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BOOK BUZZ

Storytellers find

fertile ground
in Lowcountry

By DON O'BRIANT / dobriant@ajc.com

It may be too early to create a category
called Lowcountry Lit, but suddenly book-
stores seem to be awash in novels draped in
Spanish moss and smelling of the salt marsh.

Al least half a dozen novels set on the
South Carolina coast are being published this
spring and surmmer. Already in stores are Sue
Monk Kidd's “The Mermaid Chair,” Karen
/Robards’ “Superstition,” Dorothea Benton
Frank's "Pawleys Island” and Patti Callahan
Henry's “Where the River Runs.” Mary Alice
Monroe’s “Sweelgrass” will be published in
July and Anne Rivers Siddons will add
"Sweetwater Creek” on Sept, 1.

One obvious reason for the proliferation of
Lowcountry novels is that many of the writ-
ers — including Frank and Siddons — live on

Paula llingw
Anne Rivers Siddons' next novel, “Sweetw
ter Creek,” is set on Wadmalaw Island, S.(

the coasl. Frank, who grew up on Sulliva
Island, seems to have found a home on

best-seller lists with novels such as “lsle
Palms,” “Shem Creek,” “Sullivan's Islar
and now “Pawleys Island.”
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Books: Tales grow in Lowcountry
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Siddons, who fled from
Aflanta traffic several years
ago and moved to Charleston,
recently bought a house on
Fripp lIsland, S.C., near the
home of another author who
has set fiction in the region —
Pat Conroy. Siddons is follow-
ing her best-selling beach
books “lslands” and “Low-
country” late this summer
with "“Sweetwater Creek,” a
novel set on Wadmalaw
Island.

“It's almost impossible not
to write about the Lowcoun-
try,” Siddons says. “When you
cross the bridges going to the
islands, it's as if you're enter-
ing another world, an older
world.”

Frank agrees that the atmo-
sphere of mystery and legend
makes it fertile ground for fic-
tion. In her new novel, lawyer
Abigail Thurmond comes out
of retirement to help a young
artist on the island who is
involved in a bitter divorce
and custody battle with her
husband in Charleston.

“The real story is about the
secrets,” Frank says. “And
Pawleys is such a magical,
mystical place. Since the day
Edgar Allan Poe dug his toes
in the pristine sands of Sulli-
van's Island to write ‘The
Gold Bug,' generation after
generation of writers has tried
to solve the mysteries of the
South, It may have something
to do with living closer to
nature. On the other hand, it
may be the ghosts of our
past.”.

Pawleys Island also is the
setting of Robards' thriller
“Superstition.” The plot
involves a big-cit
moved to the island to be
police chief, a sexy female TV
reporter investigating the mys-
terious deaths of three teenag-
rs 15 years ago, and a mayor
=termined to keep the

MEET THE AUTHOR

» Dorothea Benton Frank will
sign books at 2 p.m. Saturday at
Bames & Noble in Alpharetta,
TEG0 Morth
Paint Parkway,
TT0-8983-
8340, Also,
she’ll tallk
about her new
novel at ¥ p.m.
Monday at the
Margaret
Mitehell House,
290 Peachtree
St M.E., Atlan-
ta. $8. 770-578-3502, www

~EWTWLOTE.

program from airing.

In "“The Mermaid Chair,"
the follow-up to her best-
selling novel “The Secret Life
of Bees," Kidd writes about
Jessie Sullivan, a middle-aged
woman who leaves her family
behind to look after her trou-
bled mother on Egret Island.
While there, she begins to sus-
pect her mother is keeping a
secret about the death of Jess-
ie's father 33 years earlier.

Secrets also are a part of
Atlanta writer Callahan Hen-
ry's new novel, “Where the
River Runs,” a Lowcountry
tale of Meridy Dresden, who
retums to South Carolina to
protect the reputation of an
old friend who is being
unfairly blamed for a fire that
killed Meridy's first love.

“There's something rich and
mysterious and lush and unex-
plainable about the

Lowcountry,” Henry si
“The way my characters in
act with the landscape is |
they would interact witl
person.”

One of the main charac|
in Henry's novel is an ol
Gullah woman, whi
inspired the author to do a
of research before writing.

“T'm not an expert on G
lah culture,” says Henry, w
has a vacation home on D
fuskie Island. “1 wanted
make sure I got it right.”

As fans of Siddons mig
expect, a dark secret also is
the heart of her forthcomi
“Sweetwater Creek.” It is t
story of Lilly Parmenter, w!
is left virtuiy alone after t
disappearance of her moth
and the death of her old
brather. Her father and brot
ers are too busy raisi
Boykin spaniels to pay atte
tion to her. Then Charlest
debutante Lulu Wentwor
arrives, fleeing from her hec
social life, with a sccret th
will tear Lilly's world apart.

“It's about loss and hc
they both come to terms wi
it,” Siddons says. “As f
secrets, T don't know any far
ily down here who doesr
have an untold story, There
a lot going on under ti
surface,”

COMING SUNDAY
IN ARTS & BOOKS

» Leisure Lit, your complete
Buide to summer reading. We'll
tell you what's hot, what's cool
and what's coming up.
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