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Pearl, 2009
Pearl was trapped between her garden, God, and good man-
ners. She argued continuously with herself, or anyone who 
would engage, as to whether God was a woman or a man. She 
had plenty of examples to win either side of that argument 
and after eighty-some-odd years, had not yet come to a con-
clusion.

She sat in a loose cotton shift working in her garden, 
pleased that even at her age, she could still sit cross legged 
and get up with grace. She yanked weeds out of the well-
turned soil and occasionally found a late vegetable which she 
placed in her basket. Her glory days, now long gone, nibbled 
relentlessly at the edge of her mind. Though she now sat in 
dirt, the memories of the world she had created for herself 
back then continuously flew around her head, a swarm of ag-
gravating gnats that simply would not allow her to forget. In 
those days, it had been hard to tell where her physical beauty 
stopped and her grace and charm began. Yes, she admitted, 
she had been cunning, even beguiling, when necessary. Per-
haps bordering on what some would consider evil. She had 
done some things that she shouldn’t have. But it was so long 
ago, she no longer cared, if she ever had. Her lips were pulled 
tight into a thin line, switching from side to side, thinking on 
recently heard gossip. It seems her youngest child had shown 
up, like the bad penny Pearl considered her to be. How many 
years had it been since she had even gotten a card from the 
girl, much less a call? Yet, Abby was back, digging up all that 
Pearl had so carefully buried, hidden and forgotten. 

From her spot in the garden, Pearl studied the small, four-
square building. It balanced on wobbly looking four-foot high 
pilings, tall enough to keep it high and dry should the pid-
dling little creek rise above the normal ebb and flow of a tidal 

devilvine.indd   1 7/26/17   12:47 PM



2

creek. It had never been a proud house, though at some point 
someone had tried to add a bit of dignity by attaching a small 
porch. As porches go though, it was pretty much useless, in-
accessible from the inside, and now even the steps had given 
in to rot and termites. The whole thing just leaned along with 
the leaning house. 

Pearl’s little house by the creek was certainly not the cot-
tage she had envisioned it would become when she bought it 
so many years ago. Pearl looked at the place and shook her 
head. How long ago now it seemed that she had been the 
Grand Dame of her home that drew the envy of all the neigh-
bors. The big white house sat high atop clay cliffs overlooking 
the bay. In those days, she drank sweet tea from silver goblets 
and watched sail boat regattas and sunsets from her own front 
porch. It seemed so long ago she wondered if she had ever 
lived that life. 

 Once there had been Ecor Rouge, and now there was this, 
this shack. It was nestled deep under large live oak trees at the 
end of a long, sandy drive, invisible to the outside world. That 
much, at least, was just the way she liked it. Out of sight and 
out of mind. 

 Pearl specialized in concealment, secrecy really, spat-
tered with a bit of paranoia. She had no intentions of ever 
letting anyone know any of her business, past or present, and 
offered only a vacant face if anyone was rude enough to pry. 
She lived like a pauper but had amassed rights in more oil 
wells than she could count and owned more land than anyone 
could guess. She knew she couldn’t take it with her, but she’d 
be damned if she would sell one single thing she owned. She’d 
eat dirt and wear rags first.

Pearl bought this little place years ago when her husband 
developed an allergy to the pecan sap that leaked out of the 
trees in the yard atop the clay cliffs. Every fall when the trees 
started oozing, they would escape the sticky mist by coming 
down to the little cabin on the creek. That’s the story she 
told, anyway. Only she knew the real reason. It was her nev-
er-ending need to own as much real estate as possible. Plus, 
the creek ran north and south, a sure sign that gas or oil was 
in the area. It wasn’t long after she purchased the house that 
she was making a deal for twenty-five acres across the creek. 
Now she owned both sides. Pearl’s elegant and elderly hus-

devilvine.indd   2 7/26/17   12:47 PM



3

band, long since passed, found this quirk of his wife’s peculiar 
personality to be quite charming and gladly brought out the 
check book whenever some land caught her attention. After 
all, he had been the one of many suitors who finally caught 
the beautiful woman and anything she wanted was his joy to 
provide.

Pearl trudged up the sandy drive, making her way to the 
door of the cabin, her slippers dragging in the dirt. She shook 
off her canvas hat, flapped her gloves together and dropped 
them all on the stoop at the door. It was time to sit in her 
green chair and have a hot cup of coffee. 

Pearl went inside, passing her palm lovingly over the an-
tique Portuguese paned doors as she entered. These doors 
were one of few changes she had managed to make long ago 
when she first bought the little house. Her plan had been to 
turn the hut into a darling cottage. She looked around almost 
as if something might have changed while she was out gar-
dening. Out there, all the green and growing things changed 
constantly. Even the soil was sculpted and reshaped after a 
washing rain. No such luck in here. Walls were papered in 
thick brown butcher paper, something she had done during 
the first fall down here trying to cover the slits between the 
wallboards. Her original plan had been to cover the brown pa-
per in some rich and luscious Southern wallpaper design. Like 
most of her plans, that never materialized. 

The inside, aside from the brown-papered walls, was a 
stark contrast from the outside. When they first came down 
from Ecor Rouge, she managed to stuff the little house with 
fine art and antiques. Shining wood glimmered and sparkling 
silver candlesticks stood at attention. Bouquets of fresh flow-
ers were artfully stuffed into anything that could serve as a 
vase.

The living room, dining room and kitchen were all in one 
open space. The bedrooms were on the backside of the house, 
each with a window view of the porch, but no doors that ac-
cessed it. In the one small bathroom there was a claw foot tub, 
toilet, sink, and a good sized chest freezer that held forgotten 
things from seasons past. Atop the mass of frozen mysteries 
lay birds. Beaks, feathers, feet and all. Pearl thought she might 
someday buy a good hound and train it to retrieve the frozen 
birds. As was the fate of her many passions, this one had not 
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come to pass either.
She shuffled over to the kitchen sink and picked up the 

coffee pot off the stove as she passed. The phone rang and she 
counted the rings. If she counted nine, and there was a quick 
call back, she’d answer. She counted to herself, but said aloud, 
“Nine.” Then the call came again. Pearl picked up the black re-
ceiver and stretched out the coiled cord over to the sink while 
she filled her coffee cup.

“Pearl? Is that you?” Doesie asked in her usual breathless 
tone.

“Who the hell else would be answering my phone, Doesie?” 
Pearl snapped.

Doesie was Pearl’s oldest and dearest friend since they had 
attended the state teacher’s college together. God, how many 
years ago now? Sixty? Doesie knew, or thought she knew, ev-
erything there was to know about Pearl. She knew that Pearl 
could mesmerize a snake charmer and he wouldn’t see it com-
ing until a pair of fangs needled him. 

Some thought Pearl was crazy, or at the very least eccen-
tric, but Doesie knew otherwise. She knew her friend was much 
smarter than most of those who fell for her charms. Once Pearl 
fixed her eye on a prize, the price of the toll was not important 
if she decided to cross that bridge to stake her claim. Doesie 
had heard some horrible things about Pearl, most of which 
she chose to ignore as her mother taught her. Keeping a good 
friend is worth looking away sometimes, and especially when 
the years settle in with a measure of loneliness.

“She’s back, Pearl! She’s in town. Well, at least in the coun-
ty. Betty Lou saw her at the Old Tyme Feed and Seed.”

“Yes,” Pearl sighed. “I know. I may live in the woods, but I 
don’t live in the dark, you know.”

“Well, you never answer your phone so how would I know 
that you know? And how do you know, by the way? You never 
come out of those damned woods.”

“Word travels fast. I heard she bought herself a fan-
cy-pants house up on the bluff. She and that damn Yankee 
husband of hers.”

“Has she called? Have you seen her?” Doesie asked. “What 
is she doing back down here?”

“No. No. And who knows?” Pearl answered. “That child 
can’t say a kind word to me. I gave those children everything 
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I had. I worked my fingers to the bone. Hell, I didn’t have de-
cent underwear and they went to private schools. But can she 
call and say ‘Hey Mom. I’m home’? Hell no. Ungrateful brat.”

Pearl grew silent. She looked at the Frigidaire, taking note 
for the umpteenth time at the drooping freezer edging. Years 
ago, she had come up with the bright idea of defrosting the 
ice box with a blowtorch. It had been a hot day and all she 
wanted was some ice cubes, frozen solid and stuck deep in the 
back of the freezer under aluminum foil packets of unknown 
contents. The blowtorch melted the rubber trim around the 
freezer compartment, igniting a small piece and filling the 
room with the smell of burning tires. Pearl clapped out the 
blaze with both hands and a dishtowel, but the melted gasket 
still hung down the front of the refrigerator door, stretched 
and sagging. The freezer now seeped out mushy water every 
time she opened the door. The ice trays remained frozen solid 
and trapped.

“Pearl? Are you still there?” Doesie asked.
“Where the hell else would I be, Doesie? Are you drinking 

already today?”
“Are you worried at all? I mean about all that stuff that 

went on down at the fort? What if she tries to dig up all that 
mess?” Doesie sounded worried.

“I have absolutely no idea what you are talking about, 
Doesie Mayfield. I have told you before, do not ring this phone 
or darken my door when your snout has been in the hooch.”

Pearl slammed down the receiver and poured another cup 
of coffee, closed her eyes and tried to settle her breathing. The 
dense aroma of fresh brewed coffee enveloped her. She lift-
ed the cup from the saucer and poured coffee into the dainty 
plate and gently blew. She sipped warm coffee from her saucer 
just as she had seen her mother do a million times. 

After her coffee, standing at her bathroom mirror, she 
looked at her image. She always kept in mind that real ladies 
never look like they have to work a garden, so she made a prac-
tice of wearing long sleeved shirts and a brimmed hat. Pearl 
had no interest in scrutinizing her skin so tanned, weathered, 
and wrinkled. She failed to notice the frown etched onto her 
forehead, the white and thinning hair, her stooping spine, or 
her once dazzling green eyes now a cloudy, faded hazel un-
derneath eyebrows that no longer existed. Pearl smoothed her 
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cotton shirt down with bony hands and unkempt nails. With 
a passing glance she looked back at the glass, noting she had 
maintained her girlish figure. After that last look, she picked 
up her garden basket and shuffled out of her antique doors, 
retrieving her hat and gloves, passing the bloody carcass of a 
rabbit she had beat to death just this morning with her shovel. 

As she walked back out to the garden, she wondered why 
Abigail was back down here. She never had understood chil-
dren, especially her own. She already had three too many when 
Abigail happened along. Quite by surprise. Pearl resented her 
the most, that fourth pregnancy making it clear to the outside 
world she’d had an affair.  It wasn’t the embarrassment of be-
ing found out in an affair that offended her.  Shame was not 
a feeling Pearl knew. But the interruption and scrutiny of her 
private life was not acceptable. 

 Pearl made a point of being delightful, downright capti-
vating, to any stranger she met, especially if there might be 
something in it for her. Her own children had never enjoyed 
the affection she poured on a distant nephew, or the warmth 
and loving praise she concocted on the spot for a neighbor’s 
child. Regarding her own brood, in Pearl’s opinion, all of that 
sweet stuff was hocus-pocus Hollywood bullshit. She had no 
remorse or regret for anything she had ever done. Hell, she 
didn’t even know what those emotions felt like. What she 
knew was that her secrets were simply her business and Abi-
gail was not clever enough to get to the bottom of them. De-
termination set on her pursed lips as she vowed to herself 
Abby would get no information. She had hoped that at least 
one of her children had inherited her street sense, her sense 
of survival, but it seemed to her they were all gooey and soft. 
She shook her head. Such a disappointment, her children.
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Abigail: 2009
She shed houses like a snake shed its skin. Abigail Whitney 
Stewart inherited her mother’s penchant for buying real es-
tate. However, unlike her mother, Abby sold hers, typically af-
ter the last box was unpacked and the last improvement had 
been made. Like a dog that continues to circle and scratch 
in an attempt to get his sleeping spot just right, Abby nev-
er found a house in which she could be at home. With each 
new house, she was sure that this time she had found the ideal 
home, one where her spirit might settle and be at ease. 

 Her husband transferred frequently and they had agreed 
years ago that if she was to drop her jobs and her friends to 
traipse around the country after him, she got to choose and 
buy all houses. Joe really didn’t care where they lived, as long 
as Abby was happy, and he trusted her explicitly when it came 
to real estate. He recognized her uncanny ability to buy and 
sell at just the right time. 

 Abby dashed to this newly purchased house ahead of Joe, 
to open doors, turn on lights and get everything just right be-
fore he saw the house for the first time. She left him in the 
hotel with a hand-drawn map to the house and a kiss on his 
lips. Now she stood on the front porch waiting for him to ar-
rive. As she waited, she admired the heavily wooded yard with 
magnolia trees whose scent would knock her socks off, giant 
crepe myrtles, and old, established azaleas. She sighed as she 
looked at the vines that crawled all over her bushes. 

“Oh, Joe,” Abby spoke into her cell phone, pacing on the 
porch. “Wait until you see this house! She is a real southern 
beauty. It’s very private, set well back from the road and right 
down the street from the bay. She reminds me so much of Ecor 
Rouge!” Her nostrils flared as she stuck her nose in the air. 
The breeze was right and the sweet scent of the bay sailed up 
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the bluff that was just at the end of the street. “God, it’s good 
to be home” she said. 

Joe listened to her enthusiastic description. He had heard 
it all the night before and the week before and the month be-
fore. He sighed and she heard his deep exhale. Abby stopped 
talking. This was not the first time she had spoken the words 
“home at last” to him and she could feel him dismiss her.

Joe turned the wheel of his car and glanced down on the 
passenger seat at the map she had given him earlier. It seemed 
he was still headed in the right direction. As he made the last 
turn into the drive, he saw his wife, barefoot and dancing on 
the front porch of their new home in a skirt much too short for 
a woman of her age. He shook his head at the sight of her. She 
looked like some aging hippie dancing by herself on a porch, a 
scene from a movie with an imaginary full blown band playing 
in the background, the actress swirling and turning in time to 
the music, dancing with a partner only she could see.

When she saw him coming up the drive she stopped danc-
ing and waved excitedly. She heard the engine switch off, but 
still he sat there in the car, his arms draped over the steering 
wheel, his fingers laced together. Abby tried to smile, but it 
didn’t work. She walked toward his car. She knew by heart the 
scowl on his face. 

“Are you going to get out or just keep driving?” she asked, 
adding a hollow laugh.

He rolled down the window. “Abby, what in the hell were 
you thinking?” he asked as he glanced up at the house. “This 
place looks like it’s falling down and you know I don’t know a 
hammer from a screw driver.” 

“Honey, please keep your voice down,” she said, looking 
around in hopes no neighbors were about. “It’s a really lovely 
house and there is not as much to do as you think. It’s minor, 
really. Just cosmetic. It’s been vacant for a while, that’s all. 
Look, just look at the porch. The split brick on the porch floor 
is so old it looks like it’s been polished. It just begs for a rocker 
and a glass of tea, don’t you think? And the bay is at the end 
of the street!”

Her husband still sat frozen in the car. She watched him 
look at the pale yellow house through the driver’s side win-
dow. Dread crept into her chest, rose and stuck in her throat. 

“Could you have a found a yard with more trees? That 
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could need more maintenance?” he asked. “What landscap-
ing? A few old bushes covered in vines?”

“But, Joe. I love how the driveway swoops around and 
through and under all these beautiful old trees,” she replied. 
“It won’t take any time at all to get this front yard whipped 
into shape. The back yard, I admit, is a complete ferny, shad-
owy, hopeless mess. But I promise, I’ll do all that work myself. 
You won’t have to lift a finger.”

“What’s with the big pile of bricks back there? Something 
fall down?”

“It’s the rest of the brick from the porch floor. We can 
make pathways with them … at our leisure, of course.”

“Do you think we are some kind of hippie gardeners,” he 
grumbled.       

His car door swung open with a loud squeak. Joe climbed 
out of the familiar and comfortable car, the seat sunken in to 
fit his rump. He ambled toward the front door that she had left 
open for him.

Abby tried to switch gears. “Do you smell the bay?” she 
asked.

Joe snorted. “Smells like stagnant water to me.” 
“Oh, it’s just low tide,” she offered in defense of their new 

home. Then, to lighten things up, “It’s the smell of the sea. 
Our place at the sandy beach!”

She knew Joe was aware that the Mobile Bay, at least this 
far from the mouth of the Gulf of Mexico, was brown, shallow 
and brackish. Sand was also an overstatement. A number of 
hurricanes over the last few years had washed away much of 
the beach. Joe was accustomed to the embellishments of “her 
south.” He listened briefly then started up the porch steps.

Jamison Joseph Stewart was raised in an upstate New York 
mill town by a blue collar family. He was proud to be his fami-
ly’s first college graduate. Joe’s father still lived in the shingled 
house that he had built with his own hands, and Joe did not 
share Abby’s fondness for moving. He wondered, sometimes, 
how they had come together at all, and more, how they’d last-
ed these many years as a husband and wife. 

Abby had spent her childhood being raised right on these 
bay waters. But she was not tomboyish, no fishing pole in her 
hands, nor a net over her shoulder. She liked correct table set-
tings and proper etiquette. She had no wish, however, to be 
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the silly and pretentious southern belle. Though Joe charac-
terized her as impulsive, Abby liked to think she was sponta-
neous. She was tall and lanky and had aged with grace, just a 
few streaks of gray showing through her short blond hair.

“Joe,” she smiled, trying to get through his surly air, “we 
can put our toes in the sand, catch a crab or two and watch 
sunsets right at the end of our very own street.”

Joe ignored her. As he ascended the steps, he grabbed the 
stair rail. When he clutched the white wooden railing, the 
whole shaky thing came off right in his hand. Joe stood there 
holding a big section of handrail and spindles, snapped and 
splintery on the ends. He looked first at the rail and then at 
her. Abby looked at him and then at the rail. She was shocked 
when he chunked the broken rail down on the ground, as if 
it were a spent piece of junk. She picked it up and lovingly 
leaned it against the house on the porch. 

“Just minor cosmetics?” he asked with a snarl.
She didn’t answer but ushered him in through the double 

front doors into the wide, front-to-back entrance foyer. Old 
timers would call it a dogtrot. She showed him the small liv-
ing room, which, she explained, would be a perfect office for 
him. Joe was quiet and did not look at Abby. She showed him 
the ample dining room and her favorite features, the wall-to-
wall china cabinet and the swinging door into the kitchen. She 
admired for him the wide plank heart pine floors, mentioned 
how the boards were aged to a glossy patina. She pointed 
up to the high ceilings, over to the fireplaces. “The kitchen 
has at least been updated,” she said. When they walked into 
the master bedroom, she stood still, not moving an inch. She 
studied the look on his face as he took it in. 

“Abby,” Joe said, this time his voice defeated and quiet, 
“why is the bathtub in the bedroom instead of the bathroom 
where it belongs?”

“I’m not really sure,” she responded. “I wondered the 
same thing myself. I guess the old girl who built this house 
liked bathing and looking at the fireplace at the same time. 
Moving the tub back into the bathroom is on my do-first list.” 
Abby’s voice, too, was quiet.

Joe turned to look at the fireplace. He saw there, over the 
fireplace, a shadow-boxed and perfectly hung frame showing 
off his high school letter sweater. The sleeves were folded over 
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