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Praise for

THE SAME SWEET GIRLS

“King brings sympathetic characters to vivid life and explores the bonds of friendship. This winning tale should make her a household name.”

—Booklist

“The story’s gentle Southern humor and warmth shine. The characters are true to life, and readers will sympathize with their struggles.”

—Publishers Weekly

“[King] has an eagle eye for life as we are living it right this red-hot minute . . . a talent for creating memorable characters who reveal themselves in juicy dialogue and smart-talking commentary.”

—Mobile Register

“King’s previous novels, The Sunday Wife and Making Waves, have been praised as ‘rich,’ ‘lush,’ and ‘enticing.’ Overall, The Same Sweet Girls is no different. Its emotional depth is apparent on almost every page, and it lends itself to the kind of immersion many readers desire in a novel.”

—Denver Post & Rocky Mountain News


DEDICATION

To the Same Sweet Girls, for all the years together.

I had better get the crown for this.

And always, to Patrick.


Camerado, I give you my hand!

I give you my love more precious than money,

I give you myself before preaching or law;

Will you give me yourself? Will you come travel with me?

Shall we stick by each other as long as we live?

WALT WHITMAN, from “Song of the Open Road”
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Corrine

BLUE MOUNTAIN, GEORGIA

Although we call ourselves the Same Sweet Girls, none of us are girls anymore. And I’m not sure that any of us are now, or ever have been, sweet. Nice, maybe, and polite, certainly. All southern girls are raised to be nice and polite, can’t be anything but, regardless of how mean-spirited we might be deep down. The illusion of sweetness, that’s all that counts. We don’t have to be sincerely sweet, but by God we have to be good at faking it. Southern girls will stab you in the back, same as anyone else, but we’ll give you a sugary smile while doing it.

The question is, are the Same Sweet Girls sweet? Hardly. But one thing’s for sure: We’re the same. We are the same complicated, screwy, mixed-up, love-each-other-one-minute and hate-each-other-the-next group of women we were when we met thirty years ago. I guess we were sweeter then, at age eighteen; we were certainly more naive and less sophisticated. I’d like to say virginal, but that wouldn’t quite be true. Not of everyone. Okay, I was. Unlike the others, I was fresh off the farm, as wide-eyed and gullible as a newborn calf. But a couple of us were already damaged, innocence long gone. Those of us with a trace of naïveté left at age eighteen were soon to lose it; we just didn’t know it then. I can promise you this: Not a single one of the Same Sweet Girls has a smidgen of it left today.

We’re the same, but we’re also different, if that makes sense. The group—the SSGs, we call ourselves—formed when we were in college together, roommates, suite-mates, tennis or lab partners. We got our name from a silly little incident that we still relate to each other, telling the story over and over as though we haven’t heard it a million times already. Finding ourselves away from home for the first time, in the intimate environment of an all-girls’ school, we became friends for life. We forged our clique then, our group of six girls, and we became closer than sisters. We scheduled classes together, stayed up half the night gossiping and giggling, went home with each other during weekends and holidays. As close as we were then, however, we were only truly bound together when one of us was lost, three years after graduation. When you’re in your early twenties and invincible, death is a life-changing experience, a sobering wake-up call unlike any other.

I clung to the Same Sweet Girls then, loving them as I’d not done before. Before, life was one big party, the whole basis for our friendship; afterward, we were tightly bound, as though knitted together with unseen but indestructible threads. In tears, we stood apart from the crowd of mourners at the grave of one of our own, linked hands, and promised to remain friends, to always be the Same Sweet Girls we were then. Five felt like such an odd, lopsided number that we moved quickly to fill the gap, becoming the magic six again. Too quickly, some of us thought later. But … that’s another story, for another time.

Today the six of us do not live in the same place; some of us are geographically separated by hundreds of miles. But somehow, we manage to stay as close as we were when living in the same dorm, all those years ago. Some years I’ve seen the others only at our biannual get-togethers, in early summer and late fall. There have been times when job or family obligations kept us apart. After graduation we started our careers, then we married, had babies, raised families. Things like sick children, school plays or Little League games, proms, funerals, weddings, graduations would keep us from attending our gatherings. Inevitably, when that happened, we grieved our absence from the group as though we’d never see each other again. Now that we’re older, for the most part our kids grown and gone, we see each other more often, and we’re all more aware of the passing of time, the shocking awareness that one day we’ll attend a gathering of the Same Sweet Girls, and it will be our last one.

When I’m describing the Same Sweet Girls to other people, I usually tell them it’s helpful to group us in twos. Lanier and I were former roommates, as were Julia and Astor; then there’s the odd couple, Byrd and Rosanelle. (Poor Byrd, getting stuck with Rosanelle, but there again, that’s another story.) Paired like that, we seem like polar opposites, but we aren’t, really. I’m considered the weird one of the group, and I’ll admit I’ve earned that honor. Most people think artists are weird, anyway, but me—I’m a gourd artist. As the other SSGs say, with much eye rolling, how many of those do you know? My former roommate, Lanier Sanders, doesn’t do weird, being not only a former jock but also a nurse, which is such a prosaic profession for someone like Lanier. Lanier would have been a doctor—a good one—had she not flunked out of medical school her first year. Not because she’s dumb; although she struggled in the humanities, Lanier’s plenty smart in math and science. Here’s the thing about Lanier—lovable as she is, she will always find a way to screw up her life. Almost fifty years old, and she is still doing it. But I don’t have any room to talk, since I’ve been pretty good at that myself.

Like Lanier and me, Julia and Astor were college roommates. The school we attended, the Methodist College for Women in Brierfield, Alabama (nicknamed The W), paired you up; you didn’t get to choose like you do in most schools, the Methodists preferring to mix their poor scholarship students in with the more privileged ones. If it hadn’t been for the incident our freshman year that made us the Same Sweet Girls, I’d never have gotten to know Julia Dupont or Astor Deveaux, either one. Unlike me, a shy little art major, both Julia and Astor were hot stuff on campus. Classically beautiful in a Grace Kelly sort of way, Julia Dupont was from a wealthy old family in Mobile. Her mother had gone to some fancy boarding school with the dean of women, which was how Julia ended up at The W. It was a year after we became friends before we discovered the real reason Julia was there. Thirty years later, it still surprises me.

What to say about Astor Deveaux? How about, she and I have a rather complicated relationship. I’m not sure what kind of weird chemistry there is between us, but it’s been going on since the first day we met, in an Interpretative Dance class. Lanier accuses me of not even liking Astor, but that’s not quite true. I don’t trust her, I’ll admit, and we’ve had numerous clashes. But like everyone else, I’m fascinated by her. From Lake Charles, Louisiana, Astor Deveaux came to The W on a dance scholarship and intrigued everyone on campus. None of us Alabama hicks had ever seen anyone like her; we’d certainly never seen anyone so talented. Astor went on to dance on Broadway, until she got too old to get good parts. Then she moved back to Alabama, unfortunately. See?—that’s what I mean. I’m always making cracks like that about Astor, and I’m not even sure why. But one thing I do know—I’ve got better sense than to turn my back on her.

I group Byrd and Rosanelle together because they’re the most normal ones of the Same Sweet Girls (which isn’t saying a whole lot, believe me). Byrd McCain is plain and simple and unpretentious. We’ve nicknamed her Mama Byrd, a role she fits to a tee. She certainly plays it well, and if on occasion Byrd plays it too well, giving out advice, being uptight or disapproving … we always forgive her. She’s that lovable. Rosanelle Tilley is another story, but she’s not really one of us. She’s who we inherited after Byrd’s roommate, one of the original six, was killed in a car wreck, and we felt the need to fill the gap. Rosanelle’s also the one who unintentionally gave us our name, the Same Sweet Girls. This will tell you everything you need to know about Rosanelle—she’s flattered that we named our group after something she once said, not realizing that, as usual, we were being ironic and facetious. Thirty years have gone by, and she still doesn’t get it.

It all sounds so serious, telling it like this, but it’s anything but. Over the years, we’ve developed a lot of silly rituals that I’m embarrassed to tell other people about, especially now that we’re almost fifty years old. We crown a queen and have royal edicts and all sorts of stuff like that. Each year the crown goes to the one who can prove that she’s the most deserving. And what does she have to do to land the coveted crown? Why, be the sweetest one of all, of course. She campaigns all year for the crown, then has to convince the rest of us that she’s done enough sugary deeds to earn the coveted title. The highlight of our summer weekend is when each of us summarizes our campaign for the crown during a ten-minute presentation. Like the pope, the queen is elected by secret ballot. Naturally, the first year everyone voted for herself, so we had to change the rules. It’s not considered a sweet thing to do, to vote for yourself, and if you do so, you’re disqualified.

Even more embarrassing, we have our own coded language that we call Girl Talk. It’s been going on for so many years that it’s hard to remember where most of it originated. The punch lines of popular jokes make the rounds, but we tire of them and they fall by the wayside, due to our overuse. Our most enduring Girl Talk comes from stories we repeat ad nauseam, year after year. Lanier provided one of the lines we use most often by telling us the story of the elderly woman who was a patient of hers. When Lanier took her vital signs and asked her how she was feeling, the lady said, “Terrible, just terrible. My rheumatism’s worse than ever; I can’t lift my arms; my back’s killing me; and I can’t walk without hurting. But it’s being so cheerful that keeps me going.” The other two most popular Girl Talk lines were provided by Astor, years ago. When she lived in New York, her best friend was a gay dancer named Ron. Astor would take Ron shopping with her because if she picked out the wrong thing, Ron would shake his head sadly and say, “Oh, honey, no.” On the occasions Ron didn’t go with her and she showed up wearing one of her mistakes, Ron would sigh, roll his eyes, and say, “Girl, what were you thinking?”

With the Girl Talk, the crowning of the queen, the royal salute, the procession, and the edicts, our get-togethers have become ritualized to the point that they’re pure theater, and anyone peeking in a window at us would swear we’re all crazy as loons. Which we are. One of these days, we’ll stop being the Same Sweet Girls and start calling ourselves the Same Crazy Fools, I suppose. Some would say that day is fast approaching. But in the meantime, we’ll be the Same Sweet Girls, who aren’t girls anymore, and who aren’t sweet and never have been. We’ll keep crowning our queen and going through our rituals and loving each other and sometimes hating each other, because we’ve done it so long it’s become a part of us. It’s a big part of who we are and how we got to be that way. It’s where we are today and how we got from there to here. It’s our story.
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Lanier

DAUPHIN ISLAND, ALABAMA

Mama always called me sassy, and bless her heart, my smart mouth nearly drove her to drinking. If you looked up “sweet old southern lady” in the dictionary, there would be a picture of my mama, wearing pearls with her apron. For some reason I have Mama on my mind today. Guess because it’s been several weeks since I’ve gone to Selma to visit her in the nursing home. I feel bad when I visit her and worse when I don’t. Last time I was there, she didn’t know me from a houseplant. Poor Mama. Sometimes I think it was having me for a daughter that made her lose her mind. It’s all my fault.

Maybe it’s the dolphins jumping in the bay this afternoon that make me think of Mama and Daddy and the so-called good old days of my childhood. Actually, they were. Good old days, that is. Sometimes I think I ought to make up some dysfunctional stuff so I’ll fit in with everyone else. The Same Sweet Girls say I had the best childhood of all of us, and I reckon they’re right. Truth is, I didn’t think about it one way or the other when I was a kid. I just lived it. I was raised in a pretty little town, Selma, Alabama, which later got famous for the civil rights stuff. But in the fifties when I came along, it was just home, where my grandparents and most of my relatives lived, and where my daddy was a judge. Mama was a homemaker and did the country club and the Episcopal church ladies and all that stuff. Actually, I spent about as much time at the country club as Mama did because I played tennis and golf all the time. So guess I had one of those—what do you call it?—idyllic childhoods.

We spent most of our summers here, on Dauphin Island, in this old fishing cabin where I’ve been staying the last three months. As I stand on the back deck and watch the dolphins playing around in the bay, I remember naming this place when I was eight. Lord, that’s forty years ago now! Five acres of prime waterfront real estate on Mobile Bay, this property and cabin had been in Daddy’s family for years without being named anything, just called the Brewer place by the locals. When we piled in the car and drove three hours south to get here, we just said we were going to Dauphin Island to our fishing cabin. (I thought it was “Dolphin” Island until I was ten.) I pitched one of my fits, insisted the property needed a name, and we should call it Dolphin Cove. Damn if Daddy didn’t go for it, even making a sign in his workshop and hanging it up on the gatepost. The thing’s still out front but I’ve got to fix it, because it’s loose and flops around whenever the wind blows hard. When I first moved in here, it banged around in a rainstorm and liked to have scared the devil out of me.

I watch the dolphins jumping around, bobbing up and down like they’re showing off for me, and I raise my wineglass to them in a salute. Not a coincidence that I named this place Dolphin Cove—I’ve always loved dolphins. They’re like pure magic to me, and I used to swim with them when I was a kid. The Same Sweet Girls don’t believe that, even Corrine. First time the SSGs met here, everyone got so excited when they saw the dolphins that they almost fell off the pier. “I swam in the bay with them when I was a little girl,” I told them, not dreaming they’d think I was bullshitting them. When everyone pooh-poohed me, I jumped right into the bay with all my clothes on—of course I’d had a few drinks—and swam out to where the dolphins were. I spooked them splashing around, and they took off like I was the guy who chased that big whale we studied about in American Lit. What was his name, Captain Arab? The book was Moby-Dick, I know, because I called it Mo’ Big Dick, just to aggravate Byrd, who was in class with me that semester. Anyway, with the SSGs yelling at me to get my butt back to the pier, right then, I tried to grab a dolphin and almost drowned myself. Corrine screamed bloody murder and poor Julia cried until I managed to crawl back on the pier, soaking wet and sober. It was one of those things that was funny afterward but not at the time—Corrine actually grabbed me by the shoulders and shook me, like she was my mama or something. In an attempt to lighten things up, Astor said, “Girl, what were you thinking?” but nobody laughed, even me.

I tried to explain to Corrine that I have a thing for dolphins, like they’re my soul mates or something. I figured Corrine of all people would go for that, since she’s into all sorts of New Age stuff. But she was too scared and mad to listen to me. I said maybe I was a dolphin in a previous life. And Corrine said, “Yeah, Lanier, guess that’s where all the crazy karma comes from.” Maybe she’s right. If so, I must have been one bad-ass dolphin.

I wait until the dolphins disappear from view, moving further and further out to sea, before turning away and going back into the cabin. I’ve put this off long enough, by God. I have to get the house cleaned up. It’s a disgrace. For three months I’ve lived here like I was on a camping trip or something, and the place is a wreck. The big weekend is coming up, the annual gathering of the Same Sweet Girls, and the girls will have a hissy fit when they see what a mess the cabin’s in.

The SSGs love this place almost as much as I do. The first summer after graduation, when we decided to have our first SSG get-together, we had it here. I had to beg; everyone wanted to go to Gulf Shores instead. I promised them we could go to the beach whenever we wanted to, since Gulf Shores is not that far. Once everyone got here, I was scared they wouldn’t like it, since it’s so isolated. Although it’s real pretty here, there’s not a blame thing to do except sit on the deck or the pier, watch the dolphins and seabirds, gossip, and get drunk. Dixie Lee was alive then, bless her heart, and she said, “And the bad part is …?” which kind of broke the ice.

We didn’t go to the beach the whole weekend, we just lazed around the cabin laughing and talking and drinking rum punch. Well, we did a little crabbing, too, the girls surprising me by enjoying that so much, something I’d done all my life. They loved catching the crabs, thought they were so cute, but did not like cooking them. Corrine grabbed my arm and stopped me when I started to drop one of the squirming crabs into a pot of boiling water. She’s always been too tenderhearted, which is part of the reason she’s had such a sad life. I ended up throwing the crabs back into the bay and going into town to buy crabmeat for my she-crab soup. Corrine wouldn’t even taste it and still won’t, to this day.

I get the mop and the bucket and the Clorox and Mr. Clean and start cleaning up. Before I tackle the house, I make myself go down to the pier. Daddy added a little gazebo-like thing with benches—another project from his workshop—and all the fannies that have sat on the benches over the years have worn them smooth as driftwood. But the benches are grimy and nasty now, so I spray them with Fantastik and wipe them off with paper towels. The walkway of the pier is white-speckled with seagull doo-doo, making it look like a crazy artist flung a paintbrush over it, so I unwind the hose and wash it off good. The queen’s promenade down the pier is a Same Sweet Girl tradition, one of my favorites. We can’t have the queen slipping on seagull doo and busting her royal ass, can we?

It takes me a couple of hours and several trash bags to clean up the cabin, it’s such a mess. Don’t know how I’ve let it get so bad in such a short time. The cabin’s real simple, what a decorator would call rustic. Julia once called it shabby chic, but Astor muttered, “Guess I missed the chic part.” There’s one big central room, with plank walls and pine posts from the floor to the ceiling. The kitchen area’s sectioned off from the sitting area by a counter that doubles as an eating bar. The back of the room is the best because of the floor-to-ceiling glass doors and windows looking out over Mobile Bay, with all the sofas and chairs turned to face the great view. On either side are the bedrooms, two on each side. That’s it, except for the deck in back, where the steps lead down to the bay.

Plopping down on the old wicker sofa, I try not to break my arm patting myself on the back. It looks good, clean as an angel’s underwear, as Mama used to say, but living here now, rather than just vacationing, I see that it leaves a lot to be desired. Truth is, it’s pretty tacky. Both Mama and my grandmother furnished it with their throwaways, a few “beachy”-looking pieces thrown in, like the wicker sofa and rocker. I don’t know how much longer I’m going to be camping out here, but I ought to fix it up, make it not only more comfortable but prettier. My house in Reform, now that’s what you call well decorated. Ought to be; Paul and I paid a fortune to that hotshot decorator from Columbus, Mississippi, to fix it up, after we restored it. Paul and I … better not go there now, or I’ll end up squalling again, and I won’t get a thing done. I stand up, hands on hips, and look around. I’m not sure of the best approach for a makeover. Repainting the walls? Putting rugs on the bare floors? Nuking the whole place and starting over?

I go outside and down the wooden stairs to the storage area under the house. Since it’s on stilts, there’s not only a parking area under there but also lots of room to store stuff, which Mama did after Daddy died, before she got sick and ended up in the nursing home. But rummaging through it, I don’t find anything I like, except a big pink ceramic lamp that looks like a tallywacker. Being the mean person I am, I put it in the room where Rosanelle always stays, she and Byrd. Poor Byrd, getting stuck with Rosanelle every time, as though it was Byrd’s fault that Dixie Lee was her roommate and Rosanelle the replacement. Once I had too much rum punch and horrified everyone by saying that the worst thing about Dixie Lee dying was how we ended up with Rosanelle taking her place. (Obviously, this was one of those times when Rosanelle didn’t come.) My comment even shocked Astor, who’s pretty unshockable, and everyone agreed I’d never be crowned queen again, saying such terrible, unsweet things. I felt real bad about it, I swear I did, because I didn’t really mean it. I like Rosanelle fine, bad as she gets on my nerves. Truth is, I’m not a sweet person, but most of the time, I’m able to fake it pretty good.

I get this wild hair up my butt and decide to decorate, not just clean up. Except for a few nice pieces of Corrine’s artwork, her gourds that look like fancy vases and bowls, everything here is so tacky I can’t stand it anymore. I load up three big boxes—old-timey chenille bedspreads, plaid and floral throw pillows, faded rugs that look like they survived the Civil War, they’re so old—and haul them to Mobile, to the Goodwill thrift store. Then I shop, going to Pier 1 Imports and blowing a whole month’s paycheck. I buy bedspreads in Indian batiks and a red-patterned throw from the Himalayas to spruce up the sofa. I get kilim floor pillows and a green-edged sisal rug. The sales clerk, a skinny college girl with little-bitty ears pierced about fifty times, talks me into getting these precious hanging lamps that she calls “jewel-globed,” telling me the colors are amethyst and ruby and emerald. I’ve always been a sucker for talk like that. Taking her advice, I buy enough scented candles to burn Mobile to the ground and smell good doing it. In a fancy kitchen store at the Outlet Mall, I splurge on bamboo placemats and at least a million baskets, every size and shape imaginable. On a roll, I can’t seem to stop myself buying stuff. I’ve always hated to shop, which caused Paul to swear I was lacking in some essential female gene, but today, I see why it’s considered such fun. By leaving the hatch open in my car, I’m able to take home two five-feet-tall ficus plants in sea-grass baskets as well as half a dozen hanging spider plants. If I can’t decorate it, I’ll hide it.

By nine o’clock that night, I’m worn out. I’ve only stopped once, to eat dry granola from the box, standing up by the sink. I emptied the fridge when I cleaned it, and my cupboards are bare; how they’ll be till payday. I’ve never had to worry about money before, never in my life, and I feel guilty how I’ve always taken things for granted. You know, things like groceries and the light bill. I’ve found out in the last few months that nothing makes you feel poorer than being hungry. Because I haven’t had to think about it in the past, I do dumb things like spending all my money buying jewel-globed lamps instead of groceries. Tomorrow I’ll have to hit the crab pots again, just to have something for supper. Once the SSGs get here this weekend, though, there will be plenty to eat because our dishes have become part of the ritual.

For a bunch of weight-conscious women, we eat like field hands when we get together. Julia will have her chef fix that great chicken salad with red grapes and toasted pecans in it, which I could eat by the gallon, and she’ll also bring her pimento cheese. The other girls make sandwiches out of it, but I’ve been known to sit cross-legged on the floor with the bowl of pimento cheese in one hand and a spoon in the other. Mama Byrd brings comfort food: garlic-grits casseroles and her tomato-and-Vidalia-onion pie. I ate a whole one the first year, all by myself, so since then, she’s been bringing half a dozen, one for each of us. First time she brought that many, Astor made me mad by saying that Byrd brought one pie for the SSGs and five for me. That wasn’t what pissed me off, actually; it was the way Astor rolled her eyes and carried on about me eating a whole pie. I stuck out my tongue at her and she said no wonder your ass is so big and I said you can kiss mine, and she said she’d better get started, then, because it’d take her a while. We ended up having a pure-tee fight about it.

The next year, after we’d all graduated, we had the gathering here again—the beginning of the tradition—and Astor flew in from New York with a cheesecake from some famous Yankee place up there. Since then she always brings the desserts. Not that Astor cooks them; she’s about as domestic as a bird dog. Recently, she’s been bringing healthy, sugar-free stuff that we all hate, things like tofu and fruit with Sweet’N Low on it. Take last year. Astor brought a prune cake from a new bakery in Birmingham and told us it was sweetened with fructose or something. After supper we got about half-crocked and took the cake down to the pier, where we broke off chunks of it and fed the fish.

After a thirty-minute shower (Oh, God, how will I pay the water bill?), I go to bed on new sheets from the Ralph Lauren outlet. They feel as soft as a baby’s behind, which they’d damn sure better, at fifty dollars a sheet. A breeze, tasting of salt and smelling of the ocean, blows in the opened windows (that way I don’t have to run the air-conditioner), and I doze off. When the phone rings, I can’t think what the sound is, what has jerked me out of sleep. I think it’s the alarm and I’ve got to be at the hospital. When I grope for the phone, a catch in my back surprises me, what I get for getting down on my all-fours and scrubbing the floors, like a pure fool. A good deed never goes unpunished. I answer without turning on the lamp. “Yeah?”

“Lanier? You there?”

It’s Astor. I fall back on the pillow, wishing I hadn’t answered. Conversations with Astor can be exhausting; she’s nothing if not high maintenance. “I’m asleep,” I tell her, throwing in a yawn for good measure.

Her laugh is skeptical. “Oh, bull,” Astor says. “Don’t give me that. You’ve got someone with you, right?”

“Listen, can I call you back in the morning? I cleaned up the house and …”

“Someone’s there,” she repeats, ignoring me. “Who is it, Roland Pierce?”

That wakes me up. “Not funny, Astor. Even for you, that’s a low one.”

“Calm down, Sidney Lanier,” she sighs. “Don’t get your panties in a wad.” Astor tells everyone that she always does yoga while on the phone, so I picture her twisted like a pretzel, the phone hooked up to headgear. “I’m calling to see if you knew that Byrd has gone to Blue Mountain to pick up Corrine,” she says.

I sit up against the wicker headboard, pulling a pillow behind me. “Byrd’s gone to Corrine’s? Why would she do that?” Our travel is habitual. For our get-togethers here, Corrine drives from Blue Mountain to Birmingham to Byrd’s house, and they travel together to Mobile. Since moving back to Alabama, Astor’s been going to Montgomery and picking Julia up. Rosanelle drives down by herself, since she usually visits with other alumni groups. That way, she can write the weekend off as part of her job. In October, when we meet in Blue Mountain, we reverse the process, me going to Birmingham to travel with Byrd, Julia picking up Astor. Only a few times have there been any variations in our patterns. Byrd driving to Blue Mountain to pick up Corrine is definitely weird. For some reason—maybe because I’m only half awake—it makes me uneasy.

“I have no idea why Byrd would do that,” Astor says, with that breathlessness she gets when she’s either excited or nosing around in somebody else’s business. Why Byrd picking Corrine up would interest Astor is beyond me, except she’s so nosy. Since moving back she’s been in hog heaven, all wrapped up in the boring little dramas of our lives. She goes on to say, “When I called Byrd tonight, Buster told me she’d gone to Blue Mountain to get Corrine. I was afraid that something might be wrong.”

“Nothing that I know of. Corrine’s car is a piece of crap, as you know, so maybe Byrd got it in her head that Corrine wouldn’t make it to Birmingham. Probably nothing more than that.” I’d almost fallen for Astor’s dramatics again, gotten myself all worked up. “Guess we’ll find out this weekend,” I add, yawning.

“If Corrine decides to be her usual murky, mysterious self, we won’t. And quit yawning, Lanier, you’re making me sleepy. Oh, did I tell you, I’m leaving for Julia’s right after my afternoon dance class so her chef can fix those crab cakes of his, just for me?” The way Astor emphasizes “just for me” in a playful, little-girl voice irritates me for some reason. Makes it sound like I’m supposed to be jealous or something. Determined not to let her get to me again, I say, “I love going to Julia’s now, with all those servants and chefs and bodyguards hanging around.”

She giggles. “Especially the bodyguards, huh? If I were Julia, I’d go after—oops … somebody’s beeping in. Hang on a minute.” Astor’s back in less than that time, breathless. “Nobody I need to talk to now. Thought it might be the nursing home.”

“Anything new with Mose?” I hold my breath guiltily. I’m too tired to hear it tonight.

“Guess you could say that. Earlier today he watered the potted plants on the front veranda, in full view of a group of visitors.”

“Yeah? That’s a good sign, if he’s taking an interest in gardening—”

Astor snorts. “He peed in them, Lanier. Can you imagine? The esteemed Mose Morehouse, rising up from his wheelchair and pissing in a flowerpot on the veranda of St. Mary’s. Oh, crap—another call coming in. I’d better catch this one.”

“Talk to you tomorrow,” I say, relieved she’s going, though the image of Mose and the flowerpot breaks my heart.

“Okay. And, Lanier? Give Roland Pierce a kiss for me.” Cackling like a wicked witch, Astor hangs up.

I put down the phone and swing my legs over the side of the bed, sitting in the dark. Sometimes Astor can be more irritating than Rosanelle, which is saying a mouthful. I’ve been fascinated by Astor since we first met, but she can be one royal pain in the ass. Here’s what is weird, though. Something about Astor makes you overlook that—which we’ve all done, again and again. Well, all of us except Corrine, that is. I don’t get it, whatever it is between the two of them. Sometimes I think Corrine actually dislikes Astor, but then we’ll all be together, laughing and talking and carrying on, and I’ll wonder where I got such a notion. One of the Same Sweet Girls couldn’t dislike another one, could she? We’d kick her out of the group, since it wouldn’t be sweet, and you can’t be an SSG if you’re not sweet. It’s an oxymoron, or whatever you call that thing. I wasn’t particularly good in English class.

Corrine and I met Astor Deveaux the first day of Interpretative Dance class, our freshman year at The W. We’d heard of Astor since she arrived on campus, of course; everyone had. Anyone out of the ordinary stood out at The W, and Astor was anything but ordinary. She’d come to The W on a dance scholarship provided by some rich alum who’d made a name for herself on Broadway. We’d heard there was competition all over the southeast for the coveted scholarship and that the girl from Louisiana who got it was really something. After college, Astor went on to dance on Broadway, too, and the SSGs always planned on taking a trip up to see her in a play, but we couldn’t get everyone together for that. Too much trouble. Some of us went on our own, though.

Even before our dance instructor introduced Astor as the scholarship winner who’d be assisting her in teaching the class and Astor made a theatrical bow, I knew who she was. Had to be. Since I’d never seen a real live Cajun before, I stared at her wide-eyed. “That’s her!” Corrine whispered, nudging me with her bony elbow. Then she leaned over and whispered again. “If that girl’s a Cajun, Lanier, I’ll kiss your behind.” I tried to shush her, but she added, “Bet you anything she’s a phony.” From that moment on, before they ever spoke to each other, the die was cast for Corrine and Astor’s up-and-down relationship.

I pick up the phone to call Corrine, find out why Byrd is picking her up, but don’t. It’s an hour later in the north Georgia mountains; Corrine will be asleep. Even in college she kept odd hours. First night, I figured I’d have to go to the housing council the very next morning and request a new roommate, much as I liked Corrine. Night and day we were, literally and figuratively. But I decided to give it a little longer, giving me time to get used to Corrine’s weirdness. Which wasn’t just her bedtime hours, believe me. For one thing, Corrine was the first person I’d ever met who had problems with clinical depression, something I knew nothing about. I wasn’t sure if that meant she’d spend a lot of time sitting and staring like a zombie, or if she’d talk to herself or something. God, I was so ignorant then! I knew The W would put me with a scholarship recipient, but I wasn’t expecting an art major, which was as strange to me as clinical depression.

Then, to top it off, I found out that Corrine’s “medium” was gourds. Gourds! I laughed my hiney off when she told me, but it shut me up when she hauled in a bunch of gourds that she’d won all sorts of prizes with and decorated our room with them. I’d never seen anything so cool! Matter of fact, I wouldn’t have even known they were gourds if she hadn’t told me. She’d carved or painted them in all sorts of really neat-looking designs. She’d even made musical instruments from some of them, little flutes and sitars and stuff. It used to make me feel really bad for Corrine when she had to sell one for spending money, because you could tell that she was attached to everything she made. She was snooty about it, too, refusing to give in to requests to make those crafty-looking gourds you see, the ones decorated like Santas or birdhouses, though she could’ve made a lot of money doing so. Corrine’s stuff was real art, and sure enough, after graduation, she went on to become sort of famous as a gourd artist. Which still sounds funny, to tell you the truth. To this day, I can’t even say the word “gourd” without getting tickled.

Both Astor and Rosanelle have told me—in strictest confidence, of course—that they think Corrine’s crazy as a loony bird. Talk about the pot calling the kettle black! One thing about Astor, though. She and Corrine have their little clashes, but deep down, I can tell that Astor really admires Corrine. I know for sure that she likes Corrine a whole lot better than Corrine likes her.

The reason I know how Astor feels about Corrine is this: At our get-togethers, the SSGs are always playing these silly little games, stuff like “If you wrote your autobiography, what would the title be?” Well, one year Astor said, “Let’s describe each other by using literary characters instead of adjectives.” Most of the time, I like the games a lot, but for some reason, that one struck me as the stupidest idea yet, and believe me, Astor’s come up with some lulus. When I pooh-poohed it, Astor told the others that I didn’t want to play because I wasn’t smart enough. She said that I didn’t know any literary characters or adjectives, and I said, “Oh, yeah—is that right, Lady Macbeth, you frigging bitch?” I thought Julia was going to fall off her chair laughing. I ended up playing the stupid game anyway, and Astor said that Corrine was Annabel Lee, which I thought was perfect. The reason is, Corrine is really pretty but in an unearthly sort of way, if you know what I mean. What makes her look kind of ghostly is her being so pale, with big round eyes, silver and clear as water. Then she’s got this long, curly, reddish-blonde hair, exactly like the picture of Annabel Lee in the American Lit book we used as sophomores.

I realize I can’t call Corrine this late because she’s been feeling puny lately, had some kind of bug. Which might be—it hits me—the reason Byrd has gone to get her. Corrine left me a couple of messages when I was working nights last week, saying she might not come to the SSG gathering this year since she couldn’t seem to shake whatever was ailing her. Because of her being a New Ager, she’s been to psychic healers and herbalists and stuff, but they haven’t helped. I’d pooh-poohed the idea of her not coming, calling her back and telling her she’d never get the crown again if she didn’t. And we haven’t talked since. I’d just assumed she was coming. Assumptions, Paul used to say; you can’t assume things in our profession. Got to have proof. He sure took that a whole lot more literally than I ever dreamed he would.

Paul. Almost every night, before going off to sleep, I have to stop myself from calling Paul, just to hear his voice. Sometimes I literally grab one hand with the other to keep myself from picking up the phone. But tonight I have it, right here. I punch in the numbers and wait for the ring. Since I’m no longer in the house to screen the calls, his service usually answers. But ever so often, I get him instead. Like tonight. My breath catches when he answers, and I say, “Paul?”

Must’ve had an all-nighter at the hospital last night, otherwise he wouldn’t be in bed already. “Paul?” I repeat.

“Who’s this?” He’s answered without thinking, sleep-dazed. I know him so well. Or so I thought. So I thought.

“Paul, it’s Lanier.”

“Who?”

I clear my throat, and speak louder. “It’s me, Lanier.”

The sound I hear is the rustling of the sheets as he moves across the bed to hang up the phone. “Paul—wait! Please, don’t hang up!” It’s too late. Hearing the click of the receiver, I throw the phone down. Before I know it, I’m crying again, though I haven’t cried over him for days. Weeks, maybe. I’ve been doing so much better. Serves me right. I had to hear his voice again, didn’t I? No matter that he hates my guts, that he can’t stand the sight of me or the sound of my voice, I had to twist the knife. Fumbling around on the bedside table, I find a tissue, wipe my eyes, and blow my nose.

Jesus, I’m such a slow learner! Either that, or a masochist. Haven’t I found out, over and over, that I can’t talk to Paul, Lindy, or Christopher without boo-hooing? Christopher calls occasionally, and I always cry, even after his most recent call, a happy one to tell me about his tennis scholarship to Vandy. He’s such a jock that I used to worry he couldn’t deal with emotional upsets, yet he’s handled this better than any of us. Lindy, on the other hand, won’t return my calls or answer my letters. Everyone tells me she just needs time, that she’ll come around if I let her grow up a bit. She just turned seventeen, and it’s been harder on her than any of us.

I can’t go back to sleep now; I’ve gotten myself all worked up, calling Paul and thinking about the kids. Pushing the pillows behind me, I sit up in the bed, yelping at the pain in my lower back, and open the drawer to the bedside table. Fumbling, I pull out my lesson book and fountain pen and wipe my eyes. Since I’m awake anyway, might as well write in my book. I’ve neglected it lately, being so caught up with settling into my new life. Plenty I need to add to it, that’s for sure.

Corrine gave me the lesson book as a joke, sort of, with neither of us having any idea how I’d take to it. It was a few years ago, at a Same Sweet Girls gathering at Corrine’s place in the mountains, when she brought out the book and presented it to me. “Lanier, I found this at an antiques store on Tate Mountain,” she’d said, “and knew it was perfect for you.”

Being Corrine, she’d wrapped it in artsy-looking parchment paper that she’d tie-dyed, or something, herself. I was disappointed when I unwrapped it, failing to see what made it so perfect for me, while the other Same Sweet Girls oohed and aahed politely. It was a child’s old lesson tablet, made of heavy cardboard, with the blue-lined pages stiff and browned around the edges; the kind of writing tablet I guess our grandparents practiced cursive writing in. The neat thing about it was the way Corrine had added to it—matter of fact, it took me a minute to figure out she’d done it, that she hadn’t found it that way. The ivory-colored cover was real old and antique-looking, and “LESSON BOOK” was printed in dark calligraphied letters. Above that, Corrine had added “LANIER’S.” Dead center, she’d written, “When the pupil is ready, a teacher appears.”

“Okay, Lanier, here’s the thing,” Corrine had said, sitting beside me on the floor and opening the lesson book. “You tell us how you’re always screwing up, right?” “Right!” the Same Sweet Girls yelled together, before I could open my mouth. Ignoring me giving everyone the finger, Corrine continued. “You’ve got to help the rest of us out. It’s your duty to our friendship. I got this for you to put your life lessons in. Think of all the important lessons you’ve learned over the years from your screw-ups and record them for posterity.” She handed me a fountain pen. “I got this to go with it and put purple ink in it. Real sweet of me, wasn’t it?”

“Kiss my fanny,” I’d said indignantly, and everyone booed me. “I’m not going to do it! It’s not only that I’m a lousy writer, but I never learn from my mistakes, no matter how many times I mess up.” I tossed the book in Corrine’s lap, pouting.

 But Corrine made me take the stupid little book back and kept telling me to just give it a try, that I’d come to love writing in it. I knew what she was trying to do, of course, so I resisted, like I’ve always resisted anything good for me, from spinach to studying. But the little book was so cute—and I’d never written with a fountain pen, much less one with purple ink—that I told myself I’d at least write my name in it. Then a couple of days later, I picked it up and wrote down something that my mama used to say, something the Same Sweet Girls loved and quoted over and over when I read it to them: Honey, it will either work out or it won’t. Having it in writing kind of inspired me, so that whenever I got myself in a mess, I’d take out the little lesson book and read over that line again—it will either work out or it won’t. Yep. That was sure the gospel truth. One day, in a snit, I wrote: I keep doing the same crap over and over and expecting it to turn out different each time.

The entries began to expand, and once I was so startled on rereading an entry that I called Corrine, excited. “Listen to this, girlfriend,” I’d said. “I think I’ve discovered the source of all my problems! Here’s what I wrote in that stupid-ass book you gave me. All my problems can be summed up in this one line.” “Let’s hear it, then,” Corrine had said, and I’d read, “I thought I was doing the right thing at the time.” I knew I’d hit home when Corrine, after a pause, burst into laughter. Once she told everyone, I was assigned the role of the official scribe of the Same Sweet Girls. Every time we get together, I have to read them what I’ve written.

Tonight I look back over the last entries as I think about what needs to be said before the gathering, what I can write to share with everyone. Lanier’s Life Lessons. A few months ago, when Paul kicked me out of the house and I ended up here at the cabin, I’d written, The Moving Finger writes “You’re Screwed,” then moves on. Tonight I nibble on the tip of the fountain pen, frowning, before finally writing: Any landing you walk away from is a good landing.

I put the notebook back in the drawer, then yawn and stretch, trying to get the kink out of my back. Getting to my feet, I stumble to the kitchen for a drink of water, feeling my way. Then on to the bathroom to pee. When I come out of the bathroom, something catches my eye, and I move to the window that’s across from my bed. Leaning over, I stick my head out, squinting without my contacts to see through the thick foliage. What I see scares me, and I grip the windowsill. I’ll be damned—a light is on in the house next door. But—it can’t be!—the house has been empty for years. Just yesterday, a Realtor who was one of Mama’s old friends called me, asking if I’d ever thought about putting Dolphin Cove on the market. Somehow, with me and her yakking about various things, the subject came up, and the Realtor told me that the Picketts had not sold their property next door. Mrs. Pickett died a few months ago in a nursing home in Mobile—hadn’t I read it in the papers? she asked. She said the house was unoccupied, what with the Pickett kids all over the world and poor Mrs. Pickett dying in a nursing home. Said she’d tried to get the Picketts to put the house up for sale, but no. She’d repeated herself, so I’m sure that I heard her right: A shame it was, a real shame that such a nice house, such an important house, should be empty.

I sink back in my bed, a little shaken, and pull the sheet over me against the strong salt wind. For the first time, I have second thoughts about my impulsive decision to move here. Pretty as it is, and as much as I love it, it is isolated. Everyone—the SSGs especially—told me I was crazy, a single woman living here alone. It was Lanier and her foolhardy behavior again, they’d said. Fools rush in where angels fear to tread, blah blah blah … as though anyone would ever mistake me for an angel. Well, I’ve been a fool going on fifty years now, all my life, and it’s not very likely that things are going to change at this late date. If I weren’t so sleepy, I’d pull my lesson book out again, and that’s what I’d write.
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Julia

MONTGOMERY, ALABAMA

What I like about marble floors is the sound my heels make, the click! click! as I walk from one wing to the other. Since moving into this mausoleum, I’ve come to appreciate the oddest things.

Unbelievable what it takes for me to get off for a weekend; unbelievable how much I look forward to going. The things from an ordinary life you take for granted: sleeping until you want to get up, then going into a kitchen, a regular kitchen, and fixing yourself what you want for breakfast. It’s been two years since I’ve opened a box of Special K myself, or spooned yogurt out of the container, or poured half-and-half from its carton instead of a silver pitcher. Oh, I can do that now, anytime. It’s the hassle of explaining why I’d want to that defeats me. And then, the incredulous look from Joe Ed, wondering why I’d do something for myself when someone else is eager to do it for me. I can do it if I pay the fiddler. Take what you want, the old saying goes, one of my mother’s favorites. Take what you want from life, then pay the price. If it weren’t such a cliché, I’d tell Lanier to put it in her lesson book. I could fill up that lesson book with my mother’s sayings, easily. The old girl is never at a loss for words.

The breakfast with the reporter from Huntsville is over, and I have an hour before meeting with my assistant and the gardener, planning next week’s floral arrangements. Then another hour before the luncheon with the Democratic Women for a New Alabama. I won’t need preparation time for that; after two years the standard speech is branded on my brain. That gives me a couple of hours. Barely. If His Highness hadn’t issued a royal command, it’d be more like two and a half. Maybe I’ll still have it—usually it takes Joe Ed less than fifteen minutes to hem-haw around until I figure out what he wants. He has it down to an art. It’s amazing what years of practice can do for you.

I glance down at my watch, which is so heavy and diamond-studded that it actually hurts my wrist. Poor Joe Ed; he has tried for so long to buy class, not realizing it’s not for sale. Mother rolled her eyes when I opened the watch on Christmas morning, and I knew, with a petty satisfaction, that Joe Ed had not asked her advice before buying it. Astor helped him pick it out, meeting him and his entourage at Goldberg’s in Mountain Brook Village, and hearing that was all it took to get Mother’s eyes rolling again, and sure enough, as soon as we were alone, she let me have it. I must not let Joe Ed shop for me; he has the most appalling taste; and if he insists, I must send her with him instead of one of my (here she sniffs, turning her nose up) friends. Mother never says anything against Astor in front of Joe Ed, certainly not since Astor married Mose Morehouse. Watching the old girl struggle for political correctness threatens to be my undoing, and I have to hide my smirks. Joe Ed knows what his dear mother-in-law is doing but can’t afford to offend her, so I keep a straight face every time the two of them blather on and on about Mose, what a treasure to the state of Alabama he is. Mother inevitably says how much she admires Astor and how touching her devotion to Mose is, and just as inevitably, she looks at me meaningfully. Hand it to old Estelle d’Iberville Dupont, she is nothing if not predictable.

Thank God Cal is on duty today. He clicks off his walkie-talkie and replaces it on his belt when I enter the outer office. He’s the only one of the troopers who will make eye contact with me. The widespread stories—though I doubt their veracity—that one of George Wallace’s wives slept with half the state troopers assigned to guard her husband naturally make them nervous in my presence. The SSGs love to flirt with the troopers, trying to get their attention like tourists do with the guards at Buckingham Palace, but I’ve never been anything but professional with any of them. Except for Cal, I can’t understand the SSGs’ flirtations, since most of the troopers look like drill sergeants with their shaved heads, bulging muscles, and bull necks. Many of them are former football players at Alabama or Auburn, including Cal, who’d been Joe Ed’s favorite receiver when he was quarterback at Alabama. Cal the Creek, Bama fans called him, not only because he “cut like a creek” through his defenders, but also because he was half Creek Indian, having been raised on a reservation in Florida. Both Cal and Joe Ed left the gridiron gimped up, however; Cal walks with a slight limp and Joe Ed has had back surgery twice.

“How’s my favorite first lady?” Cal smiles politely as he steps to Joe Ed’s door and opens it for me. “Behaving yourself?”

“Not if I can help it,” I reply. “How about you, Lieutenant Hawkins?”

Cal shrugs. “Same old same old. Maybe we’ll have another terrorist attack, liven things up around here.”

I laugh, shaking my head. Last Saturday night some drunken fool had crashed his pickup into the brick wall surrounding the grounds, setting off alarms and bringing the full force of the state troopers running, guns drawn. Cal had radioed Joe Ed, waking us up, to stay in our quarters until further notice. Police scanners all over the city picked it up, and word got out that the Governor’s Mansion was under a terrorist attack. Afterward, when Cal came by to assure us that it was nothing, Joe Ed had insisted he join us for a nightcap. Things changed that night between Cal, my husband’s longtime friend and bodyguard, and myself. Even though I’d been acquainted with Cal for years, we didn’t hang around in the same circles, so I didn’t really know him very well. But that night we became friends. After Joe Ed excused himself to go to bed because of an early-morning breakfast meeting, Cal and I stayed up an extra hour, drinking Chivas Regal and talking late into the night.

“Your girlfriends’ weekend starts tomorrow, right?” Cal asks as I pass him entering Joe Ed’s office. When I nod, he says, “What is it you call yourselves—the Sweet Old Girls?”

I roll my eyes. “The Same Sweet Girls. The SSGs, who will die when I tell them what you called us. The closer we get to fifty, the more sensitive we are about a certain three-letter word.”

He winks conspiratorially. “Sure you ladies don’t need a bodyguard?”

“They couldn’t stand the thrill of having you around, Cal.”

“Aw, have a heart, Julia. I haven’t been in the presence of that many beauty queens since Bama.” He nods to Joe Ed, seated behind his desk. “Here’s Mrs. Stovall, Governor, punctual as always.”

I turn before Cal closes the door, saying, “Still half a bottle of scotch left, Cal. Stop by and help me finish it off sometime.”

“Joe Ed asked me to come by tonight.” With a mock salute, he closes the door behind me.

Two aides are with Joe Ed, but they scurry out when I arrive, bowing and scraping. They’re baby-faced, clean-cut, dressed for the role in their dark suits and stylish paisley ties. Since Joe Ed’s been in politics, his assistants get younger looking every year. Joe Ed stands until I sit down in the leather chair next to his desk. Chairs are placed strategically around him; I rate the more intimately placed one by virtue of being first lady.

“Coffee?” Joe Ed presses a button before I have the chance to decline, and his secretary, Ruth, appears with a huge tray, bearing a silver coffee service. None of us talks, except for the exchange of pleasantries, then thank you, and you’re welcome. After Ruth is gone, I raise the delicate cup, embossed with the seal of Alabama, and sip the coffee reluctantly. I had too many cups at the breakfast, which is why my hands are shaking.

I feel Joe Ed’s eyes on me and raise my eyes. “What?” I say, trying not to sound defensive. I have no idea why he’s summoned me.

“You look so pretty, Julia,” he says softly. “I like the new outfit. That color’s good on you.”

I look down at it, forgetting what I put on. It seems like I’ve been up for days instead of hours. I’ve dressed in a silk pantsuit in a pinkish-ivory color, which I’d bought because it showed off the really spectacular necklace Mother had handed down to me on my forty-seventh birthday last month. It’s an antique diamond-and-pearl choker, the pearls so old they’ve turned a pallid shade of pink. In the drawing room of the family home in Mobile is a portrait of my namesake and great-great-grandmother wearing the necklace, and I’ve always liked it. Funny Mother giving it to me this year instead of saving it for my fiftieth, the milestone one. Maybe she thought one of us wouldn’t be around then. “Glad you approve,” I say, relaxing, smiling at him for the first time. I’d assumed he was upset about something and needed my shoulder to cry on, thus the early summons.

“Julia, when you leave tomorrow for Dauphin Island, I’m going to visit Bethany,” Joe Ed says, putting down his coffee cup and looking at me defiantly. Joe Ed had his fiftieth birthday this year, but you’d never know it. Except for a receding hairline, he looks exactly as he did when we met almost thirty years ago: sandy-haired, broad-shouldered, all-American. With an easy grin and shining blue eyes, he was incredibly good-looking then, but that wasn’t what attracted me to him. In those days, before the political world affected him, Joe Ed was such a sweet-natured young man, so polite and earnest. The golden boy of southern politics, he is now at the apex of his looks and power, his destiny. Except for Bethany, he has led a charmed life. Bethany … the dark spot on his cloudless horizon.

I place my cup and saucer on his desk so I won’t drop them with my shaky hands. “Joe Ed, you cannot do that.”

His blue eyes flash. “I’ll be damned if they’ll tell me I can’t see my own daughter.” His jaw, square and tight, juts out, and his face flushes. When Joe Ed gets angry, he looks like a little boy.

“It’s the only way Bethany can adjust,” I remind him. “If you go there, she’ll put in to come home with you. And she can’t stay with us forever. She’s eighteen now, Joe Ed. I beg you, please don’t do this.” Then I realize this is exactly what he wants me to say. He knows he can’t go. It’s too important that Bethany settle into the Helen Keller Institute. Not for us, but for her. For her. Joe Ed needed me to remind him, thus the early-morning summons. He said he was going so I would tell him that he couldn’t.

He puts his hand over his eyes and I soften toward him. Rising from the chair, I go and kneel beside him, placing my cheek next to his, which smells of his expensive aftershave. I put an arm around his shoulder. “We’ve done the right thing. You know that. We’ve done the right thing.”

He nods wearily, then sighs. “Yeah, I know. I just didn’t know it’d be so hard.” After a long, painful moment, he sits up, resuming his gubernatorial dignity. I stand, watching him. It’s Joe Ed’s deep love of our daughter, our fragile, handicapped daughter, that makes me love him. On and off, through the years, there have been times when I’ve felt nothing on the good days, something close to hatred on the bad ones, and despair on the others. But his devotion to Bethany will bind me to him, always, in spite of everything else. I’m reminded of that whenever his love of Bethany hurts him in all his soft places.

I put my hand on his shoulder. “Parents’ weekend in a few weeks, remember? Dr. Uptain assures me that Bethany will have made so much progress by then we won’t know her.” When he doesn’t speak, I continue. “Sweetheart, I’ve got to run. Don’t forget, Astor’s spending the night here so we can get off early in the morning, and you said you’d have a drink with us before your meeting.”

Joe Ed’s face brightens. “Something to look forward to.” He gets to his feet, gives me a peck on the lips, then lowers his eyes to study the pearl choker. “Your mama’s gifts always make mine look pitiful by comparison,” he says. Which is exactly what she intends, I think. But I keep that hurtful observation to myself.

Astor’s in rare form tonight, charming both Joe Ed and Cal Hawkins, who showed up together in our sunroom at six o’clock, the cocktail hour at the Mansion. Took me a minute to recognize Cal dressed in khakis and a short-sleeved denim shirt rather than his gray state trooper’s uniform, with his crow-black hair neatly combed. At first I was touched to see that he’d obviously spruced up for the occasion, but that changed quickly to dismay. When he and I stayed up and talked last Saturday night, Cal told me for the first time about his separation and impending divorce from his wife. I’d already heard from Joe Ed that Cal was devastated, that he and his wife, Rita, a much-sought-after decorator in town, had been married since college days and seemed to be devoted to each other. However, Rita had fallen in love with a much younger man who came to install a computer system in her store and had left Cal for him. When telling me the story, Cal was composed and unemotional, but the pain in his dark eyes told me how hurt he was. I’d tried to console him, saying that surely Rita would come to her senses before the divorce went through. Since Rita, like me, was approaching fifty, she probably needed to be assured that she was still attractive; hence she’d taken up with a younger man. Men do it all the time, I’d told Cal, who looked startled before laughing, as though I’d told the funniest joke on the planet. I’d urged him to send Rita flowers, along with a sweet letter telling her how much he missed her. Now I’m a tad uneasy, seeing how Cal keeps glancing over at Astor. I hope Joe Ed’s bringing him along didn’t send the wrong message, make it appear we were trying to set him up with Astor. Oh, dear.

“Astor, tell Cal how you women got your name,” Joe Ed is saying, after we’ve laughed about Cal calling us the Sweet Old Girls this morning. “You’ll love this story, man.”

Astor has center stage, perched on a wicker stool, a flute of champagne in hand. The glassed-in sunroom is my favorite in the Mansion because it’s small and cozy, unlike the rest of the wing containing the family’s quarters. The rattan furniture is cushioned in bright tropical prints, and an overhead fan turns, stirring the air perfumed with dozens of gardenias in hanging baskets. Astor begins her story with a coy smile, saying, “Okay. At The W, Cal, we had to attend convocation every Thursday morning. Freshmen were assigned seats so the much-feared dean of women, Dr. Pate, could keep an eye on us from her perch in the balcony.”

Cal is the perfect audience, and he whistles and shakes his head. “Everyone at Bama called The W a nunnery, didn’t they, Governor? Being a girls’ school run by Methodists, it had a reputation for strictness.”

“Oh, it was,” Astor assures him. “In the fifties, sixties, and seventies, Dean Pate ruled with a white-gloved hand.”

Joe Ed turns to Cal. “She was an old friend of Julia’s mama, Cal. Think Mrs. Dupont let loose in a school of two thousand young ladies and you’ll get the picture.”

“Scary thought,” Cal smiles, rising to pour himself another scotch. Joe Ed had dismissed the trusty, preferring to serve the drinks himself when we have just a few friends in, but Cal felt comfortable enough to help himself.

Astor tilts her head to look at me, pushing her dark hair behind her ear. “Actually, the friendship with Dr. Pate got you into The W, didn’t it, Julia?” I freeze, and she realizes what she has said. Quickly, her face flushing prettily, she mouths “Oops,” then turns back to Cal. “As I was saying, we had assigned seats at convocation. We all hated going since it was usually some boring politician—sorry, Joe Ed—who spoke. We groaned and moaned and bitched, but quietly, sending each other notes, so we wouldn’t get in trouble with Dean Pate.”

Astor pauses for effect. She’s in her element, with two attractive men hanging on her every word. Astor is not what you’d call beautiful, but she attracts more attention than any beautiful woman I’ve ever known. I’ve seen people on the street stop dead in their tracks when she walked by. Since she was a professional dancer, her every movement seems to be set to music. It’s impossible not to notice her, partly because she’s overly dramatic, always striking poses and talking with her hands, gesturing grandly. When we were in school together, Astor, my roommate and the most exotic creature any of us sheltered southern belles had ever seen, set the style on campus. We all wanted to look like her, with her dark olive skin, stick-straight black hair, and long, slanted eyes. To me she looks even better now than she did then. Today she’s particularly striking in cropped, pencil-slim black slacks and a skimpy black sweater, with high-heeled sandals on her shapely feet.

“This convocation,” she continues, cutting her dark eyes to Cal, tossing her silky hair, which brushes her shoulders, “we had a special speaker—a senior, Rosanelle Tilley of Eufaula, Alabama. She’d returned to The W after spending a year traveling, reigning as the National Maid of Cotton. She paraded on stage decked out in her crown and a white evening dress and long, trailing train—one-hundred-percent cotton, of course—and in her arms she carried a bouquet of white roses and cotton bolls.”

Cal laughs, but Astor holds up her hand to continue. “Rosanelle parades up and down the stage, giving us her queenly wave, while the pianist plays ‘Stars Fell on Alabama.’ Then, she tells us all about her reign as Maid of Cotton, going on and on for about an hour till we start to get bored and drift off. But—here’s the way she closes her speech.” Astor stands and puts her champagne flute on a glass-topped table next to her, grabs a daisy from an arrangement there, and poses, flinging her head back and holding the daisy clutched to her as though it were the rose and cotton boll bouquet Rosanelle carried that day. “Even though I’ve been all around the world during my reign as National Maid of Cotton,” she says, in an exaggerated southern-belle drawl, fluttering her eyelashes, “and even though I’ve met with kings and queens and heads of state, I want all of you to know that I’m still the same sweet girl I’ve always been.”

At the punch line, Joe Ed and Cal laugh appreciatively. Astor replaces the daisy and sits back down. “That woke us up! I thought Julia would explode trying to keep from laughing out loud. And the two girls sitting next to us, Lanier Brewer and Corrine Cooper, got tickled, too.”

“But the worst was Byrd. Byrd and Dixie Lee, don’t forget,” I remind her.

“I’m getting to that. Byrd was the one who got us in trouble,” she says, and Cal leans forward, his glass in hand forgotten, the ice melted.

“Byrd?”

Joe Ed answers him. “Real name Elizabeth Byrd, but the girls always called her by her last name. Her husband Buster is a big supporter, Cal—owns McCain International in Birmingham. You know him.”

Cal whistles. “Sigma Nu president, a year ahead of us at Bama?” He turns to wink at me. “Your friend sure married well.”

Astor and I exchange glances, but at this point, she doesn’t tell him how Byrd came to marry Buster. Instead, she turns to Cal and continues her story. “We were all fighting to keep from giggling and catching the eagle eye of Dean Pate, but Byrd wasn’t able to hold it in.”

“Literally,” I add, getting into the story as though I hadn’t heard it a hundred times.

“Byrd laughs so hard that she pees in her pants,” Astor says. “And who catches her but the feared Dean Pate, who has left her perch in the balcony to come storming down and find out what the hell we’re doing, carrying on like that in convocation. So Dean Pate marches over and grabs all six of us by the arm—one at a time, of course—and pulls us out of the auditorium. We go to her office, where she chews us out for an hour before calling our mamas.”

“We were on dorm restriction for six weeks, but it bound us together,” I say.

Astor nods. “Sure did. School had only been in session a couple of months then, so we really didn’t know each other well. But after six weeks restricted to the dorm while everyone else was out partying, we were inseparable. We called ourselves the Same Sweet Girls, and we had our first SSG reunion a year after graduation. That was over twenty-five years ago, and now we get together twice a year, the beach in the summer and the mountains in the fall.”

“They’ve got these ridiculous rules and rituals they go through,” Joe Ed says, and Astor and I both gasp, pretending to be offended.

“Ridiculous?—how can you say that, Joe Ed?” Astor cries. “One of these days we’ll get the legislature to declare our queen the ruling monarch of Alabama, then you’ll be sorry.”

“You have a queen?” Cal asks, and Joe Ed puts his hand over his eyes. “Please don’t ask any more, Cal,” he says with a groan.

Astor leans toward Cal. “You are in the presence of royalty. If you think Julia’s only claim to fame is being a successful author and the first lady of Alabama, you’re wrong. She is the reigning queen of the SSGs.”

“Okay, I’ll bite,” Cal grins. “How do you get to be queen?”

“Oh, we have very precise rules,” she says, wide-eyed, tossing her head. “We campaign all year, and we’re in hot competition against each other for the coveted crown. The queen of the SSGs has to prove she’s been the sweetest one for a whole year.”

“We have a royal salute and a throne, the presentations, and the victory promenade down the pier,” I add. “The reigning queen counts the ballots, then crowns the new queen. We got the crown at Mardi Gras, several years ago—”

“And it’s the tackiest thing you’ve ever seen,” Joe Ed interrupts. “If the press ever sees Julia in it, my career will be down the toilet.”

“I’m going to ignore that remark,” I say, “and assure you, Cal, that the crown is fabulous. It’s almost ten pounds of rhinestones and looks stunning with the scepter, which used to be Rosanelle’s drum majorette baton. Now it’s decorated with streamers and topped with cotton bolls and sugar cubes.”

Cal holds up his hand, laughing. “I get the picture. I had no idea our first lady belonged to such a group of wild women.”

Shaking his head, Joe Ed rises to take Cal’s glass from his hand. “Enough. You ladies are going to run off my old buddy with these crazy tales. I’ve got time for a short one, then gotta run. Astor, Julia, more champagne?”

We hold up empty flutes and Joe Ed refills everyone’s glasses, then stands by my chair to finish off his. Sipping his drink, Cal turns to Astor. “Are y’all still the original group? The same six of you?”

Astor and I lock eyes, then she raises her champagne glass and studies it thoughtfully. “No. We’ve lost one of us. Then we gained one. Not to replace her, but—”

“Not as a replacement,” I interrupt. “But she came along after Dixie Lee was … killed in a car wreck, three years after graduation.” I clear my throat. “You’ve met her, Cal, the replacement. The original Same Sweet Girl, Rosanelle Tilley. Dixon, now.”

Cal’s eyes widen in surprise. “That woman who does your alumni stuff? I’ve seen her here on lots of fund-raisers, of course. She was the Maid of Cotton?”

I nod. “She stayed on at The W, got the job of alumni director, and in that capacity, came to Dixie Lee’s funeral. We all got drunk afterwards and told her why we called ourselves the Same Sweet Girls. Instead of it offending her, she was actually flattered. She never got the irony and was so taken with the idea that she not only wrote us up in the alumni magazine, she also started coming to our get-togethers. She’s not one of us, really, but none of us has the heart to tell her.” I shrug, sipping my champagne. “Wouldn’t be very sweet of us, would it?”

Joe Ed puts the glass down with a thud. “Cal? You gonna stay around and visit with the ladies, or you want to walk out with me?”

My breath catches when Cal, under pretext of finishing off his drink, cuts his eyes over to where Astor is perched on the stool. I stand up quickly and take Joe Ed’s arm. “Run along, sweetheart. Astor and I will walk Cal out.”

When Joe Ed has gone, I take Cal’s arm and lead him into the sitting room, with Astor trailing behind us. I stop in front of the mantel and point to the painting over it. It’s huge, three feet by five, sweeping all the way to the ceiling. Folk art, oil on canvas, it shows an old-timey cotton field at harvest time, with brightly dressed black field hands at work, a mule-drawn wagon in the background piled high with white cotton. “I don’t know if you’ve ever noticed this, Cal,” I say.

He looks up at it. “It’s a helluva painting. You’ve got others like it here, right?”

“And in the museum, too. But did you know that Astor’s husband painted it? Mose Morehouse?”

Cal whistles. “Mose Morehouse? I’ve heard of him.”

“He and Astor met in New York, right, Astor? The night he was honored by the American Academy of the Arts.” I smile at Astor, but her face remains expressionless, as though she’s trying to figure out where I’m going with this story. “It was so romantic,” I continue. Astor may not know where I’m heading, but I do. “Mose was in a wheelchair, still is, I’m afraid, and Astor was so attentive to him that he fell in love with her and they were married a few weeks later. The SSGs were thrilled, not just because Astor had found such a wonderful man, but also because she moved to Mose’s house in Birmingham and we got her back with us, finally.” I give Astor another big smile before turning back to Cal. “I thought you’d find that story interesting.”

Cal stands with his hands on his hips, looking up at the painting, until Astor comes to stand beside him. Side by side, Astor and Cal look alike, I notice, with their exotic looks, the chiseled cheekbones and smut-black hair, their tight, muscular bodies. Cal is a more attractive man than Mose, no question about it. But somewhere in the back of my head, I can hear my mother: You make your bed, you lie in it.

Cal cuts his eyes over to Astor, then back to the painting. “So you’re married to Mose Morehouse, Astor? I had no idea,” he says, then whistles softly, shaking his head. “I’ll be damned.”
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Corrine

BLUE MOUNTAIN, GEORGIA

I fall in love with every gourd I do. I spend days—weeks!—working on a gourd, and it becomes a part of me. Every time I sell one, I feel like I’m selling a little piece of myself, which I am, in a way. The hardest to part with are the ones I’ve raised myself, from seedlings. Not that I grow all the gourds I work with, by any means. Most of the gourd artists I’ve met over the years don’t grow their gourds themselves, leaving that up to the professionals. Which makes a lot more sense than my way, I guess, but growing them is part of the process for me, the beginning of my art.

All of my pieces are special to me, but the one I’m working on now … I can’t even begin to describe the way I feel about it. What most people don’t know about gourds (when I say things like that, Lanier always says, everything, is what!) is this: They have magical powers. No, really; they have. Truly, truly magic, in the old mystical, mythical sense of the word. There’s a lot of lore concerning gourds, which goes way back to ancient days. They figure prominently in some biblical stories. In a famous fresco, John the Baptist is baptizing Jesus, using a gourd to pour water over his head. The first gourd that I sold in a gallery other than my own was a handle dipper I engraved, duplicating that scene.

In a graduate course in Native American Studies that I took in the fall after I left The W and came to the mountains, I got intrigued with the Native American use of gourds in sacred rituals, especially healing rites. That’s why some of my better-known pieces feature Native American icons, even though I’m not Native American myself. The piece I’ve been working on, on and off for several weeks, is another Native American design and may be the most special one I’ve ever done. That’s not bragging; that’s just the way I feel about this gourd.

When I first saw it on the vine last year, I knew it was going to be special. Not only was it flawless and an unusually bright green color, it was large for a kettle gourd, almost two feet tall, so I had to fashion a sling for it as it ripened. I kept returning to the trellis day after day to check on it, already drawn to it beyond all the others, which I could never explain to a layperson. It’s just a feeling you get when you work with gourds. This kettle gourd was so special I was tempted to pick it early and force the maturing process, but I restrained myself because there’s always the chance of it rotting or shriveling. After bringing it in from the trellis, I let it dry until this spring. After I cleaned and prepared it last month, I spent two or three days holding it in my lap and meditating on the design. Several years ago, the first time Lanier caught me cradling one of my gourds and meditating, she wigged out, convinced I was every bit as loony as she had suspected. She and I laugh about it today, especially about how she begged me not to ever tell the other SSGs how I come up with my designs.

Today, in my studio, I put on my leather work gloves, then take up my wood-burning tool to make permanent the design that I’ve drawn freehand on the kettle gourd. Then I’ll do some carving to bring it into sharper focus. The final step is my favorite, the painting in of the colors. At this stage, I’m never sure exactly which colors the design will call for. Of course, smart-mouth Lanier says all I have to do is hold the gourd in my lap and ask it. If only it were that easy! This kettle gourd, though, will speak to me as all my gourds do (I’d never tell Lanier that), and I’ll know the palette by the time I begin painting it.

By midday I’m exhausted, having been working since daylight. I decide to call it a day and go into the gallery, see how Culley’s doing. Since he got home from college in late May, he’s been opening up for me at ten every morning, allowing me more time to work in my studio. At first I didn’t want him to, afraid he’d get bored with the work and quit. Our relationship is still so fragile that I don’t want to do anything to push him away. But so far, he’s surprised me by taking to the running of the gallery in a way I never expected. As long as I allow him to bring his guitar and practice between browsers, he appears to be as happy working in the gallery as a pig in slop.

Standing in the front of the gallery looking out the windows, I watch the onslaught of tourists with the mix of emotions all of us in this touristy little mountain town experience. If it weren’t for them, we wouldn’t be here. I can barely handle the overhead as it is. Except for the Christmas festival, I do no business in the winter—none—so I close every January and February. But here it is the first week in June, and they’re out in full force. I watch two busloads from a senior citizens’ center in Marietta as they unload, the women in their pastel pantsuits and sun hats, the men in plaid bermudas and sturdy walking shoes. Cute, they’re all so cute, I tell Culley. I swear to God, I will kill myself before I ever become cute in my old age. “Not a chance, Mom,” Culley says, which I’m not sure how to take.

By two o’clock, when Culley and I finally have time to grab some lunch, a few items have sold, unusual for so early in the season. In addition to a couple of pieces of pottery I sell on commission for other artists, some of my gourds sold, too. A large, loud woman bought the tiny sennari gourd engraved with dogwood blossoms and inlaid with mother-of-pearl. I put a pretty price on it, too, for such a small piece—one hundred forty dollars—but she didn’t even blink. When two of my painted bluebird houses sold at fifty-two dollars each, Culley looked at me for my reaction, after the customers left. I told him how I’d added the birdhouses reluctantly, strictly to cater to the tourist trade and to bring in added income. My gallery is here to sell pieces of art, I said snootily, not local crafts. Plenty of places for that, but not that many for local artists to sell their works. When I bought the gallery from a former teacher of mine, it was called the Fielding Gallery. I’d renamed it The Golden Gourd, planning to specialize in gourd art, but had ended up showing a lot of local painters and potters as well. Another thing I’d done to survive. After years of refusing to make anything just to attract tourists, I gave in after a bad season when I thought the bank was going to foreclose. During that season I found out something about myself: Over a lifetime of doing so, I’ve grown rather fond of eating. I’ve learned that principles are not nearly as tasty as bacon and eggs.

“You had lunch?” I ask Culley. No one’s in the shop now, so he’s got his guitar out, his reddish-gold, shoulder-length hair falling over his face as he hunches over, long fingers moving on the strings. At least he got my hair, otherwise I’d think his daddy cloned him. He’s playing “The Seven Bridges Road,” but I don’t comment. Instead of that god-awful punk stuff he usually plays, I’d suggested the other day that he explore mountain music. Not exactly there, but a step in the right direction.

“Not hungry,” he responds without looking at me as he rocks slowly back and forth, his eyes closed. His eyelashes cast shadows on his cheek, lashes a girl would kill for. He cut them off with manicure scissors when he was ten. Now he has three earrings in one ear and a cross dangling from the other and has been known to paint his nails silver. Today he’s wearing his usual tattered jeans and a black T-shirt that says “Normal People Scare Me.”

I’m not going to insist. I don’t want to see him bristle, turn away from me. “Me, either,” I say instead. “But I’m getting weak, so guess I’ll walk up to Molly’s and get me a smoothie.” When he doesn’t respond, his eyes still closed, I start out the door. Before pulling it to, though, I turn, unable to resist after all. “Sure I can’t bring you anything?”

“From Molly’s?” He opens dreamy aqua-green eyes, just like his father’s. “Yeah. How about a tofu sandwich on soy bread with a side of wheat sprouts and alfalfa?”

“Smart-ass,” I mutter to myself, pulling the door to. Just before it’s closed, Culley calls out, “Hey, Mom, forgot to tell you. One of your fruitcake friends called, said she was coming to get you.”

I stick my head back in the door. “Byrd called again?”

He plays another verse, singing in a low voice about a seven bridges road. “Yeah,” he says finally. I wait, decide he’s not going to say anything else, eyes closed again and his head moving up and down as he sings, like one of those bobble-head dolls. I close the door and step out on the sidewalk, warm already with the day’s heat.

Paper cups of red wine in hand, Byrd and I walk the wooded trail along the ridge, the one that follows the flow of Shoal Creek.
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