Excerpt 1 from The Sitting Sisters by Martha Randolph Carr


Tollie climbed the thin metal ladder that hung from the side of the upper deck of the ferry and walked to the bow where she hung over the railing like a human masthead. She leaned toward her destination wanting to be able to see the island take shape as they got closer and closer. Returning to Kelsal Island meant leaving reality behind and entering a place somebody dreamed up a long time ago, filling the place with their own imagination.


It was a small island off the coast of South Carolina full of fishermen and farmers with families that went back as far as when white people first discovered the land and brought the black people with them. 


The island was one of the few untouched by redevelopment because of its heavy summer heat, heavy even for South Carolina. Tollie could remember sucking in the hot air in large gulps as a child and feeling it move through her lungs, while sitting on the front porch watching things in the distance turn wavy in the rising, heated air. Tollie once heard someone from the north say, if you couldn't stand the winters you didn't deserve the summers. On Kelsal, if you couldn't stand the summer, you took the next boat out. No one owned air conditioning. Even if someone could afford it, the island's weak generators would never be able to handle it.


The place was populated with people who never left. Blacks and whites who shared the same group of names that got passed around in different orders from generation to generation. Mingling wasn't a part of Kelsal Island and the two groups lived separate, identical lives, held at arms length and bound together at the same time. They lived out their lives in a pattern in the same houses, on the same sandy ground, pushing the same wooden boats out into the water as their kin before them. 


Tollie put her hand in her pocket and felt the edges of the quarter with her fingernail, turning the coin around and around. Make a wish, make a wish, she thought. 


"I hope I don't have to stay long," she said as she tossed the coin up into the air. It made a nice loop and sailed out, landing with a plink on the lower deck of the ferry. A couple of people turned and looked up at her, big grins on their faces, but no one moved to help get the quarter to the water. She felt stupid, the little ritual gone bad, and sunk down onto the floor of the upper deck, looking out at the ocean through the railings. Not a good sign, she thought. 


She sat there and watched the small white caps in the water that told her there was a strong undercurrent at work and the water was probably a little choppy. The heavy ferry, loaded down with cars, didn't sway or move and felt more like an elevator going up and down that gave your stomach an occasional whomp than a big boat in rough water. 


Tollie turned her back on the sea and rested against the rails, plopping her purse in her lap. She was feeling shaky about going back to a place she had successfully run from right after her mother died. Right after the funeral really. It had felt like a good time to go. Everybody was already in their grieving mode, what was a departure when compared to a death? 


Besides, two of her sisters got up the nerve to leave not too long after she did. Only the baby, Wallace Mae stayed behind to finish school and ended up taking care of the Reverend. 


Wallace. 


Tollie looked at the letter sticking out of her purse and pulled it out again to read it one more time. She was coming home because of Wallace. She had written saying the Reverend was dying and things were becoming difficult for her to manage alone. She needed help. There was no mention of what he was dying from, how long he had it, exactly what was getting difficult to manage, only that he was dying and she needed help. It wasn't a complaint. It was a message.


Tollie thought about calling on the phone to get the details before she came, but she knew Wallace would be insulted. Like asking what was for dinner before agreeing to the invitation. Come, she had written, because I need you. Isn't that enough?


Tollie wouldn't have come just to watch the Reverend die. It wasn't a good enough reason, and she doubted Douglas Page or Carter Eleanor would have either. But Wallace was a sister. She'd go back for her. 


The sisters had been close from the beginning, forming their own small family, separate from the Reverend and Cary. They watched over each other. It was a necessity they had sensed from the beginning; this need to let each of the other girls know they were wanted by the others. On playgrounds, the other kids knew not to mess with an Ervin girl, because three more would be close behind ready to stubbornly defend their own, no questions asked. 


It wasn’t that Cary or the Reverend didn’t love them, they did, but that’s as far as it went and love wasn’t enough to let the girls know they were worth something. They had each other for that.


So, she was here, riding toward home.


It didn't even feel like a sad occasion. It felt like a chore.


She felt a need to hurry up and get there, and it was making her anxious, jumpy. The ferry was the only way to get to Kelsal. There were no bridges and none had ever been contemplated. Kelsal was not big on the outside world. The ferry couldn't move fast enough for her, and it didn't. It moved its usual slow, leisurely pace crossing the water. 


Tollie stood and braced her arms on the railing, resting her belly on the wooden bar. She was beginning to get used to the oily smell of the ocean. 


Fortunately, the Reverend took to dying in the early fall, the Indian summer, and the heat was beginning to break. She could feel a breeze at her post, even at the slow pace the ferry was keeping. 


The Captain, Bruno Powe, leaned out of his cabin and waved up to Tollie, a smile across his face. He recognized her the moment she stepped onto the boat. Well, how many faces could there be to remember? Only a handful of people ever left Kelsal, and most of them usually came back, cowed and whipped, to live out the rest of their lives on the island. 


That's what worried Tollie. She wasn't returning in defeat but, all the same, visits had a way of stretching out, especially when you were waiting for someone to die. 

Excerpt 2
There they all were. Two rows of small trailers with porches built up on each end, the road running down between them. Dirt yards neatly swept, brush marks still present along the ground, not even a pebble marring the smooth surfaces. Front walks leading up to the porches lined with milky colored vases, half-buried in the ground. Small blooming vines or flowers coming out of each one. 

It all came up on them suddenly. They took the last corner, rounded a thick stand of trees and were almost at the first trailer. A woman was sweeping off a porch, some children were throwing jacks, two men were talking with their heads close together. They both fell silent. Everyone turned to look, eyes staring straight at Tollie and Douglas. No one looked away or blinked.


Tollie felt Douglas’ fingers press down on her thigh, grabbing her shorts between her fingers.


“It’ll be alright, Douglas. They’re just people. They’re wondering more what we’re doing here, than what they can do to us. Relax.”


Tollie picked up Douglas’ hand and uncurled the fingers, gently putting her hand back in her lap. She slowly opened the door thinking about the loud creak and how it seemed to go on forever. A greenhead fly bit at her neck and she yelped, slapping herself hard, pushing the car door hard enough to make it slam.


The men closest to her startled and their legs shook slightly. Tollie began to think her idea was stupid. How could she have thought anyone would even want to meet her?


She let her hand slide off her damp neck, and noticed a small drop of blood on her fingertips. She wiped her hand on the back of her shorts and tried to smile like she meant it.


“Hi… uh, I’m uh, a little lost. I seem to have taken a wrong turn.”


Tollie could feel every bit of sweat on her face. It was starting to make her itch. She didn’t turn around to look at Douglas. She was afraid it would make the lie more obvious and besides, she couldn’t count on Douglas not to make some kind of face. She bit her lip, let out a breath she didn’t realize she was holding and tried again. 


“I wonder if you could help me.”


One of the men, the tallest of the two, cocked his head to one side and squinted. “Help you,” he said, in a deep, smooth voice.


“With directions…” she said, taking a step forward, pushing her hands into her front pockets.


“Turn back around and make a right. Keep going until the road gets better and you spot a store.”


“No, I mean…”


“Listen, lady,” he said, turning to face her, “there’s only one main road, and no bridge, so if you’ve wandered back here, you either meant to or you’re more stupid than we can help. Either way, turn back around, make a right and head on down the road.”


“I’m looking for the Ervins.”


He nodded his head once and his eyes grew larger. She had managed to surprise him.


“Ervins?”


“Yes. I’m looking for the Ervins.” She glanced back at Douglas who was still in the car. At least she hadn’t tried to roll up the windows and lock the doors, thought Tollie. Douglas was looking back and forth between Tollie and the man who spoke up, and Tollie wasn’t sure, but it looked as if she was trying not to smile. Tollie smiled at her, turning it into a pucker and quietly blowing her a kiss.


She turned back around and smiled again, turning to look at everybody. A few more people had come outside to stand on their porches and watch what was going on.


“What do you want with the Ervins?”


“I found them?” Cousins, Tollie thought. What do I want with them?


“Maybe.”


“Jack, let her be. She doesn’t seem to mean you no harm.” The woman who said it was older, maybe in her seventies, dressed in polyester green pants and a cotton top with large, bright flowers. She waved to Tollie.


“I’m an Ervin. What do you want?”


Tollie didn’t say a word. She wanted to stare at the woman. Take in every angle, see if there was any kind of resemblance. She didn’t want to even try and be polite, take only small glances at her nose or her hands. She looked the woman up and down, no real expression on her face, forgetting that anyone else was standing anywhere nearby. Amazed she had gotten herself to this part of town. The other half of Kelsal. 


“Honey, what do you want?”


“What?”


“You were looking for an Ervin. Now you found one. What do you want?”


She spoke slowly, like Tollie was having some trouble understanding.


“I’m sorry. Yes, I am looking for an Ervin. Another Ervin. My sister and I,” she gestured toward Douglas, “are from the other side of Kelsal. All our lives,” she said, trying to laugh. “We’ve, uh, just come back after quite a few years. For a family problem. Someone pointed out to us we had never been to this end of the island, and so we decided to take a drive.” That sounded plausible.


“That doesn’t explain why you’re looking for me.”


“We’re Ervins, too.”


The woman smiled, all her teeth showing, pushing thick glasses back up the bridge of her nose.


“So, you figure we’re related? You’ve come to find your roots?”


Something like that, thought Tollie.


“I think maybe I wanted to see the whole picture. See all of Kelsal, so when I go back to Virginia and tell people I’m from Kelsal it won’t feel like only part of the truth. I figured finding more Ervins was probably the best place to start.” She shrugged her shoulders, not sure if that was it but thinking it sounded damn close.


“Then come on. Quit standing out here in the heat.”


Tollie turned around to Douglas and waved to her to get out of the car, finally. Douglas got out, narrowing her eyes. It was her old signal of retribution to come later.


They followed the woman into her home, taking seats on a couch covered with a colorful blanket of embroidered dogs chasing cats. That’s like Dad, thought Tollie. It somehow made her feel better. 


“You’re both Ervins?”


They both nodded their heads, saying nothing. Tollie felt small again, having to endure a visit to the relatives. The woman had the same kind of gaze as Aunt T. The tell-me-everything kind. Tollie drummed her fingers on the camera resting in her lap.


“I’m sorry, I just…, I had this idea, I mean…” Tollie stumbled through the handful of words, trying to explain why they were there. She wasn’t sure, and that was making it difficult to come up with a polite lie, or a reasonable truth.


“I mean…”


“Dear, please. Take a deep breath, hold it in. Now let it out slowly and start over. I can’t take all this hemming and hawing. You’re giving me a knot in my stomach. Say it, why are you here?”


“I wanted to see how much of a difference it made who I’m related to.”


“Beg pardon, child?”


“I mean, I wanted to know how much where I come from is always going to be who I am.” Tollie’s voice trailed off. She was worried there was an insult buried in there somewhere and the old woman was going to spot it. It wasn’t what she meant.


The woman stared hard at Tollie, no blinks, her eyes narrowing. Tollie started to chew on her lip, looking down. Why am I here? I can’t explain it, thought Tollie. I want something.


“What are all of you looking at?” Tollie jumped at the sound of the edge in the woman’s voice. She had turned to all of the faces in the doorway and was waving at them. “Bye bye, bye bye. Go on about your business.”


She waited as they reluctantly turned and moved out of sight before sitting down next to Tollie, knees touching. 


“Tell me what it is you want.”


She wasn’t even looking at Tollie. She was looking straight ahead. All Tollie could see was the side of her head, graying curly hair tucked behind her ears, a faded small gold ball in her ear lobe. Douglas had settled into an overstuffed chair with a wild flowered print in different shades of purple and green. She was looking at Tollie with no readable expression, like she was resigned to whatever was coming.


“I came home to be nice to my baby sister and to bury my father.”


“So your father’s just died.” Sympathy crept into her tone.


“No. Not yet.”


The woman turned and looked at Tollie, raising an eyebrow.


“Well, he will be. We’re not all that close. I don’t really know him. Ever since I’ve been back…”


“How long has that been?”


“A few days.”


“You’re this stirred up after a few days?”


“No, I think I brought that with me. The confusion is new, though.” Tollie tried a smile. “It seems like every time I do anything, since I got here, I find out something I thought was true, wasn’t. Maybe I wanted to come here because I didn’t know anything, so surprises were to be expected. No truths would be challenged.”


“That’s quite a bit. But what is it you want to know?”


Tollie started biting her lip again. She wasn’t good at taking risks, waiting for rejection. She breathed in deeply, held it and let it out slow out of the side of her mouth.


“I want to know how we’re the same.”


“Would you like to know my name first?”


Tollie looked up, her eyes wide.


“I’m sorry. I should have started with that. I’m sorry.”


“It’s alright, honey. Whatever is it you want has a tight grip on you. Seems to be making it hard for you to think around it. My name’s May, short for Mayfield. Had a momma with a silly idea of making sure the women got to keep a piece of their family somehow, too.”


Tollie’s eyes widened again and she breathed in a little too fast, swallowed wrong and started to make small choking noises, trying to calm down. May started to pound her on the back.


“Sorry.”


“Stop apologizing. You’re among family,” said May, giving a last whack to Tollie’s back and letting out a loud laugh. “Now, tell me you and your sister’s names.”


“That’s my older sister, Douglas, and my name’s Tollie, short for Taliaferro.”


“Oh, I see. Taliaferro Ervin. We are related, child. Blood is a powerful thing. Color’s powerful too, on both ends of the island, but nothing can grab you harder than blood. And we share more of it than you know.”


“We’re both Ervins,” said Tollie, shaking her head, thinking she wasn’t quite getting it.


“I know,” said May, raising an eyebrow, “apparently more than you do. Which doesn’t surprise me one bit. How is Aunt T? Care for anything to drink?” asked May, offhandedly, turning to head toward the kitchen. Tollie didn’t answer, trying to think of which Aunt T she meant.


“And Sister, how is she? She still ready to go?” May was smiling. She turned and looked at Tollie standing there, blank look on her face.


“What’s the matter? What, you didn’t think I’d know anyone? What, you don’t think these roads run both ways? You never seen brown faces on your end?”


“I, uh, no, I mean yes. It’s not that. You know Aunt T? Sister? Aunt T never gets out and Sister doesn’t start too many conversations.” It was odd. Tollie felt more of a sense of relief than confusion. More family handed to her.


“I must sound, I mean…” She did that stupid smile she hated so much when she was trying to stop herself from crying. Straight line in the middle, the edges pulled back, making her cheeks puff out a little too much. Never worked either. Tears started running down her cheeks. She didn’t dare look at Douglas. She’d either start laughing at whatever look must be on Douglas’ face or cry harder.


“Lord, child, what is wrong with you?” asked May.


“Tollie?” Douglas moved over to Tollie and gently patted her on the back. She gave a small hiccup in the middle of trying to gulp a little air.


“I’m sorry. I just meant to come and introduce myself. That’s all. I didn’t expect you to know anybody. You seem to know what’s going on more than I do. I feel like I don’t have any place to stand on, all of a sudden.”


“Why would you think I wouldn’t know anyone?”


“Because you’re from here, we’re from there,” said Tollie, waving her hands together, her voice a little high. She looked up at May, “I don’t remember anybody mixing when I was growing up. I don’t remember any conversations beyond ‘how are things’. All I remember is the ‘they’ stories.”


Douglas’ hand dropped down behind Tollie’s back and she was shifting around in her seat. Tollie knew she was making her sister uncomfortable, breaking a rule they had grown up with. Not one someone had said to them out loud. But the strongest rules, the ones you really never did try to break were the ones you learned by watching. Even the elders were afraid of those.


The ‘they’ stories were what Tollie and her sisters had called them. They don’t know how to behave around nice things. They aren’t ever going to go beyond the land they’ve got now. They aren’t supposed to be getting too chummy with any of us.


It was a joke, really. No one Tollie knew had ever spent any time visiting with someone from the other end of the island. How would anyone know what nice things there were, how they were around them? And besides, no one from around here ever got more land than they came into the world with. White or black.


“There’s a lot that goes on, not too many eyes around to see,” said May. “A lot more if you’re not expecting so much, anyway. You’re not used to being around black folks, are you?”


Douglas choked on some imagined chunk caught in her throat. Tollie did her best to think what the right answer would be. She wasn’t letting the truth in on this one.


“I’ve worked around black people.”


“Worked around them? Sounds like you were being careful not to touch anyone.”


“Yeah, but she’s like that with everyone,” said Douglas. Tollie turned and gave her the stupid sister look. Raise the eyebrows slightly, purse the lips. May laughed.


“You two have got to be sisters. You have whole conversations without a word flying out in the air.”


May took Tollie’s hand in hers. “Does that make you nervous? Are you busy thinking how my skin feels different or the same from people you know?” May rubbed Tollie’s hand against her cheek. Tollie could feel the dampness as she let her hand be guided.


“You see, even now, you’re letting me move you around because you think you’re going to learn something new. You think we’re so different, if you hold still for awhile, take it all in, you’ll see how the other half lives. My dear, money can make you different, love and hatred can make you or break you, but color means nothing. But don’t tell anybody… it’s a secret.”


May smiled and put Tollie’s hand back in her lap. “Don’t worry, honey, most black folks think the same thing. It comes from being around each other and never with anybody.”


“Douglas is right. I’m never with much of anybody. But I don’t feel badly, neither is she. She’s just louder about it, people don’t notice so much.”


“This child? Loud? Prove it.”


“Right now, I feel like I’m on a ride, and the best thing I can do is hold on, enjoy the view, and wait for it to come back to a place I know a little better,” said Tollie. May smiled. 


“And to think you’ve been able to come to the other side of the world in your own backyard on the one piece of land you know better than any other place in the world. What, you thought the weather was different over here? The beaches? Let it go, dear. It’ll make it easier for us to get to know each other. You were planning on coming back, weren’t you? This wasn’t a debutante run, was it?”


“No, no it wasn’t. I wasn’t really thinking about what next, but yeah, I’d like to come back, if that’s okay.”


“Free country, dear. Same country.”


“I know that,” grumbled Douglas.


“Ah, she speaks,” said May. “Come on, let me show you around. You can ask more questions later. You’ll probably come up with better ones this way anyway.” May got up and went for the door, not waiting for Tollie or Douglas. “You think Aunt T might come sometime? I’d love to see her again,” she said, her back to them. “Tell her it’s been long enough.”

