South Dakota. It would take about an hour’s drive and then another hour or so to install it.


    They sent him on his way, thanking him profusely as he pulled out. They went into the greasy spoon to get something to eat and wait. An inhospitable woman waited on them.


    “What did we do to her?” Sonya whispered as the waitress walked away after taking their orders without speaking or smiling.


    “I think she’s just got a case of jealousy,” Liz said, loud enough for the woman to hear.


    “Sshhh. She’ll hear you and spit in our food or something,” Julia said.


    “I don’t care if she hears me. She was rude, and I think she lied when she said they don’t have fat-free mayonnaise.”


    “Look around, Liz. Where do you think you are? Do you really think she was lying about the mayonnaise? Does this crowd look like it cares about low-fat mayo?” Lydia said.


    “They don’t look like they’ve ever heard of low-fat mayonnaise,” Grace said as she studied the crowd. “Or lean cuisine or diet cola or deodorant or a razor or comb.”


    “Why bother with fat-free mayonnaise?” Sonya asked. “Once you take all the good stuff out, you’re better off skipping it.”


    “I agree. Low-fat mayonnaise doesn’t taste right. It will ruin egg salad every time. Of course if you don’t use Duke’s mayo, it’s ruined already,” Julia said.


    “Enough about the damn mayonnaise. Let’s just get the RV fixed and get out of here,” Lydia said.


    It was not going to be that easy. Boyd found the part he needed and fixed the RV. As he was finishing up, he told them that they could go ahead and pay the bill. That way they would be ready to go by the time he finished.


    “That’ll be $617,” the waitress/cashier said.


    “That seems a little high for a radiator coil, doesn’t it?” Lydia asked.


    “That price includes the tow bill, labor, and parts. Boyd had to pay those two men to help him get your camper here, and he had to drive all the way to Canby to get the part.”


    “Don’t quibble, Lydia. Just pay it,” Sonya said.


    “All right,” Lydia said, handing her credit card to the woman.


    “Cash,” she said.


    “I beg your pardon?” Lydia asked.


    “Cash only,” she said, pointing with her thumb to the sign on the wall behind her. It read “We only accept cash.”


    “Excuse me just a minute, please,” Lydia said and steered the others across the room. “How much cash has everyone got? I’ve only got $94 and two credit cards.”


    Boyd had managed to unlock the RV without too much trouble before he took it into the service bay. They had grabbed their purses and were now pooling their money. They only had a total of $456.


    “I never carry much cash,” Liz said. “Not a good idea to have a wad of cash on you in third-world countries. I use my credit card and accumulate reward points.”


    “I had $800 when we started, but I guess I’ve spent most of it,” Julia said apologetically.


    “Me too,” Sonya said.


    “We seem to be a little short on cash and were wondering if you might make an exception to your policy,” Lydia asked.


    “Nope. No exception. We ain’t set up to take no credit cards.”


    “Plan B,” Liz announced. “Julia, go out there and sweet-talk Boyd into taking a credit card or reducing the bill to $456.”


    Julia looked doubtful but realized this was their only option. In a few minutes, she came back with Boyd. Boyd and the woman began to discuss the matter. As their voices grew louder, the women could easily hear their argument.


    “Please, Lynette, be reasonable. I already told the young lady that I would take care of this misunderstanding,” Boyd said.


    “Ain’t no misunderstanding. I’m not confused about the bill and neither are they. And I don’t care what you told that prissy one in the slutty dress. We ain’t giving no discount. They look to me like they got plenty of money. Look at how they’re dressed and that big fancy camper. They’ll come up with the money once they realize they can’t sweet-talk their way out of this,” Lynette said emphatically.


    Boyd walked away looking like he had left his manhood behind. He wouldn’t even look at Julia when he spoke, “I’m sorry, but my wife won’t make any deals. I tried, but I’m just the mechanic and handyman. She runs the motel, diner, and gas station.”


    “That’s your wife?” Lydia asked incredulously. After witnessing her husband fawning all over Julia, and Julia using it to her advantage, they realized that Lynette wasn’t going to be in any mood to help them out.


    “Now what?” Sonya asked miserably after Boyd went back inside the garage. It was obvious that he wasn’t in charge and wasn’t about to cross his wife.


    Liz had left them to talk to some customers so that she could find out a few things. She rejoined them to report, “More bad news. The closest bank is in Canby, and it’ll be closed by the time we would get there. There’s no western union office around here or any other way we can receive cash or get a cash advance from one of our credit cards. The only option we have is if someone will lend us the money or we catch a ride to the bank to get a wire transfer or cash advance off our credit cards. I was talking to that guy over there, and he said that he would take us to Canby tomorrow to get the money.”


    “What do we do tonight? That witch owns the only motel in this no man’s land. I’m sure she’s not going to give us a room knowing that we don’t have any money,” Julia said.


    Once Lydia explained their plan to go to Canby the next day and get the money to pay their bill, Lynette softened a bit. Or more likely, she realized that was more money she’d make off their misfortune. Lynette said she would let them stay in one of the motel’s rooms for the night and would add the cost to their bill.


    “Charming,” Sonya said wryly when they saw their accommodations.


    “You got to be kidding me,” Julia said.


    “What a dump,” Liz said.


    “It’s only one night,” Lydia said.


    The room was small and dimly lit with only one floor lamp and a table lamp. There were two double beds, a fold-out couch, a nightstand, and a television set that looked like something from the 1950s. Upon closer inspection, the polyester bedspreads were worn, and one had a couple of cigarette burns in it. The room needed painting, and although the carpet was clean, traces of stains could be seen.


    “Ughh,” Sonya said when she saw the bathroom. “I saw a roach so big we could put a saddle on it and ride it to Canby.”


    “I’ll never get to sleep now that I know that. I’m afraid of bugs,” Julia said.


    “Of course you are,” Liz said.


    “What? Are you going to tell me that you like roaches?” Julia asked.


    “No, but I’m not afraid of them. Name one thing that you’re not afraid of,” Liz said, irritably looking for someplace she dared to sit down.


    “Well, excuse me. We can’t all be fearless and perfect like you,” Julia retorted.


    “Stop arguing. We’ve got enough woes without picking fights with each other. It’s been a long day and it’s catching up with us,” Lydia said. “Let’s just try to settle down and go to sleep, and it’ll be morning before we know it. I’ll just turn up the lamps, and that’ll keep any bugs at bay.” She tried to turn up the floor lamp but discovered the bulb was only forty watts. “Who puts a forty-watt bulb in a hotel room?” she mumbled as she stooped down to pick up the lampshade she had dropped. Two little eyes peered out at Lydia from under the bed.


    “You know what? I think we’d all sleep better with some food in our bellies. What say we head over to the diner for a little while?” Lydia asked.


    “What happened to ‘let’s just get some sleep’?” Sonya asked.


    “Hey, she doesn’t have to talk me into leaving this room,” Liz said, grabbing her bag and heading for the door.


    “I think I’ll just stay here if y’all don’t mind,” Julia said. “I feel silly wearing this gown, and I can’t change since that awful woman locked up the garage and won’t let us get in the RV to get our stuff. Does she really think we’d grab our personal possessions and take off, leaving our RV here? I think she’s just enjoying making us uncomfortable. I, for one, don’t want to see her anymore today.”


    “I understand. I just didn’t think you’d want to be left here with that mouse under the bed, but he is kind of cute even with those beady little eyes,” Lydia said.


    Julia screamed and ran out of the room. She didn’t stop running until she got to the café. They hurried out of the room and stood outside the door howling at the sight of Julia screeching across the parking lot in a red ball gown and high heels.


    “This is going to be some kind of night. I can feel it,” Sonya said.


    “Yep,” Lydia said.


    Grace had no interest in joining them. She said that she was going to wander around and see if she could find cell reception so that she could check her Facebook account and emails.


    “Don’t leave the property,” Liz said.


    It turned out that Lynette didn’t work at night. Boyd’s brother, Eugene, was the bartender, and a little Mexican fellow named José was the cook. The place turned into a honky tonk at sundown. There was a jukebox in the corner and a pool table, as well as a small dance floor. They were the only women in the place that night. And judging by the attention they received, maybe the only women in a fifty-mile radius.


    Since food service was only until 10:00 p.m., they ordered baskets of cheeseburgers, fries, spicy wings, and beers.


    “I think we need to do something to help pass the time,” Liz said after a while.


    “Like what?” Jules asked suspiciously. Whenever Liz had an idea, it was time to watch out.


    “‘I Never.’ Remember that game from college?”


    “Oh, come on,” Sonya said. “Not that dumb game where someone asks a question and then if you’ve done it you drink?”


    “And if you haven’t?” Julia asked.


    “Those kinds of questions aren’t asked,” Sonya said.


    “That’s not true. I’m sure Jules won’t have to drink much,” Lydia said, trying to reassure Jules.


    “Are y’all implying that I’m a prude?”


    “We’re not implying anything. We’re flat out calling you a prude,” Sonya said.


    “Snap!” Liz said, high-fiving Sonya.


    “Hey, that’s not nice,” Julia said. “And FYI: no one over the age of twenty should say ‘Snap!’”


    “So we’re all agreed?” Liz said as she got up and headed to the bar. After a little discussion between Eugene and Liz, Liz slipped behind the bar and helped the bartender make some drinks.


    “What are those?” Sonya asked doubtfully when she saw the tray full of shots Liz had brought back from the bar.


    “Big surprise, but they don’t have most of the ingredients for Woo Woos, so I had to improvise. Eugene and I call them Hair of the Prairie Dog.”


    “God help us,” Lydia said as she kicked off the “I Never” game with the first question. “I’ve never had sex in a public place.” Liz and Lydia were the only ones who drank.


    The women were well on their way to a good buzz when one of the drooling men came over and asked if any of them would like to play a game of pool.


    “Sure thing,” Liz said, jumping up and sashaying across the room.


    “Oh boy,” Jules said.


    “Something tells me we’ll be lucky to not get arrested or run out of town,” Lydia said.


    “Ladies, I got an idea,” Liz said when she finally returned to the table waving fifty dollars.


    “What’s with the money?” Sonya asked.


    “I won it playing pool. An ex-boyfriend taught me how to play. I’m pretty good, just one of my many talents. Anyway, that got me thinking that we only need about two hundred dollars more to settle our repair bill. No way are we paying for that rodent-infested motel room. What if we could raise the money tonight?”


    “You really think that those guys are going to keep playing you until they lose two hundred dollars?” Lydia asked.


    “That wasn’t what I had in mind,” Liz said.


    “What’s your plan?” Sonya asked.


    “First, let me suggest that you all drink up,” Liz said, grinning from ear to ear.
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    “I love you ba-by, and if it’s quite all right, I need you ba-by,” Lydia sang while Sonya, Julia, and Liz swayed and swooned behind her. They tried to imitate the Dreamgirls of Motown but didn’t quite succeed. No one at the bar seemed to notice their shortcomings. Liz pushed Jules out in front, next to Lydia. Remarkably, Jules stayed front and center. The men cheered and whistled and yelled at the four of them.


    “To hold me tight and love me ba-by,” Lydia belted out the lyrics beautifully although it probably wouldn’t have mattered what or how she sang. The men loved the show and didn’t seem to begrudge the fee Liz had collected beforehand for their performance.


    “We’re still sixty-two dollars short, and those guys want to see Jules do a solo act,” Liz reported after they had exited the “stage” seeking refreshments.


    “I’m not taking my clothes off for anyone,” Jules said.


    “No silly, you just have to sing a song and move seductively.”


    “I can’t do it.”


    “You’ve been doing it,” Lydia reminded her.


    “Yes, but with you all around me. Not standing alone in front of a group. That terrifies me.”


    “Okay, listen up. Weren’t you the one who told us that you weren’t going to let your fears dictate your life anymore? Now’s the time to put your money where your mouth is. If you can do this one little thing for us, then we can get out of here tonight. Otherwise, we have to go back to that motel room and face Marty the mouse,” Lydia said.


    “No way,” Julia said.


    “Then get yourself over there and sing a song. It’s not like you ever have to see any of these people again,” Sonya said.


    Lydia took Jules outside and coached her for a few minutes while Liz ordered another round of drinks. They did a Hair of the Prairie Dog shot, toasting, “To the Carolina Girls for-e-ver! Let’s show these people why southern gals are the best!”


    “See the pyramids along the Nile, see the sunrise on a tropic isle. Just remember darling all the while, you belong to me,” Julia sang as the jukebox played Patsy Cline’s “You Belong to Me.” The selection was limited, and it was either play one of the songs in the jukebox and perform karaoke, or sing live without any musical accompaniment.


    The audience loved her. They yelled, “Sing it baby!” and whistled loudly. Julia seemed to welcome the attention. She danced provocatively and tilted her head back letting her hair tickle her hips and her breasts jut out.


    “Who knew our girl had the moves?” Sonya asked.


    When the song was over, the men all stood up and clapped while Julia bowed and then returned to her seat blushing.


    “Guess you managed to get through it,” Liz said dryly.


    “It was actually kind of fun. I’m glad I did it,” Julia said. “I think I could even get up there again if I had to.”


    “No way,” Lydia said. She had been studying the crowd and was worried that things were getting out of control. Liz gathered the cash and went up to Eugene to settle the tab.


    “When Liz gets back, we’re going to pretend to go outside for some fresh air and then we’re going to run for the RV and get the hell out of here as fast as possible,” Lydia hissed.


    “Done and done,” Liz said, holding up the receipt and keys to the camper. “Eugene even gave me the key to the garage and asked me to leave it under the doormat. He’s afraid to leave here to go unlock the garage. He has enough sense to realize this crowd is more than a little rowdy.”


    Julia acted like she was going to the bathroom but then went out the side door. As arranged, she ran back to the room to get Grace. Sonya and Liz nonchalantly stood up and stretched. Saying loud enough to be heard, “Let’s go outside for a minute and grab some air.” Lydia waited until the men had returned to their activities before she slipped out.


    It took Liz a couple of minutes to find the right key since there were more than a dozen keys on Eugene’s ring. By that time, Julia had arrived with Grace in tow.


    “Hey, what’s the deal? I thought we couldn’t get the camper ’til tomorrow?” Grace asked.


    “We’ll fill you in later,” Sonya promised. “Right now, just get ready to get in and go!”


    “Hurry up, Liz. It won’t be long before they realize that none of us are in there or coming back,” Lydia warned.


    Liz finally found the correct key and unlocked the door. She took the keys and hid them under the mat before crossing the threshold. Liz found the button that raised the garage door and pressed it. The big metal door made a wickedly loud clink-clink, clink- clink, clink-clink sound as it went up. The camper never looked so good. Lydia hurriedly unlocked it, and they all jumped in just as the door to the café opened.


    “I think you better get a move on, Lydia,” Sonya advised as she saw four or five men headed towards the garage. It took a few seconds for the engine to catch and to get the camper into gear. By this time, the men had broken into a run and had nearly reached the vehicle.


    “Floor it!” Liz screamed as one of the men tried to open the side door of the camper.


    Lydia put the pedal to the metal, and they all nearly fell over as the vehicle lurched when the gas was punched. “Hold on,” Lydia said belatedly.


    “Watch out!” Julia yelled as Lydia nearly ran over a gas pump.


    “Oh my God!” Sonya screamed as one of the men grabbed onto the hood of the camper as Lydia eased the camper out onto the highway.


    “Holy shit!” Grace cried as the guy was slung from side to side but didn’t lose his grip.


    “Marry me. I l-o-v-e y-o-u,” he called to Julia as he finally fell off the hood as the camper made a sharp turn out of the parking lot.


    “Is he all right?” Julia asked, afraid to look for herself.


    “Yeah. He’s standing up and seems fine,” Liz reported.


    “Holy crap,” Lydia said, trying to stop her hands and legs from shaking so violently. “That was a dicey scene, huh?”


    “You ain’t lying,” Sonya agreed.


    “They really liked me, didn’t they?” Jules said, smiling and pleased with herself.


    Sonya and Liz looked at each other and rolled their eyes.


    “You certainly could have had your pick of the litter tonight,” Lydia said to Julia.


    “Hmmm. Litter is the right word,” Liz said, still stinging from the fact that for once, she wasn’t the center of attention.


    “Hip hip hooray for Jules,” Sonya sang out.


    “Hip hip hooray for Jules,” Lydia joined in.


    “You did shine tonight, Miss Julia,” Liz agreed, hugging her friend.


    Julia beamed with delight. “I felt so alive and great,” she confessed. “I wish John could have seen me. He won’t believe me when I tell him.”


    “That’s okay. I got pictures,” Sonya said, holding up her digital camera to show Julia.


    “Let me see,” Grace said. “I’d love to know what happened tonight.”


    “I want copies of all those pictures,” Julia said.


    “I think we all want copies of those pictures,” Lydia said. They burst out laughing and began singing, “I love you ba-by” as they rolled along the highway.


    


    

  


  
    



    Ten


    BIG NEWS


    “I’m starving,” Sonya announced.


    “Just be patient. We’ll be there in a few minutes, and it’ll be worth the wait,” Lydia promised.


    In less than twenty minutes, the RV passed a fifty-ton, eighty-foot-long dinosaur.


    “This is it,” Lydia said as she pulled into the vast parking lot for Wall Drug located in Wall, South Dakota. The group sat dumbfounded for a few minutes, trying to take it all in.


    “Come on,” Lydia finally said.


    They got out of the vehicle and walked over to the placards. The signs told the history of Wall Drug. A Nebraska native, Ted Hustead, moved to Wall in 1931 and opened a little drug store. The store had little business, even after five years. Ted’s wife, Dorothy, suggested her husband put up a sign on the edge of town advertising free ice water at Wall Drug. She thought the travelers were probably thirsty and would stop to take advantage of the free water. Her husband thought it was a ridiculous idea but finally agreed. He went to put the sign up and by the time he got back, thirsty tourists were already lined up in front of his store for their free ice water.


    Over the years, the store and amusements have grown to encompass several city blocks. A million visitors stop at Wall Drug every year, according to the placard. No wonder! The giant store sold almost anything a tourist could want, from hundreds of postcards to thousands of cowboy boots.


    They bought lots of funny souvenirs, like the two T-shirts Liz got that said, “I can go from 0 to Bitch in 60 seconds” and “Waiting for Mr. Right.” Under the words was a picture of a skeleton bride sitting on a bench with a dried-up flower bouquet. Grace and Sonya bought cowboy hats. Julia bought three bags worth of toys and other gifts for her kids.


    The Carolina Girls and Grace (whom they made a CGF in-training) spent two hours dining, shopping, and taking photos of each other in silly poses before reluctantly getting back on the road. The last photo was of all of them gathered around the life-sized animated chuck wagon quartet. An elderly man from Nevada took their picture when Sonya asked him. When he found out they had come all the way from South Carolina, he said that he was sure they had some good stories about their cross-country road trip. They assured him they did, “…but what happens in the Beast, stays in the Beast,” Sonya joked when he handed the camera back to her.


    They had finally crossed most of the state of South Dakota and entered the Black Hills and Badlands at about 4:00 p.m. It was a serene place filled with big ponderosa pines that soared up into the sky, skinny spruce and aspen trees, tall granite peaks, and lots of wildlife, such as elk and pronghorn antelope. Coyotes, wolves, cougars, and grizzly bears also made their home in these hills, although most visitors weren’t likely to ever see these elusive creatures. They had seen a roadrunner. It was even more ridiculous-looking than the famous cartoon caricature. This desert bird, which preferred walking to flying, had crossed the highway in front of them just a few hours ago. It was amazing to think that this tiny animal, only ten inches tall and weighing just eight to twenty-four ounces, could actually eat a rattlesnake.


    It was so nice to just look at the unfamiliar landscape that no one spoke for a long time. The group silently took in the spectacular scenery, including incredible wildflowers, which Julia’s guidebook (bought at Wall Drug Store) said were prairie blazingstars, lavender hyssops, and ox-eye sunflowers. The topography was so different from the Lowcountry that they couldn’t get over it. And everything seemed to extend as far as the eye could see. It was strange not to see palmetto trees, tidal flats, low-laying salt marshes filled with thick plough mud, alligators, and egrets. Nor were there any causeways, inlets, marinas, or lighthouses. For some reason, Lydia felt oddly comforted by this foreign terrain. In her current state of mind, getting away from all things familiar was a good thing.


    Julia finally announced, “According to this map, we should be at the lodge by around 6:00 p.m.”


    “And then what?” Liz asked.


    “And then we check in and get the lay of the land,” Lydia said grimly.


    Liz had been on the phone and computer for the better part of the last two days obtaining information on Chris Miller. The CGFs didn’t dare ask how she had secured his address and Liz didn’t offer. “Got to protect my sources,” she said cryptically. She found out that Miller owned a lodge near Mount Rushmore. It was listed as his home and business address, so that’s where they were headed. They punched the address into the GPS system and followed the coordinates.


    When they pulled into Palmer Gulch Lodge, they were surprised at how big it was.


    Liz had finally found a website for the lodge, but the homepage said that it was under construction, so they assumed that it was a little place with a few rooms and a rustic campground tucked away in the mountains. No way. It was a full-scale resort. There were stables to the right and on the other side of the stables were lots of little buildings that had been made to resemble an old prairie or gold mining town. These structures housed an ice cream shop advertising giant banana splits, a candy shop that sold several varieties of homemade fudge and souvenirs, and a pizzeria. There were wooden benches and a handful of tables outside. To the left was the Ponderosa Restaurant, which was built to look like a large log cabin.


    At the bottom of the hill was the RV park and scattered over a mile or two were dozens of cabins ranging from tiny to large. Just to the left at the bottom of the hill was the Palmer Gulch RV Park check-in and general store for the campground. Around to the left and up the hill was the lodge itself.


    Palmer Gulch Lodge was a sixty-two-room nestled at the foot of Harney Peak, which is the highest point in America east of the Rocky Mountains. A two-ton carved bear greeted them when they entered the lobby. It looked right at home in the post and beam lodge and next to the huge, two-story granite fireplace. There was some kind of major construction project underway, which appeared to be some kind of addition to the lodge, but it was hard to tell since the construction was concealed by plywood and plastic tarps.


    “This brochure says that the resort has hot tubs, saunas, waterslide, horseback riding, and satellite television,” Sonya said.


    “Whoever this guy is, he’s doing all right,” Liz commented.


    “Sshhh,” Julia said, poking Liz in the ribs.


    “I’m just saying that this is more than I expected,” Liz explained.


    “Maybe David invested in this place?” Julia suggested.


    “But how does David know Chris Miller? Why would he invest in this place? And why the secrecy?” Lydia asked.


    All good questions to which no one had any good answers.


    Even though they could have stayed in the RV park, they thought they’d learn more if they were in the lodge. Besides, they all had about all they could take of the close quarters, not to mention five females sharing one tiny bathroom.


    “Okay, Liz and Grace are in Room 302 and the three of us are in 308, which is a suite,” Lydia said as she handed out the keys. They had been told that the owner was gone for the night but would be back in the morning. They went upstairs and found the rooms near the end of the hallway. The plan was to get settled, freshen up, and meet downstairs in a half hour. Sonya had read a brochure describing a famous restaurant in nearby Hill City. The front desk clerk had told them that Alpine Inn didn’t take reservations and was extremely popular. He also said it was reportedly haunted, which made Julia squeal with delight.


    At one time, Hill City was nicknamed “One Mile of Hell” because it had a church on each end of town and more than fifteen bars in between. Main Street had seen more bar room brawls, rowdiness, prostitution, and gunfights than anywhere besides Deadwood.


    “How lovely,” Julia said as Lydia parked the rental car. The lodge had rental cars available for those who didn’t want to disconnect their RV hook-ups or maneuver their campers through the steep Black Hills. Lydia had gone down to the general store to arrange the car rental while the others freshened up. She was too hyper to worry about washing her face or changing clothes. It was great to spend time with her best friends, and they had had many memorable road adventures, but the real reason for the trip was finally here.


    They had to wait nearly a half hour for their table. The others took advantage of the time to call home. Cell phone reception at the lodge was almost non-existent but was good here. Sonya called Mike and Julia called John. Liz called someone and spoke at length but didn’t say whom she spoke with. Grace called her best friend to give her the latest update on her exciting road trip across America. Lydia sat alone on the porch unhappily rocking in an oversized rocker. She had no one to call and the realization made her melancholy.


    “I couldn’t get hold of Mike. He’s not at the store, and I tried the house and his cell phone, but no luck,” Sonya said miserably. She had finally gotten a hold of the doctor and had her test results. This was the first chance she’d had when she could be alone while she talked, had cell phone reception, and the time difference didn’t make it too late or too early. She was still shocked by the bombshell delivered by her physician. She wanted to tell the CGFs but felt she should tell her husband first. Besides, she was still mentally processing the news.


    “John had to hire someone to help with the kids,” Julia said. “He said that he couldn’t handle them alone and has a new appreciation for what I do every day. He says that he never realized how time consuming and exhausting taking care of all of us was. He says we should hire someone full-time to help me, like a housekeeper or nanny. I was too ashamed to talk about it, but John left me a few days ago. He didn’t say it, but I think he was fed up with me, and he doesn’t like working for my dad. I told him that I’m fed up with me, too. I’m going to start taking better care of myself. I told him that I’ve already bought some new clothes and gotten a new hairdo and was going to start exercising and eating right when I get home. He’s willing to work on our marriage if we make some changes, like him quitting his job and me seeing a therapist. I don’t know if we’re going to make it, but I’m going to give it my best shot. This trip may be the best thing to ever happen to me. Oh God, I’m sorry, Liddie,” she added when she saw her face. “That was a stupid thing to say.”


    “It’s okay. I know what you meant, and I’m glad that John’s finally realized just how demanding it is taking care of all those kids and him and your pets and that big house. I just want you to know that I’ll always be grateful for this time that we probably never would have spent together if not for the reason for this trip,” Lydia said. “You gals are the only family I’ve got now. Y’all may have wondered why David and I never had children. Most people assume we didn’t want children or couldn’t have any, but that’s not true. As you know, my little brother died of leukemia when he was nine years old. It was awful seeing him battle the disease for so long. What you probably don’t know is that leukemia can run in families, it’s called genetic predisposition. There’s a much higher risk of that happening if one or more immediate family members are diagnosed with leukemia. After Tommy, I knew I couldn’t take that chance. I couldn’t bear to watch a child go through what Tommy did. He was sick most of his short life. I think there’s a test they can do nowadays, but ten or fifteen years ago you just didn’t know. We both wanted children so badly but felt it wasn’t worth the risk. We considered adoption—I thought it was a great alternative—but David wanted his own offspring, so…” Lydia said, her voice trailing off.


    No one knew how to respond, so they just sat quietly in the oversized rockers overlooking the town’s main street. A loudspeaker interrupted the awkward silence by announcing, “Carolina, party of five.” Grace appeared, tucking her phone into her pocket as the hostess guided them to their table.


    There was no need to look at a menu, even if one had been available. Instead, the choices were written on a blackboard that hung on the wall. The selections were simple. A six-ounce or nine-ounce filet mignon (cooked rare or medium rare), baked potato (plain, butter only, or butter and sour cream), Texas toast, and a lettuce wedge with blue cheese dressing. Credit cards were not accepted according to the sign posted behind the hostess stand.


    “What’s with this part of the country and credit cards?” Liz mused.


    “Not such a bad idea to pay for what you buy rather than charge it,” Sonya said. “It really forces you to stop and think before you buy.”


    The women had gotten cash out of the ATMs at Wall Drug, so they were flush once again. There would be no dancing and singing for tips tonight.


    As soon as the food was served, Sonya made a wretched sound, clamped her hand over her mouth, and dashed off to the bathroom.


    “Do you think she’s all right?” Julia asked.


    “I don’t know, but I’m going to find out,” Lydia said as she got up and left the table.


    Julia and Liz followed her to the ladies restroom. “Wait here,” Liz told Grace.


    As they walked in, they heard Sonya throwing up.


    “Oh my God,” Julia said.


    “That doesn’t sound all right,” Liz said.


    “Sonj, are you okay?” Lydia asked, gently rapping on the stall door.


    The toilet flushed and Sonya emerged, looking pale and distraught.


    She splashed cold water on her face before answering. “Sorry about that. I’m fine. To tell you the truth, I’m better than fine. I’m pregnant!”


    “For real?” Liz asked.


    “Why didn’t you tell us before now?” Julia scolded.


    “I just found out and thought that Mike should be the first, well, second, to know. But I couldn’t reach him. I was going to tell y’all just as soon as I told him. Then the food was served, and a wave of nausea hit me.”


    Lydia gave her a bear hug. “I know how much you want this. I’m so happy for you.”


    Julia and Liz joined in.


    Three women came into the restroom but stopped short when they came upon the four women, half laughing, half crying, hugging one another.


    “Excuse us,” Julia said as they exited.


    After they sat back down at their table and gave Grace the news, Sonya explained that she suspected something was wrong and had been to see the doctor just before the trip. “I’ve been abnormally tired and just felt kind of yucky. She ran a bunch of tests. I was ready for the worst. I thought I had cancer. I never imagined I could be pregnant. I was sure that my eggs were all dried up. In fact, I was afraid at first that it was early menopause. My periods have been irregular for a while now, so I didn’t notice how long it had been since I’d had one. And I didn’t associate the weight gain with pregnancy either. The spotting and other symptoms made me think for sure it was cancer. Can you believe it? All those years trying to get pregnant, and then it just happens out of the blue?”


    The food was good, but Sonya was only able to eat part of a baked potato. Lydia was also having a hard time enjoying it. Even the normally glib Liz had turned quiet since Sonya’s news. And she hadn’t eaten more than a couple of bites of her baked potato. A somber mood had suddenly replaced their easy camaraderie. Things had shifted noticeably from a fun reunion to the real reason for the reunion—and all that was associated with that revelation. An uneasy silence fell over the group until Sonya finally spoke.


    “What if Mike’s not happy about the pregnancy?” Sonya asked.


    “He’ll be over the moon,” Julia promised. “Wait, what about all the booze we’ve consumed on this trip?”


    “Thankfully, I haven’t had as much as you’d think. I guess y’all didn’t notice but my stomach’s been doing flip-flops, and I haven’t felt that good. But I didn’t want to ruin the party, so I ordered but never drank more than a sip or two. I was sure my nausea was from cancer or whatever was wrong with me—not morning sickness. And I don’t know why they call it that because, believe me, it can last all day. Anyway, my doctor says the baby should be fine but to avoid alcohol from now on. She’s going to start me on prenatal vitamins and send me to a nutritionist to put me on a special diet as soon as I get home. At my age I want to be sure to do everything I can to ensure I have a healthy baby.”


    Lydia started to cry. “I’m so happy for you, Sonya, but I feel so alone. Julia’s got John and the kids, Liz has a great career, and Grace, you have a successful business, husband, and a baby on the way. What have I got?”


    Sonya started to weep. “I’ve got a baby, yes, but I will be practically eligible for Medicare by the time the kid is grown. And truthfully, I don’t know if I have a husband to help me raise this child or not. I think that Mike is having an affair. I’m pretty sure that he is. You want to talk about scary? Try being a single mother in her forties with not one, not two, not three, but four failed marriages under her belt. Who’s going to like those odds?”


    “Oh for goodness sake, knock it off. Sonya, you are not divorced yet. Not even close. You say you think that your husband is having an affair, but you don’t know for sure. Don’t go there until you have all the facts. As for you, Lydia, there’s another way to look at your situation. I’m not saying that it’s not tragic about David’s death. What I am saying is that you have a chance to start over and do whatever you want to do. It sucks about your nest egg, but you’ve still got plenty of earning years. And now you’re free to pursue whatever you want. You are so smart and talented and determined that I know you can succeed at whatever you do,” Liz said.


    “You’ve got to get it through your stubborn head that you are not alone. We are sisters. That means we’ll always be family. You’re stuck with us,” Julia said.


    “It’s so cool that y’all always got each other’s backs,” Grace said.


    “To the Carolina Girls Forever,” Liz said, raising her glass of iced tea. They all clinked glasses.


    “I hear they have thirty different homemade desserts to choose from. I know I’m supposed to be on a diet but what say we splurge and order five different ones to sample?” Julia asked. “I think I’ll order the white chocolate raspberry mousse.”


    


    

  


  
    



    Eleven


    THE SHOWDOWN


    The next morning, Julia burst into the suite with Liz on her heels. “I have got to talk to y’all. Big news,” she said breathlessly.


    Julia stood in the middle of the suite practically doing a little dance while Liz paused in the doorway to put on her shoes.


    “What’s wrong?” Lydia asked as she hastily spit out toothpaste while shoving her toothbrush back into its travel case.


    There were only two chairs in the suite Sonya sat in one, tucking in her shirt, and motioned for Julia to sit in the other one. As Julia plopped into the seat, Lydia took a seat on the bed nearest the sitting area. Liz took a seat beside her.


    “I wanted to talk to y’all in private before we go to breakfast. I’ve been trying to get hold of my father since I told you about my recurring nightmares, but I haven’t had any luck. I woke up early this morning after having that nightmare. I can’t get what Liz said out of my head, about there being something more to it. I think that deep down I’ve known all along that it’s more than just bad dreams. That’s why I stopped going to therapy. Dr. Deere told me that he thought I was going through PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder). That was what was causing the nightmares. When I stopped blocking out what had caused the PTSD, I would be on the road to recovery. I wasn’t ready back then for the truth, but now I need answers. With the time difference, it’s practically the middle of the night back home, so I finally got hold of my father. I told him I needed to talk to him about Aunt Vivica and the night she died. He tried to get rid of me by saying that he was half asleep and that we could talk when I got home, but I told him that it had to be now. I told him that I knew he was hiding something about her death, and I demanded he tell me. He wasn’t going to but then I started crying and told him that I’ve been having nightmares ever since that night. He was shocked by that news,” Julia said.


    “Geez, Jules. I feel so bad that you didn’t feel like you could talk to me,” Lydia said.


    “I just couldn’t. Who has nightmares at my age? I should have dealt with this years ago, but I was just too afraid. Y’all already think I’m a mess. Anyway, I stood my ground and demanded answers.”


    “Way to go,” Sonya said.


    “Good for you,” Lydia echoed. She knew what a big deal it was for Julia to confront anyone, especially her father.


    “Are you sure you want to talk about it?” Liz asked.


    Julia nodded. “It’s hard, but I need to talk about it. Aunt Vivica used to work for Daddy as his bookkeeper. My mother talked Daddy into giving her the job. She embezzled a lot of money and Daddy found out. He told my mother because he wanted her advice on how he should handle it. With any other employee, the person would probably have been fired and turned over to the authorities. But she’s family, so my father wasn’t sure what to do. When my mother found out, she was furious. She couldn’t believe that her own sister betrayed her like that, especially since she was the one who got Daddy to give her the job. They got into a huge fight and in a fit of rage, Mama pushed Vivica down the stairs. Because Daddy loved Mama, he lied and said it was an accident. But it wasn’t an accident. My mother killed her sister. My mother was always prone to extreme highs and lows. If she was angry or sad, she was very angry or sad. She probably wasn’t thinking when she pushed Aunt Viv, but her actions caused my aunt’s death. I saw it happen. Subconsciously, I carried that image in my mind all my life. The nightmares. All those fears and phobias. Apparently, so did my mother. It destroyed her in the end. She took her own life after years of guilt and drug abuse.”


    “Your mother had a drug problem?” Lydia asked incredulously.


    The air conditioner kicked on, and Julia had to talk louder to be heard over the humming of the machinery. “My mother couldn’t cope with what she had done. She had trouble sleeping and was on edge all the time. Our family doctor prescribed sedatives and antianxiety meds. Daddy thinks she got too dependent on them, that she got hooked as often happens with prescription narcotics. At some point, the doctor put her on antidepressants. She would be okay for a while but then have a spell and be a total mess. She had days where she wouldn’t get dressed or get out of bed or would just scream or cry. Poor Doc Haskell did his best, but he had no training in mental health and my mother was uncooperative. He got her to go to a mental health facility in Columbia, but she checked herself out a week later. I was getting ready to go to USC when she went. I freaked out. I was going to defer a semester, which is how you came to be Liddie’s roommate instead of me,” Julia explained to Sonya. “But my father convinced me that Mama just needed a little help and some rest, and she’d be fine.”


    “Here, drink this,” Lydia said, handing Julia a cup of water.


    “Thanks,” Julia said, taking a big gulp. Her fingers were trembling, so she spilled some of the water onto her chin and blouse. She used the back of her hand to wipe off the water off her face. “If I had any idea…”


    “You couldn’t have done anything. If your father and all those doctors couldn’t help, how could you?” Liz said, reaching out and squeezing Julia’s hand.


    Julia took another sip of water before continuing with her story. “The maid said my mother went for a walk along the bluffs the day she killed herself, which she never did. Like me, she’s scared of heights. The only way she would have gone near them would be if she was planning on taking her life. When she didn’t come back, our gardener went after her, and he found her body at the base of the bluffs. My father never wanted me to find out the truth, so he told me that there was a history of suicide in her family that might be linked to mental illness.”


    “But there isn’t,” Liz exclaimed. “Your grandmother was terminally ill. You said that she was in terrible chronic pain, and there was no hope for her survival. I can see why she ended her life. Your mother took her life because she never dealt with what happened to her sister. You have nothing to worry about, especially now that you know the truth. You just have to start dealing with things that happen rather than ignoring them and hoping they’ll go away. They don’t. They just eat at you.”


    “It really is liberating to finally know the truth,” Julia agreed. “Maybe I won’t have those nightmares anymore now that I have faced the awful truth.”


    “So the truth really does set you free,” Sonya mused.


    “Absolutely. All of this has helped me to realize how important it is to talk about things, to tell the truth. My father actually cried. He told me that he’s had to carry around a great deal of pain and guilt. He admitted it was a relief to come clean, even if I was angry that he had kept the truth from me. But I can’t be mad at him. That seems like a lifetime ago and what was in the past should stay in the past, as far as I’m concerned. I believe in new beginnings. He said some really sweet things too, about how he was only trying to protect me, but that he was sorry if he caused me pain instead. He said part of the reason he never told me is that he blamed himself for my mother’s death and was terrified that I would too. He said that he loves me more than I’ll ever know. He hasn’t said ‘I love you’ to me since I was a child. It was the nicest, most candid conversation we’ve had in years. From now on, if I’m mad at John or scared about something, I’m just going to say it. It’s much healthier than the alternative. I’m glad I’ll be going into therapy. I think I need some professional help to fully come to terms with all this stuff, and Daddy has agreed to go to therapy, too.”


    Lydia wondered if she would need therapy after she learned the truth about whatever David had been hiding.


    Finally, in unspoken agreement, they got up, left the room, and walked down to the bottom of the hill to the big, orange Pancake Tent. Despite their somber moods, they were ravenous. They enjoyed fresh-brewed coffee and all-you-can-eat pancakes for just two dollars.


    As agreed, they remained in the tent drinking coffee while Lydia made her way up to the lodge to confront Chris. But Chris was not there nor did the front desk clerk know where his employer was. Lydia wanted to grill the clerk about his boss, but the lobby was full of guests needing his attention.


    “We’re having a Chuckwagon, which is an outdoor party with lots of good food and music. All our guests are invited to attend. It starts at 7:30 p.m. We have a staff meeting before the big event, the boss will be back for the meeting,” he said.


    When Lydia told them the news, Sonya made a suggestion. “Let’s go do some sightseeing. It’ll take our minds off this until later, and we’ll probably never get to this part of the country again. There’s nothing more we can do here for now, anyway.”


    They piled into the rental car. Liz, Grace, and Lydia sat in the backseat while Sonya drove, and Julia read the map. They spent the day visiting Mount Rushmore, Crazy Horse, and the Cosmos Mystery Area.


    Lydia’s mind was hardly on the sights and conversation that day. She had already mentally moved on to the night and what lay ahead. She had barely heard the park ranger as he shared the history of Mount Rushmore. “It took 400 men and women to remove the 450,000 tons of rock, often working in brutal conditions.”
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    “Turn here,” Jules said, pointing up a dirt road.


    Sonya frantically pulled the car off the road to follow Julia’s quick command. They all got knocked around in the last-minute maneuver.


    “Sorry, I didn’t realize we were already at the turn off,” Jules said.


    They were going to see the last tourist attraction of the day, which was the Cosmos Mystery Area. It was on Julia’s must-see list since she loved mysteries and strange things. This place definitely fit the bill since it defies all laws of gravity and physics. Signs warned visitors not to proceed if anyone had a heart condition, motion sickness, or physical limitations.


    Sonya asked if there was any reason a pregnant woman shouldn’t do it, and the woman assured her that it was perfectly safe for almost anyone except someone with a pacemaker or who had difficulty walking. They bought their tickets and climbed the little hill to the mystery hut. The little hill was deceptive because it was actually very steep, and they were panting heavily by the time they reached the wooden hut.


    “Step inside, if you dare,” the guide said smiling.


    During the next thirty minutes, they watched balls, cans, coins, and bottles rolled uphill. Each of the women stood on little shelves that lined the walls of the hut and leaned way forward yet they defied gravity by not falling flat on their faces. Seemingly easy tasks, such as swinging on a rope, were difficult.


    “That was so cool!” Grace said. “I hope my photos turn out. The look on your face was priceless, Mom!”


    “Just don’t Instagram me!” Liz warned.


    “I think it’s situated on a magnetic plate,” Sonya guessed.


    “I think it’s one of those rare reverse-opposite gravitational pull things,” Lydia said.


    “I think it’s strange they serve sloppy joes at that little refreshment hut,” Jules commented.


    By the time they got back to the lodge, it was nearly 7:00 p.m. Chris wasn’t at the front desk. They decided to go upstairs and change clothes before the shindig that was being held on the other side of the stables, the largest open area in the resort.


    Lydia was a nervous wreck as the women walked down the hill. “I still have no idea what I’m going to say. I guess it’ll come to me when I’m standing in front of him.”


    The Chuckwagon turned out to be nothing more than an outdoor barbecue with a couple of guys playing a fiddle and guitar.


    “If this was my place, I’d sure do things differently,” Lydia said looking around.


    “Like what?” Jules asked.


    “They need a big tent set up permanently right here, a barbecue pit over there, and a stage area up front. What’s more, there should be a variety show to sit down and watch, not just a couple of guys playing a few songs. I would do a series of family-appropriate skits and have a band play some songs in between skits. It should end with a sing along to well-known western songs. The staff should be dressed up in Old West costumes, and they need more decorations out here other than a couple of hay bales. Souvenir chow plates or mugs would also be a nice touch,” Lydia said.


    “Wow, I can’t believe you came up with all that off the top of your head,” Julia said admiringly. “You really are wasting your talents.”


    “I could think of dozens of ways they could improve the resort including a kids’ program. This is a family destination. They need to have lots of youth activities. They could offer hayrides with storytelling, marshmallow roasts, learn how to wrangle and rope like the cowboys, pony rides or stunt shows, and so much more. I would set up a little mock mining station over there and show the kids how the miners used to pan for gold and tell some area history. It’s fascinating stuff, even for kids with short attention spans,” Lydia said.


    “Quit stalling and get on with the mission,” Sonya said.


    They found out from one of the staff that the boss had decided to catch up on some paperwork while all the guests were either at the Chuckwagon or the nightly Mount Rushmore sound and light show. Sonya, Liz, and Julia pushed Lydia towards the hill leading to the lodge.


    “It’s now or never,” Julia said.


    “It’s why we’re here,” Sonya said.


    “Time to face the music. Do you want us to go with you?” Liz asked.


    Lydia knew she had to do this alone. She found her inner strength and marched up the hill. The lobby was empty. She found a petite woman with short blond hair sitting behind a desk in a tiny room behind the front desk. The door was open, and she could see that no one else was around.


    “Hello,” she called out nervously.


    The young woman came out of the office and seemed surprised to see her. Lydia guessed that she wasn’t expecting anyone and had probably been startled by the disruption.


    “Hi, sorry to bother you but I’m looking for Chris Miller. Could you please tell me where I might find him?” Lydia asked.


    The woman was obviously thrown by Lydia’s question. She didn’t respond.


    “I was told that he was working in his office. I’d like to have a word with him if you could go get him,” Lydia said.


    “I’m Chris Miller,” she answered nervously. “And you’re Lydia Coble.” It was a statement, not a question.


    “I was expecting a man. Wait, how do you know who I am?” Lydia asked in confusion.


    “Why were you expecting a man?”


    “How do you know my husband? How do you know me?”


    “Does David know that you’re here?” she asked.


    Now it was Lydia’s turn to be confused. “Wait a minute. You mean that you don’t know about David?”


    “Okay, I think we’re talking in circles. Let’s go into my office and start over. Follow me,” she said. Lydia followed her into her office and waited while the woman closed the door and poured coffee for both of them. Chris pointed to a chair, “Have a seat, make yourself comfortable. I have a feeling that this is going to take a while.”


    Lydia sat down, shaking her head when the woman pointed to the cream and sugar containers. She seldom drank coffee but took the steaming mug. If nothing else, it was a distraction. She focused on sipping and swallowing.


    “Let’s start over. I’m Chris Miller,” she said.


    “As you seem to already know, I’m Lydia Coble. David’s wife. And how do you know him? How long have you known him? What’s your relationship?” Lydia asked.


    “It’s a long story,” she said.


    “Seeing as how I’ve just driven across America to meet you, I think I can find the time,” Lydia said sarcastically.


    “You know, I always wondered if I would meet you one day. I wondered under what circumstances that might happen. I just didn’t picture it like this,” Chris said.


    “You still haven’t answered any of my questions,” Lydia pointed out.


    “I’m just trying to figure out where to start. What has David told you?” Chris asked.


    “Unfortunately, David didn’t tell me anything. I didn’t even know you existed until the estate lawyer told me about you,” Lydia said.


    “Estate lawyer? Does that mean…” She let the question trail off.


    “Yes, it means that David’s dead,” Lydia said. It hadn’t occurred to her that the person whom he’d given all that money to wouldn’t even know that David was deceased.


    She was shaken from her thoughts by a quiet sobbing. Lydia realized it was Chris crying. She seemed genuinely distraught.


    “You mean that you didn’t know?” Lydia asked.


    Blowing her nose with a tissue she had extracted from her pocket, Chris Miller shook her head. “I haven’t heard from David in a week or so. The last time I talked to him, he was planning your anniversary celebration, and he mentioned that there was a lot going on at work, so I just assumed that he was busy. What happened?”


    “He suffered heart failure seven days ago. He died quickly, so he didn’t suffer. Then I got a call from the estate lawyer saying that he needed to see me as soon as possible. I was blown away when he told me that David had used property of mine to secure a loan to a Mr. Chris Miller, whom I had never heard of.”


    “I can assure you that I didn’t ask him to do that. He insisted,” Chris said.


    “You should know that he didn’t have the money to give you, so he tricked me into signing my land—land that’s been in my family for a long time—over to the bank as collateral for your loan. I feel very betrayed and confused,” Lydia confessed. “That’s why I’m here. I need answers, and I need that money back. I’m broke. I’ll probably lose my house and the island without that money.”


    “I am so sorry to hear that. I swear to you that I had no idea about David’s financial situation. I guess he felt responsible since he got me into this. I own the land but had to get a loan to build the campground and prairie town. David talked me into adding the lodge, which made my loan much bigger. But the place was doing so well that he suggested I add a spa and some amenities to make it a destination spa resort. Since I’m not located at a national park or beach, I needed to do something extreme to add to my customer base. So, I borrowed more money for the expansion and everything ran over the projected cost. Then the economy went kaput and bookings dropped sixty-five percent. I had a balloon payment due and all kinds of bills that I couldn’t pay. I was going to lose the resort. I was going to lose everything, so David lent me the money. I was going to pay him back over time and no one would be the wiser, but we obviously didn’t anticipate this. I’m sure he hoped that his own financial situation would improve, and everything would work out. You know what an optimist he was. I promise you that I will pay you back every cent eventually. But I don’t have it right now. I’m just so sorry about everything…about David…about your situation.”


    “Well, sorry doesn’t even buy me a cup of coffee. But right now I’m more concerned about why he gave all that money to you. Who are you to him? His mistress? How long have you two been involved?” Lydia asked.


    “First of all, I never had an affair with David. That wasn’t what our relationship was all about. I promise you that.”


    “I’m growing old waiting for an explanation,” Lydia prompted.


    “As I said, it’s a long story. We met at a sales convention in Las Vegas. We were both lonely and had too much to drink and one thing led to another. It was just a stupid one-night stand, as they say. We both regretted it in the light of day but what was done was done. We went our separate ways, and that would have been the end of it, but a few weeks later, I realized I was pregnant. Months went by and I didn’t know what to do. I was terrified. I couldn’t imagine being a single mother, a single full-time working mother without any savings. I couldn’t figure out what to do, if I should tell him or not. I realized that I had to tell him. He deserved to know he was a father. I remembered the name of the company he worked for and tracked David down. I told him that he didn’t have to have a role in my child’s life, but I did think that he had a financial obligation to us. I hated asking him, but I needed some financial help. I couldn’t continue to work in sales, being gone all the time with a newborn.” Chris took a deep breath before continuing. Lydia noticed her hands were trembling as she tried to hold her mug steady.


    “Turns out that David let things go too far with me that night because you two were having serious marital problems. He was getting ready to move out. He said that you had lost both your parents, and it had been a terrible time. He wanted to help you, but you didn’t want his help. You didn’t want him. He sincerely thought the marriage was over. By the time I got in touch with him, things were much better. He didn’t dare tell you about the baby because he knew that would devastate you and ruin what progress had been made in mending your relationship. He was terrified that you would leave him. Said he couldn’t live without you. He really loved you,” Chris said.


    “So, you had a secret affair for all these years to protect me?” Lydia said sarcastically.


    “No, we were only together that one night nine years ago. We became parents and good friends—that’s all. Well, I suppose he was my business partner and advisor, too. David had planned to tell you everything when he felt your relationship was back on strong footing, but by then he was so happy to have your marriage back on track that he decided it would be better to stay silent. Also, he wasn’t sure how you’d handle it since you couldn’t have any kids. He thought it might be too hard for you to know he had a child with someone else. But David desperately wanted to be a father. He was a good father, too. I realize that this is all very unconventional, but we made the arrangement work for us. I know this must be so incredibly hard for you, but I’m glad you know the truth. I envy you. David loves our daughter, but he never loved me. I’ve never had anyone love me like David loved you. He led this double life because he loved you so much. He had such guilt over that one night and all the secrets he had to have because of it.”


    Lydia felt a surge of emotions that she struggled to sift through. She thought back to the time Chris was talking about. It was true that she had been inconsolable over the loss of her parents. She had lost her only sibling when she was a kid, so her parents were all the family she had left other than Aunt Francis. They had become especially close after the death of her brother, Tommy. Her mother had fought valiantly, but cancer had claimed her in the end. She had been a daddy’s girl, so when her father had a massive stroke and died six months later, it had been too much. She had retreated into herself in order to survive. She recalled having been emotionally and physically disconnected from David for more than a year. If she allowed herself to really think about it, she had been awful to him during that time. She had refused to talk to him or let him touch her or even be in the same room with him. He had tried repeatedly to help her, but she had rebuffed his every effort. She had completely shut him out.


    Lydia still had a million questions. “How did you get into this resort thing in the first place?”


    “I realized that I wouldn’t be able to continue my job in sales because I couldn’t travel four days a week with a baby at home and no husband or family to help. I needed another way to earn an income. Opening the resort was David’s idea. Land was dirt cheap in this area at that time, so it was a good investment. He helped me buy this land and build the campground using my savings and cashing out my retirement fund. With an established business, the bank gave me a loan so that I could expand. But as I mentioned, I’ve had some tough breaks the last couple of years. Sometimes I feel like throwing in the towel but I can’t. This place affords me the luxury of being available for my daughter and being able to support us. And it will hopefully be a legacy if I can hold on to it. When it’s finished, we’ll be a five-star destination spa. If that goes well, I’ve got plans for a cowboy camp. It’s the same concept as racecar or astronaut camps for men, only for wannabe cowboys. I love this place. I love what I’ve built here, but I’m having trouble doing this all by myself,” she confessed.


    All the emotions Lydia had been feeling for days exploded. The anger. The grief. The fear. The confusion. Everything came pouring out of her. Lydia began to cry, not delicate sobs but pitiful bawling with her whole body convulsing.


    “I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” Chris kept mumbling, fumbling in her desk for a box of tissues. She pushed the box towards Lydia. “I imagine you hate me. Is there anything else that you’d like to know?”


    But Lydia was unable to speak.


    She finally got a hold of herself. She blew her nose and wiped her face. “Believe it or not, I don’t hate you. I think I might even like you. I don’t blame you either. It takes two consenting adults to equal an affair. To tell the truth, I was a terrible shrew back then. David was miserable, and the worst part was that I knew it. I just didn’t care. I was too busy wallowing in my own misery to care about David’s unhappiness. I’ve watched cancer claim my mother and brother. They died painful, awful deaths. The final straw was my dad dying within a year of my mom. It made me really bitter and angry and depressed. And maybe unconsciously I was trying to drive David away before he abandoned me, too. I can’t believe that he hung in there, that he stayed with me. Don’t get me wrong. I wish that he had never cheated on me, but I understand it. I’m glad that David got a chance to be a father. And I’m glad that there’s a piece of him still here. I always thought with my family history that David would outlive me. I have been struggling to come to terms with his death. This mission has been the only thing keeping me going. I swear to God that I would have fallen apart if not for you, so I guess I owe you.”


    Both women laughed at the absurdity of the situation. As Lydia blew her nose, Chris smiled. “Your husband was a remarkable man. Mattie and I cherished him. He was a good friend. I will miss him so much. I don’t know how I’ll tell Mattie. It still doesn’t seem real that he won’t walk through those doors or call ever again. Thank you so much for having the courage to come here. I’m so glad to finally meet you.”


    They both began to cry. After a few minutes, Lydia blew her nose, came around the table, and hugged Chris. “I have to admit that it wasn’t all that courageous. I’m broke and desperate!” Lydia reminded Chris.


    “Me too, but we’ll figure something out,” Chris promised.


    “I hope so. I have a loan payment and a big tax bill due that I have to pay. I cannot allow anything to happen to that place. It’s very special, and there is a group of people called the Gullah who make their home on the island. I can’t imagine what would happen to them if they had to leave,” Lydia said.


    “We’ll scrap it together somehow. We’ll figure it out,” Chris promised.


    “It’s funny. It never dawned on me that Chris was a woman,” Lydia said.


    “My dad wanted a son. Before we were born, he gave us boys’ names because he was so sure that, ‘this was going to be the one, his long-awaited son.’ After three daughters (Taylor, Chris, and Parker) my mom said enough. You know, that’s something else in common. My parents are deceased, too. They died in a car accident more than a decade ago. Sadly, I’m not close with my sisters. We’re scattered all over the place and don’t see each other much. You know, you and I have lost a lot, but maybe we’ve gained something. I’m so happy to finally meet you. Maybe this is too much to ask or too weird for you, but I’m hoping we can become friends. I think we both could use one,” Chris said.


    “May I meet Mattie?” Lydia asked.


    


    

  


  
    



    Twelve


    CAROLINA GIRLS FOREVER


    “No one knows why the power went out, but the utility company is on its way from Rapid City. Should be here within the hour,” Sonya said.


    Sonya and Julia had just joined Lydia in their suite to find out what had happened with Chris Miller when the lights flickered and then went out. People began running up and down the halls looking for answers and flashlights. Liz had brought candles, and Julia had commandeered them so that the room was bathed in a soft, soothing light.


    “Even if Liz was around to ask, I don’t think I’d dare ask why she had two candles in her suitcase. Would you?” Julia asked. She had found the candles when she rummaged through Liz’s suitcase looking for a flashlight, which she also found. “I assume she carries stuff like that because she travels to places where she might need them.”


    “I’ve learned never to ask Liz questions unless you really want the answers, and I’ve learned that most times you do not,” Lydia said. “I’m just grateful for the candles. By the way, where are Liz and Grace?”


    “They went to get a banana split. It’s their nightly ritual, and probably free tonight given that all that ice cream will melt if they don’t get the power on soon. I would have liked to join them, but I think they’re finally enjoying some quality mother-daughter time. Apparently, things have been dicey for them with Liz being gone so much. Grace became a rebellious teenager, probably just hoping to get Liz’s attention,” Julia reported.


    “We can talk about Liz and Grace later. I want to know what happened during your big showdown before I explode,” Sonya said as she grabbed bottled water from the cooler for herself and two lukewarm colas for Julia and Lydia. “Sorry they’re not colder, but we’re almost out of ice and the ice machines are empty.”


    Lydia popped the top but did not drink any. Instead she fiddled with it while she spoke, “I have good and bad news.” She explained everything.


    “I should be furious that he cheated on me, even if there were extenuating circumstances. But it was such a long time ago that I can’t blame him for not wanting to tell me. He knew that it would only hurt me, and he couldn’t turn his back on his child, so he did the only thing he could.” She took a sip of soda.


    “What does this girl know about her father?” Julia asked.


    “She knows that David is her father. Chris is breaking the news tonight about his death. She knows that I’m his wife, and she thinks that he met Chris before me and that things just didn’t work out. We’re going to have breakfast with Chris and Mattie tomorrow before we head back. I wish we could stay longer, but Grace needs to get back to school and Sonya needs to see her doctor. Julia needs to get home while her house is still standing, and I need to get home and try to save mine. Chris and I are going to talk about financial stuff in the morning before breakfast and see what we can figure out. You know, I thought it would be too weird, but it’s not. I don’t see Chris as a home wrecker or anything like that. She’s a lovely person who made a mistake a long time ago. A lifetime ago. And as Liz pointed out, we all make mistakes and I need to let go and forgive—if for no one else’s sake but my own,” Lydia said.


    “Can you believe how things turned out?” Julia asked.


    “I know. Just when I thought I was alone in this world, I reconnected with my sisters—the CGFs—and I’ve got Chris and Mattie, too. Chris already feels like a sister to me. We talked for a long time, and she’s incredible. She’s run this place and single-handedly raised a smart, sweet daughter,” Lydia said.


    Julia hugged Lydia. “I’m so glad that things have turned out so well. When I left Georgetown, I thought my marriage was over. I was so afraid that I almost gave up without a fight,” Julia said. “During our trip, I’ve realized that I don’t have to be so afraid. From now on I’m going to face my fears. Okay, maybe not all of them, but some of them—really. Not snakes or cellulite. Those fears are too hard to overcome! But things are going to change. I’m going to work at my father’s company. It’ll give John a chance to figure out what he wants to do, and I’m tired of being at home. I love my kids but after all these years I need a change. Let John play Mr. Mom and I’ll bring home the bacon. After all, I’ve got a business degree, and I know that company better than anyone besides Daddy. I’ve already talked to my father, and he’s actually excited about the idea. We haven’t talked specifics yet, but he’s so amiable that I think this just might work out. And you know what else?” Jules asked. Without waiting for a reply, she continued, “I’ve discovered that I’m still a desirable woman, but I need to start looking the part. Thanks to all of you for helping me realize that I’m more than a mom, chauffeur, and laundress. I hope that John will stick around, but even if he doesn’t, recent events—and you all—have helped me realize that I will survive.”


    “I’m so proud of you,” Lydia said, hugging Julia.


    “What about me?” Sonya asked. “Can you believe that I’m going to be a mom? And if my suspicions are right about Mike, I may be a single mother to boot. Maybe Chris can give me some pointers.”


    “Whatever happens in your marriage or whatever else life tosses at us, we’ve always got each other. We’ll be there for the birth, the christening, birthdays, and graduations—count on it,” Jules said.


    Just as they were crying and laughing and hugging like sorority gals, Liz and Grace walked in carrying bags and containers. “I swear all this group does is eat, drink, laugh, cry, and sleep. What’s up now?”


    “We’ll tell you everything, but you first. What have you been up to?” Sonya asked, seeing all the stuff.


    “It’s our last night. It wouldn’t be right to end this trip without a Carolina Kit. And I want to share this tradition with Grace. I had a hell of a time pulling this off between the fact that we’re not in the Lowcountry, and there was a power outage.”


    “Liz, you amaze me,” Julia said, taking the cake out of her hands and setting it on the tiny table. “Only you could pull this together.”


    “True. So very true. To be honest, it’s more of a southwestern Carolina Kit,” Liz said. “I had a tin of benne wafers in my suitcase. I order them online from Colony Bakery in Charleston and take them with me whenever I travel so that I have a little piece of home with me wherever I go and something that I know I can eat. You can’t believe the things that pass for delicacies in third-world countries. I’ve been served worm larvae in South America, pigeon pie in Morocco, and monkey brains in Beijing. Anyway, I paid the lodge chef an obscenely big tip to whip up a Coca-Cola cake, so that was no problem. It was in the walk-in cooler already done when the power outage occurred. But those two things are it for the Lowcountry, I’m afraid. These are southwest egg rolls, barbeque ribs, and southwestern deviled eggs. I’ve sampled everything to make sure it passed muster, and it’s all delicious,” Liz said, passing the items around. “Sorry about it not being hot. It was all prepared earlier today, and the cook was going to warm everything tonight, but then the power failure…so room temperature will have to suffice.”


    “This is absolutely perfect. Thanks a million, Liz,” Lydia said, hugging her friend.


    “You’re totally welcome, Liddie. Oh, here’s the best part,” Liz said, pulling a bottle of Riesling from her bag. “It’s not from the Lowcountry, but it is a Carolina wine. It’s from the Biltmore Winery in North Carolina. I was surprised to find it in their wine cellar. Chris has a better inventory than I would have expected.”


    “Oh, this is good stuff,” Sonya promised as she opened the bottle with the wine opener Liz handed her. She poured it into plastic cups and passed them to everyone. She poured more orange juice into her cup.


    “Are those my candles?” Liz asked, noticing the flickering lights.


    “Sorry, Liz. Jules freaked out when the lights went out. Actually, we all did, so nothing was off limits. We thought you might have a travel flashlight, and we went into your luggage,” Sonya explained.


    “I do, it’s right here. I always carry a flashlight, duct tape, bottled water, and a pack of crackers in my handbag. But enough about that. Tell me everything. What happened with Chris? Don’t leave anything out!” Liz demanded.


    While everyone but Grace and Sonya drank the wine and ate the goodies from the Carolina Kit, the women took turns filling Liz in on everything. The Carolina Girls talked into the wee hours of the morning. The dim lighting made confessions of the soul easier, so it was a jolt when all the lamps came on at three o’clock in the morning. That’s when the conversation turned from serious to silly. They decided to finally write some bylaws for the Carolina Girls Forever. Number one was that they would never lose touch again.


    There was a fine if someone went more than two weeks without getting in touch. They would have to put ten dollars in a fund if they forgot to call or email, which would go towards their annual CGF reunion. The reigning queen got to plan the trip, and everyone had to go along with whatever she chose. The only exception was a family emergency.


    “How about if the reigning queen has to be addressed as ‘My Lady’ or ‘Her Majesty’?” Sonya suggested.


    “Oh, I like it,” Liz exclaimed.


    “I’ve realized just how precious y’all are to me. I couldn’t have survived David’s death and this whole ordeal without you gals by my side,” Lydia said as she wiped away tears.


    “Friendship really does become more important as we get older. I need someone to tell me when it’s okay to have gray hair or to kick my butt when I need to do something about it. Only best friends will do that,” Julia said.


    “I think that a celebratory toast must be made by each of us to the queen during her crowning ceremony,” Liz said.


    “The queen must wear her crown during the crowning ceremony and then safeguard it for the remainder of her reign. She may wear it or choose not to when we get together, but she must wear it when it is time for the next one of us to be crowned. She’ll remove it and ceremoniously place it on the new queen’s head. I’ll take care of getting the tiara as soon as we get home. Oh, and I’ll get a perfectly gaudy satin sash, too,” Julia said.


    “How about if only the current queen can determine the next queen-to-be? We can make a five-minute pitch to the queen at the end of her year’s reign to plead our case and then the queen decides?” Sonya suggested.


    “Yes, I like that. The queen must make a parting speech before naming her predecessor,” Lydia added.


    “How about gifts?” Liz asked. “Do we give the queen gifts?”


    “No, I don’t think so. That could be construed as a bribe. We don’t want to get into a contest with each other to see who can come up with the best gift,” Sonya said.


    Julia had documented the final bylaws by daybreak. She promised to type it up and send them all a copy.
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    Julia and Sonya found out on their way to breakfast that a pony had rubbed its rear end against an old power pole and knocked it over, causing the power outage.


    The pole was replaced with a new post that was pony resistant. The pony was fine, the front desk clerk assured them.


    Chris had reserved a long table in the back of the pancake tent just for their group. Lydia was already there because she had wanted to spend some time alone with Mattie and Chris. She waved as Julia and Sonya approached and happily made the introductions. They were in high spirits as they dined on giant pancakes smothered in butter and rich maple syrup. Chris and Lydia had a long talk over breakfast while the others got to know Mattie. At the end of the meal, Lydia made an announcement.


    “Chris and I have been talking since sunrise. I had a brainstorm and to my delight, she agrees. I’m going to be the new activities director for the resort. Actually, it’s a newly created position. Chris was doing that, on top of everything else. I’m already heavily invested in this place, so why not help make it a success? Chris is going to make me a partner. We’re going to have Bob Tisdale draw up the papers making me an official fifty-fifty partner in the resort. She has found enough money to make the loan payment and pay the tax bill for Sanctuary Island, so I don’t have to worry about that anymore. I’ll worry about the next loan payment next month. I don’t know why, but I just feel like everything’s going to work out.”


    Lydia confessed that she had been very worried about the Sanctuary. When Sonya and Julia began to reprimand her for not telling them sooner and assuring her they would not let anything happen to the island if only she had told them, she held up her hand in protest.


    “I just couldn’t bear to tell y’all. What David had done…what might happen… But it all worked out so let’s focus on the positive—we’re still Carolina Girls Forever, and I have a great new job!”


    “She has so many great ideas that I’d be a fool not to jump at the chance to be partners—loan or no loan,” Chris said as she put her hand over Lydia’s and squeezed it. “I don’t have time to do everything, even if I could come up with all this stuff myself. Off the top of her head, she’s already thought of make-your-own ice cream sundae parties for the guests after they return from the nightly sound and light show at Mount Rushmore. And she says that we can increase revenue by adding a kids summer camp at the back of the property. We already have horses and swimming and shuttle buses that we can use to take the kids to area attractions. She says it can be promoted as a company retreat. I can’t believe all the fantastic plans Lydia has for this place. Oh, and she says that we have to hire Sonya as a consultant. She says we need lots of help with marketing and that Sonya will give us a very reasonable rate. I’ve been so busy that I haven’t been able to update the website. It’s been under construction for weeks. I’ve been using wireless phone service to save money, but it’s so spotty in these parts that I have just gotten a new toll-free landline.”


    “It would be my pleasure. I won’t even charge you. I’ll take my fee in spa services! The first thing I’ll do is create a state-of-the-art interactive website for the resort, and we’ll do a huge marketing campaign to launch the new spa. We’ll treat select media to free spa packages and use certain bloggers and periodicals to promote our contest and spread the word that there’s a new destination spa. We’ll work on getting the proper accreditations, such as AAA Five-Diamond Award and Condé Nast Traveler Gold List. Then we can go after the corporate retreat and meetings business,” Sonya said.


    “What about the RV?” Julia asked. “How are we getting home?”


    “Don’t worry. I’m going to drive the RV home. I’ve got to take care of some things, including renting my house and packing my belongings,” Lydia said.


    “You’re moving across the country?” Julia asked, nearly in tears.


    “How did you think that I was going to work here while living in Georgetown? Besides, I can’t afford that house anymore. And I need a job and since I haven’t worked in years, it would be hard to find a good job. This is a good job, but even if I didn’t take the job offer, I’m tied to this place financially. But even if I weren’t financially dependent on this place, it’s time for a change. I hope you understand. It’s a no-brainer that I’ll miss you and Sonya and Liz more than I can say, but y’all are always right here,” Lydia said, holding both her hands over her heart. “And I expect you to come visit, and we’ll still have our annual reunions. Liz loves nothing more than a good party. Hey! Where are Liz and Grace? They’re going to miss breakfast if they don’t get here soon.”


    “They’re probably still primping. I’ll go get them,” Julia offered.


    Just as Julia was heading back up to the lodge to fetch Liz and Grace, Grace came flying down the hill.


    “Help! Someone please help me! Something’s wrong with Mom,” Grace cried.


    


    

  


  
    



    PART THREE


    [image: ]


    Renaissance


    


    

  


  
    



    Thirteen


    BITTERSWEET


    Even though the ferry ride was just a twenty-five minute jaunt from the mainland to Sanctuary Island, it might as well have been a million miles. It was another world. A serene, spectacular place. There were no businesses or cars on the island, which meant no air or noise pollution. Wildlife outnumbered humans fifty to one. The only human inhabitants were roughly one hundred and fifty Gullah descendants who lived on the northern tip of the island. There was a skinny stretch of beach that ran the length of the island, a maritime forest filled with giant, ancient trees and shrubs, and acres of marshlands that provided a perfect refuge for the only other inhabitants of the island: nesting loggerhead turtles, snowy egrets, alligators, eagles, raccoons, red foxes, osprey, great blue herons, and a few birds of prey, as well as numerous species of reptiles. Since it was the closest thing to heaven on earth and their private haven, they’d long ago dubbed the island “The Sanctuary.”


    Liz had been quiet during the trip home speaking only to respond to a comment or question from Lydia. But that was totally understandable given the circumstances. After Grace had reported that something was wrong with Liz, they ran back to the lodge. They found her passed out on the floor of their room. After the ambulance left with Liz, Chris drove them to Rapid City Memorial where they drank bad coffee and suffered an interminable wait before they finally got the news. Liz had authorized the physician to share her diagnosis with Lydia, Julia, and Sonya. Chris stayed in the waiting room with Grace, who was furious that she hadn’t been included in the meeting.


    Stage IV Ovarian Cancer. That meant that it had spread to vital organs, including her liver and lungs. There was no cure and survival odds were low, about seventeen percent, even with aggressive treatment. They learned that it is the fifth leading cause of death in women because it is so hard to detect that it has usually advanced too much by the time it is discovered. The oncologist was hesitant to say how much time Liz had left. He said that it varied case by case. It also depended on how long she had been in Stage IV, which there was no way of knowing. His best guess was anywhere from a couple of months to a year, but it was hard to ignore the skepticism in his voice as he gave the best-case scenario.


    When they were finally able to talk to Liz, she said that she had found out just before leaving for Borneo. For a long time she had been feeling abnormally tired, had no appetite, and was just not herself—she hadn’t even had the energy to date since her last relationship had ended months ago—so she scheduled a physical before she went to Romania. The doctor finally reached Liz on the eve of the Borneo trip.


    She had decided that no matter what she had to do that she would make amends with Lydia. Not for her sake, but for Lydia. Liz knew that Lydia would never forgive herself if she died while they were estranged. Truth be known, she should have done it a long time ago. Instead, she chose to be angry and offended by Lydia’s behavior. Had it always been as stupid as it sounded now or did it seem more ridiculous given that she was dying?


    On her way to Borneo, she decided that after the trip, she would enlist Julia to get Lydia to Sanctuary Island. Once there, Lydia would be a captive audience, and they would make amends. She would go directly there with Grace and wait for the others. That would be a nice place for some mother-daughter time. Some long overdue mother-daughter time by the looks of the scene she had walked in on when she returned from her last assignment. She had discovered Grace, wearing only a bra and jeans, lying underneath a shaggy-haired boy who was wiggling out of his jeans. Liz had slammed the door behind her. The boy awkwardly stumbled to his feet. She recognized the tattooed boy from a brief encounter a few weeks ago. The pair had been leaving as she came home, and Grace had been noticeably agitated when forced to make introductions. He was even less impressive than she remembered. Older, at least nineteen or twenty. Scrawnier. Too much body art.


    “Uh, hey, Ms. G,” Keith said. At least he had the decency to appear uncomfortable and embarrassed as he zipped up his jeans. Her daughter, on the other hand, had looked angry and defiant. That was the moment she knew that things had to change. She had to start spending more time with her daughter so that Grace didn’t end up making the same mistakes she had. She thought that Borneo was a good start, and then when they got home, she would think about her situation and what she should do.


    It was while she was on the way home from Borneo that she learned about David’s death and the road trip. She decided that they would catch up with the CGFs during their road trip, which wasn’t a problem since they had been texting their itinerary daily. She didn’t get any of those texts until she was on her way home, but those updates allowed her to make plans while en route.


    She had also planned to tell them about her illness while they were together on Sanctuary Island. At least, she had planned to tell the CGFs. But not before she made up with Lydia. She hadn’t decided what she was going to tell Grace. She decided to stick with the original plan and share her news after the road trip. She wanted it to be about the CGFs and Lydia’s crisis—not about her problems. She had nearly succeeded, but the road trip across America after the rigors of the Indonesian jungle proved too much for her in her current condition. Now that the moment had arrived, she knew she couldn’t tell Grace yet. She begged the others not to tell Grace either. She was due to graduate in a couple of weeks, and Liz didn’t want anything spoiling that milestone.


    And she asked them for another favor. She wanted to spend the summer—most likely her last summer—at the Sanctuary.


    “I realize that y’all have lives and can’t drop everything, but if you could just come and stay for a few days and help me get situated, that would be great. Maybe you can come visit every few weeks,” Liz had said.
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    So, it had all been arranged. Liz admitted to Grace that she had cancer but assured her daughter that it was treatable. She just needed a quiet place and time to convalesce. She hated lying but felt it was a necessity, at least for now. She did not want to spoil her daughter’s graduation. Grace flew home where she would spend the last few weeks until graduation staying with her best friend, Laura. Laura’s mother said they’d be glad to have her when she heard about the situation. Grace would come for a visit after she got back from her graduation trip. Sonya and Julia flew home to sort out business and family matters so that they would be free to join them by the time Lydia and Liz returned. Lydia told Chris that she was postponing her move a few months. She drove the RV back with Liz keeping her company in the when she felt up to it. The rest of the time she slept. Lydia didn’t know how she had managed to hide her condition so well. Sheer determination. Pure Liz.


    They made few stops on the way back, so they made good time. It was a long, hard trip, but it had to be done. Lydia couldn’t leave the RV in South Dakota, and Liz was in no shape to fly across the country on her own. Chris had offered to help by flying back with Liz or joining them on the road trip to help with the driving. Lydia appreciated the offer but declined it. There was too much going on at the resort with the expansion project and peak tourist season underway. Besides, there was no one to take care of Mattie.


    Lydia had hoped to talk to Liz about getting treatment on the way home, but when she brought up the subject, Liz held up her hand and shook her head.


    “Don’t waste your breath,” she warned. “The oncologists in Rapid City confirmed everything the doctors at Mount Sinai have said. I have Stage IV, which is terminal. I’m not spending my last days on earth hooked up to machines, puking my guts out, and begging for morphine. I want to spend time with my daughter and the CGFs, and I want to live whatever time I’ve got left—and I want to do it on Sanctuary Island.”


    Her tone and the look on her face indicated that she had given it a lot of thought, and this was what she wanted. Since Lydia couldn’t argue with her reasoning, she let it go. They had made it home in three days.


    Her request changed Lydia’s plans. There was no way that she was going to leave Liz on the island alone, but that was an argument best saved for another time. She knew why it was so important to Liz. They had shared some good times there over the years. It was a place that held lots of special memories. She and Julia had spent summers on the island when they were kids. Julia’s parents spent a week with Lydia’s family on the island one summer. They were a normal family for a brief time. They all went crabbing, played games, and took long walks together. And every night Julia and Lydia watched their parents dance under the moonlight. They happily shagged to the Embers, Drifters, Fantastic Shakers, and the Four Tops, swaying and swinging in perfect sync.


    Julia and Lydia were supposed to be in bed, but every night they sneaked out of their room and watched their parents from the living room window. Seeing her parents together like that was one of Julia’s happiest childhood memories.


    The CGFs spent every summer there while in college. It was like their home away from home, only better in some ways, especially for Liz, who had never had a good home life. Nothing she ever did had been good enough for her parents. They were always telling her what a disappointment she was, that is when they weren’t ignoring her. Eventually, Liz spent holidays with Julia or Lydia and summer breaks at Sanctuary Island.


    Despite being young adults, they loved the tranquil island. It was a chance to just hang out without having to worry about anything. They lived in ponytails, bathing suits, and flip-flops. The beach was private and full of unusual shells. Nearly every morning the girls went shelling. The fruits of their years of labor—dozens of multihued lettered olives, whelks, coquinas, arks, angel wings, pen and slipper shells, and sand dollars littered the large front porch. They took the ferry over to Charleston whenever they needed a night out or had to get more groceries. They had continued the tradition after college until everyone got so busy with careers and kids.


    Lydia’s parents had left her the property upon their deaths with the understanding that she would never sell it or develop it. Not only could she not imagine this place exactly as it was, but she had made a promise to her dying mother that she would never break even though developers had approached her several times over the years with lucrative offers. There was virtually no land left in the Lowcountry that hadn’t been ruined by developers, except for a handful of places like the Sanctuary. They were the last safe havens for people like the Gullah and endangered species like the red wolf and loggerhead turtle.


    Lydia didn’t realize how much she missed this place until she saw the massive oak trees with their thick chains of hanging Spanish moss as they neared the island. Birds of all shapes and sizes soared above the treetops before vanishing into the dark forest as the approaching ferry warned them about interlopers. She breathed in the pure air and looked over at Liz as the ferry docked. Liz smiled and squeezed her hand. Lydia knew what she was thinking. Even if it was under these circumstances, it was good to be here. Home.
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    “Are you going to check out the island and make sure everything’s okay on the north side?” Liz asked. They were sitting on the front porch waiting for the sunset. It was worth the wait since it was like a laser light show. The sun turned from a golden yellow to a brilliant red and then the whole horizon became a radiant reddish-orange before fading into darkness. And then as if by magic a bright moon and millions of incandescent lights suddenly appeared.


    “No. I will do whatever I can to protect the Gullah, but they have made it clear with our earlier encounters that they don’t like trespassers. It doesn’t matter that I own the island. I don’t know what they would have done if they discovered us watching them that night we stumbled upon their hoodoo ceremony. They are so protective of their rituals that it may have turned ugly. It did turn ugly when we tried to talk to them,” Lydia said.


    “When was that? I don’t recall us ever going to their village,” Liz said.


    Lydia laughed as she recalled what happened when they visited the island years ago. “Julia and I came back that fall when your parents sent you to boarding school because of that incident at Camp Yemassee. That was the best summer, wasn’t it? Anyway, it took me nearly a week to talk her into stealing the boat. We had to do a report on the Gullah for school, how they were brought over here from Africa as slaves to work the rice plantations, and how they brought their traditions with them. I came up with this brilliant idea that we needed to visit the island and interview some of the Gullah descendants living here. I thought we would get extra points or credit on our report. Well, the old motor on the skiff wasn’t exactly powerful. It took forever for the little boat to chug up the river and reach the island.”


    Lydia had whipped up a batch of Lowcountry rum tea to enjoy during their first sunset. Liz had assured her that she was up to a few sips of the CGFs’ favorite cocktail. Lydia took a long swallow of the refreshing drink before continuing with her story.


    “We must have used up all our adrenaline by the time we reached the island because we fell asleep! We were so hungry by the time we arrived that we decided to eat the fried fish sandwiches and Coca-Colas we had packed for the trip home. And then we just zonked out. It was like an hour and a half before we woke up. Julia was absolutely panicked and ready to leave that instant. She was afraid her father would discover the boat missing before we got back. I refused to leave until we completed our mission. We took this trail that snaked through the marsh and into the woods before it ended at the outskirts of the Village. We saw this cluster of houses, capped with rusted tin roofs and every single front door was painted a brilliant, unusual shade of blue. We later learned that color is called indigo-blue, and it was used to ward off these really evil spirits called boo hags. As you know, the Gullah and many inhabitants of the Lowcountry believe that if you paint your doors and window trims indigo-blue, the boo hag can’t enter.”


    “So what happened?” Liz asked.


    “As it turns out, we were lucky to get out of there without getting hurt.”


    “What happened?” Liz asked.


    “I got my little point and shoot camera out and started taking pictures. I was starting to think better of trying to interview the Gullah. I decided that the photos would be good enough when Julia goes over and introduces herself.”


    “You’re kidding!” Liz exclaimed.


    “Nope. Her curiosity got the better of her. She forgot to be scared! She was trying her best to communicate with the boys when a woman came running out of one of the little houses. She was yelling and waving her arms. We didn’t know what she was saying, but it was obvious she was not happy we were there. And then the other adults saw Julia and started shouting stuff I couldn’t understand and gesturing. Julia looked like a deer caught in headlights. ‘Run!’ I yelled, and she came out of her trance. She turned around and ran towards me. I scrambled to my feet and hightailed it back to the trail. We ran like a boo hag was after us! We didn’t stop until we reached the boat. We shoved off, jumped in, and started paddling like crazy. When we finally got home, our parents were waiting, and they were not happy. We were grounded for three weeks. Julia swore that she would never go along with another crazy plan of mine ever again,” Lydia said.


    They laughed and tried to recall how many times Julia said that over the years.


    


    

  


  
    



    Fourteen


    SONYA


    Sonya was furious when she saw the house. There was no sign of construction. What happened to the addition that Mike was supposed to be handling during her absence? Or was he too busy getting busy with his young sweetie?


    By the time he got home, Sonya was fit to be tied. She was already distraught over Liz. She didn’t need this. She was ready to let him have it with both barrels. She had called the store and his assistant practically stuttered when Sonya demanded to speak to Mike.


    “Uh, well, he’s not here right now.”


    “Where is he?”


    “What? I…I think he’s out making a delivery or something.”


    Sonya knew that was a crock since Mike never delivered furniture. It was the middle of the day and he wasn’t at work or home, so where was he? She knew.


    “Hey, sweetheart. I didn’t expect you until later this afternoon. You obviously made good time on the road. I wish you’d have let me pick you up at the Charleston Airport instead of renting a car. I’m glad you’re home. I really missed you,” Mike said, bending to kiss her.


    Sonya turned her head so that his kiss landed on her cheek and not the lips.


    “Where’s the contractor?”


    “I didn’t hire him.”


    “Why not?”


    “We don’t need him.”


    “Oh? Are you and your stuff going somewhere else?”


    “I need you to come with me,” Mike said as he tried to pull Sonya to her feet.


    “Just tell me. I’m not in the mood for games.”


    “It’s not a game, more like a surprise. If I tell you, it’ll ruin the surprise. Come on. It will only take a half hour or so.”


    Sonya finally stood up and followed her husband out to his car. She didn’t speak as they drove, but Mike didn’t seem to notice. He kept up a running monologue the entire time. She was silent, contemplating how to confront him about what he had been up to. She was still undecided when he pulled off the road into a large parking lot on the outskirts of downtown.


    “Where are we and why are we here?”


    “Just read the sign,” Mike instructed.


    “Ellis Home Furnishings and Design Center.” Sonya turned to Mike and asked, “What’s this all about?”


    “We’re expanding, that’s what. I’ve outgrown the old store. It’s just too small. That’s why I’ve got so much stuff at our house. Besides, customers are asking for help with interior design. I’ve been sending them down the street to Mark Beck, but then I thought why not expand my operation instead of sending business elsewhere? So I talked to Mark, and we decided to become partners. His lease is up at his location in three weeks and mine is up in two months. We looked around and found this great storefront. We’ll merge our businesses in the next few weeks. The partnership has so many pluses, including a cash infusion and a partner who can handle things when I need time off.”


    “So you’re not having an affair?”


    “An affair? What gave you that idea?”


    “I’ve tried to call you several times at home and at your store while I was out of town and never could reach you. Your employees always sound suspicious when I ask them about where you are.”


    “I’ve been working my ass off trying to get the new shop ready for us to move into soon. It needed so much work. That’s why I haven’t been home or at the store. And I threatened their lives if my employees spilled the beans to you. I wanted it to be a surprise. Surprise!”


    “Well, I’m certainly surprised. But I bet my surprise will trump yours,” Sonya said.


    “Let’s have it,” Mike said.


    “We’re going to have a baby,” Sonya said.


    Mike whooped and hollered almost immediately. “Are you kidding me? A baby? A baby? I thought you couldn’t get pregnant?”


    “That’s what I thought, too. The doctors didn’t say I couldn’t get pregnant, but I had given up on the idea. I just figured that my eggs must be all dried up, or it wasn’t meant to be. Wouldn’t you know that when I finally stop trying and turn forty, that’s when the stork makes a delivery?”


    “I am so happy, darling. Hello, baby,” Mike said as he rubbed Sonya’s belly.


    “I don’t know yet whether it’s a boy or girl,” Sonya said.


    “I don’t care so long as there are ten fingers and ten toes,” Mike said.


    


    

  


  
    



    Fifteen


    JULIA


    “John? I’m home,” Julia said, setting her bags down in the front hallway. His truck was in the driveway, and he was expecting her, but she didn’t see or hear anyone. She was about to get worried about the overly quiet house when she heard their greeting.


    “In here, Mom!” her kids screamed from the side porch.


    As Julia entered the room, her husband and kids yelled, “Welcome home!” There was a huge handmade banner, as well as a bunch of balloons and a lovely chocolate sheet cake with thick white icing from Trestle’s Bakery.


    “What’s all this about?” Julia asked.


    “We missed you and just wanted to make sure you knew it,” John said, leaning down to kiss his wife. “Truth be known, I never realized how much you do every day. I guess I just took you for granted. I’m sorry about that. Like I said on the phone, I’m going to do better by you and the kids. I’ll even attend one of your therapy sessions if you want. Hey, I really like your new hairdo.”


    Julia appreciated how hard John was trying. They had had a couple of good talks on the telephone. She knew it was going to take time and patience, but at least they were headed in the right direction. They had agreed that they were both willing to do what it took to make their marriage work. To that end, she was going to get their sex life back on track starting that night.


    Since they weren’t sure exactly what time she would arrive, John had planned make-your-own sandwiches for dinner. The older kids got to pile on whatever meats and cheese they wanted from a deli platter that included lettuce, tomato, pickles, and condiments. Afterwards, they pigged out on cake and ice cream. Throughout the meal, Julia noticed that Marla and Bobby took charge of their younger siblings. John must have had a talk with them. It was nice to see that he was already making good on his word.


    “I think the children like you in charge more than me,” Julia said later to John. “They’ll want cake and ice cream every night for dinner. And they outnumber us.” She unpacked while he sat on the bed and watched.


    “Yeah, I think you were making this whole parenting thing way too hard. Just give in from time to time, and you’ll have them eating out of the palm of your hand,” he said.


    When she came out of the bathroom, Julia was wearing the slinky red dress that accentuated her full hips and ample cleavage.


    “Va va va voom!” John said when he saw his wife.


    “You like?” she asked as she twirled around to allow him a good look.


    “What’s not to like? But I’ve never seen you wear anything like that. I like this new side of you,” John said.


    “That’s good because you’ll be seeing a lot more of it. I’m starting my new diet and exercise plan tomorrow, and I bought makeup and a new wardrobe during our trip. I need to look better, not just for you, but for me too—and for work.”


    “Work?”


    “Yeah, we’re going to shake things up around here. I’m going to work for Daddy, and you’re going to keep at this Mr. Mom thing for a while. We’ll hire some help if we need it, but she’ll be some grandmotherly type, at least sixty. When I get our residential development division off the ground in the next year or two, I’ll need a good man to head it up. Know anyone?”


    “Are you serious? How did you know that I have wanted to do something like that? Actually, I want to build the first green community—you know, as in eco-friendly—in Georgetown County. These places they’re calling eco-friendly in the Lowcountry are a joke. They barely meet watershed requirements. We need to find a way to blend all this new construction with our natural habitat and eco-system rather than just bulldoze everything in our path. I’d like to see solar panels installed on the homes and use recycled building materials. You can’t believe all the ideas I’ve got. I’ve had some great discussions with Chuck Morris, who’s the superintendent for Palmetto Construction Company. He’s also become a good friend, and I could do something like this with people like him helping me. Furthermore, he’s tight with some key people, such as Ed Simmons at Carolina Conservancy.”


    “I absolutely agree, and I think you’ll be great at it. There’s a chunk of waterfront acreage that we’ve been using for growing timber, but I was thinking that it would be perfect for Rutledge Plantation. We could call it Reynolds Plantation, but I think I could get Daddy more excited about this project if we use my family name.”


    “I don’t care what the hell we call it as long as I’m involved. You know, I’ve got some ideas about how to preserve woodlands and wildlife by incorporating them into the project so that they’ll actually be one of the main selling points. We can have footpaths and trails with wildlife viewing stations and signs describing indigenous plants and animals,” John said.


    “I’m already sold. Now come over here and schmooze your new boss,” Julia said.


    “I can handle that. All night, if need be. I’m ready to please.”


    “I’ve had a long day so how about just the next fifteen or twenty minutes?” Julia said.


    “You’re the boss,” John said.


    “Say it again, Sam.”


    “You’re the boss, and might I add the best looking one I’ve ever had,” John said.


    Julia had promised him that things were going to change, but still she could tell that John had been pleasantly surprised with her initiative and their lovemaking. And so was she!


    Later that night, Julia was on her way downstairs to get a glass of water when she saw a shadowy figure at the end of the hallway gesturing to her. It was the same woman she had seen the night before she left on their road trip.


    She knew it couldn’t be her oldest child but felt compelled to call out, “Marla?”


    As Julia made her way towards the petite figure, it disappeared. She opened the door to the girl’s bedroom and found her sleeping soundly. Who was this spirit and why was she revealing herself now, after all these years in this house?


    “Mama,” Julia whispered and then smiled at the idea that her mother was watching over her. She knew what she had to do. Quietly she groped her way down the steps, refusing to turn on any lights that might drive restless spirits into the ether.


    She picked up the phone and used the lighted buttons to see the number she had to dial, even though she wasn’t sure how she knew without hesitation what that number was.


    She heard the recorded greeting on the answering machine. “Miss Ella, this is Julia Reynolds. I’ve been giving it some thought, and I’ve decided that I would love to be on the historic preservation committee. I’m going to work for Rutledge Corporation soon, so I’ll be busy learning the ropes, but I can assure you that I will find time for this important cause. In fact, I’d like to talk to you about setting up a special projects fund on behalf of our company. I think our first endeavor should be Hampton Plantation. So, just give me a call when you get into the office and get this message. Goodbye,” Julia said as she returned the phone to its cradle.


    “It’s done, Mama,” Julia spoke into the darkness before going back to bed. “Don’t worry, I’m going to save Hampton Plantation and help preserve other historic sites in this area. And John and I are going to be all right. I’m going to make sure of that, I promise. Thanks for watching over me. I hope you’re finally at peace, Mama.”


    


    

  


  
    



    Sixteen


    CAROLINA GIRLS FOREVER AND THE SANCTUARY


    Lydia’s great-great-grandfather won the island in a card game. The family kept five acres of the island for themselves, which included a house, a patch of maritime forest, and a couple of beachfront acres on the south side. The rest of the island belonged to the Gullah and nature. The house was an old hunting lodge complete with stables and kennels. It dated back to colonial days when plantation owners had elaborate hunting parties on the island. But the construction was solid, and the property was still in good shape. The only change that had been made besides a bright red metal roof (guaranteed to be hurricane proof) had been some renovations about a decade or so ago that included removing the kennels and incorporating the stables into the lodge as an addition. This was achieved by removing the wall and adding French doors that opened onto a covered breezeway to the stables. The stables had been converted into a comfortable entertainment area, which was especially appealing when there was a storm or it was too cold to sit on the porch.


    As Lydia sat in the former stable area looking over at Liz, who had dozed off while reading, she couldn’t help getting a bit maudlin. Lydia hated the reason that finally brought them back to the island. She knew all too well that life wasn’t fair, but she had lost so much already that she felt that fate couldn’t be so cruel as to take Liz, too. It couldn’t happen after they’d just renewed their friendship. At least she hoped not.
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    Lydia and Liz settled into a routine. Early in the morning, they took short walks on the beach and collected seashells, competing with each another to find the best ones. This was after Liz’s early morning encounters with the herons. The least nature-loving of the CGFs, Liz had developed a fascination with the Great Blue Herons that inhabited the island. Shortly after sunrise, they left their nests and took to the sky. They soared gracefully over the marshlands, disappearing from time to time as they dived and lunged looking for food or a place to rest. Liz couldn’t get enough of watching them.


    “Did you know that they’re one of the few species in nature that equally share responsibility for their offspring? It’s usually just the female that takes care of the young. Sometimes they even have to hide the young to keep the fathers from eating them,” she said.


    “Nice,” Lydia remarked.


    “See how that bird keeps flying away from that bush and then coming back? It’s mating season. The male heron collects all the items for the nest and then the female uses those items to make the nests. She’ll typically lay three to seven bluish-colored eggs. The male and female then take turns incubating the eggs. They turn them every one to two hours to make sure that the eggs stay evenly warm. They do this ritual for twenty-five to twenty-nine days. Once hatched, the male and female both take care of the young until they are old enough to survive on their own. Too bad more species aren’t like the Great Blue Heron,” Liz commented.


    “That is remarkable. When did you get to be such an expert on herons?” Lydia asked.


    “I read an article a long time ago in Lowcountry Companion and found it so interesting, but now that I’m seeing it up close, it’s captivating,” Liz said. “It’s very unusual for them to build a nest on the ground. They have to feel really safe not to go to a tree.”


    “I’d say a nearly deserted island is about as safe as it gets,” Lydia commented. “Ugghh! What’s it doing?”


    “The adults catch food, such as fish and small birds, rodents, and reptiles, in their bills and then shove the food down the baby bird’s throat to make sure it eats. Just like the rest of the world, only the strongest of the litter will survive. The mama and papa want to make sure they have the best chance of survival,” Liz explained.


    After Lydia witnessed the male heron scooping up a tiny field mouse and force feeding it to one of his babies, she had screamed and nearly scared the birds away. After that, Liz had staunchly refused any company and that suited Lydia just fine.


    “During a trek through the Amazon Rainforest, I witnessed a lizard eating a nest of eggs. When I mentioned how sad that was to my guide, he shrugged and said, “It’s just nature. That’s the way things are,” Liz said. “That’s what we must all remember. That’s the way it is. It’s just nature.”


    Most mornings Lydia sat on the porch enjoying a cup of coffee until Liz reappeared from her Great Blue Heron outing yelling, “I’ve already found a good one, Liddie!” and Lydia would race down to the beach to join her. It wasn’t hard to find “a good one” since high tide delivered hundreds of beautiful shells onto the beach daily.


    They studied an old book they found in a trunk to help them identify all the shells. They worked puzzles, listened to beach music, and watched the sun set while the tide rolled in. Lydia made delicious meals, such as crab soup and marinated shrimp, which Liz cooed over appropriately, but didn’t eat much. She often fell asleep right after lunch and slept ’til late afternoon. But she rallied whenever Julia or Sonya showed up. They couldn’t stay all the time, but they arranged to share long weekends every week.


    “Ferry’s here,” Liz called to Lydia. She loved hearing its horn blast, announcing its arrival. The ferry came twice a day, once in the morning and once in the late afternoon. It was a private ferry since the state didn’t provide ferry service. A long-term grant had been procured many years ago to pay for the boat to transport Gullah back and forth to the mainland, but guests, such as the CGFs, and guests of the Nature Conservancy could also buy tickets. Lydia had granted permission to the Nature Conservancy to bring tour groups to the island for day trips on the condition that they help maintain it and stay far away from the other side of the island where the Gullah resided.


    “That means that Jules and Sonya will be here soon,” Lydia said, handing Liz a glass of iced tea.


    “Guess who’s here?” Julia asked as she entered the room. She had the biggest smile on her face that Liz had ever seen.


    Liz stood up from the wicker rocker and hugged her. “We’ve been waiting for you and Sonya. Lydia made something special for dinner!”


    “Well, I hope she made extra. I’ve brought you a special surprise all the way from New York City. I would like to present one of the top graduates of Tabor Academy. Ta-da!” she said as she stepped aside to reveal Grace standing behind her. Sonya brought up the rear.


    “Grace! What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be on your graduation trip,” Liz said.


    “I am. I want to be here. We were just going to the beach, and this is way better. We have a private beach and most of a tropical island all to ourselves. It’s going to be so much fun!” Grace promised. “And guess what? Julia has my graduation ceremony on disc in its entirety. Even though you were able to watch it live streaming, she knew you were bummed that you couldn’t be there. She thought you would want to have it as a keepsake that you can watch any time you want.”


    Liz turned to Julia. “I can’t believe you did that. Way to go!”


    Liz had wanted desperately to attend, but they knew that it was just too far away and too hard a trip. But she was determined to go. They had finally talked her out of it by telling her that it would almost be the same as being there since it was being streamed online live. And Liz had watched and cried like a baby when Grace triumphantly held her diploma up to the camera.


    Julia went in her place and promised to take lots of photos and notes so that she could describe everything in great detail. But when Julia got there, she found out that the school would be selling commemorative DVDs of the ceremony. She signed up for a copy and arranged to pick up the DVD the following day before they caught their flight.


    “Not to worry, she took a ton of photos, too!” Sonya said, holding up a big scrapbook. “They organized them for you during the flight home.”


    “And there will be hundreds posted all over social media and the school’s website,” Julia assured her.


    Liz smiled. Her daughter was here. More importantly, Grace wanted to be here.
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    Even though she had already seen the ceremony live via Internet streaming, Liz watched the DVD and studied the scrapbook at length. She finally put it away when Lydia called them for dinner. After dinner, they retired to the stable annex. It was their favorite part of the old house and where they spent the most time when they weren’t on the front porch. Liz and Grace had iced tea, Sonya had herbal tea, and Lydia and Julia sipped frozen margaritas. They all enjoyed benne wafers.


    “You know, it’s funny, but even when I can’t stand the thought of eating anything else, I always have an appetite for benne wafers—and hushpuppies. Poor Lydia must be so sick of them. She has served them with every meal just to make sure that I’ll eat something!” Liz said.


    “I know, those items are staples in your Carolina Kits but how did the Carolina Kits get started?” Grace asked, nibbling on a benne wafer.


    “Liz! Of course!” echoed Lydia, Sonya, and Julia.


    “Liz put together the first Carolina Kit for Julia. Her mother had died, and we all went home to Georgetown for the funeral. Liz assembled this care package, which she called a Carolina Kit. She wanted to do something to make Julia feel better, so she got thinking about what she could possibly do that would help Julia. Since one of our favorite things to do was to eat and we grew up on Lowcountry cuisine, she said it was a no-brainer. She showed up with this pink lunchbox with “CK” painted on it and topped with gold glitter, which came off all over my car seats. I kept finding tiny specks of glitter on my upholstery until I sold that car!” Sonya said with a laugh.


    “Actually, I was the last to meet Liz, and I wasn’t sure what to make of her. By the time I moved to Georgetown, Liz had been shipped off to boarding school. Then her parents moved to Atlanta when her father got a job transfer, so I didn’t meet her until the following summer here on the island. I had no idea how boy crazy your mom was until freshman year at USC. I will never forget that day. Liz had signed up as a volunteer for the drama department in order to meet some boy. She didn’t care at all about the production but the lengths she went to just to date this guy was phenomenal,” Sonya explained.


    “And you talk about me being boy crazy!” Grace accused.


    “Like mother, like daughter. Anyway, Lydia had auditioned for a role, so I had come with her to the theatre to wait for the audition results when Liz came bounding up and started hugging Lydia and me so hard we couldn’t breathe. We knew she was going to be at USC, but we hadn’t seen her yet. She had been too busy settling into her new apartment (and apparently chasing this boy) that we hadn’t connected yet. We made a plan to get together in a couple of days. Sure enough, two days later there’s a knock on our door. I opened the door, and Liz flashed me this sweet pouty smile as she put down the cake container she had been holding on the counter in our dorm.”


    “I was so excited. There was Liz, and she had brought cake. I was in heaven,” Jules remembered. “I told her that I hoped it was a chocolate cake.”


    “Not only does it have chocolate, but also Coca-Cola,” Liz said. “This is supposed to be a top secret family recipe, but I think every family in Atlanta worth its salt knows how to bake one of these cakes.”


    “Why would anyone put cola in a cake?” Lydia asked.


    “Atlanta is the home of Coca-Cola, so we’ve found a lot of ingenious things to do with it. And believe me, it makes it moist and delicious,” Liz said as she lifted the lid off the cake and underneath was a spectacular sight. A whipped, fluffy frosting surrounded a cake that was at least one foot tall. “I should warn you, just the sight of this baby can cause serious weight gain. It’s made with sugar, oil, eggs, butter, marshmallows, cocoa, buttermilk, powdered sugar, pecans…well, let’s just say everything but the kitchen sink.”


    “Oh my gosh, I can’t believe you made this incredible cake just for us,” Sonya said.


    “Don’t be silly. I’ve never baked anything in my life. Our family cook baked it, and I had it shipped here in a refrigerated delivery truck,” Liz told them.


    “Oh, of course. How silly of me,” Sonya mumbled.


    Lydia got out paper plates, and the group began to pile fried green tomatoes, crispy hushpuppies, succulent peel and eat shrimp with Lowcountry cocktail sauce (meaning lots of spicy horseradish sauce), and big slabs of Coca-Cola cake onto the plates. Meanwhile, Liz lined up the bottles she had taken out of her bag, mixed some of the liquids together, and poured them into tiny shot glasses she had also brought. She resembled a mad scientist creating a potion.


    “I’d just like to make a suggestion. How about if we’re ‘Carolina Girls For-e-ver’! That means that we will never forget where we come from and that we’ll always be there for one another.”


    “Forever,” Lydia agreed.


    “Absolutely,” Sonya said.


    “We don’t actually have to prick our fingers and take a blood oath, do we?” Jules asked.


    “Careful, Jules. You don’t want to give Liz any ideas. Remember summer camp?” Lydia warned.


    “Yes, I do! That’s why I’m asking. One blood oath in a lifetime is enough,” Julia responded.


    “Hmmm. I’ll have to give that some thought. We do need some kind of ceremony, but for now, let’s just drink to us,” Liz said.


    “What is it?” Sonya asked as she looked at the red concoction.


    “I call them Woo Woos. They’re my very own creation, and a tasty one if I do say so myself. It’s a mix of vodka, peach schnapps, and a splash of cranberry. Now drink up.”


    “Here’s to the Carolina Girls forever,” Lydia toasted, and they clinked glasses before downing the sweet, but oh-so-potent shots.


    “Ever since that first Woo Woo, I loved your mother. There is no one more fun to be around—or crazier! You never knew what she was going to come up with next,” Sonya said.


    “Like when she came up with that whole induction ceremony idea!” Julia yelled.


    “Induction ceremony?” Grace asked, puzzled.


    “Oh, I get to tell this one,” Lydia said. “Your mom got this bright idea that the CGFs needed to have an induction ceremony, but it was actually more like hazing.”


    “Hey!” Liz protested.


    “Ssshhh,” Lydia commanded. “Your mom told each of us to bring certain CK items to my dorm room. So we did as she said and met up at the dorm. Then she springs it on us that we have to earn the CK.”


    “We’ll enjoy the food later. First, you have to earn it.” Liz handed out Woo Woos and sheets of paper. “It’s sort of a scavenger hunt meets truth or dare,” she explained. “When each of you finishes what’s on your list, we’ll meet back here and enjoy our Carolina Kit. The first one here becomes the reigning queen of the Carolina Girls. The last one to complete his or her mission will be the queen’s handmaiden for a month. Ready, Set, Go!” Liz yelled.


    Twenty minutes later, Lydia was panting hard but was back in the dorm. Liz was sitting on the bed, sipping a soda and flipping through a magazine.


    “Oh, you were the first to finish. I thought I won,” Lydia said naively.


    “In a manner of speaking,” Liz said.


    “What does that mean? Wait a minute. Let me see your list,” Lydia demanded. She snatched up the paper lying beside Liz on the bed. It read, “Assign stupid tasks to other gullible Carolina Girls.”


    “Well, you did accomplish that, and you were first. Kudos,” Lydia said, collapsing with laughter.


    The pair was still rolling around in a fit of laughter when Julia burst into the room holding a jockstrap. She had speared it onto a pencil to avoid touching it and stood waving the garment and pencil in the air.


    “Never, I repeat, never again am I getting talked into doing something stupid by any of y’all ever again. I mean it! I had to go to locker number sixteen in the football stadium to retrieve this thing. As I was leaving, all the guys returned from practice just in time to see me stealing it. I didn’t know what to do or say, so I just took off. I ran all the way here. I can never show my face again. God, if John hears about this, what am I going to say?”


    Liz fell to the floor laughing. Lydia joined her.


    “What are you complaining about?” Lydia asked Julia when she finally stopped laughing. “Do you know what I had to do? I had to go to Thunderbirds and unplug the television during Monday Night Football. Then I had to turn and cluck three times, “I’m an ass-kicking chicken! I’m an ass-kicking chicken! I’m an ass-kicking chicken! It’s a wonder Liz didn’t make me wear the mascot outfit, too. It was bad enough clucking and carrying on like that silly mascot.”


    “Oh my God. What did everyone do?” Jules asked.


    “At first they booed me, of course, when I unplugged the television. Did I mention that it was Monday Night Football? After I finished my little gamecock dance, they applauded. And then I ran off the way here,” Lydia said.


    Sonya showed up as Lydia finished her explanation. “Don’t answer the door if anyone knocks. I may have been followed,” she said nervously.


    “Why?” Lydia asked.


    Sonya opened her jacket and dumped out five bottles of condiments. “I had to ‘borrow’ these condiments from the cafeteria to fulfill my instructions. I think the woman at the cash register saw me. She may have called campus security. I don’t know, maybe I’m being paranoid. It’s not like I have a lot of experience pilfering hot sauce and pickled peppers. I tried to act nonchalant, but the second I exited the cafeteria, I ran all the way here.”


    “I’m afraid it only gets worse, my friend. Since you were last with your list, you get to be in Miss Liz’s servitude for a month,” Lydia said.


    They ate every bite of the Carolina Kit. All were ravenous after their ordeals. Everyone laughed when Lydia told them how Liz had bamboozled them.


    “Hail to the queen!” Lydia pronounced.


    “Hail to the queen!” Sonya and Julia chorused.


    In response, Liz waved her hand stoically, like Her Majesty does when she faces the public. Lydia shook a cola can hard and then aimed at her.


    “You wouldn’t dare drench your queen,” Liz said confidently.


    Sonya and Julia watched with delight as Lydia popped the top and twelve ounces of soda spewed all over Liz’s bone-white cashmere sweater.


    “That was the kind of stuff your mom was doing to us all the time,” Lydia said to Grace. But Grace wasn’t listening. She was too busy laughing and hugging her mom.


    


    

  


  
    



    Seventeen


    GRACE


    “My mom’s sicker than she’s telling me, isn’t she?” Grace asked Sonya. They had made plans the night before to meet at sunrise to take photos. Grace was into photography and Sonya thought it might be a nice idea for Grace to have lots of photos for later.


    Afterwards. She shivered at the thought. Liz had been a part of her life since always or so it seemed. They had been through all the major rites of passage. And now Liz’s death would be their final one together. She pushed the thought into the farthest crevices of her mind. There would be plenty of time to grieve for Liz later. Afterwards.


    “Yes, Grace. Your mom is pretty sick, but I think you’ve already figured that out,” Sonya said, putting her arm around the girl.


    “She told me she has cancer, but that she’ll be fine. She says she just needs to rest, but I know better. When Becca’s mom got breast cancer last year, she had to have surgery and go through all kinds of treatment that made her pretty sick until it was over,” Grace said.


    “Well, there are all kinds of cancers and treatment options. Your mom is doing what she thinks is best.”


    “What if she dies?” Grace asked, her chin quivering.


    “Let’s not go there yet. Let’s just keep praying and hoping for the best,” Sonya said. “If anyone can beat it, it’s your mom. She has always defied the odds.”


    “My mom did some crazy stuff back in the day, didn’t she?” Grace asked.


    “Girl, you have no idea. But she also did some pretty amazing stuff that no one even knows about.”


    “Like what?” Grace asked, stopping to take a photo of an osprey in flight.


    “Like there was this one time during our senior year at USC. I was struggling financially and wasn’t sure that I was going to make it. You see, I was a scholarship student. My mother had been sending me some money to help cover the difference, and I had a job in the administration building as part of the work-study program. Well, my mother had to stop sending me money. She had her own financial stuff going on. So I got a second job and applied for every kind of grant and scholarship I could find. I worked and went to class during the day, and at night I waited tables at the Waffle Hut. I pushed myself too hard. I collapsed one day in the cafeteria. I was taken to the student clinic where I was advised to slow down or else something worse might happen. But I didn’t have a choice. If I couldn’t pay my expenses, I would have to drop out of school. Hard work is nothing to be ashamed of, but I just couldn’t bring myself to tell my friends that I had to work that crappy job. None of the CGFs knew, but somewhere Liz found out. She arranged for me to get this fake scholarship.”


    “Fake?” Grace asked.


    “Yeah. I had applied for a bunch of aid, but I knew I hadn’t applied for this one, so I did some checking and found out that the money was coming from your mom’s personal account. She was sharing the money her parents were sending her with me. Your mom never knew that I found out. She didn’t have to broadcast her good deed or have me say “thank you” because that’s not her style. Your mother plays it cool, but she has a heart of gold,” Sonya said.


    “So I’m learning. I’m glad she took me on the road trip and that Julia arranged for me to come here this summer because I’m really learning a lot about my mother. She is pretty cool. I couldn’t wait to graduate and get away from her. I thought she didn’t care about me because she was gone so much. I didn’t realize that she worked so hard because she loved me so much. I’m embarrassed to admit it, but I never really thought of her as a person until lately. She was just Mom, you know?”


    “I know. I remember walking in on my parents having sex when I was a kid and just freaking out. It had never occurred to me that my parents were people, too. It’s just fortunate that you’ve had a chance to realize that your mom is so much more than a parent. She is one of the most amazing people I’ve ever known. She isn’t afraid to go after what she wants. I’m still blown away that she raised you all by herself while achieving so much. Very few succeed in that field, especially women. She never asked for any help or got any special favors from anyone. And she managed to raise an absolutely incredible daughter while doing it,” Sonya said.


    “Thanks. And thanks to all the CGFs for sharing your stories. I have learned just how wild and crazy and great my mom is. I don’t want to lose her now that we’re finally getting along and really getting to know each other as real people, you know?” Grace said, fighting back tears.


    “I know, honey. I know,” Sonya said, hugging Grace and fighting back tears.


    


    

  


  
    



    Eighteen


    CAMP YEMASSEE


    “Oh good, you’re back. I want everyone to meet me in the lounge in ten minutes,” Liz said as Sonya and Grace walked into the kitchen.


    “Do you need some help?” Sonya asked, watching Liz moving slowly around the kitchen gathering things into a basket.


    “Under control. Ten minutes,” she was humming a Drifters song as she exited.


    They convened in the old stable in ten minutes as instructed. They found Liz seated in a chair that she had made some adjustment to so as to make it look like a throne. She was wearing the CGF robe and sash that Julia had made many years ago. She had arranged the chairs in a semi-circle facing her and on a stool in front of her sat a big box.


    “Be afraid. Be very afraid,” Lydia advised everyone.


    “Quiet!” Liz pronounced. “The queen has the floor. Take your seats!”


    Everyone settled into a chair facing Liz.


    “Good. I have gathered y’all together for a special celebration. I have assembled a Carolina Kit in honor of this event,” she said, tapping the top of the big box.


    “Be afraid. Be very afraid,” Lydia repeated. They all giggled.


    Liz held up her hand to silence the crowd. She held a sharp knife.


    “Okay, I’m afraid. Very afraid,” Grace said.


    Liz brought the knife down and in one fell swoop tore the packaging tape off the box. She made a big deal out of opening the box and examining its contents. Satisfied, she nodded and said, “As some of you may remember, on graduation night, I asked everyone to contribute some items for a time capsule. I have faithfully kept those items sealed in this box, which I safeguarded for nearly twenty years. As the walrus would say, the time has come.”


    Liz reached into the box and pulled out a white napkin with lip gloss on it and a bag of large-sized marshmallows. “Does anyone recognize these items?”


    Julia knew immediately. “Camp Yemassee! I can’t believe you still have this stuff.”


    “This should be a good story,” Sonya told Grace.


    “I found the marshmallows in the pantry and I just created the kissed napkin. They are symbolic, not the real thing. Why would I have a napkin and marshmallows from nearly thirty years ago? Get real!” Liz said.


    “Julia and I met Liz at summer camp when we were ten or eleven,” Lydia said.


    “Eleven,” Julia confirmed. “We were twelve when Sonya moved to Georgetown and Liz left for boarding school. Her family moved to Atlanta a few months later.”


    “That’s right. The funny thing is that we didn’t want to go to camp. Our parents made us go. They said we’d learn a lot and have a lot of fun. The truth is they wanted to get rid of us that summer. My little brother had just died of leukemia, and my parents were grieving, and Julia’s mother was struggling with depression. Anyway, we got there, and it was totally lame. We were bummed that we would be stuck at this stupid camp all summer,” Lydia said.


    “And then we met Liz,” Julia interrupted.


    “Enough said!” Sonya screamed and Grace burst out laughing.


    “You have no idea!” Julia said. “Everything happened that summer. We had our first kisses with some boys from Camp Kiawah. We put on Liz’s lip gloss and practiced kissing on these little napkins. So funny! We snuck into the dining hall every night and pigged out on ice cream. And Lydia produced a play. Remember that skit you did on the Yemassee Indian War? Liz pushed her onto the stage when she had stage fright so bad that she said she wasn’t going to do it. So Liz is probably responsible for igniting your interest in the theater.”


    “And she talked us into stealing a canoe and paddling over to Camp Kiawah. We met our new ‘boyfriends,’ who built a little fire and toasted marshmallows that we commandeered from the mess hall, and Julia told ghost stories. We acted scared, and the boys put their arms around us and held us tightly. Before the night was over, we had gotten our first kisses. It was the best night right up until we got caught,” Lydia said.


    “It was my fault. I didn’t tie up the canoe properly, and it drifted away. We had no way back to Camp Yemassee. One of the boys, Evan, offered to steal one of their boats and row us over to our camp,” Julia said. “But we got caught by a counselor, who called Camp Yemassee. The camp leader, Mr. Horton, came to get us in his motor boat. Boy was he mad! But he didn’t say a word. Just signaled us to get into the boat, and when we got across the inlet to our camp, he said, ‘It’s late. Go to bed. I’ll deal with you in the morning. Everyone, back to bed.’”


    “We knew we were in big trouble,” Liz said.


    “And still you wanted to do that blood oath, remember?” Lydia said.


    “Oh yeah. She made us do it knowing how I feel about blood,” Julia said.


    “I knew you could handle it after seeing how you handled yourself that night,” Liz said. “I remember taking out one of my hair pins and using it to prick my finger. I passed it to Lydia and Jules, and they did the same.”


    “Friends forever,” Julia said, smiling.


    “We fell asleep with our clothes on and slept like the dead until a voice barked, ‘Get up! You’ve overslept and missed breakfast. And Mr. Horton wants to see you right now.’ The counselor said as he yanked the covers off our beds. After he left, we realized that Liz was missing.”


    “We thought that she was probably sitting in Mr. Horton’s office waiting for us, having already concocted some incredible tale that would exonerate us,” Julia said.


    “Wrong!” Lydia said. “When we got there, Mr. Horton solemnly signaled for us to come in and close the door. He got right to the point telling us not to bother explaining. He assured us that he already knew all about our big adventure. We couldn’t believe it when he said that, ‘Miss Goldberg has already come forward. She admitted to being responsible. She confessed that she lied to both of you when she told you that a counselor had said it was okay to take out the canoe. She also admitted that neither of you had any idea she was going to that island. She said that she practically kidnapped the two of you. We take these things very seriously at Camp Yemassee. That’s why Miss Goldberg has been expelled.’


    “‘Expelled?’ we asked in disbelief.


    “‘Yes. She was put on a bus to Charleston, where her parents will meet her. I have been assured that she will be severely punished for her bad behavior. I had to notify your parents, as well. I explained what happened and assured them that you are both fine. They were very upset, understandably, but calmed down when they learned that you’re okay and that Miss Goldberg is gone. We’re going to call them in a few minutes. I promised your parents that they could talk to you. Before we do that, do you have anything that you’d like to say to me?’”


    “I remember looking down at my bandaged finger. Friends forever. Liz had taken the blame to keep us out of trouble. We weren’t about to let her go down alone. Lydia and I confessed and were soon on our way home on a bus,” Julia said.


    “I never knew that!” Liz exclaimed.


    “Oh yeah. We couldn’t let you take the blame alone. Our parents were so mad at us for getting kicked out of camp,” Julia said.


    “But that was the point! I took the blame so that only one of us got in trouble rather than all three of us,” Liz said.


    “Sorry, but it doesn’t work that way. We took a blood oath. Even if we didn’t realize it at the time, we were the CGFs! Besides, one good thing came out of it. We never got sent to camp again,” Lydia said.


    


    

  


  
    



    Nineteen


    THE INDUCTION CEREMONY AND THE ZOO INCIDENT


    “Next!” Liz commanded. She reached into the box and pulled out some of the condiments Sonya had commandeered from the dining hall and the jockstrap Julia had to steal from the boys’ locker room as part of the CGF induction ceremony. “Does anyone recognize these items?”


    “You kept the jockstrap? Gross!” Julia said as Liz threw it in her direction. She ducked and screamed.


    “And what have we here?” Liz asked, removing some wax figurines from the box.


    “My monkey!” Julia screamed, jumping up and snatching it from Liz.


    “What say we take a food break?” Grace asked. “I’m starving.”


    “Good idea,” Lydia said. “With your permission, Our Queen?”


    She nodded.


    After they had filled their plates, they all sat back down.


    “Who would like to share this story?” Liz asked.


    “I’ll do it,” Sonya said. “It was almost graduation time, and Liz invited us over to her apartment. When we got there, Lydia asked what’s with all the cloak and dagger secrecy stuff.”


    “Oh no. It must be bad. She’s got a Carolina Kit,” Julia exclaimed.


    As they pawed and poured their way through all the goodies, Liz began explaining. “This is our senior year. Our one and only senior year. Agreed?”


    “Agreed,” they said, looking suspiciously at their friend.


    “We need to do something memorable to commemorate it. Some call it a senior prank, but I prefer to call it ‘The Great Animal Adventure.’”


    “Animal Adventure?”


    “I think we should break into the Columbia Riverbanks Zoo,” Liz said.


    “What? Where would you get such an idea?” Sonya asked.


    “Are you crazy?” Julia asked.


    “I like it,” Lydia said. “Tell us more.”


    “Look, I want us to do something that we’ll remember years from now and will still be shocked and pleased that we did it whenever we think back on it. I want us to think that we can’t believe we did that. Streaking across campus or shutting off the power in Russell House is not going to do it. I’ve got it all figured out if you want me to tell you,” Liz said.


    “Well, you can count me out,” Julia said.


    “Big surprise,” Liz retorted.


    “And just what is that supposed to mean?” Julia asked.


    “Just what I said. You don’t have an adventurous bone in your body. Hell, you’re scared of your own shadow. Boo! Don’t you ever get tired of that?” Liz asked. “I just thought that once in your life you might want to try to conquer something that you’re afraid of, that’s all.”


    “That’s easy for you to say.”


    “Just do me a favor. Hear me out. Think about it before you decide. Fair enough?”


    “What can it hurt to just listen to her idea?” Lydia asked.


    “Fine, but I won’t be goaded into doing something stupid,” Julia swore.
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    “I knew this would happen,” Julia moaned. “Once Liz wants something, she doesn’t take no for an answer.”


    “We all agreed to this,” Sonya reminded her. “Now smear some more of this camouflage stuff on your face.”


    “And for goodness sake, tuck those gold curls up under your hat, Lydia, or we’ll be spotted a mile away,” warned Liz as she struggled to harness her own wavy mop of hair underneath a ball cap.


    They stood on the northeast perimeter of the Columbia Riverbanks Zoo. They had parked just off Bush River Road and hiked the short distance so the car wouldn’t be detected by security in the empty parking lot.


    “Now remember the plan. We help each other over the fence and then off we go to find our animals. I wish I dared having you take a photo for proof, but the flash would do us in. We’ll just have to take each other’s word for it. You’ve got fourteen minutes to get to your exhibit and spot the animal. That leaves six minutes for our getaway since we only have twenty minutes between security checks. Okay, take one last look at your maps,” Liz directed.


    The girls quickly scanned the miniature maps that Liz had carefully drawn. They had looked at them dozens of times already but still studied them like they had never seen them before.


    “Okay, it’s go time,” Liz said. “You first, Lydia.”


    Lydia climbed up Liz’s hunched-over back and onto the fence. As she swung one leg over the top, Julia announced, “I don’t think I can do this.”


    “Too late to back out now. The clock is ticking. Get a move on,” Sonya said as she shoved Julia up onto the fence. As they pulled themselves up the fence, the sound of the metal rattling seemed thunderous.


    Finally, Julia and Lydia swung their legs over to the other side. Liz helped Sonya climb the fence. After Sonya reached the top and began to descend the other side, Liz said, “See you in a few minutes.”


    It was a high fence. It was easy to climb though once you got above the mid-section because there were better footholds. Since Liz had no one to help her, she had to improvise. She opened the little footstool she had brought for this purpose and used it to reach the upper fence.


    Lydia ran to where the zebras were housed in the African Plains exhibit. She spotted one, whispered a silly “pleased to meet you” greeting, and ran back to the gate.


    Sonya made her way to the aviary and found that all the birds were inside this time of night. Now what? Should she lie and say that she saw one? Who would know? She would know, that’s who. She checked her watch and began to panic at the lack of time she had left. After circling most of the structure, she finally found a small owl sitting on his perch. It looked at her and hooted a greeting. She hooted back, smiling at her success.


    Liz found the lions and allowed herself a minute to study their beauty. They may be dangerous, but they were also beautiful creatures. Lions and tigers had always been her favorite zoo animals, perhaps because they were exotic and dangerous. As if sensing her presence, the two lions turned in her direction and peered into the semi-dark where she stood. Even in an enclosed exhibit, the sight of the five-hundred-pound predators looking at her like a late night snack made her heart race. “Got to go, guys,” she said as she turned and ran back to meet the others.


    “Where is she?” Liz asked as soon as she reached the gate and found only Sonya and Lydia.


    “I don’t know,” Sonya said.


    “I didn’t see her, did you?” Lydia asked them.


    They both shook their heads. “The monkey habitat is in the opposite direction of the African Plains and the Aviary. We wouldn’t have run into her,” Liz explained.


    “Do you think she got lost or had a problem?” Sonya asked.


    “Oh my God. What if security found her?” Lydia asked.


    “Okay. You two get out of here. I’ll go get Julia, and we’ll meet you at the car,” Liz said.


    “Are you sure?” Lydia asked. “Maybe we should stay and help? All for one and one for all.”


    “No, we’re not the Three Musketeers. I’m the one who got us into this, and I’m the one who’s going to get Julia out of here or get caught along with her,” Liz said. “Now get going.”


    Sonya and Lydia continued to protest, but Liz pointed towards the road. “Seriously, it’ll be easier for one of us to slip back inside without getting caught than for the three of us to try it. Just go get the getaway car ready.”


    “Perhaps we’d be more valuable on the outside,” Sonya reasoned. Lydia paused, hesitant to leave her best friend.


    “I swear it’ll be all right. Just go,” Liz pleaded. “We’re wasting time.”


    Sonya and Lydia began climbing the fence. By the time they reached the top and looked down, Liz was long gone.


    “Jules,” Liz whispered. “Can you hear me?” She called out as loudly as she dared when she got near the monkey habitat.


    “Over here,” Julia answered.


    “Ssshh,” Liz hissed as she went in the direction of her friend’s voice.


    “You’d be practically screaming too if a monkey had you by the hair,” Julia said miserably. “Do something, please.”


    In the dim light, Liz could see that Julia had her back to the cage. A monkey held a clump of her hair in its hand. “How the hell did you manage to let that monkey get so close to you?” Liz wondered.


    “Can we discuss this later, like after we’re out of here? That is, if I ever get out of here. This stupid monkey won’t let go. Ouch!” Julia said.


    “Will you remember who saved you if I free you from the monkey? I think that makes you indebted to me for life. In some countries, you’d be in servitude to me forever,” Liz joked.


    “Liz,” warned Julia.


    Liz reached out and swatted the monkey’s hand. He retracted it and then hissed in retaliation. Liz pushed Julia out of the way as soon as the monkey let go of Julia’s hair.


    “Oh God. Thank you,” Julia said gratefully as she stroked the sore spot on the back of her head.


    “Don’t thank me yet. We may not make it out of here without getting caught. Security’s due to make a sweep through here any minute.”


    As if on cue, the golf cart ambled along the sidewalk headed right for them. Liz pushed Julia down behind a clump of bushes just as the headlights on the golf cart would have spotlighted them. The cart slowed down briefly, but the security guard kept on going, passing within a foot of where the pair crouched down. Liz and Julia ran back to the gate and scrambled up and over it like two adrenaline-pumped youths.


    Lydia pulled forward, out of the shadows, as soon as she saw two figures running towards the car. As the girls jumped in, she took off at breakneck speed, spewing gravel in her exodus. She didn’t turn on the headlights until they were a half mile away.


    “What happened?” Sonya asked a few minutes later as they sipped celebratory milkshakes at Sandy’s. The place had the worst hot dogs and soggiest fries in town but the best ice cream shakes, which was just what they needed to calm their frazzled nerves.


    Julia explained that she had been peering into the monkey cage looking for monkeys. She didn’t realize it, but there was a monkey on a perch just above her. The animal reached down and grabbed Julia’s hair. She tried everything but couldn’t get the monkey to let go. She was nearly hysterical by the time Liz found her. Sonya and Lydia laughed uncontrollably at the image.


    “Sorry Jules, but I can’t help it. I can just see this little monkey with a death grip on your hair and you standing there about to pee in your pants,” Lydia said, wiping the tears of laughter from her face.


    Sonya was just as bad. “Now that’s a photo I would have treasured.”


    Liz did not join in the laughter. Instead, she brought Jules another chocolate milk shake. “Extra thick, just the way you like it,” she told Julia.


    


    

  


  
    



    Twenty


    LIZ


    “We always let your mother talk us into those kinds of things,” Julia said to Grace. “We never had enough sense to say no.”


    “It sounds like y’all always had a good time,” Grace said. “Didn’t y’all ever get into it with each other? Have a big blowout? Big problems?”


    “Are you kidding?” Sonya said. “We had plenty of fights and problems. Julia’s mother committed suicide during our freshman year. She was having frequent nightmares. It was an awful time for her.”


    “And we got stuck with two loser roommates. First, there was Swookie with her foul-smelling incense. She was this hippie girl who burned incense like three times a day in the ridiculous belief that it could get rid of negative energy and provide a pure, idyllic environment,” Julia recalled.


    “Then there was Alisha, who was a shy, quiet girl from Great Falls, SC. The big city of Columbia was the farthest she’d ever been from home. She called home every night at 7:30 p.m. to tell her mother about her day. The girl didn’t listen to music or watch television. That could be because she was partially deaf and didn’t feel comfortable blasting the volume on the stereo or television. Who knows? She wore these big hearing aids, but she must have been nearly deaf because as far as I could tell they didn’t help much. Even though I yelled when I spoke to her, I think she read my lips rather than heard anything I said. But the worst thing was that she rarely left the dorm room, except to go to the dining hall or classes. We invited her to join us for dinner and stuff sometimes, but she never accepted the invitation.”


    “We wouldn’t have had any problem if your mother moved into the dorm, but she wasn’t interested in dorm life, and our parents weren’t about to support our living off campus. But it all worked out. For junior and senior years, we chose a gal we knew down the hall who wanted away from her horrible roommate,” Lydia said. “But there were still times that we got on each other’s nerves and got into stupid fights.”


    “Remember after we went to Myrtle Beach one weekend, Julia stopped speaking to us for like a week. Talk about stupid fights!” Liz said.


    “It wasn’t stupid. It was a big deal!” Julia yelled.


    “It’s not like it was our fault,” Sonya said.


    “No, but y’all sure thought it was funny,” Julia replied.


    “Come on, admit it. It was funny!” Lydia said.


    “No, it was humiliating,” Julia said.


    “I guess it depends on your perspective,” Lydia replied.


    “Truthfully, it probably would have been no biggie if it had happened to anyone other than Julia. But because she’s so prim and proper…” Liz explained.


    “You mean, prudish,” Lydia corrected.


    “Someone tell me what happened,” Grace begged.


    “We were at the beach for the weekend and had gone into the ocean to ride the waves. We saw this giant wave forming,” Liz recalled.


    “It’ll break long before it reaches us,” Sonya guessed.


    They watched in awe as it built in scope. It was one of the biggest waves they had seen this far inland.


    “Too bad we don’t have surfboards,” Liz said.


    “Wait for it. Ten, nine, eight, seven…” began Sonya as the tsunami-like wave inched dangerously closer.


    Julia was already swimming as hard as she could towards shore. “That monster is going to break right when it reaches us,” she predicted.


    Liz began paddling towards the wave. “Come and get me,” she challenged.


    Sonya and Lydia treaded water, powerless to move. It hit with such force that Lydia was dragged under water as if there was a powerful vacuum sucking her in. The tide of water continued to drag her under and propel her forward at the same time. This seemed to last an eternity. Just as she was thinking she couldn’t take much more, it was suddenly over. Gulping and gasping for air, Lydia shot to the surface as fast as her tired, beat-up body would move. She was disoriented as she emerged from the water, but then she began looking for her friends. She saw Sonya floating a few feet away.


    “You okay?” Lydia called. Sonya’s hair was plastered to her head and she was still gasping for breath.


    “Yeah, if by okay you mean feeling like a drowned rat.”


    “Me too.” Lydia looked around and spotted Liz next. She was farther out, floating peacefully on her back. She waved nonchalantly to them.


    “Can you believe that?” Sonya croaked. “She must have swum under the wave and missed the backlash.”


    Before Lydia could respond, they heard a familiar voice, screaming. It was Julia. Turning frantically in all directions, they finally saw her. She was near the shore but crouched down so that all they could see was her head.


    “Hang on!” Sonya called out as they swam towards her. Liz caught up to Lydia and Sonya just before they reached Julia.


    “What’s wrong, Jules?” Liz asked. “Are you hurt?”


    “I’ve lost my bathing suit top. It got swept away during that tidal wave.”


    The others howled with laughter.


    “It’s not funny. What am I going to do?” she asked miserably.


    “No biggie. I’ll just grab your beach towel and be right back,” Liz said.


    They waited while Liz swam to shore. They had been carried a good distance down the beach by the current, so it took a while. She waved the towel like a flag and then got back into the water. The problem was the tide was now coming in, and their efforts to stay put were nearly futile. If Liz didn’t get there soon, they would have to swim out to keep from being dumped onto the beach, but Julia refused to remove her arms, which covered her bare breasts as if her life depended on it. Liz threw the wet towel at Julia, who reached up to grab it.


    “Hey, check out the tits on that girl,” a teenager called to his friends. The four youths turned around just in time to get a quick look before Julia was able to secure the towel. “Damn, man! Nice tits!”


    “How ’bout another peek?” the guy asked. The four guys, who looked to be around seventeen to twenty years old began chanting, “Show us some love! Show us some love!”


    Julia walked out of the water with as much dignity as she could muster. With her face flushed bright red, she marched off towards the beach house without as much as a word. The others dutifully scrambled behind her trying hard not to laugh. They made it to the crosswalk before nearly collapsing with laughter. Although Julia was already across the street, she heard their laughter, turned around, and shot up her middle finger into the air.


    She was so busy flipping them off that she stumbled off the curb and stubbed her toe. When she bent to massage it, the towel fell to the ground. Julia stood stunned and topless on Ocean Drive for five or six seconds before she let out a blood-curling scream as onlookers applauded. She reached down, grabbed the towel, and threw it around her.


    Abandoning all pride, she sprinted all the way home. Lydia, Liz, and Sonya laughed until they were doubled over and tears ran down their red faces. They tried repeatedly to apologize to Julia for laughing but kept bursting out in laughter. The more they tried to stop, the worse it got. She didn’t talk to them for a week.


    Grace couldn’t help but laugh. “Sorry, Julia, but that is funny.”


    Julia had to admit that while it was horribly embarrassing, it wasn’t the end of the world.


    “Any more scandalous stories you’d care to share?” Grace asked.


    There was one incident that sprang to everyone’s mind, but no one dared to mention it.


    “Oh, gosh. There were tons of things that transpired over the years, but we’ve already shared the best stories,” Sonya assured her.


    “There was one thing,” Liz began.


    “Maybe you don’t want to get into that,” Julia warned.


    “No, I think Grace needs to hear this. I did some really stupid stuff when I was about your age, and I hope that by sharing this with you, you won’t wind up in a situation like this,” Liz said.


    Liz thought back to her junior year at USC. She spared Grace the specifics, opting just to give her the broad brush strokes, but she would never forget anything that happened that night.


    “Slow down,” Liz asked.


    He moved his hand back, unzipping her jeans as if she hadn’t told him to slow down.


    “Whoa, boy. This isn’t a race,” she said, laughing softly.


    “Are you laughing at me, bitch?”


    Liz looked up and was frightened by what she saw. His eyes flashed, dark and dangerous. His face was flushed, and she noticed that his fists were clenched.


    “I don’t like being man-handled,” she said as she tried to push him away.


    “And I don’t like prick teases,” he said, pushing her flat on her back. He pinned her using his body while he unzipped his pants.


    Liz struggled, but she was no match for a 190-pound young athlete. She scratched his back in protest. He slapped her hard across the face and grabbed her wrist tightly. She pleaded as he struggled to pull down his pants while holding her down. Tears rolled down her cheeks as she squeezed her eyes shut.


    Please be over soon, she silently begged.


    No! She was Liz Goldberg. She was nobody’s victim. She managed to get her arm free without him noticing while he was positioning himself inside her. She was able to reach the table and grab one of his empty beer bottles. He was just getting started and was making loud grunting sounds as she grabbed the bottle. Clasping it tightly, she smashed it over his head. For good measure, she hit him again. The sound of the glass smashing against his skull filled the room. This time the bottle broke after hitting his head.


    Blood began trickling out of his head wound. “You bitch!” he yelped before losing consciousness.


    Liz disentangled herself from her attacker and tried to stand, but her trembling legs buckled, and she hit the floor. Shaking and sobbing, she crawled to the phone and punched in 911. After she stated her emergency, she dropped the phone and ran out of the apartment to wait for the police.


    “Mom! He raped you,” Grace said, jumping up and hugging her mother. “How awful. I’m so sorry that happened.”


    “Yeah, me too. But luckily it was over almost as soon as it started. I have to accept that happened by my own stupidity. I shouldn’t have been alone with him until I knew him better. It was really stupid, and I beg you to remember this before you put yourself in the same kind of situation. You’re getting ready to go to college, so this is a good cautionary tale for you. No matter how cute a boy is or how much you like him, be smart, okay?”


    “Yeah, I hear you. Maybe I’ll sign up for a self-defense class,” Grace said.


    “Great idea, but try not to get yourself in any questionable situations. It took me a long time to get over what happened,” Liz said.


    Julia, Sonya, and Lydia remembered all too well the toll that incident had taken on Liz. She had an ugly contusion on her face, a sprained wrist, and two bruised ribs when they picked her up at Richland Memorial Hospital. It had messed with her head, too.


    She had stayed in Sonya and Lydia’s dorm room, sleeping on the floor between the two beds for three nights before she forced herself to return to her place. It was another month or so before she got a good night’s sleep.


    The D.A. had notified Liz that a plea bargain had been negotiated, so the case didn’t go to trial. She didn’t have to testify. That was good news, but it was months before Liz began acting flirtatious and free-spirited again. But not quite as much as before. A little piece of that carefree girl was gone forever.


    


    

  


  
    



    Twenty-One


    THE PARTY


    “One of the best nights of my life was our college graduation night. My parents hosted an extravagant party in our honor at Scriven’s Alley. It used to be a brothel, and so it had lots of rooms and several were used for private parties,” Liz told Grace.


    “You know, that was the first and only time I met your parents,” Sonya said.


    “Yeah, we didn’t have much of a family dynamic, but they did come through with that party,” Liz said.


    “The party was incredible. Liz had arranged for the buffet to be all our favorite foods. Her parents thought she was crazy when she told them the menu she wanted, but this was her night, so they didn’t argue,” Lydia said.


    “They were so pleased that I was graduating and already had a job lined up—something they doubted would ever occur—that they let me do whatever I wanted that night. So I requested Lowcountry marinated shrimp, fried green tomatoes (Julia’s mother’s recipe), spicy Lowcountry shrimp and okra pilau (Lydia’s mother’s recipe), oysters on the half shell (caught fresh near Ladys Island), McClellanville crab cakes, fresh veggies from Wadmalaw Island with Carolina crab dip, and hushpuppies (Sonya’s favorite). The dessert table was overflowing with delectable desserts, including sweet potato pone, benne wafers, miniature goat cheesecakes, a hummingbird cake (Julia’s favorite dessert), and a Coca-Cola cake (our family recipe). It turned out that the Hummingbird cake was even more decadent than the Coca-Cola cake. When I found out that Julia’s mother used to make it when she was a little girl, I had our cook call Julia’s father to get the recipe. It called for crushed pineapple, walnuts, bananas, sugar, eggs, cinnamon, oil, flour, sugar, vanilla, salt, cream cheese, powdered sugar, and baking soda,” Liz said.


    “We ate until we thought we would throw up. We drank until we thought we would puke. We danced until our legs were too tired to even wiggle. Then we slipped outside and sat in Liz’s jeep,” Julia recalled.


    “I want to give you all a little something so that you’ll always remember what this sisterhood is about,” Liz said as she fished around in her big shoulder bag.


    “I never thought that I would say this but please don’t make it edible. If I eat or drink anything else, I swear I will barf on your expensive leather seats,” Lydia promised.


    “Me too,” Sonya said.


    “Relax girls. There’s no food or booze involved, but I bet that’s the only time I hear any of you rejecting those things,” Liz said as she handed each of them a small gift bag.


    “You shouldn’t have,” Jules said as she peeked into the bag. When she saw what was on top, she repeated, “You really shouldn’t have.”


    They dug around in the tissue paper and found little wax figurines.


    Jules spoke first. “A monkey. Oh, I get it. They’re the animals we had to spot that night we broke into the zoo!”


    “Oh my God. How cool.” Sonya said as she held up a parrot.


    “I know you said that the only bird you could find was an owl, but the closest thing I could find was a parrot,” Liz said.


    “I will treasure it always,” Jules said. “How sweet and clever of you to have thought of these gifts, Liz.”


    Lydia held up a zebra and laughed outrageously. She remembered that night as if it just happened. She remembered how great it felt to be scared and exhilarated at the same time and how much fun they had had. She couldn’t stop laughing, and her laughter was contagious. They laughed like crazy until they finally got a hold of themselves. They sat in comfortable silence for a while.


    “To Liz,” Sonya said, with an exaggerated salute.


    “To the Carolina Girls,” Liz said.


    “Forever,” Sonya said.


    “Forever,” Lydia agreed.


    


    

  


  
    



    Twenty-Two


    LIZ AND GRACE


    “Are the Gullah still here?” Grace asked Liz as they sat on the front porch peeling shrimp. Lydia was making shrimp and okra pilau for dinner. She had insisted once she learned that Grace had never had this Lowcountry delicacy.


    “Yes, they are. They’re on the other side of the island. According to Liddie, the population has dwindled to only twenty or so families. There’s a school boat that takes them over to the mainland. Since the island is halfway between Georgetown and Charleston, the kids are eligible to enroll in either school system. Most choose to go to school in Charleston where there are more Gullah students whereas we attended Georgetown County schools,” Liz explained. “At least that’s the way it was while I still lived here. But my parents sent me to private school in Horry County until my dad got a big promotion and was transferred to a bank in Atlanta. He sent me to boarding school after that stunt at Camp Yemassee.”


    “Did you miss being here?” Grace asked.


    “Big time. I missed my friends, especially Lydia and Julia. We didn’t know each other that well before summer camp, but we got to be thick as thieves that summer, and then Sonya joined our enclave. It was great having people in your life whom you knew you could count on no matter what. And the Lowcountry gets under your skin. Once you’ve lived here, nowhere else feels like home. At least that’s how I felt. I love New York, but it’s not home. I wish I’d been able to introduce you to it before now. The Lowcountry is such a special place. You know all those basket stands you mentioned seeing on Highway 17?


    When Grace nodded, Liz continued, “The baskets are made from sweetgrass, and the Lowcountry is the only place in the world where it grows. The other side of this island is one of those places. Sanctuary Island is a nine-thousand-acre island—the largest freshwater island on the East Coast. It has freshwater lagoons, salt marshes, and maritime forests. That’s why Lydia’s parents wanted to be sure to preserve it, because of its ecological diversity and the Gullah. The Gullah are the only people who know how to weave sweetgrass baskets. The tradition has been passed down from generation to generation. But more importantly, the Gullah are an important part of our heritage. And there are other plants and species that can’t be found anywhere else. But it’s more than that. The Lowcountry is more than a place. It’s special—magical. I swear it has healing powers,” Liz explained.


    “Let’s hope so,” Grace muttered.


    They sat in silence studying the horizon. Directly in front of them was the beach and inlet, which led to the Atlantic Ocean. The beach was one of the best kept secrets in South Carolina. It was wide and full of white sand dotted with colorful seashells and driftwood. To their right was the dense maritime forest and to the far right was the marshlands filled with low-lying wetlands and grassy vegetation.


    “I’ve been thinking about going to College of Charleston,” Grace announced as she put down her bowl of peeled shrimp.


    “Since when? I mean, I didn’t know you were considering it as one of your options?” Liz asked. She was surprised to learn that her daughter had even heard of the school.


    “Well, my counselor said that I should apply to lots of schools to keep my options open. So I have applied to several schools including College of Charleston because it has one of the best language programs in the country. Their School of Languages, Cultures, and World Affairs has received all kinds of recognition for its excellence.”


    “Is that what you want to study? Language?”


    “I have a real aptitude for it. I took Spanish and Russian in school and learned Italian on my own. It was pretty easy to pick up. I want to study Arabic and get a job with the State Department, maybe as a translator, or at an embassy or maybe even something with the CIA. The school offers great overseas study programs. Maybe I’ll even minor in the Gullah language. There’s an adjunct professor who teaches a course each semester.”


    Liz couldn’t help herself. She was trying so hard to be cool and casual, but she was too excited. She pulled up her daughter out of her chair and hugged her. “USC is a great school, but I always wanted to go to C of C. Alas, my grades weren’t good enough.”


    “I’ll be able to visit a lot too as long as you’re here. After you go back to New York, I can fly home during school breaks,” Grace said.


    “Grace, sit down. I need to tell you something.”


    [image: ]


    Sonya and Lydia heard Grace screaming hysterically. They ran out of the kitchen and onto the porch in time to see her running towards the beach. Liz sat with head in her hands.


    “What happened?”


    “I told her,” Liz said, wiping away tears. “She didn’t take it well.”


    “Did you expect her to?”


    “No, but still…”


    “I’ll go after her,” Lydia said.


    “We need to talk,” Sonya said, sitting down across from Liz. “When are you going to tell Julia and Grace?”


    Liz stared at the beach as if she hadn’t heard Sonya. Finally, she spoke, “How can I?”


    “You have to. You need to get everything sorted in case…” She left the thought unfinished.


    “How do I tell Julia that her husband is the father of my child?”


    “I don’t know, but you owe it to Grace and John. They need to know they’re family. Grace is going to need him if something happens to you, and John deserves to know that he has a daughter.”


    “Julia’s never going to forgive me. I imagine that John and Grace will be pretty outraged, too. I’ve told Grace the same thing I’ve told everyone else: that her father and I had broken up by the time I found out I was pregnant, that he didn’t want anything to do with the baby. I’ve lied to her all her life. And John never knew he had a daughter because I knew what that would do to Julia and their relationship. They were just weeks away from getting married when I found out. It would have ruined everything. It will ruin everything.”


    “You’ve got to do what’s right for Grace. Julia will come to terms with it. You’ve spared her as long as you can,” Sonya said.


    “How did you figure it out?” Liz asked.


    “It’s taken me a while. I remembered your confession to me about sleeping with John a few weeks before the wedding, so the math worked out. But the real giveaway is that she has so many of John’s mannerisms, like the way she chews on her bottom lip when she’s thinking, or the way her whole body shakes when she laughs reminds me so much of him that it was uncanny. It’s a wonder that Julia hasn’t figured it out,” Sonya said.


    Liz closed her eyes and sat remembering that night. She had been at Thunderbird’s having a beer and a basket of Vidalia onion rings. John had come in with some MROTC friends.


    They got a table, but he stayed at the bar with Liz. He was in a bad way. He and Julia had just broken up. All the stress of graduation and wedding jitters had gotten to be too much. Liz assured him that they would get back together within a day or two.


    “You two belong together. It’ll be fine, you’ll see,” she assured him.


    They both had too much to drink. After his fifth beer, John confessed that he and Julia had already had sex once, and it wasn’t good. He was concerned she might be the only girl he’d ever sleep with and what if the sex never got better?


    Liz assured him it would and excused herself to go to the ladies room. When she came out, John was standing by the door waiting for her. He had this strange expression on his face. Before she could ask what was going on, he kissed her.


    “I’ve always wondered what it would be like to kiss you,” he confessed. Before she could respond, he kissed her again, this time cupping her breasts in his hands. She gave a small shiver of satisfaction as he traced her nipples through her clothing. Next thing Liz knew his hand was under her dress. When he realized she wasn’t wearing any underwear, he groaned. He pulled her into him. She wrapped her legs around him. They kissed and groped until they nearly couldn’t stop. They almost had sex right there in the bathroom corridor.


    They went to her loft. She should have walked out of Thunderbird’s and that would have been the end of it. But she couldn’t stop herself. She didn’t know what the problem was between Julia and John, but she and John had no problem there. She didn’t think about Julia again until the next morning.


    She was sick with guilt and shame for the first time in her life. Even though John and Julia were broken up, Julia was her best friend, and that was a line a best friend never crossed. That morning as John and Liz got dressed, they talked without making eye contact. Their brief conversation ended with them agreeing that it could never happen again.


    John and Julia made up two days later as Liz had predicted. John came to her three weeks later complaining that he couldn’t stop thinking about her. He wondered if he should go through with the wedding. She had closed the door in his face. They never spoke about that night again.


    When she found out that she was pregnant, she knew it was John’s baby. She also knew that she could not tell him. She decided that it would be in the best interest of everyone if she terminated the pregnancy. But she had not been able to do that. And she had managed to safeguard her secret for seventeen years.


    When Liz finally spoke, she asked Sonya, “How do I tell John? How do I explain it to Grace? To Julia?”


    


    

  


  
    



    Twenty-Three


    THE GOOD FIGHT


    “It’s so unfair of her. She’s making this huge decision without taking me into account. She’s not even fighting. I’ve heard all this talk this summer about how fearless my mom is, but it seems to me that she’s too afraid to fight,” Grace sobbed.


    “I know it seems that way, honey, but I think your mom’s doing what she thinks is best. I think that she doesn’t want to subject you to more than she has to.”


    “Did she ask me? No! What if I want her to fight it even if it only gets us a few more months together? This is so unfair! We missed so much while I was away at boarding school or she was gone on assignment. Now we’re getting a chance to hang out and spend time together. Finally, I have a good relationship with my mom, and she’s going to die!” Grace screamed.


    “It isn’t fair. Life often isn’t,” Lydia agreed. She couldn’t do anything else but stroke her hair and hold Grace while she cried. There wasn’t anything else she could do or say to help. She was angry, too. She had lost three years due to stupid stubbornness. Or had it been about alpha status? She and Liz had always struggled over leadership. Both had strong personalities and thought they knew what was best. Now she realized that didn’t matter. All that mattered was keeping Liz alive and well.


    Lydia, Sonya, and Julia had met secretly when Lydia got back to town. She had told Liz that she needed to get some groceries and take care of some errands, which she did before meeting up with Julia and Sonya. It was supposed to be a strategy meeting to determine what to do about Liz, but they were all so upset that they cried for the better part of an hour before they could discuss anything. Lydia assured them that Liz had been adamant that she didn’t want treatment. Sonya had suggested an intervention, but Lydia was reluctant to pressure Liz into treatment. Having seen the wrath of cancer with her brother and mother, she felt it was a personal choice that should be respected.


    She had suggested that they try to get Liz to change her mind by showing her how much she had to live for. They knew their best shot was Grace, so Julia had brought her to the island. They hadn’t told Grace their plan, but sensed she knew her role. If Liz wasn’t willing to fight on behalf of her daughter, then what else could possibly convince her?


    They hoped that sharing special memories would make Liz see that life was worth fighting for. At the very least, their tactics would give Grace some precious memories to hold on to, they reasoned. That brought them all to tears again.


    [image: ]


    “I want you to leave, Liddie. I want you to go to South Dakota like you planned,” Liz said as they sat on the porch watching the sunset.


    Lydia didn’t answer.


    “I’m serious. You’ve done enough. You’ve already been through this with your mom and brother. I won’t let you take care of me too, at least not anymore. I’ve got plenty of groceries, and Sonya and Julia can come out as their schedules permit and check on me. When it gets really bad, I’ll go to the hospital.”


    “You’re crazy, Liz. As you pointed out, I’ve been through this, and I know that you won’t be able to take care of yourself. I never pegged you for a quitter. At least my mom and Tommy fought with everything they had. You’re just giving up.”


    “Did their fighting change the outcome?” Liz demanded.


    “I think so,” Lydia said quietly.


    “Bullshit. They died, didn’t they? Sorry to be so blunt, but it’s the truth,” Liz said.


    “Yes, they died. We’re all going to die. But they had a longer life than if they had done nothing. Don’t you owe it to Grace to fight this?”


    “I don’t want to be a burden to anyone. I don’t want to suffer. I don’t want anyone to have to take care of me, to help me in and out of bed. To help feed me. To count out my medications. I don’t want to die like that,” Liz cried.


    “Newsflash. You are dying, and no matter how it happens, it isn’t pretty. You can barely walk down to the beach without panting. You don’t have enough energy to do much of anything, but this is nothing. You think you’ll just die in your sleep like Sleeping Beauty? The pain will…well, let’s just say that you have no idea how much worse this will get,” Lydia said. “Liz, I’ve spoken with the head of the Medical University of South Carolina. They have one of the best cancer programs in the country. There is a treatment, even for someone in Stage IV. It’s not curable, and you will have to endure a lot, but it will buy you some time. Won’t you at least go talk to him? Just one meeting, and then I’ll leave you alone. Do it for Grace. Do it for the CGFs who have always done whatever you wanted us to do!”


    Sonya, Julia, and Grace appeared in the doorway. “Yeah, you owe us,” Julia said. She opened the screen door, and Grace emerged onto the porch. She stopped in front of her mother and knelt down.


    “I know we haven’t always had the best relationship. I know a lot of that is my fault. I was an obnoxious teenager. I didn’t realize everything that you went through to have me and how hard you’ve worked to provide for me. But things are different now. I want that to continue, but it can’t if you’re not here. I want—need—you here as long as possible. Don’t you want that, too?” Grace asked.


    Liz began crying softly. “I do, sweetie. I really do. But I’m so afraid. I’ve never been afraid in my life, and now I am so scared. I don’t think I can do this,” she said.


    “Liz Goldberg can do anything she sets her mind to. Period,” Julia said with a quivering smile.


    “You know it!” Sonya said.


    “Especially with our help. We’re not going anywhere. End of discussion,” Lydia said.


    “But I don’t want you to give up your plans to go to South Dakota,” Liz said.


    “Well, you’re not the boss of me. Besides, I’m not giving anything up. I’m just postponing my plans for a little while,” Lydia said.


    “So?” Grace asked.


    “How about if I promise to go meet with the doctor and hear what he has to say? That’s all I can promise for now,” Liz said firmly.


    “It’s a start,” Grace said, hugging her mother.
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    Liz met with the doctor after she had done all the lab work he required and gotten copies of her medical records. Lydia took her into Charleston. She waited outside, pacing the waiting room. It was nearly an hour before Liz emerged. They were supposed to go over to C of C and see Grace’s dorm room. It was her first week of school. They still had time before they were supposed to meet Grace, so they sat on a bench in front of the hospital.


    “I’m going to do it,” Liz announced after several minutes of silence.


    “Really?” Lydia could scarcely believe the change in attitude.


    “Yeah, I like Dr. Rosenberg. Did you know he’s single? Divorced three months ago. I like what he had to say. He’s a straight shooter. I admire that.”


    “Grace will be thrilled that you’ve agreed to treatment,” Lydia said.


    “I’m so glad I was able to spend this time at the Sanctuary. I’ve had such peace and good times with y’all,” Liz said. “I hate to leave, but I can’t commute for these treatments. They have these tiny apartments patients can lease short-term. They’re across the street from the hospital, attached by a covered walkway. Orderlies come to get you and take you back. And there’s twenty-four-hour care available. So, I think that’s the best option. He gave me all the paperwork.”


    She held up the packet of papers.


    “Get a two-bedroom so I can stay until you’re done with the treatments,” Lydia said.


    “Listen carefully, my dear friend. I appreciate your offer and everything you’ve done, more than you know, but you need to start taking care of yourself. I’ll have the whole staff at the medical center taking care of me, not to mention Julia, Sonya, and Grace. I’ll be fine. You need to go. You haven’t allowed yourself to grieve, which you have to do if you ever hope to heal. You need a change of scenery, you said so yourself. You need to start taking care of yourself for a change instead of everyone else. Besides, I need you to go get everything in tip-top shape for my arrival. When I finish all this, I plan to come to Palmer Gulch and be pampered in that new spa,” Liz said.


    “If you’re sure,” Lydia said hesitantly.


    “I’m not only sure, I insist. There’s just one more thing I need from you,” Liz said.


    


    

  


  
    



    Twenty-Four


    TIME FOR THE TRUTH


    “Liddie said you wanted to talk to me in private,” Julia said, handing Liz a glass of iced tea as she sat down beside her on the front porch.


    They had enjoyed a fabulous going-away party the night before. Even though Liz wasn’t able to do much, she had thought of everything. The others happily took orders from her. Sonya gathered firewood for the bonfire on the beach. Julia carried the chairs and table down to the beach. Lydia baked a hummingbird cake, and although it had turned out slightly lopsided, it had tasted delicious. They all carried a dish down to the beach where they enjoyed a Lowcountry feast al fresco. They had gathered their chairs in a circle around the bonfire and played charades and told stories and laughed so hard that Julia fell out of her chair once.


    It was just the four of them. They didn’t invite Grace. She had just started her classes and Liz wanted her to stay focused. Besides, even though they had made Chris and Grace honorary CGFs, Liz wanted that last night at the Sanctuary to be just the four of them. The night culminated in a midnight swim in the ocean sans clothing. Liz cheered the others on as they stripped down.


    “We all have swimming suits up at the house. I don’t understand why we can’t wear them,” Julia grumbled.


    “That’s not how the CGFs roll!” Sonya replied.


    “Wild and crazy ’til the end!” Lydia agreed.


    “Not me! This is the last time I’m getting talked into doing anything stupid. I mean it this time!” Julia argued.


    “I wish I had my camera!” Liz called as she watched the three silhouettes in bras and panties plunge into the surf.


    Shivering, they ran back to the house while Liz slowly brought up the rear. They showered Liz with practical and silly gifts, including a very expensive Christian Dior silk pajama and robe set, a thermometer (to check Dr. Rosenberg’s temperature to make sure that Liz wasn’t getting the good doctor too hot!) and a case of pudding cups and canned protein shakes in a variety of flavors.


    She had wanted to end it on that note but knew that she had to tell Julia the truth. She owed it to Grace and John to finally tell the truth. She knew that once she told Julia, it would change their relationship forever. But change was what life was all about and forever sounded pretty good about now.


    “Have a seat. We need to talk,” Liz said.


    


    

  


  
    



    Twenty-Five


    GOODBYE


    It had been hard for Lydia to return home. It had always been where she and David had lived, but now it was a symbol of another lifetime. A bygone era. Besides, she couldn’t afford to keep the house. She had found a couple who wanted to rent it. They were interested in buying it if this job transfer became permanent.


    Julia had wanted to help her pack, but Lydia refused the offer. She needed to do this alone. She had smiled when she found a matchbook from their favorite restaurant. She laughed for a ridiculously long time at a photo of David in a silly pose in their garden. She glanced at the time stamp. Was that really four years ago they tried to grow organic vegetables during one of their attempts to eat healthier? She cried when she discovered the reservation receipt for the camping trip they never got to take.


    As she wandered into each room taking one last look to make sure she hadn’t missed anything, memories kept popping into her mind. They were happy ones that she mentally boxed up to take with her. The movers were coming in the morning, and after they finished, she would begin her journey across the country and into a new chapter of her life.


    That reminded her to make sure the Governors Grey Tea from Charleston Plantation Tea and benne wafers were packed where she could easily find them. She had promised Mattie and Chris a Lowcountry tea party to celebrate her arrival. They were going to have it in the log cabin they had prepared for her. It had been the biggest and best rental cabin. She had protested, but Chris insisted she have it. Once Chris told her that it was the first cabin at Palmer Gulch Resort and that David had helped build it, Lydia acquiesced. She felt like David would still be with her as she began her new life, and the cozy cabin would be just down the hill from her new family.


    She was sad that this chapter of her life had come to an end, but excited about the future. She was looking forward to rolling up her sleeves and working hard to help Chris make Palmer Gulch Lodge a success. And she had made another important decision.


    Next summer she was going to resurrect Camp Yemmassee, only it would be called Sanctuary Summer Camp and would be for kids with terminal illnesses. The idea had come to her while she was on the island taking care of Liz. She remembered Liz going on about how at peace she had felt. She was afraid that Liz had planned to stay there until she died, but they had convinced her to seek treatment. The Nature Conservancy had already consented to give short nature tours, talks, and programs to the campers, as well as boat tours from the island over to Brookgreen Gardens where they would enjoy the expansive gardens and boxed picnic lunches. There was still a lot of work to be done, including a lot of paperwork and the construction of a couple of handicapped accessible cabins for the boys and girls, but she could do it. Julia’s daughter, Marla, was going to be a counselor and so was Grace. Liz could stay too if she felt up to it.


    She needed to call Liz while she was thinking about it. She had been so busy that she hadn’t been able to visit yet and figured that Liz was in treatment or sleeping, so she hadn’t worried when her calls went to voicemail. But it had been more than a week since their last brief conversation. Liz hadn’t sounded good, but that was to be expected under the circumstances. She had assured her that she was fine, just wiped out from the treatments. Lydia hated that she might wake her, but she wanted to hear her friend’s voice, even if only for a minute or two. When the call to Liz’s cell phone went to voicemail once again, she looked up the phone number and called the hospital.


    “What do you mean she’s not there?” Lydia asked.


    “Just what I said, Mrs. Coble. We have no patient in our oncology unit by that name,” the nurse said.


    “Can you check again, please? G-O-L-D-B-E-R-G, Elizabeth. I dropped her off about three weeks ago.”


    “On this floor?” she asked.


    “Well, no. I was having trouble finding a parking space, and Liz insisted that I just let her out at the front door. She swore that she would be fine, and there was no need for me to come in and hang around while she filled out paperwork and got settled. I had an appointment with the realtor, so I agreed. But I’ve spoken with her. She told me that she wasn’t feeling up to visitors at this stage in her treatment. So I didn’t drive over to Charleston, but I have spoken with her on her cell phone several times—until recently. The last several days my calls go to voicemail, and she hasn’t called me back. I finally looked up the main number and called the hospital switchboard. After being transferred a couple of times, I was told you were the person I needed to speak with. Maybe I need to talk to someone else instead?” Lydia asked.


    “I don’t see how that will help. We all access the same computer database, and it’s simply not showing a patient by that name. Besides, I know all the patients on my floor. Do you want to talk to my supervisor?” she asked.


    “Yes, please,” Lydia said.


    After an unproductive conversation with Supervisor Wheeler, Lydia spoke with Grace, Julia, and Sonya. They reported the same thing. They had spoken to Liz several times, but none had seen her. She had discouraged it by saying that she wanted Grace to focus on classes since this was her first semester, Julia should focus on her new job, and that Sonya needed to take it easy since she was in her last trimester. Liz told them that she really didn’t feel up to visitors yet. At this stage, she was either in treatment, sick from the aftermath of treatment, or sleeping.


    “I have a bad feeling about this,” Sonya said.


    “Me too,” Grace agreed.


    “I think that Liz has done something very Liz-like here,” Lydia said.


    “I’m afraid that you’re right,” Julia agreed.


    Julia borrowed a boat from one of John’s friends and met the girls at the Georgetown dock. They hightailed it over to Sanctuary Island. While the others were guessing what was going on with Liz, Lydia remained quiet. She knew already. Liz had never intended to get treatment. She just told them that to get them to leave her alone. Somehow, she had gotten back to the island.
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    All the lights were on in the house, a radio was playing classic rock, and the front door was unlocked.


    “Liz!” they called, running from room to room. The house was a mess. There were dirty dishes piled up in the sink, trash overflowing from bags strewn about the kitchen, and the bed was unmade in the room where Liz had slept. Lydia had made it the morning they left for Charleston. As if all that wasn’t evidence enough Liz’s luggage was in the closet and her clothes were strewn about the bedroom.


    “Where is she?” Grace demanded.


    Satisfied that she wasn’t in the house, they continued their search outside. Lydia left the door open as they exited. She wanted to air the house out, to get rid of the stench. She knew that smell all too well. It was the stench of sickness and dying.


    Grace ran down to the beach.


    Sonya headed towards the maritime forest.


    Julia went to check out the salt marsh.


    Lydia made her way to the Village.


    A woman was sitting in front of one of the huts. She didn’t seem surprised to see Lydia at all. She motioned for her to come. When Lydia was standing in front of her, the woman stood up and waved Lydia inside.


    It was dark in the hut. The windows had been shuttered to keep the light out. When her eyes finally adjusted to the dim light, she saw a figure in through a doorway. Again, the woman waved her in that direction. As she approached, she saw an elderly man sitting by the bed. He had been chanting softly until Lydia arrived. She knew that she had never seen the man before, yet he looked familiar. When he gently touched her on the shoulder and mumbled a few words as he exited, Lydia was sure he was the conjurer from the voodoo ceremony they had witnessed many years ago. Was that possible?


    Lydia didn’t linger on that thought after seeing the frail figure lying in the bed. There was no doubt whom it was. Only it wasn’t. This person was a ghost of the strikingly beautiful and resilient person she had known most of her life.


    “Liz?”


    Liz opened her eyes and asked, “Liddie?”


    Her voice was so soft and weak that Lydia had to lean into her until their faces were nearly touching to hear her.


    “Liz, what were you thinking?” Lydia asked as she brushed a damp strand of curl off Liz’s forehead.


    “Hospital gown…not my style,” Liz tried to smile.


    “We need to get you some help,” Lydia said.


    “Too late…listen…drawer…bedroom. My documents, passwords…money…for Sanctuary…for Grace’s college. Tell Grace…I love her. Promise you’ll…promise…protect,” Liz said so faintly that Lydia had to practically press her ear against Liz’s lips.


    “I will. We all will. Julia, John, Sonya, me—all of us will be here for Grace. And so will you. This isn’t the end yet. We just need to get you to the hospital. I’m going to run back and get the others. Just hang on,” Lydia said.


    When Liz squeezed her hand, it felt cold and clammy. “Liddie, it’s time.”


    “No!” Lydia screamed.


    “Remember... It’s just nature…the way things are.”


    And then Liz closed her eyes, and her hand slipped away. As Lydia reached out to check her pulse, she saw that her other hand gripped a gris-gris bag. That could only come from a conjurer, so maybe that was him. But she never found out because she never saw the man again. She went back to the Sanctuary many times over the years but never returned to the Village.
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    They figured out what had happened after talking to the doctor. Liz had met with the oncologist, but he had not given her good news. He agreed with his colleagues at the hospitals who had seen her in New York and Rapid City. He didn’t think that Liz was a viable candidate for the experimental treatments since her cancer was so advanced. She had thanked him for his time. Then she obviously concocted this plan that involved convincing everyone she was in treatment. She was determined not to be a burden to anyone. Somehow, she managed to get supplies and get back to the island. She probably hired a local fisherman or someone she found with a boat down at the docks. The house was never locked, so she had no problem getting inside. From there, they could only guess what had happened. Probably when the pain got too great, she went for help but never made it. Or maybe she knew the end was near and didn’t want to die alone.


    Some boys found her not too far from the Village. They ran and got their elders who brought Liz to the healing hut. The conjurer was summoned. When it was realized that it was too late to help her, he performed a ritual for her afterlife. All they were told by the authorities who spoke with the Gullah when they claimed the body and investigated the death was that it would protect her soul upon her death. They wondered if it had been anything like the ceremony they had witnessed so many years ago. They all hoped so.


    After her body had been taken to the morgue and officially released by the coroner, he asked where the next-of-kin wanted it sent.


    “Mom always loved this place and chose to spend her final days here, so I think that’s where she would want to be buried. If that’s okay with you,” Grace said.


    “Absolutely,” Lydia agreed.


    Arrangements were made, and Sonya, Michael, John and Julia and their kids, Grace, Lydia, Chris, and Mattie assembled for the ceremony. The Goldbergs did not attend. They wanted a traditional Jewish ceremony and burial, even though Liz had not been raised in that manner. They didn’t want any part of this “ridiculous” event.


    She was buried near the entrance to the maritime forest. Julia attempted a Gullah burial ritual, but no one had any idea if she did it right. They thought that Liz would have liked it.
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    A few months later, Lydia flew back to Georgetown to sign the papers for the sale of her house. She had thought that she would feel sad, but she was relieved instead. That house belonged to another lifetime. She could have done her part of the closing simply by signing the papers and sending them back by courier but had promised Liz that she would keep an eye on Grace. Besides, Grace wanted to make a time capsule like her mom had done. Everyone agreed that was a good idea. They needed to do this—to remember Liz and to celebrate her life. Grace had agreed with Lydia that the money her mom had left for the Sanctuary should be used to help open Camp Sanctuary. Grace and Marla wanted to be counselors. Sonya and Julia were going to help with grant applications, permits, and the business end of it. John had agreed to donate his time with whatever construction projects were needed, such as handicapped accessible ramps.


    Lydia would be in charge of activities and volunteers.


    Grace had brought a big metal box, and they all put their items into it without telling anyone what they were. It would be a surprise when they opened it in twenty years. Hopefully, it would be the same group that was assembled today. They began by enjoying a classic Carolina Kit with silly and sentimental toasts to Liz and concluded by burying the box beside Liz’s grave.


    They couldn’t help but notice that ever since Liz had been buried, a lone heron kept watch over the site. Every so often, the shorebird would swoop down and land on the tombstone. It stayed there for a long time before taking flight. It circled the gravesite before disappearing into the canopy of trees. And then as suddenly as it disappeared, it would reappear again. It was odd given that herons never come as far inland as the maritime forest. They preferred the marshlands. The Gullah believe that people’s souls can inhabit the bodies of animals and that they always return in some form to protect their loved ones. Lydia wasn’t sure if she believed that, but Julia and Grace were happy to believe that her spirit was watching over them and the island.


    If it gave them peace, Lydia was content to let them think whatever they wanted. She was glad that Julia and John and their kids had already bonded with Grace. Marla and Grace were already like sisters. There was only a two-year age difference, so they had a lot in common. Julia had told the CGFs that she knew what had happened wasn’t Grace’s fault, so she had no problem with her. She would always treat her like family and watch out for her. But she wasn’t sure if she would ever be able to forgive Liz and John.


    To her credit, she was giving it her best effort. Julia and John were going to therapy once a week, and hopefully they would work through their issues in time. Julia was also going once a week on her own to discuss her own issues, including her mother and her many neuroses and phobias. There would be so much grieving and healing for all of them, but they would get through it—together.
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    Lydia and Chris were on the front porch waiting for everyone. Once they had all convened, they would leave the island and go their separate ways but knew that they would always remain an integral part of each other’s lives.


    “I hate to hurry everyone, but my water just broke,” Sonya announced from the doorway.


    It looked like there would be a new member of the Carolina Girls Forever before long.


    And wasn’t it great that this new life was beginning at the Sanctuary?
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    DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


    1. Who’s your favorite character and why?


    2. Which character is most like you?


    3. Which character most surprised you?


    4. Do you think that Lydia will eventually move back to the Lowcountry? Why or why not?


    5. Do you have a longtime BFF from whom you’ve kept a big secret, or whom you think is keeping a big secret from you? Has it affected your friendship?


    6. What did you think was the funniest scene? The most poignant?


    7. Can you identify with the fears and insecurities of these characters, such as Julia’s many phobias, Lydia’s need to take care of people, Liz’s free spirit, and Sonya’s low self-esteem?


    8. Have you tried any of the Carolina Kit recipes? Are you familiar with Lowcountry cooking? Do you have a favorite recipe?


    9. Did the ending surprise you? Would you have preferred if a different character had died? Would you like to see a sequel? What would you like to happen in the sequel?


    10. Have you ever visited the Lowcountry? If not, did this book make you want to? If you have been to this region, what’s your favorite place and why? A heritage corridor was established to recognize the Lowcountry’s Sea Islands. Is that enough or should they do more to preserve and protect these people, their culture, and this region?
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    COCA-COLA CAKE


    For the cake:


    2 cups sugar


    2 cups all-purpose flour


    1 1/2 cups small marshmallows


    1/2 cup butter or margarine


    1/2 cup vegetable oil


    3 tablespoons cocoa


    1 cup Coca-Cola®


    1 teaspoon baking soda


    1/2 cup buttermilk


    2 eggs


    1 teaspoon vanilla extract


    Preheat oven to 350 degrees. In a bowl, sift sugar and flour. Add marshmallows. In saucepan, mix butter, oil, cocoa, and Coca-Cola. Bring to a boil and pour over dry ingredients. Blend well. Dissolve baking soda in buttermilk just before adding to batter along with eggs and vanilla extract, mixing well. Pour into a well-greased 9x13 inch pan and bake 35 to 45 minutes. Remove from oven and frost immediately.


    For the frosting:


    1/2 cup butter


    3 tablespoons cocoa


    6 tablespoons Coca-Cola®


    1 box (16 ounces) confectioners’ sugar


    1 teaspoon vanilla extract


    1 cup chopped pecans


    To make frosting, combine butter, cocoa and Coca-Cola in a saucepan. Bring to a boil and pour over confectioners’ sugar, blending well. Add vanilla extract and pecans. Spread over cake while mixture is still warm. When cool, cut into squares and serve.


    


    

  


  
    



    HUMMINGBIRD CAKE


    For the cake:


    3 cups all-purpose flour


    2 cups white sugar


    1 teaspoon salt


    1 teaspoon baking soda


    1 teaspoon ground cinnamon


    3 eggs


    1 1/2 cups vegetable oil


    1 1/2 teaspoons vanilla extract


    1 (8 ounces) can crushed pineapple, drained


    1 cup chopped walnuts


    2 cups diced bananas


    Do not use mixer. Use a spoon or spatula to combine flour, white sugar, salt, baking soda, and ground cinnamon. Add eggs and oil, stirring until dry ingredients are moistened. Stir in 1 1/2 teaspoons vanilla, pineapple, nuts and bananas. Pour into 3x9 inch pans, greased and floured. Bake at 350 degrees for 25–30 minutes or until cake tests done.


    For the frosting:


    1 (8 ounces) package cream cheese, softened


    1/2 cup butter


    4 cups confectioners’ sugar


    1 teaspoon vanilla extract


    Combine cream cheese and butter (or margarine). Cream until smooth. Add confectioners’ sugar, beating until light and fluffy. Stir in 1 teaspoon vanilla. Spread onto cooled cake.


    


    

  


  
    



    SWEET POTATO PONE (LARGE SWEET POTATO CUT INTO CHUNKS)


    1 cup brown sugar


    1 cup butter


    1teaspoon vanilla extract


    1 teaspoon cinnamon


    1/8 teaspoon nutmeg or pumpkin pie spice


    1/8 teaspoon salt


    1/3 cup condensed milk


    2 large eggs


    Preheat oven to 350 degrees F. Grease a 5x9 inch loaf pan with butter or oil. Place the sweet potato chunks into a large pot and cover with salted water. Bring to a boil, reduce heat to medium-low, cover and simmer until tender for about 20 minutes. Drain and transfer to a large bowl. Mash the potatoes with a potato masher. Add the brown sugar, butter, condensed milk, vanilla extract, cinnamon, and salt to the mashed potato. Beat with a wire whisk until fluffy. Crack the eggs into the bowl and continue whisking until the mixture is light in color. Pour into the prepared pan. Bake in the preheated oven until golden brown for about 90 minutes.
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    FRIED GREEN TOMATOES


    3–4 medium green tomatoes


    1/2 teaspoon salt


    1/2 teaspoon pepper or lemon-pepper seasoning


    1 cup cornmeal mix


    1/2 cup buttermilk


    1 egg, lightly beaten


    vegetable oil (You can use other oils, such as canola or corn or blend but plain vegetable oil makes them crisper and more flavorful.)


    For best results, slice tomatoes one-quarter inch thick. Sprinkle both sides liberally with salt and pepper or lemon-pepper. Let sit for 20–30 minutes and then dip in buttermilk and egg mixture. Coat with cornmeal. In a large skillet, heat vegetable oil over medium-heat. Fry tomatoes for 3–4 minutes on each side or until tender and golden brown. Drain on paper towels. Serve immediately.


    


    

  


  
    



    CHARLESTON HUSHPUPPIES


    1 cup cornmeal


    1/4 cup flour


    2 teaspoons baking powder


    1/2 teaspoon salt


    1/2 cup milk


    1 finely chopped onion


    1 egg


    Mix cornmeal, flour, baking powder and salt. Break in egg and start beating. Slowly add milk and beat until it becomes a paste. Stir in onions. Drop a gob from a spoon into deep, hot grease. Remove when golden brown. Can be eaten warm or at room temperature.
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    WOO WOO


    Vodka


    Peach Schnapps


    Splash of cranberry


    Chill and pour into shot glasses.


    


    

  


  
    



    LOWCOUNTRY RUM TEA


    At one time, Charleston parties were known for potent tea-based drinks (such as this recipe), which were served in fine crystal punch bowls.


    1 1/2 cups boiling water


    4 Charleston Tea Plantation Governors Gray tea bags


    1/2 to 1 cup sugar


    2 1/2 cups whiskey


    1 1/2 cups rum


    1/2 cup real lemon juice


    1/2 cup orange liqueur (such as triple sec)


    1 (32 ounces) bottled seltzer water, chilled


    Pour boiling water over tea bags. Cover and steep for 4 minutes (use a timer). Remove and discard tea bags. Stir in sugar immediately and keep stirring until completely dissolved. Add whiskey, rum, lemon juice, and triple sec. Cover and chill for at least two hours. Stir in seltzer water. Serve over ice.


    


    

  


  
    



    SWEET TEA


    Pour boiling water over tea bags. Cover and steep for 4 minutes (use a timer). Remove and discard tea bags. Stir in sugar immediately and keep stirring until completely dissolved. Add ice and lemon wedges or spirals to garnish.
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    BENNE WAFERS


    1 cup sesame seeds, toasted


    1 cup firmly packed dark brown sugar


    1/2 stick unsalted butter, softened


    1 egg, lightly beaten


    1/2 cup all-purpose flour


    1/4 teaspoon salt


    1/8 teaspoon baking powder


    1 teaspoon fresh-squeezed lemon juice


    1/2 teaspoon vanilla extract


    Preheat oven to 325 degrees F. Cover cookie sheets in parchment paper or lightly oil them. Toast the sesame seeds in a heavy skillet over medium heat until they are golden brown. Beat the brown sugar and butter together in a medium-sized bowl for several minutes until fluffy. Beat in the egg. Whisk together the flour, salt, and baking powder, then add these dry ingredients to the butter, sugar, egg mixture. Mix well. Stir in the toasted sesame seeds, vanilla extract, and lemon juice.


    OPTIONAL: Chill the dough for 30 minutes in the refrigerator. This makes it easier to drop the cookies on the sheets. Drop by teaspoonful onto prepared cookie sheets, leaving space for the cookies to spread. Bake for approximately 15 minutes, or until the edges are slightly brown. Cool for a minute or two on the cookie sheets then transfer to a rack to continue cooling. Makes 2–4 dozen, depending on the size of your spoonfuls.


    *This recipe is from Old Colony Bakery in Charleston. This bakery has been selling benne wafers since 1940.


    


    The History of the Benne Wafer


    Unique to the Lowcountry since colonial times, benne (the Bantu-word for sesame) originated in Africa. Sesame is a versatile seed that can be used in many of the same ways as nuts. It has a nutty, sweet aroma and a sweet, buttery taste. When toasted, its flavor intensifies, yielding an almost almond- or peanut butter-like flavor. Many Southern recipes call for sesame seed, but none are more popular than the benne wafer. The Bantu (and Charlestonians) believe eating these cookies brings good luck.


    


    

  


  
    



    SHRIMP AND OKRA PILAU


    1 pound unpeeled, uncooked large shrimp


    1 cup smoked sausage, diced


    2 tablespoons butter


    1 cup diced sweet onion (Vidalia onion is great choice)


    1 garlic clove, chopped


    1/2 cup celery, diced


    4 large ripe tomatoes, peeled, seeded, and chopped


    2 cups chicken or shrimp broth


    1 cup sliced okra (fresh)


    3 tablespoons chopped fresh parsley


    1 tablespoon real lemon juice


    1 teaspoon dried crushed red pepper


    2 teaspoons hot sauce


    1 teaspoon Worcestershire sauce


    2 cups cooked rice


    3 green onions, thinly sliced


    Peel and devein shrimp. Cook sausage in a large Dutch oven over medium-low heat, stirring often for about 5 minutes or until golden brown. Remove sausage, reserve drippings in Dutch oven. Melt butter in drippings. Stir in onion and garlic and sauté for 3 minutes or until tender. Add celery and cook for 2 minutes. Stir in tomatoes and chicken broth. Bring to a boil. Reduce heat to low and simmer for 30 minutes. Stir in shrimp, sausage, and okra and cook for 5 minutes. Stir in parsley, lemon juice, red pepper, hot sauce, and Worcestershire sauce. Season with salt and pepper to taste. Serve over hot cooked rice and top with green onions. Garnish with grilled and halved okra, if desired.
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