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CHAPTER ONE

A SIMPLE GESTURE, A MAN’S HAND ON A WOMAN’S SHOULDER. It could as easily not have happened. Eliza often thought about how a series of unconnected events strung out over a number of years had brought about this chance encounter between Henry and herself. Had she not applied to the Courtauld for the fellowship, had she not fallen for Jamie when he described himself as “a man abandoned by space” at a London gallery, had they not gone to the wedding of his classmate from Eton—a wedding they almost missed because of a stupid argument—she might never have seen Henry again. A similar set of attractions and invitations had brought Henry to the same country house an hour west of London. Everything that had come before—so exact and perfectly timed—had forever changed the direction she was heading. Eliza used to think that Fate had abandoned her, but now she wondered if it had its arms wrapped so tightly around her that it would never let her go.

THE SPRING OF 1990 PROMISED TO BE A SEASON OF WEDDINGS. May was not half over, and Eliza and Jamie were already attending their third. After the ceremony, a flat gray sky threatened rain as they walked to the tent set up on the lawn for the wedding lunch. Jamie ducked inside to get two glasses of champagne while Eliza paused to examine the seating chart. She ran her finger down the list and found her table—number seven. She began to scan the list of names to see if she knew anyone. Then came the tap on her shoulder.

“Eliza.”

She turned. Something galloped hard across her heart. The man standing in front of her seemed more real than anything around her.

“My God, Henry.”

“I didn’t mean to scare you.” He reached out and touched her arm.

“God. Henry. You know, I thought I heard you. Your laugh. In the church. And then I thought I must be crazy.” Henry looked the same—thin and angular with cheekbones that pushed beyond the rectangular frame of his face. She could tell by his tanned face and hands that he still spent a lot of time outdoors.

“I saw you come into the church.” Henry leaned down and whispered, “Seriously late.”

“What are you doing here?”

“I came over for the wedding.”

“This wedding?”

“Mmmm.”

“Why?”

“Caroline.”

“How do you know Caroline?”

“My mother and her mother were distant cousins. She lived with us for one summer. About ...” Henry put his hands in his pockets and looked down at the ground before looking back up. “Six or seven years ago.”

“That’s wild. It’s even wilder seeing you here.”

“How are you? You look great.” Henry squeezed her elbow. “I heard you were about to marry a lord and take up residence in some stately home outside of London.”

“Charleston.” Eliza shook her head. “The farther away you go, the more social standing and money they award you.”

Henry stepped back to make room for an elderly couple who held on to each other as if they were lost. He folded his arms across his chest and looked at Eliza. “So you aren’t married?” He spoke in a low voice.

“No.”

“Engaged?”

“No.”

“Are you sure?”

“Positive.”

“So no lord?”

“No lord.”

“No stately home?”

“Small flat in South Kensington.”

Henry turned his head and looked at her obliquely. He was amused by something. “God, it’s great to see you. What are you doing here?”

“Simon is a friend of my boyfriend’s. They were at Eton together,” she said.

“Boyfriend?” Henry tilted his head and raised his eyebrows.

“Boyfriend.” Eliza nodded. “Jamie.”

“Sounds serious.”

Eliza smiled.

“Jamie,” Henry repeated. “English?”

“Very.” Eliza looked over her shoulder to see if she could spot Jamie. He was zigzagging through the sea of colorful hats and dark jackets, holding two flutes of champagne at shoulder height. “He’s just coming, I’ll introduce you.” Jamie passed through an involved conversation between two matrons and appeared before them.

“Sorry, darling.” He handed Eliza a glass. “I ran into Lady Caledon and couldn’t get away.”

“Jamie, I want to introduce you to an old friend from Charleston, Henry Heyward.”

Jamie held out his hand. “Jamie Barings, very nice to meet you.” He took a long sip of his champagne. “You’ve come all the way from Charleston? How do you know Simon and Caroline?”

“Caroline’s mother was a distant cousin of my mother’s,” Henry said.

“Caroline lived with Henry’s family in Charleston for a summer,” Eliza added.

“Oh, I see. Caroline’s such a lovely girl. I just met her a few months ago. Simon is absolutely besotted with her,” Jamie said. “Charleston, well, you have such lovely weather in the Carolinas, not this filthy rain we’ve had all week. I keep trying to coax Eliza to take me down there, but she always finds some reason not to.”

Eliza watched Henry to see what he thought of Jamie. She knew she shouldn’t care, but she did. And she knew what he was thinking—that Jamie was too English and too mannered for her.

Jamie nodded hello to two bridesmaids and moved closer to Eliza to allow them to pass. Eliza sensed they were disappointed Jamie had not introduced them to Henry.

“So when was the last time you saw each other?” Jamie lifted his champagne flute first toward Henry and then toward Eliza before taking a last sip.

Henry tilted his head sideways, but he didn’t take his eyes off of Eliza. “About ten years.” He looked at Eliza for her acknowledgment.

“How long are you here?” The rain was coming down hard now, and Jamie raised his voice.

“I’m going back tonight. Catching the last flight. I asked Caroline to seat me somewhere close to the exit in case I have to leave early.”

Jamie looked beyond Eliza at the guests taking their seats. “I think we should probably find our table. I’m just going to put this down,” Jamie said, referring to his empty glass. “Can I take yours?” Eliza handed him her untouched glass. “I’ll be right back.”

Henry watched Jamie disappear. “He’s crazy about you.”

“Perhaps,” Eliza said.

Henry waited, but Eliza offered nothing more. “So, do you ever come to Charleston? I used to see your mother some, but now I never do.”

“I haven’t been back in a while. You knew my mother remarried?”

“I did,” he said. “Ben Hastings. They don’t spend much time in Charleston now, do they?”

“Not really. They spend most of their time in Middleburg, but they come down some. Sara, Ben’s daughter, goes to the College of Charleston.”

“What about Christmas? Do you come back for Christmas?”

“To Middleburg. My mother has everyone there. Actually I’m coming to Charleston in a few weeks for Sara’s coming-out party.”

“Is Jamie coming?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Eliza.” He took her wrist. “Promise you’ll call when you get to town.”

Eliza looked at Henry to see if he understood what he was asking her to do.

“Promise.”

A footman’s voice asked everyone to please take their seats.

“Yes, okay.”

Jamie returned. Henry let go of her wrist.

“Darling, we had better find our table.”


CHAPTER TWO

ELIZA WASN’T CERTAIN SHE HAD MADE THE RIGHT DECISION. Several times she had decided it wouldn’t be wise for her to return to Charleston, but when she called to tell her mother she had too much work and too many deadlines, her mother insisted how much her coming meant to Sara. In truth, work and deadlines were not the reason Eliza was reluctant to return home. She didn’t know what spending time with Henry would do to her—and she wasn’t certain she wanted to take the risk to find out—and yet there had always been something about Henry she had never been able to resist.

She was flying in on the afternoon of her stepsister’s debutante party, cutting the edge as finely as she dared. Eliza looked out the airplane window, down at the landscape she knew so well. She liked seeing it from such a distance. So much of her time was spent looking at images on vertical surfaces at close range—paintings hung on walls or projected onto screens. She had been thinking about distance and location in painting for some time. She had gone to an exhibit at the Marlborough Gallery of a Spanish hyperrealist who had painted with such minute precision that she had overheard someone mistake one of his compositions for a photograph. He signed all of his work with a self-portrait, no larger than a dime, painted as if it were reflected on the convex head of a silver tack. And then there was the Englishman who had covered the floor of the ground gallery of the Tate Modern with a spiral, twenty meters in diameter, made of dried wooden sticks and pocket compasses of varying sizes and shapes. The title of the installation was What Interests Me Is the Thing That Cannot Be Located. The work of the Spaniard and the Englishman demanded vastly different distances to be understood.

When and where she might run into Henry was something Eliza had thought about from time to time for years. She imagined running into him at the National Gallery or on the Eurostar to Paris or at the British Airways check-in at JFK. It made no sense, but Eliza sometimes caught herself looking in the mirror and smoothing out her ponytail before she left for a journey. She even half expected that in the conversations with the collectors she had traveled to meet and whose paintings she had been hired to document, Henry’s name might come up with the revelation of her Charleston background, but it never did.

She reached in the seat pocket in front of her for her folder on Bonnard. She opened it and looked at the image of Bonnard’s Déjeuner one more time. A man and a woman sat at a table bearing a feast of fruit. Eliza still wasn’t convinced, as Jamie had been, that this couple was not waiting for someone. Bonnard had, after all, painted an empty chair between them. Across the top of her draft essay on Bonnard she wrote, “What does it mean—the thing that cannot be located?” She would have two weeks in Charleston to figure this out.

Eliza returned her gaze to the window. Thousands of feet below, roads that curved and faded without apparent reason snaked through large green untouched forest. Unlike the ordered rectangles and quadrilaterals and polygons of the English countryside that fit together like irregular pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, everything here was sinuous, unordered, untamed. The only straight line she could see was the Southern Seaboard Railroad and the power lines that cut sharp tracks through large expanses of timber. Toward the coast, the solid forests gave way to winding rivers and irregular patches of marsh. Eliza guessed that the dark river that curled in lazy loops was the Ashley River—it reminded her of the white sugar icing her grandmother used to let her serpentine across the top of her lemon cakes. Eliza watched the plane’s shadow flee in front of them across land that disappeared into marshes. She enjoyed the weightless feeling of the shadow’s swift escape precisely because running away from something or someone had never felt so easy.

As they approached Charleston, the waterways grew wider and the creeks and tributaries so numerous that it looked as if one big rainstorm would submerge the city. A local poet, long deceased, had referred to Charleston as a “sea-drinking city.” As they descended, Eliza could see all the houses lined up along the marshes with long thin docks running to the deep water. She watched a motorboat making a tight circle to pick up a waterskier.

Eliza wondered where Jamie was now. Jamie had gotten angry with her for her ambivalence about his coming to Charleston. When the National Trust commission had come, he hastily arranged the trip without consulting her. He had always been so wonderful to her, and she hated that she made him unhappy. Was she looking for something that didn’t exist? Did she even know what love was? Did she know the answer to the question she had asked herself before she left—could she live without Jamie? But was that even the right question to ask? She had lived without Henry. Maybe it was all as simple as she did not love Jamie enough.

The afternoon heat had not yet left the day when Eliza’s flight arrived in Charleston. Eliza remained seated and reorganized her satchel while she waited for the other passengers to push past. She had told her mother not to send anyone, she would take a taxi. At the baggage claim, she looked at the people gathered around her, and she realized she could be in any city. There was not one familiar face—only the same redcap who had been there whenever she had flown home from college.

Eliza wrestled her bag off the luggage carousel and headed for the taxi rank. She paused for a moment to look at the palmetto trees outlined against the sky. Almost another three hours of daylight left, but the descending sun had already begun to pull the color out of the sky. The air was soft and heavy. It was as if someone had put an arm around her. A battered yellow station wagon appeared and a small black man hopped out. “Where are you going, young lady?”

“Downtown. Church Street.”

“Alrighty, hop aboard.”

He held the door for Eliza. They proceeded down the wide parklike retreat from the airport and then onto Interstate 26. The driver drummed his fingers on his steering wheel to the rhythm of Jr. Walker & the All Stars’ “Road Runner.” Eliza was relieved that Jamie had not come with her. She was tired, and she wanted to feel what it was like to come back to the place without having to translate or explain. Had Jamie come, he would not have been able to resist telling her that the roadway into Charleston was “oversigned” with billboards tempting tourists with promises of perfect beaches, comfortable hotel rooms, endless meals; that Charlestonians’ reference to a colonnaded porch as a piazza was the equivalent of calling it an Italian square; and that Charlestonians’ pronunciation of the French street names was not only incorrect but also incomprehensible. He would, in his mock serious tone, begin discussing, as he did on every trip they had taken, the addition of a new chapter to his imaginary work A Guide for the Perplexed.

On the way into town, Eliza sat back and let herself be soothed by the clunk-clunking of the tires over the sections of concrete, past the acres of factories and worn-out land, until the tip of the Cooper River Bridge appeared above the railing. When the signs pointing to the turnoffs for King and Meeting streets loomed overhead, Eliza asked the driver to follow the sign to Mount Pleasant and then get off at the East Bay exit. “Whatever be your pleasure,” he said as they dipped under the overpass and headed up the ramp toward the Cooper River Bridge, then down the East Bay exit and stopped at the light.

Nothing had changed. The massive three-storied Faber-Ward house, built in the 1830s and converted into a hotel for freed slaves during the Civil War, still stood haunted and empty—facing land that, for as long as Eliza could remember, was used by the Port Authority for stacking the containers of cargo ships. They continued on down East Bay Street past the Slave Market, which catered to the tourist trade, and crossed Broad Street. Soon the buildings on the east side gave way to a seawall and promenade, and the name changed from East Bay to East Battery. There was something soothing about coming back to a place where there was nothing new to see, where everything was known, where there were only confirmations and never any questions.

Eliza asked the driver to go all the way down East Battery past the towering antebellum houses and then loop back around White Point Gardens to Church Street. She wanted to take the long way home. She knew that once she left the taxi her journey would no longer feel free and effortless like the shadow of the plane she had been watching. As they turned onto Church Street and bumped slowly over the uneven brick paving of the streets, Eliza said, “It’s the pale stone-colored house on the left.”

THE PAST WAS A KIND OF WEATHER THAT PUSHED IN FROM the harbor and lingered long. Eliza stood on the sidewalk and looked up at the tall three-story stucco house that had been in her father’s family for six generations. The Richardson-Poinsett house was a typical Charleston single house—two major rooms on each floor, the narrow side of the house facing the street and the length stretching back into a deep plot of land. As an only child, Eliza had had the entire third floor to herself. The Poinsett house, as it was now called, was distinguished with a double lot and a manicured lawn. In Charleston, houses were heritage and were sold only if they had to be. When Eliza’s mother, widowed for nearly a decade, remarried eight years ago, she had moved with her husband to his farm in Middleburg, but the house and garden were maintained as if the family were still living there.

Instead of entering the front doorway to the piazza, she turned the handle of the heavy wrought-iron garden gate and pushed it open. The garden’s lawn was surrounded by a wide border of densely planted China pinks and white and pale lavender heliotropes. Her mother had written that she had found two lead eighteenth-century plant labels and was going to fill the borders with these historic plants. Eliza walked to the back of the garden toward the kitchen house where she had kept a vegetable and fruit garden—figs, oranges, tomatoes, squash, lettuce. She had loved going each spring just after Easter with her mother to Cross Seed Company to pick out packets of seeds and small plants in cardboard containers.

Eliza set her bag down and lifted a tea olive branch, heavy with dark waxy leaves and small white flowers, to her face. She inhaled the sweet softness of the white blossoms. The scent made her feel more alive, and she broke off a small stem. She had wondered what it would feel like to be back. She didn’t know if planning to stay for two weeks had been the right decision. She had worked hard to construct detours around parts of her memory that included Henry. She had work she needed to finish, and she had convinced herself that coming back to a place that didn’t have any of the distractions of London would give her the freedom to complete everything. But she slightly suspected that she was daring herself to come back—to prove to herself that all that had happened between her and Henry didn’t matter anymore. And besides, looking at her life in London from so far away might help her decide what to do next. Or maybe it was just as simple as missing her father and wanting to be as close to him as possible. She didn’t believe in spirits or ghosts, but she always felt his presence in this house. She wished he could have known everything she had been doing these past years. The screen door of the back porch was unlatched.

“Hello? Mom? Sara?”

“Eliza.” Her mother’s voice was punctuated by the sharp taps of her high heels on the hardwood floor in the front hall. She came through the dining room with her arms open and hugged and kissed her daughter. She wore a simple silk champagne-colored evening gown. “Oh my, I do wish you had let us pick you up from the airport. How was your flight? You look exhausted.” She called up to the third floor, “Sara, Eliza’s here.” She paused. “Oh dear, I hope she heard me. We’re going off in a few minutes, we’re late as it is. Ben phoned and said everything was in good order.” Eliza’s mother checked her watch. “The guests are going to arrive before we do. Sara!”

“Is Cornelia here?”

“No, dear, she only comes now on Mondays and Thursdays. She wanted to come and wait for you, but I told her you weren’t getting in until quite late and everything would be rushed. Do you need any help deciding what you are going to wear?”

“I brought the dress we found on the King’s Road when you visited.”

“The black one?”

Eliza nodded.

“Oh, that will look lovely, but I do love you in color. It must be wrinkled in that case.”

“No, I’m sure it’s fine, I wrapped it in tissue paper. If it needs ironing, I can do it myself.”

“Are you sure?”

“Absolutely.”

“Oh dear, where is Sara?” She turned and looked up the stairs. “Sara!”

“I’ll run up,” Eliza said.

“You don’t mind my rushing off?”

“No, not at all,” Eliza said. “I’m desperate to take a hot bath.” But what she really wanted was the house to be quiet again.

“I hope your room isn’t too hot. I put a fan up there this morning. We’ll see you tonight. Don’t be too late. Oh, Eliza, it’s so good to have you home.”

Eliza was already halfway up the first flight of stairs when her mother called to her. “Eliza, I almost forgot. Henry came by and dropped off a note for you. It’s in the tray on the hall table.”

She heard her mother pass through the dining room into the kitchen. She turned and walked slowly back down the stairs. A small cream envelope with her name written in the center lay on the silver tray. Eliza recognized the distinctive rhythm of Henry’s handwriting, somewhere between printing and script. He always started his letters from the bottom, never the top—so that each word seemed weighted to the line. She looked at the letter, turned it over several times, but did not open it, and then began walking up the stairs, testing herself.

Sara’s room was across the hall from Eliza’s on the third floor. She knocked on Sara’s door. “Sara?”

“Eliza.” Sara opened the door and greeted Eliza with a hug and a kiss. “Oh, Eliza, it’s so sweet of you to come back for this. I’m so nervous. How do I look?” Sara held her arms out to the side of her white strapless ball gown and twisted left then right.

“Beautiful,” Eliza said.

“Do I have on too much mascara?”

Eliza leaned toward Sara and looked closely. “No, you look great, just be sure you don’t rub your eyes.”

“What time is it?”

Eliza checked her watch. “Quarter past six.”

Sara fanned her hands in front of her face. “I was supposed to be there by six for photographs. I know I am going to trip in these heels.”

“Keep your eyes up, don’t look down, that’s the trick. And take them off to go down these stairs.”

“Good idea,” Sara said as she leaned down to take off her shoes. She gathered her dress in one hand, shoes in the other, and proceeded down the stairs.

Eliza heard her mother and Sara call good-bye and the front door slam shut. Eliza returned downstairs to retrieve her suitcase. She paused at the entrance to the front parlor. Everything was just as it had been when she left—the same pale wall colors, the same silk curtains, the same fabrics on chairs and sofas in the same positions. The air held a scent of lavender. She walked across the hall to the dining room. She liked seeing all of the familiar objects—the tall long-case clock that had belonged to her great-grandfather, the portraits of family members, her grandmother’s silver service, her father’s framed and ordered collection of early southern maps. She stopped to look at the eighteenth-century thermometer that hung on the wall. On a silver plate written in perfect script were various marks on the right-hand side of the scale. Across from 212 was WATER BOILS. She continued reading vertically down. SPIRITS BOIL 176 degrees, FEVER HEAT 112, BLOOD HEAT 98, SUM. HEAT 76, TEMPERATE 55, FREEZING 32. She had never considered, until now, why anyone would need to know at what temperature spirits boil.

Eliza carried her suitcase slowly up the two flights of stairs and opened the door to her room. It overlooked the garden, and the pale peach color of the walls made it feel as if the sun were always shining there. She walked to the window and looked down on the tops of the magnolia and live oaks in the garden below. The view always made her feel as if she were in the safest tree house in the world. She had chosen her flat in South Kensington because the bedroom looked out onto a beautiful and ancient sycamore and had reminded her of her bedroom back home. She wandered around her room, touching all the things she loved. The mirrored glass box where she kept all the treasures she and her father had found—shark teeth from the banks of Pinckney Island; an arrowhead from the Combahee River; shards of Indian pottery from an excavation site at Willtown Bluff; three Victorian glass marbles, a small bone cat that must have been from a little girl’s bracelet, an old shoe buckle, all found in their garden—and two silver dollars her father had given her when she had lost her two front teeth.

Eliza opened her closet—her clothes were as she had left them—nothing had been touched. She had always been expected to return. She looked up at her bedroom ceiling, where her father had drawn a colored map in blues and greens of all of the waterways and rivers and islands around Charleston. She always wondered if he would have been happier as an artist rather than as an architect. She guessed the demands of supporting a family had pushed him toward architecture. She could still hear his voice telling her bedtime stories about his travels to places on the map. She had taken journeys that could not have been imagined by the map that lay above her. She remembered a line Jamie had quoted from a novel about a journey being defined as a gesture inscribed in space. And now she wondered about those words. Were journeys gestures, or were they something else?

Eliza sat on the edge of her bed and slid Henry’s note from its envelope.

     Dear Eliza,

     I’ll pick you up at seven.

     —Henry

How unlike the playful notes he had, over a decade ago, tucked into pockets of her jackets or jeans. He had referred to himself differently each time with such soubriquets as the “keeper of the flame” or “your most devoted and obedient servant.” Now he was just Henry. What is he doing? she thought. Had her mother known Henry was coming?

Eliza suddenly wished that she had several hours to herself before she saw Henry. She kicked off her shoes and pushed herself up to draw a bath. She filled an empty glass with water and placed the tea olive blossom in it. She undressed and sank slowly in the hot bathwater. She listened through the raised windows to the breeze in the laurel oak that almost sounded like a slow kind of applause. She could hear the distant sounds of the city, the drawl of a carriage tour guide punctuated by the clips of the hoofs of a horse pulling a wagon, voices of a brigade of children—loud and shrill—passing by on bicycles. She reached down and checked her watch, which lay on top of her discarded clothes—6:40. She slipped lower into the hot water and considered where she was. When she had first met Jamie he asked her where home was, and she had paused before answering. “Charleston,” she had said, possibly more in default than in affirmation. Eliza had thought from time to time about her pause. Would Charleston always be home to her even if she never returned? Would it always be home to her even if she didn’t want it to be?

At 6:45 she pushed herself out of the bath and wrapped a towel around herself. She opened her suitcase and lifted the tissue paper she had wrapped around her dress to keep it from getting wrinkled. She laid her dress on her bed. She thought she could get by without running an iron over it. She hadn’t given what to wear to this party much thought. She had fallen in love with the simple black dress with the tight waist and slashed neckline that she had found in a vintage clothing stall on the King’s Road the last time her mother had come to visit. The stall keeper pronounced it a Pauline Trigère 1956, but Eliza didn’t need to believe him to love the dress. She pulled her hair back in a tight ponytail and walked down to the first-floor parlor to check her appearance in the French gilt pier mirror that had belonged to her grandmother. She looked pale and tired. If only she could have had one day of rest before she saw Henry, before she saw anyone really. She knew she would be able to slip back into this world without missing a beat, but she would be noticed. One of the reasons she had never considered coming back to Charleston was that she had wanted to be in places where things did change. And maybe that was one of the reasons she had fallen for Jamie, nothing was ever the same with him. In fact, she used to joke that one of the guiding principles of his life was the “Baring Law of No Repetition.” But Eliza knew, too, that one of the reasons she had not come back was Henry. The bells of St. Michael’s began to ring, the long-case clock followed a beat later. God, he would be here any minute.


CHAPTER THREE

AT 7:09 ELIZA HEARD THE IRON GARDEN GATE CREAK OPEN.

“Eliza?” Henry called through the screen door of the kitchen. He braced his hand against the architrave, as if to prevent himself from falling in. He wore a dilapidated white dinner jacket so warped that the front hem was at least three inches longer than the back.

“How did you know I didn’t have a date?” Her words came as much as a surprise to her as to Henry.

“How about a kiss hello first?”

“Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to sound like that.”

Henry leaned forward and kissed her. “God, Eliza.” She took a step back.

Henry moved away and leaned against the architrave. He held his hands behind his back. “It was very simple. I conspired with your mother. Actually I dropped by to see her and told her I had seen you at a wedding in England and that you said you were coming back for Sara’s party and would she please put you with me for the evening.”

“How did you know I wouldn’t come with Jamie?”

“I took a chance. I was fearless. I met with your mother and spread my heart out as evidence in the case, and she conceded. So look, you know, you did promise me that you would call when you got to Charleston. I can absolve you of your guilt for not having called—you’ve been here”—Henry pushed the sleeve of his jacket up and checked his watch—“what? A couple of hours?—by coming with me. And I have saved you from the clutches of Edward McGee or one of those, shall we say, corpulent Bennett boys.”

“My mother wouldn’t have put me with any of them.”

Henry put his hands in his pockets and shrugged. “Maybe not, but not many bachelors—eligible or otherwise—are left.” He smiled at Eliza. “I’m one of the few. Furthermore and most importantly, I’ve come out of retirement for you. I don’t go to debutante parties anymore. I haven’t gone to one in—God”—he ran his left hand through his hair—“I don’t know—since the last time you cooked for me.”

“Henry, I’ve never cooked for you.”

“Really, you sure? Not even breakfast after some party or ...” He was trying to lead her down an avenue she did not want to visit.

“Okay, Eliza.” Henry raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. “I’ll stop. You may have forgotten me, but I can still read your looks. You know we could stay here if you ...”

“I have to go.”

“Yes, of course.” He held his arm for her. “You can ditch me once we get there. You look great by the way. That doesn’t look like a Charleston dress.”

“It’s not,” she said as she pulled the kitchen door shut and turned the lock.

“Didn’t think so.”

“Looks like your same old white dinner jacket.”

“It is.”

When they reached the street, Henry asked, “Which way? Right or left?”

“Right is probably shorter,” Eliza said.

“Then left it is,” Henry said and moved Eliza to his left side so he would be between her and the street.

They walked down Church Street to White Point Gardens. Henry paused and surveyed the large rectangular park canopied by rows of live oak trees. “Let’s walk around the park once before we go. I want to hear what you’ve been doing in London. Studying or working?”

“Henry, I should ...”

“We’ll walk quickly.” He put his arm behind her to sweep her forward.

An ancient black Lincoln Continental motored by.

“Was that Edward McGee?” Eliza asked.

Henry nodded. “Dressed in black tie, but never without his ‘traveler.’” Henry referred to the large plastic cup, filled most certainly with bourbon and ice, that Edward always had, after 5:00 P.M., balanced between the windshield and dashboard. “I hope you are beginning to appreciate what a savior I am.”

“Is he still living in Ansonborough?”

“Everything is pretty much as it was when you left. Edward’s still searching for distinction in imaginary causes, Larry’s still looking after him, and when Larry goes on one of his drinking binges, Edward’s lawn goes uncut for weeks, and some neighbor complains to the city, and then Edward takes up arms—nothing has changed. So, tell me, in London, studying or working?”

“Both actually.”

“Both? That’s a lot, isn’t it?”

“I’ve just finished a fellowship at the Courtauld, and I’ve been working as an assistant to my adviser. He’s writing a companion to the catalogue raisonné of Magritte.”

“Man with the bowler hat and briefcase.”

“In the clouds. That’s the one.”

“That’s fantastic, that’s impressive.”

“Yeah, it’s been great. When I first started, I was a bit of a glorified secretary. Gradually he started relying on me to do everything—typing up his notes, making corrections in the text, writing letters to collectors for permission to photograph their paintings.”

“I bet you know where all Magritte’s paintings are.”

“Actually, I do.”

“Fair to assume none are in Charleston?”

“Fair to assume.”

“So what’s next?”

“I need to finish work on Magritte by mid-June. My adviser has asked me to write an essay on Tennessee Williams and Pierre Bonnard for a book he is editing. That will take some time. But after that, I haven’t decided. I have an offer to continue on at the Courtauld, but I’ve been thinking about applying to a Ph.D. program in art history in the States. I’ve also been doing some work for one of the contemporary art galleries in London—Jasper Marlowe. They offered me a full-time position, but I’m ...”

Henry stopped to point out a flock of pelicans sitting in a row along a low horizontal branch of a live oak. “Look, Eliza, I’ve never seen that, have you?”

She stopped and looked away.

“Oh no,” he said. “What have I done now?”

“Why don’t I think you’re listening to me?”

“I am, I promise, Eliza, I’m just thrilled to see you.”

“What did I just say?”

“You’ve been telling me all about Magritte and an essay you’re planning to write on Tennessee Williams and Pierre Bonnard, and after all that, what you’re thinking about doing—continuing on at the Courtauld or applying to a Ph.D. program in the U.S., or accepting a full-time position at a contemporary art gallery in London.” He hesitated, snapped his fingers, and pointed at Eliza. “Jasper Marlowe.” Henry paused. “A little apology,” he said. “Just a little bit. In honor of this remarkable retinue of pelicans.”

“Sorry.”

“Here, let’s cut across to the bandstand, then we’ll head directly to Sara’s party. So, tell me, what’s the relationship between Williams and Bonnard?”

“Williams saw a painting by Bonnard at an art fair in San Francisco in 1939, and he wrote a poem about it. But Jamie has worried me that I may have the wrong painting.”

“Jamie? Your Jamie?”

“Yes.” The sound of Jamie’s name threw her off balance. “My Jamie.”

“Interesting, so what do you think you will do?”

“You mean about the painting?”

“No—staying on at the Courtauld or—”

“Oh. I’m not sure, I’ve got to figure that out.”

Henry was smiling at her.

“Henry, you know I just came for Sara’s party. I’m going back in two weeks.”

“I know, Eliza, I am ... well, I’m just happy to see you. That’s all. And since you haven’t asked me one question about myself, I’ll be brave, launch forth, and tell you. I am the publisher of The Charleston Courier.”

Eliza tilted her head sideways, as if she did not understand what he was saying.

Henry put his hand on his chest. “Really. Eliza, cross my heart.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“Not sure I believe you.”

“You should, you really should. See for yourself, proof is on the back page of the paper every day.”

As they approached the large Greek Revival house owned by Sara’s godfather, the faint sounds of a band could be heard. The Robert William Roper House was the grandest house along High Battery. With its south-facing double-height portico supported by massive Ionic columns that stretched almost twenty feet high, it was the most photographed house in Charleston. White tents had been set up in the back of the property on a well-tended rectangle of lawn. The older crowd had been invited for 6:30 P.M. The under-thirties for 8:00 P.M. It was now that time of dusk when the grass and foliage appeared greener, the men’s white dinner jackets sharper, and the women’s evening dresses more colorful than at any other time of day.

Eliza waved to Sara, who stood with her father and Eliza’s mother. Eliza signaled to her mother and Ben they were going to bypass the receiving line. Ben winked and blew her a kiss. As they moved forward, they heard, “Well, I’ll be damned. Eliza Poinsett. We all heard you had gone and married an English lord.” The man who spoke was Edward McGee, looking just as disheveled as always. “Come here, sughah, and give a kiss. So what are you doing with this scoundrel?”

“How are you, Edward?” Eliza asked.

“I’m heading home,” he said. “I’m handing it over to the young people. Eliza, it’s great to see you, sughah. Don’t stay away so long next time.”

Edward stepped closer to Henry. He pulled his face into a long frown. “When is my article going to appear?”

“It’s under consideration,” Henry said.

“I’m looking forward to seeing it, you hear.” Edward started to turn away but then stopped to add, “Let me know if they need a photograph.” Edward stretched his neck and smoothed the front of his dress shirt down with the palm of his hand, as if preparing for that very moment.

Henry nodded. “I will certainly do that.”

“You watch out for him.” Edward looked at Eliza and pointed to Henry. “You take care of yourself, sughah.”

Eliza turned to Henry. “What article?”

“He’s written a long article, in fact, a very long article, on the difference between northerners and Yankees, northerners being the educators and Yankees being the carpetbaggers. Edward calls my office every week for the publication date.”

“So you are the publisher.”

Henry nodded.

“You aren’t going to publish it, are you?”

“No, of course not. But now you see what I’ve saved you from. Let’s go find a drink.” He took her hand and serpentined their way through the clusters of people. Waiters and waitresses glided around the crowd with trays of ham biscuits, shrimp paste sandwiches, and mini crab cakes. Bartenders stood stationed behind tables covered in white tablecloths. White lawn chairs had been arranged in small groups for the weary.

The band was playing a repertoire of Nat King Cole songs and had just started “Mr. Cole Won’t Rock and Roll” when a large top-heavy man, drink in hand, stepped alone out onto the empty dance floor. He started sliding across the floor, swiveling his feet, dipping and raising shoulders and elbows, marching knees up and down, as if he were trying to disassemble his skeleton to the beat of the song. Arms now down at his side, shuffling baby steps, as if wearing flippers, he tilted his head and smiled beatifically at someone on the edge of the dance floor. The bass player was laughing so hard he could hardly keep playing. Henry and Eliza watched until the song finished and the man stepped off the dance floor, mopped his brow, and headed straightaway to a bar.

“Who is that?” Eliza asked.

Henry shrugged his shoulders. “Don’t know. But without question someone’s long-forgotten second cousin. What would you like?” Henry asked. “How about a glass of champagne to celebrate your homecoming.”

“A club soda would be great.”

“Always the wild one, Eliza.”

Eliza watched Henry disappear into the crowd. Do we always see with our memories? she wondered. If she had just met Henry for the first time tonight, who would she see? She remembered the first time they had met—twelve years ago—at a summer party at Fenwick Hall. She was seventeen and he was twenty. She had always known who he was, but Henry went to boarding school and always stayed at Oakhurst when he was home. Even back then he seemed to embody confidence and calm—as if he had everything under control and always would. Henry still had that poise.

Eliza looked across the crowd. She didn’t recognize as many people as she thought she would. She had heard that a lot of new people had moved to Charleston and were buying the houses that had been in the same families for years. The property taxes and rising real estate prices had pushed many of those she had grown up with to the suburban areas west across the Ashley River or east across the Cooper River to Mount Pleasant.

Henry returned and handed her a silver plastic cup that was bright pink on the inside. “How does it feel to be back among us?”

“Nice,” she said. “There is something so easy about it.” Charleston was a club, a small society, and if you belonged once you always belonged. You didn’t have to prove yourself or work hard at membership. It had been given to you at birth, and no matter where you lived, it would always be open to you. Eliza understood that she could always come home. “There are many people I don’t recognize.”

“Sure you do.” Henry stood behind her and leaned down. “Over there in the blue dress is Mrs. Middleton—she’ll be by, my guess”—Henry checked his watch—“in five, seven minutes max, to find out what you are doing here. A few years ago she turned to selling real estate. She knocks on the doors of newcomers and tells them she doesn’t approve of northerners moving into the city, yet she can’t resist selling them houses or going to their parties. Apparently she often recites the inventory of their furniture and pictures, both good and bad, to the members of her bridge club. She is speaking to Peter Marshall, a rather tricky art dealer from New York who opened a gallery down here a couple of years ago. He will be trying to find out how to join the board of the Gibbes, and she will be trying to get information on the value of someone else’s painting.” Henry put his hands on her upper arms and turned her. “Over there in the navy dress is Alexandra Lockwood, you remember her, she was in your class at Ashley Hall.”

“A year behind.” Eliza could tell that Alexandra had already become one of the young Charleston matrons who kept busy with the Junior League, church work, and children. In another ten years, her life would be indistinguishable from her mother’s.

“She is talking to Cal Edwards, who is still unmarried and is still living with his mother. Isn’t he your very distant cousin? Alexandra married a nice fellow from North Carolina or Tennessee, though not the match her mother would have wished for. He is a banker with First Federal in Spartanburg, but they are moving back here soon. He came to see me about a job at the paper, but we didn’t have anything for him. To her left is Mrs. Izard who is still living in that large house on Rutledge Avenue and has turned her swimming pool into a turtle pond. Apparently turtles have become her passion. And your mother is talking to the mayor. He is probably explaining why the board of the Coastal Conservation League is wrong to oppose his plans for port expansion. He had that same look on his face when he came by my office last week to discuss his position. Just beyond them the tall man—heading to the bar—is Dr. Walker—who is still making consistent misdiagnoses. And of course you remember Charlie.”

Charlie. God. She never thought he would make it past thirty. She remembered the night he won his bet that he could drive a car with no hands through the four blocks of the open-air Slave Market going fifty miles an hour. Any small miscalculation and he would have hit one of the supporting brick arches head-on.

“The last time I saw Charlie, I think he was in a Boston Whaler headed out to the jetties to fish for sharks with a baseball bat and a revolver. And come to think of it, I think you were with him,” Eliza said.

“I might very well have been,” Henry said. “But Charlie has reformed his ways. He’s not nearly as wild as he used to be, in fact, he’s not wild at all. He decided he wanted to be a doctor like his father after all, and now he’s considered one of the best cardiologists in the Southeast.”

“My mother had mentioned how well Charlie was doing. And she said he had married someone from Beaufort?”

“A rather quiet, Junior League type. Ginny is very sweet, always in pink and green. Couldn’t be nicer though. They live up the street from us in Charlie’s grandmother’s house. They have twin boys—very bright six-year-olds who last November set their lawn on fire.”

“How do you set a lawn on fire?”

“Apparently they had convinced the gardener to keep a large pile of leaves for an extra day so they could play Geronimo. Within an hour of the gardener leaving for the day, they set the pile on fire.”

“Sounds like they take after Charlie.”

“Clearly. And you know Drayton,” Henry said, pushing his chin in the direction of a tall lean man with a drink in each hand. “He’s taken over his father’s real estate business selling plantation properties. He’s sold several to people who have made a lot of money on Wall Street. He’s gotten amazing prices for them. He’s speaking with Ralph and Nina Morton. They’re from somewhere in Arkansas. Ralph’s made a fortune in fast-food franchises. They just bought the Sword Gate House, and they, most likely, are now trying to find an important plantation so they can mimic the weekend migrations of Charlestonians out to their country houses. A few years ago Drayton published a book on the plantations of the Cooper and Santee rivers. Now he’s working on one on the plantations of the ACE Basin. He’s asked me to take some photos for it. Here, let’s sit down.”

Henry led Eliza to a cluster of unoccupied chairs. He pulled his chair closer to hers. “Right over there, don’t look now, is Charlotte Pinckney. Her husband, Lucas, just ran off with the male curator of the Nathaniel Russell House. Charlotte is talking to Mary Elizabeth Frampton and Elliott Mikell. Mary Elizabeth is compiling a new recipe collection, Secret Charleston Family Receipts. She’s probably trying to charm Charlotte into parting with one. Her goal is to include only secret recipes. Apparently she formed a Bible studies group for the sole purpose of finding passages to quote when she solicits cherished family recipes. Mary Elizabeth got divorced a couple of years ago. You remember her husband, Tradd, don’t you? Never worked a day in his life.”

Eliza was surprised at how much she was enjoying Henry’s gossip. She felt as if he were reminding her of characters in a much-loved novel she had not read for some time. And Henry knew what he was doing—he was staying on safe territory. In telling her about everybody, he could be close and conspiratorial while avoiding any mention of their past.

Henry lowered his voice, “I suppose you haven’t acquired any secret recipes?”

She shook her head.

“Still can’t cook—still my Eliza.” Henry took a sip of his drink. “So you haven’t changed that much.” He nodded his head toward Mrs. Langdon. “She is still terrorizing tourists she takes on her walking tours. See the woman she is talking to? That’s Catherine Walsh.” Eliza looked at the large woman with perfectly coiffed hair, wearing an aqua chiffon dress, a large diamond necklace, and an emerald-studded brooch in the shape of a peacock. “They moved down from Greenwich. Her husband was chief executive of a Fortune 500 company. They bought Lowndes Grove, up by Hampton Park. She lives rather grandly—butlers, laundresses, drivers, hot and
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