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         My mother must have thought I was either blind or stupid, the things she did in front of me. Deaf, too, maybe, considering
            what she’d say.
         

         
         Or maybe she just didn’t think about me at all. The older I get, the more I think this is the most true.

         
         Usually, if she had to address us kids, she’d talk to my older brother, Robby, instead of me: “Don’t come in the room unless
            I say so—and keep quiet, would you?” When she acknowledged me, though, it came as a remark aimed at someone else, an adult
            who had her full attention, some guy whose dim motel room would be our home for the weekend, some woman who’d come over late
            at night and leave first thing in the morning, tottering still high out to the bus stop. “Don’t worry about Lulu, she’s harmless,”
            my mother would say, or “Who’s Lulu gonna tell, her dolls?” as if I had any. In my memories of her—and there are plenty of
            them, stacked up like dishes overflowing a sink—I remember her talking directly to me only once, the night she left us.
         

         
         Dead of night. Aunt Cece’s front stoop, porch light extinguished. Nothing but my mother’s headlights to see by.

         
         “Just a few days, all right?” she’d said, aiming this at Robby, who nodded bravely, and something in that nod told me that he didn’t believe her. That I shouldn’t believe her, either. I must have started sniffling, because she crouched down in front of me, fixed those red-veined eyes on mine. “None of that, little girl. No one likes a woman who cries for attention.” Then, to Robby again, “Now, you just wait until you can’t see my car anymore, then you ring that doorbell. Your auntie will see you’re out here and bring you right in.” 

         
         “What if she doesn’t?” Robby asked.

         
         “’Course she will,” she said, already turned away. “Who’d leave a couple of sweet-faced kids like you on a stoop in the middle
            of the night?”
         

         
          

         I guess I was six or so then, when we came to live in Parson, Texas. Would have been around 1945, right near the end of the
            war, a world of sugar rations and women being let go from their factory jobs, making way for the boys coming home haggard
            and rattled from the Eastern Front. After that night, I lived with Aunt Cece for over a decade, then got my own place in Parson
            after high school; Robby also stayed in the area, settled down young with a wife and a baby, until the draft board came knocking
            and he shipped out for Vietnam. Parson was home to me, much more than those seedy motel rooms with my mother. When I think
            of home and family, I think of the frying hog fat smells of Aunt Cece’s kitchen, the strains of Spanish music from her ancient
            radio, the soothing clank of her beaded necklaces when she drew me close in her arms.
         

         
         But somehow, though nearly a native of Parson, I grew up feeling like an outsider. Maybe it was those first years at Aunt
            Cece’s house, always keeping one eye on the window, half hoping and half dreading that I’d see my mother’s car pull up the
            driveway. Maybe it was all the lying to my classmates—how, to stay at Granbury High, the white school, I had to tell everyone
            that Aunt Cece was just our housekeeper, that my (real, white) mother was out of town; how this lie kept me from inviting
            friends over. Maybe it was just those first six years on the road, everywhere in Texas but here: Parson is that kind of town,
            brutal and inward, the kind to hold a girl’s first six years against her.
         

         
         All of this to explain why I was so drawn to Joanna Kerrigan when she came to school in fifth grade: she was so clearly more the outsider than I was. An aura of oddness, offness, radiated from her. Was it her ghost-pale skin? Her miniature hands? Her eyes as round as coins? She looked more like a porcelain doll sprung to life than a real girl. Even just standing there in the doorway that cloudy morning in 1951, her eyes averted from us, a thumb hooked under her satchel strap, she gave off the impression that she belonged to some other world, as if any second she might turn and disappear through a magical doorway. She made me think of the hidden entrance in The Secret Garden, or the wardrobe portal to Narnia in the new book Aunt Cece had bought me. In later days, after everything, I would think
            of Joanna in terms of the other, darker stories I grew up on, the ones about demon children, foundlings and changelings and
            babies who are born bad. The ones whose eyes don’t catch the sunlight, whose ravenous appetites start to shrink their mothers
            while they’re still inside, then suckle them to dust once they’re born.
         

         
          

         The night she came back into my life, I hadn’t seen Joanna for fifteen years, not since she moved from Parson in our freshman
            year of high school. I would have assumed her aura of strangeness had dulled over that time, but when I set eyes on her, now
            a woman in her late twenties, I snapped back to that initial sighting in fifth grade, the unshakable feeling that she didn’t
            belong here. The impression was so strong that, at first, I didn’t even feel my anger toward her, all the carefully tended
            rage of the intervening years. I felt only that original sense of wonder and captivation, of gravity’s pull.
         

         
         I had just stepped out for a smoke in the parking lot at Buck’s, the dockside bar I managed and helped tend. Not long ago,
            Buck’s had been the rowdiest place in town, but ever since the storm last summer it had stopped filling up, and most nights
            we’d just get a few regulars slumped at their pints. It was a gray twilight hour, the night sky already spilling out over
            the bay, the moon tangled up in the oak branches overhead. I tucked a cigarette between my lips and then realized I wasn’t
            alone: a woman was standing beside a blue Fairlane across the lot. The moon lit her with a pearly light, gleaming along her
            dark hair like the sheen on a slick of oil.
         

         
         “Louisa,” she said as she walked toward me, her Yankee accent perfectly intact, the rounded vowels that reminded me of Judy Garland. She wore a gray tweed dress, the sort of thing suited to a fancy office, but other than that, she looked much the same, placid and doll-like. “How long it’s been,” she added when she stopped in front of me. 

         
         “Yeah. Long time,” I said, too startled to say more. My boots were heavy, rooted against the gravel. I imagined how I looked
            to her: hardened, aged, boyish with my ear-length hair and sturdy working clothes. Could she see the girl she’d known, the
            same way I could see this in her? The unlit cigarette tilted from my mouth.
         

         
         Joanna stepped closer to me. “I just wanted to have a word with you. I know you’re aware that my mother died a few months
            back. Well, I’ve come to settle her estate. And I know you’d been working with her on the house—the one she was fixing up,
            up on the promontory?”
         

         
         At the mention of Miss Kate, I felt my breath catch, my sweat run cold. Aware of her death—that was one way to put it. As far as I knew, Joanna hadn’t been in touch with her mother, or with anyone else
            in Parson, since she’d left town fifteen years ago. Which meant she might not know that I’d been there the morning of her
            mother’s death, had found her sprawled body in the garden. That I’d comforted Joanna’s brother in the hours after their mother’s
            death. For the last eight months I’d been mourning Miss Kate, a woman loved and loathed in Parson, who’d stunned the town
            nearly five years ago by buying the decaying mansion out on the bay.
         

         
         “We’ve got a buyer lined up to buy, but they need the place fixed up first,” Joanna went on, easy as though we were having
            a normal conversation. “The storm did a number on it; there’s all manner of things washed up in there. But if you’re up for
            the job, it’s nothing you couldn’t manage—not judging from what I’ve heard of your skills.”
         

         
         She’s been thinking about me, I thought, unable to stop a swell of excitement, the kind I used to get when I felt her attention focus on me. She’s asked around.
         

         
         “I’m not trying to save money, hiring you. It’s just that most of the professionals are booked until next summer, and I’m hoping to get this wrapped up soon, by the end of the month if possible. And besides, well—” And then she took another step closer, only a single step, but she seemed to grow three sizes larger in my perspective, so that suddenly the memory of the girl was gone, and I was looking at a woman, soft and real and gilded faintly in the light spilling from the open door behind me. “The thing is, I was hoping it would be you, so I could be sure I was working with someone I trust.” 

         
         The irony of that, I almost laughed out loud. I was probably the only person left in Parson who knew Joanna well enough to
            hate her. Who had entertained fantasies of killing her.
         

         
         But she wasn’t lying, and she wasn’t joking, I could tell. When she said she trusted me, it was because she did trust me, and I tried to wrap my head around that but couldn’t manage it. Had she gone stupid? She’d always been so bright
            before, even invasive and uncanny in her quiet little insights. Was it possible that she didn’t know, that she simply hadn’t
            realized what she’d done to me?
         

         
         She’d finally gone quiet, watching me and waiting for an answer. Things were getting louder in the bar behind me, and I heard
            tonight’s serving girl call out for me: “Hey, Lou!” I turned away from Joanna, eager to escape her and close a door between
            us. But something made me pause, made me look back and say: “I’ll think about it.”
         

         
         I hadn’t meant to encourage her. But after I locked up the bar that night, I found a slip of paper tucked under the windshield
            wiper of my truck, and when I tugged it out, I recognized Joanna’s handwriting, the same taut, methodical cursive I used to
            know so well:
         

         
         If you’re interested, meet me at Parson House, first thing tomorrow.
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         For a while I drove around town, past the empty beaches, the abandoned neighborhoods, the heaps of debris that used to be
            houses, unmade by the water and winds. I’d do this sometimes to relax after work, hoping that Heather would be asleep by the
            time I came back home. Nothing against Heather, of course: it had been good for us, the last three years, living together
            since the news of Robby’s death. We’d survived that loss together, careful not to cut each other with the edges of our grief.
            Just that sometimes, after a shift at Buck’s, I had no talk left in me, liked to pretend I was the only person on earth. Most
            nights since the storm, Parson let me have this fantasy, mine the only headlights sweeping along the streets, illuminating
            one storm-ravaged block after another.
         

         
         By and large, the town consisted of crabgrassy lawns ringing small, blunt houses, Folk Victorians and Mission Styles put up in the late 1800s, the start of the boom days for Parson’s textile factory. Parson had never become a large town—maybe six thousand people at the peak of its industry years in the late ’30s—its growth had always been sporadic, in little clusters and enclaves. The town went downhill quickly after the war, when the Parson family closed the factory and moved their money elsewhere, which was one reason I felt such fondness for this tiny Gulf Coast town, an abandoned thing like myself. Over the years I’d come to love Parson for all its idiosyncrasies, and it broke my heart to see it now, to drive past the ruined neighborhoods where Robby and I used to play, my headlights catching warped houses with every window shattered, a grim sequence of cracked-glass stares. 

         
         I didn’t head out to the promontory, but I did make my way to the turnoff and linger a moment, pushing away the chill I always
            got driving out that way. This was the same stretch of road where Cass had died, back in high school. It was the road I’d
            taken out to Parson House, again and again, when Miss Kate had been living there. I hadn’t driven down it since the day she
            died. And now Joanna was waiting down this road. Just my luck that I’d still be hanging around here when she came back. I
            didn’t know whether I wished I’d slipped that net or not.
         

         
         When I got home, I saw the kitchen light on and Peg’s truck parked out front, which meant a grocery delivery. This was a little
            later than usual, but I didn’t think Peg ever slept, always out helping people, delivering things that were needed. And we
            needed food, all right: Buck’s wasn’t bringing in much money, and Heather had just quit her job at the one salon left in town.
            Her pension as a Vietnam widow covered only so much, and most of that money went straight to my niece, Heather and Robby’s
            daughter. When the storm hit in August, Aunt Cece evacuated with Sarah to San Antonio to be safe, and we were supposed to
            follow as soon as we could. But things hadn’t quite worked out that way, and in the meantime we were too proud to ask for
            help. Luckily, Peg had a good instinct for these things and never treated us like a charity case. She always acted like a
            friend just stopping by—I couldn’t be sure, but I think she did the same for all the women in town she liked to check up on.
         

         
         In the front hall, some new crates had piled up since this morning, filled with the thrift-store finds that used to hang on
            our walls, metalwork plaques, watercolor paintings. The walls were mostly bare now. The smell of Heather’s cigarettes mixed
            with Peg’s perfume.
         

         
         They were seated at the kitchen table, and one of the cabinets was partway open, revealing new boxes and cans inside. A Buffy Sainte-Marie record was playing in the next room, filling the tiny house with her crisp, melancholy voice and fingerpicked guitar. It was clear Heather hadn’t been expecting company: she was wearing a loose yellow nightdress, and her long Brigitte Bardot hair had been tied back into a fraying braid for the night. 

         
         Peg looked up at me with a polite smile and a tip of her Stetson; Heather reached back to me, gave my hand a quick squeeze.
            “There’s beer in the fridge,” she said in a tired voice.
         

         
         “Does Buck always work you this late?” Peg asked, warm and concerned. Peg was older, around Aunt Cece’s age, but unlike Cece,
            she didn’t color her hair, which was impressively silver-white. In her dark brown Stetson, comfortably cocked back, she looked
            like some kind of ice-queen cowgirl. “He ought to let you close up a little earlier.”
         

         
         “I took a drive,” I said, and headed for the fridge. To my own ears, I sounded under control, normal, but I heard them both
            sit up straighter behind me.
         

         
         “Everything okay?” Heather asked, never one to let it stand.

         
         Heather knew me far too well for me to be able to play dumb. Even Peg, who hadn’t known us too well before the storm, probably
            sensed something off.
         

         
         So I breathed deep, took my time picking out a Lone Star from all the identical bottles, and then moseyed over to join them
            at the table. I wanted time to collect my thoughts, choose my words carefully. Finally, slowly, I said, “Looks like Joanna
            Kerrigan is back in town.”
         

         
         Heather’s brow furrowed. She hated Joanna, too, from all the way back.

         
         “Kate’s daughter,” said Peg. Her voice was casual but careful, as it always was when she brought up Miss Kate, likely aware
            I was grieving her more than I let on. Peg and Miss Kate had been friends for decades, so it must have been a tough subject
            for her, too.
         

         
         I nodded. Took a sip.

         
         “Any idea what she’s here about?”

         
         “What else?” Heather said, terse. “It’s the house, isn’t it? Looking to get every penny.”

         
         I shrugged. “I guess she’s fixing it up to sell.”

         
         “Who the hell is there to buy?”

         
         “Do you know?” Peg asked, gentler and more sincere.

         
         “No,” I admitted. “But hey, it’s good land. An old house like that, lot of history. If someone was ever going to start up the old factory, Parson House would be the place to live.” 

         
         Heather shook her head. “Is that factory even standing? There hasn’t been anything but fishing here for twenty years.”

         
         “There’s infrastructure, at least,” I said. “The right person—”

         
         “Like Joanna Kerrigan is going to bring the ‘right person’ to Parson.” Heather gave me a weary look: Please, no more tonight. I’d been talking a lot lately about the future prospects of Parson, unable to give up on the only home I’d known, but I knew
            Heather’s patience for this talk was running out.
         

         
         “So who told you?” she asked, leaning on her elbows. “Who’d you hear it from?”

         
         I should have told her the truth. Instead I felt relieved she didn’t know I’d talked to Joanna. Without missing a beat, I
            said, “Danny.”
         

         
         “Figures he’d know,” Heather said, curt. “He saw her?”

         
         “Just heard about it, I think.”

         
         “I wonder what she looks like now.” Heather’s voice had an edge to it. “Wonder if she looks more like her mama.”

         
         Joanna didn’t. She never had. Seth and Cass, Joanna’s big siblings, had always resembled their mother. But even within her
            own family, Joanna gave off that sense of strangeness.
         

         
         Peg pushed back her chair softly, rose to stand. “Well, I’d best be headed home. But do try to take it easy on Joanna—that
            family has gone through some real ordeals. I’m sure you well-mannered girls will remember that, won’t you? That girl needs
            our prayers and good wishes, not our judgment.”
         

         
         Heather huffed, but she was smiling. “There you go, always trying to make us into better people. Won’t work, you know.” She
            stood to walk Peg to the door. “See you around?”
         

         
         “I’ll come by again,” Peg said. “Meantime, you holler if there’s anything you need.”

         
         After Peg left, Heather got to cleaning up, tossing the beer bottles, washing the crumby dishes. I leaned back in my chair,
            too tired to talk over the gush of the faucet. Heather must have sensed this, because she waited until she’d shut off the
            water to turn and speak to me. “I doubt she’ll find anyone in town to help fix up that place,” she said. “Let alone someone
            to buy it.”
         

         
         “Hmm,” I said, and fell silent. I’d let Heather believe I hadn’t seen Joanna, so I could hardly admit I’d heard her mention a buyer, an imminent sale. 

         
         Heather sat back down at the table, changed the subject. “You know I packed up some of those boxes and crates today,” she
            said, watching me a little too carefully. “Got everything out of the hall closet. The bathroom’s nearly done, too. At this
            rate, I could be ready by next week.
         

         
         “Cece called today,” she went on. “We talked all about Sarah, how well she’s doing. How much she misses me. I’d really love
            if we could get out of here by next week.”
         

         
         This was something she brought up daily: moving from Parson, joining her daughter and Aunt Cece in San Antonio. We’d packed
            up two cars just before the storm, and Cece had gone ahead with Sarah, thinking Heather and I would follow in an hour or two,
            once we’d finished boarding up the house. But Heather and I had gotten stuck in Parson until it was too late to leave, had
            lived out the hurricane and its aftermath. For a while we thought they’d move back to Parson, once the town got back on its
            feet, but now, after months of waiting, of watching jobs and people leave, we knew it made no sense to drag Aunt Cece and
            Sarah back to this dying town. Cece was picking up laundry clients, fixing up a cozy house where we could stay while we found
            our footing, and all of this made Heather restless, eager to make the move. A few days back she’d given notice at the salon,
            and over drinks that night, I’d finally admitted what I’d long known was true: there was nothing left for us in Parson, only
            memories. I hadn’t agreed to a time frame for leaving, but now, it seemed, she was pushing for one. Next week.
         

         
         “It’s too late to talk about it right now,” I muttered.

         
         “Tomorrow, before you go to Buck’s, you ought to grab a box, start throwing in some of your things. Don’t want to leave it
            all to the last minute.”
         

         
         “Heather,” I said, struggling to keep the anger from my voice. “Please? I’m tired.”

         
         She didn’t push the subject, but her silence was loud as we got ready for bed.

         
         Then we were under the covers with the lights out, and I could feel the tension in the air between us, in her stiff breathing. I rolled over and pressed my hand against her side. Heather had always run hot, her skin giving off warmth like a rock in the sun. With that touch she let out all her air, and I felt her tension bleed away. When she spoke again, her voice was thick, sleepy. 

         
         “I just hope Joanna doesn’t ask you to help with that house. You never could say no to that girl.”

         
         “It’s not like that,” I said automatically. Then an attempt at misdirection: “Anyway, it’d be good to see the house. I haven’t
            been out there since—”
         

         
         I’d intended to finish the thought—since Miss Kate died—but then stopped myself abruptly. Too late. Suddenly Kate’s ghost was there, between us, and I felt that embarrassing prickle
            at my eyes, the crab claw lodged at the base of my throat, the grief I tried to keep away when anyone else was around, even
            Heather.
         

         
         She was used to my long silences whenever Miss Kate came up, always tried to comfort me despite my stubborn quiet.

         
         “You know,” she said, “old women fall over sometimes. It’s awful that you’re the one who found her like that. But there doesn’t
            have to be anything more to it.”
         

         
         “I ever say otherwise?” I asked.

         
         It was a knee-jerk question, one I hadn’t thought through. As Heather well knew, I’d often said otherwise: I’d talked for
            months about the lazy police, the lack of investigation, my lingering questions surrounding Miss Kate’s death, until the storm
            came and distracted me. Since then the topic had settled uneasily into the back of my mind, coiled among all the other loose
            threads of my past. Heather could have brought this up now, made me answer for my lie, but instead she nuzzled closer to me
            and let my question pass; I had the yanked-around, grateful feeling a fish must get when you slip it off the hook.
         

         
         I gathered her up, kissed her sweet and slow, hoping she couldn’t tell how riled up these topics had gotten me, hoping that this could be one of those kisses that acts like a bedtime story. It must have worked, because before I was done, I felt her slip, happy and mindless, into sleep. I lay there for a while, relishing the weight of her in my arms, the Coppertone smell of her, the way holding her close helped calm the reeling thoughts I couldn’t shake—the ones that had kicked up the second I saw Joanna waiting for me in the moonlight. I hoped she’d forgive me for what I was about to do. 
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         The next morning I pulled up to Parson House for the first time since Miss Kate died, and I could barely make out the mansion
            for all the choking vines. Not quite eight months and already the damn things had grown high as the second-story windows;
            only the third story and the attic awnings rose out of the green-gray tangle like the head of a gasping swimmer. The front
            drive gave a partial view of the garden in back, which had also multiplied in wild abundance, fierce and tangled and brimming
            over the top of the mossy stone wall.
         

         
         A tidy blue Fairlane was already parked on the front drive. It was early enough that either Joanna was sleeping out here or
            she’d driven out at dawn. I pulled my C/K up next to the Fairlane, killed the engine, and braced before I could bring myself
            to leave the truck. Of course what Heather had been hinting the night before, what I’d been so eager to deny, was true. Miss
            Kate’s death still had me in its grips, like a long-ago sunburn that wouldn’t stop peeling. And this was where it had happened. Right around back, in the tangled garden that once upon a time Miss Kate and I had wrestled into orderly
            submission—that was where I’d found her. Yet another reason it was a bad idea to be entertaining Joanna’s request, and yet
            another reason I couldn’t stop turning the offer over in my mind.
         

         
         As I sat in my truck and looked up at the house, it came back to me: that morning, after finding the body, the house crawling with a half-dozen cops who seemed more interested in getting a good look than in figuring out how it had happened. For a variety of reasons, Miss Kate had been even more unpopular among the men of Parson than most independent-minded women, and the police in particular had taken to giving her trouble; buying the old Parson House museum had only painted a bigger target on her, since no one was sure what she was up to out here all alone. That terrible morning, I flinched at every muffled laugh, all the crude rubbernecking, the lack of concern or curiosity. The way they’d handled Seth, too—I’d overheard only slivers of their questioning, but I could see how they smirked and rolled their eyes at his soft voice, his gentle and withdrawn demeanor. Part of me was worried they’d scapegoat him somehow, just because he was different, but they must have dismissed him entirely, figured he didn’t have it in him, because their official story was that she’d stepped out into the garden in the morning, and she’d slipped on the slick mud from last night’s rain. When I pointed out that her feet were bare and clean, they wrapped me in a blanket and told me I’d had a horrible shock, and wouldn’t it be better if I went home and got some rest, they’d drop in to take my statement later on. Only they never did bother to come by. Maybe it was for the best that I was allowed to go on being invisible to them, the way I’d always tried to be. 

         
         So the whole thing had a strange, unfinished feeling. I didn’t even know what had happened to Seth, hadn’t heard from him
            since that day, though I thought I remembered hearing he’d left town after the funeral. I’d managed to put him—and everything
            else—well out of my mind until here and now, as I faced Parson House again, which I knew meant returning to all those unresolved
            emotions. Still, I wasn’t planning to stay long. Anyway, the ravages of the storm had done me a favor: the damage had transformed
            the house, made it difficult to recognize as the one Miss Kate and I had poured ourselves into restoring, the shingles I’d
            spent weeks of spare hours laying now rippled and torn and missing in patches, the fresh windowpanes punched through, the
            paint job ripped away as if someone had taken sandpaper to it, so that the place looked like any great house fallen into disrepair,
            little different from the ramshackle mansions Sarah loved in Scooby-Doo.

         
         Eventually I made it out of the car and walked up the stairs to the porch. Even the doorway was covered with vines, the door cracked open a couple inches with one thick vine snaking through it. I knocked; no one answered. I knocked again, really laying into it; still no response. I was about to leave a note, forget this whole business—but I couldn’t take my eye from the open door, the faint glimpse of the foyer where I’d spent so many hours with Miss Kate. Hugging tight every time she let me in at my knock. Stepping inside in the middle of a workday for a few seconds out of the streaming sunlight. Playing gin rummy on the marble-topped table while we waited for a deliveryman who was running late. 

         
         So I let myself in.

         
         For all that it was open, the door was hard to budge. Vines and other growth snagged in the hinges, dragged stubbornly as
            I pushed. I tried to imagine Joanna with her tiny frame and slender arms forcing her way through here. She’d probably used
            the garden door.
         

         
         I wasn’t about to go in the garden, not ever again if I could help it. It was once my favorite place on the property, but
            the thought of it now made me fight back a quick, unwelcome flash: Miss Kate’s head cracked open on the stepping-stones, her
            limbs splayed out around her like storm-snapped branches, the pale soles of her feet. Old women fall over sometimes, Heather had said, like it was natural, but there was nothing natural about the way I’d found her, her head wound gaping like
            a keyhole, a thick substance seeping out like split yolk.
         

         
         I struggled harder with the door, distracting myself from the memory, and then managed to squeeze my body through the gap
            and into the foyer. The odor of sewage and seawater hit me hard: the ripe scent of rot that had soured the streets after the
            storm, the by-product of sea surge, had not aired out here but lingered, rising from floorboards pickled in brine. That wasn’t
            the only sign of the storm: pellets of broken glass on the floor, catching the light through the vines like a thousand miniature
            kaleidoscopes; inch-tall ridges of sand brought in by the surge; a large, overturned crab’s body, legs clutched in the air,
            cracked open with the meat picked out by some scavenger. There were scat piles and tracks and, gleaming under the entry staircase,
            two sets of raccoon eyes, wide and watching. One of them let out a rumbling, chittering cry.
         

         
         Standing in the storm-wrecked vestibule, I couldn’t help but remember the first time I’d been brought here. For a few years in the early ’50s—after the Parson family had closed the factory and disappeared somewhere north, washing their hands of the town that had been theirs for a century—the city had decided to keep up the plantation mansion as a museum, with exhibits that celebrated the legacy of Parson, the building of the mansion, the plantation, the textile factory, and the town. Granbury Elementary brought us once when we were young, and a prissy docent with too-firm hair had walked us from room to room, explaining in a Dallas drawl about our heritage. The floorboards had gleamed with fresh polish, the heavy damask curtains barely rustling when my classmates brushed against them. In some rooms a rope cordoned off the original Victorian furnishings, the jade-colored chenille, the lamps with beaded shades, the ceramic curios of hunting dogs and parasoled women. The nursery on the second floor had a shelf of moon-faced porcelain dolls, each with round marble eyes and too-small hands. When I glimpsed Joanna walking past them, shuffling along in the line of students, it occurred to me how well she would have fit there, perched on the shelf right beside them. 

         
         Not a foot from where I was standing now, an easel had displayed sketches of the manor’s plantation days, the cotton fields
            dotted with dozens of enslaved workers. The drawings had made me feel dizzy and strange—I remember leaning in close to them,
            trying to make out the face of a single Black figure, but they were all bent down to their labor, turned away from the artist,
            away from me.
         

         
         By the time I entered high school, the town had given the museum up, tried and failed to find a buyer for the property. There
            was no one in Parson who could afford the price and no one outside Parson who had any interest in such an investment. The
            empty mansion lost its luster, became the kind of place where teens broke in to drink and smoke and risk unwanted pregnancies.
            It remained that way for fifteen years, its value falling and falling until finally Miss Kate came along and bought it up
            out of nowhere, stunned the whole town that this low-class woman had that kind of money. I’d been surprised when Miss Kate
            asked me to help her fix it up—we hadn’t really stayed in touch since Joanna abandoned us both—but it was exciting to be involved
            in a project like that, and even more exciting to be around Miss Kate again. We’d gotten it halfway back to its former dignity
            when she died and the storm came.
         

         
         Which brought me here: standing by the door and watching those raccoon eyes warily, listening for any sign that I wasn’t the only person in this house. I walked into the room, the warped floorboards groaning, and then I heard, just louder than the sea breeze, a sound on the floor above me: a desk chair creaking on its casters. 

         
         I followed the sound, climbing the stairs carefully. I worried the old wood might buckle under my boot, and with each step
            I felt a gut-churning sensation of falling, so that when I reached the landing, I stood there gripping the banister for a
            moment, letting my stomach settle.
         

         
         Just tell Joanna to go to hell and get out of here, I reminded myself as I walked down the hall. It should be easy. I’d told lots of people to go to hell over the years.
         

         
         I heard noises from Miss Kate’s study, a shuffling of papers like flapping sails in a breeze. The sound paused as I approached,
            and when I stepped into the doorway, a pale face was already looking up from behind the broad oak desk. I’d hoped for a clearer
            view of Joanna by daylight, but the windows were so wefted with vines that she sat there as shaded and murky as in the parking
            lot last night. In this dappled light she looked less like a porcelain doll than an animal cornered in undergrowth: her eyes,
            glinting seaglass, watched me like the raccoon eyes beneath the stairs.
         

         
         She’s scared of me. That was my first impression. Then, like a predator animal smelling fear on its prey, I thought of what I could do to her.
            We were a mile at least from the closest neighbor, seven miles and more into town. The exact things Joanna might worry I’d
            do—strike her, strangle her, push her from the window—I easily could, and there was no one to stop me.
         

         
         A light passed over her face, and the look of fear was gone. So completely I wondered if it had ever been there.

         
         “Good morning,” she said, warm and easy, as if she’d been expecting me at this very moment. “I’m so grateful to you for coming
            out all this way. I apologize about the state of the house—it does seem hazardous, doesn’t it? We have a great deal of work
            to do, I’m afraid.”
         

         
         I shifted, crossed my arms. “I didn’t say I was going to help you.”

         
         “No?” Her eyebrows rose as though in genuine surprise. “By all means, we ought to talk about it. Please, feel free to have a seat.” She gestured to the nearest chair, which was heaped with papers. “You can put those on the floor, if you like. My mother’s papers—I’m trying to put them in order so I can figure out what to do with them.” 

         
         Something in her words caught my attention, but I couldn’t quite identify it.

         
         “I prefer to stand,” I said.

         
         Joanna took this in, her hand on what looked like a stack of Miss Kate’s letters. “If it’s payment you’re worried about, all
            of that will come from the sale, which, as I mentioned, I have already lined up. You can name your price, as far as I’m concerned.
            Seth and I aren’t too bothered about the money.”
         

         
         I should have been concerned about payment—God knew I needed the money—but it was a different question I wanted to ask her.
            All morning I’d been thinking about the possible buyer of the mansion, what kind of investor might purchase such a white elephant,
            worth something only if Parson made a miraculous recovery. Heather might roll her eyes at me, but I hoped the buyer had plans
            beyond the ruined mansion, plans to make use of the old factory building not far off the property, to bring back jobs and
            prosperity to Parson. I couldn’t stomach the idea that my hometown was irredeemable, bad down to its marrow. It would take
            only one wealthy benefactor to make Parson into a cannery or a meatpacking town, restore its working-class stability, fill
            the stools at Buck’s on Fridays. The thought gave me a kick of queasy, selfish happiness.
         

         
         But I didn’t ask Joanna, too flustered in her presence—angry yet still cowed a little by her delicate, glassy beauty, which
            beguiled me no less now than as a child.
         

         
         “So what are you talking about, then?” I asked her. “A percentage of the sale?”

         
         “We’d go as high as five percent.” A wobble in her voice: I could push higher if I wanted.

         
         “Thing is, I’m leaving town,” I said, surprised at my own words. I hadn’t planned to tell her. I hadn’t even admitted to myself
            that it was true.
         

         
         “Where are you going?”

         
         “San Antonio,” I told her. “Heather and me. Aunt Cece went there after the storm, never came back. We’ll head out there, help her with the house, with Heather and Robby’s kid.” 

         
         “That sounds nice. Is Robby out there, too?”

         
         I worked hard not to flinch, digging my fingernails hard into my palm. She didn’t know about Robby? Where had she spent the
            last fifteen years, so far from Parson that she’d never learned the consequences of her actions?
         

         
         Still, the fact that someone thought he was alive stopped me up. In Joanna’s mind, at least, Robby was out there walking,
            talking, breathing. I hesitated, not eager to kill this version of him, maybe the only living version left, by telling her
            the truth.
         

         
         “Dead,” I finally managed. “Vietnam. Few years ago now.”

         
         “Oh, I’m so sorry,” she said, but she didn’t look it. She still looked like Judy Garland in a movie, choreographed, controlled.
            She glanced down at the letter in front of her, scanned it with a subtle left-to-right flick of her eyes. That’s when I noticed
            something odd about the papers in the study: as far as I could see, Joanna was putting them all in a single large stack beside
            the desk, not “organizing” them at all. The papers were either scattered about, waiting for her to review them, or in that
            one stack.
         

         
         She’s looking for something, I realized. Then my next thought, quick and automatic as a twitch: Whatever she wants, I can’t let her find it. Part of it was spite over Robby, and part of it was the specter of Miss Kate in the study, this room where we’d talked and
            laughed hundreds of times at the end of our workday. Joanna had abandoned her mother, and now she felt entitled to root around
            in her things? All this probably caused Joanna no emotion whatsoever, unless greed was an emotion, the desire to wring every
            drop of profit from her mother’s estate. I wanted to stop her, to shout her away from those letters.
         

         
         Before I could stop the words, I said, “I could help out for a week or so. Just until Heather and I head off.”

         
         If I had been hoping to surprise her, I was disappointed. She only made a pleased noise and remarked, “Wonderful. In that
            case, we should make the most of today, don’t you think? Or do you have other places to be?”
         

         
         “Buck’s,” I said. “Tonight. I’m around until then.”

         
         I hoped to hell Heather wouldn’t have to find out. Sometimes I managed to pick up the odd day job—with any luck, she’d assume that’s where I was. 

         
         “I could get started with measurements inside,” I offered. “Assessing damages, figuring out what we’ll need to order.”

         
         “I thought it might be better for you to start with the outside,” she said, a little too quickly. “There’s a machete out in
            the shed behind the garden. A little rusted, but it should do the job, if you wanted to start in on those vines.”
         

         
         “No need,” I said, trying to keep my voice neutral. I didn’t want her to know how eager I was to avoid that garden. “I’ve
            got my own out in the truck.”
         

         
         “Very well, then.”

         
         I turned to leave. The sound of shuffling papers resumed at once behind me. If I was here for the next week, I might have
            a chance to learn just what she was up to.
         

         
         Near the doorway, I noticed something familiar on a shelf in the wall, laid on top of some leather-bound books. It was a small
            weathered notebook, perfectly nondescript to anyone who didn’t know better. But I had seen that notebook in Miss Kate’s hands
            a hundred times or more, had watched her hold the phone against her shoulder while she took down notes with the pencil she
            always kept threaded in the coiled binding. It looked untouched, as if Miss Kate had set it down there and never returned
            to pick it up.
         

         
         I grabbed up the notebook as I left the room, held it in front of my body so that Joanna wouldn’t see it if she glanced up
            and watched my retreating back.
         

         
         I went out to the truck to get my machete, stowed the notebook in my glove box to look over later. Right now the thought of
            seeing that handwriting was too overwhelming: I could almost picture the deliberate motions of Miss Kate’s thick-veined hand
            with the pencil. She’d been getting frailer those last few months. It had made me nervous for her, all the way out of town
            like she was.
         

         
         The one time I’d voiced my concerns about her safety, she’d only laughed and told me she had plenty of protection. “Seth?” I’d asked, dubious, which had gotten her laughing harder: we both knew her son was the dreamy, delicate type, not exactly a guard dog. When she saw I was still troubled, she brought me through the study and into her room and waved me over to her bedside table. There, in the drawer by her bed, was a little snub-nosed revolver. “Always loaded,” she explained. “In case anyone wants to give me any trouble.” 

         
         But this put me even less at ease. To be honest, I didn’t care for guns. When people asked me about this—and in Texas, they
            did ask—I told them it was because of how Robby died, but the truth was worse than that. I’d gone out shooting before—I’d even
            handled guns like Miss Kate’s—and it worried me how much I liked it, the feel of a gun’s weight in my palm. My whole life,
            I’d had a temper, had resorted to lashing out whenever I felt backed into a corner. Swinging a punch was one thing; the consequences
            were minimal, bruises and broken bones. But handling a gun made me deadly powerful, and the thought haunted me: what might
            happen if I ever got worked up like that with one of those in my hand.
         

         
         Not that the gun had made Miss Kate any safer in the end. But I couldn’t help wondering if Joanna had found the old thing
            in that drawer—and if so, where she was keeping it these days.
         

         
         The house loomed above me, full of memories I’d rather not face. Full of Joanna now, too. I’d be smartest to start up my truck
            and get out of here, regardless of what I’d promised her.
         

         
         Instead, I climbed out of the truck. I still had questions—about Miss Kate, about what Joanna was looking for up there—and
            I didn’t want to leave Parson without answering them. A week, I’d told Joanna, and I’d meant it. I got my machete from the
            toolbox in back and strode up to the porch. Those vines were going to be tough work. If I wanted to clear them in the next
            few days, I’d better get a move on.
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         I spent the rest of the day hacking at vines, the long blade of my machete slicing through their dense, rubbery skin, their
            lengths heaped around me like a nest of beheaded snakes. Here at Parson House, with Joanna Kerrigan just upstairs, it was
            hard to keep myself from remembering the past. Usually I could go for months without getting caught up in any memories, could
            push down those raw feelings when too many beers brought them to the surface. But seeing Joanna again had brought the past
            back like a sour tide, and as I swung my machete, my arm already sore, a film-reel version of everything started to play out
            in my mind, and I found myself thinking over how we’d become friends in the first place, when she’d walked into my life and
            suddenly I could hardly think of anyone else.
         

         
         And yet for all my obsession, I’d been in no hurry. Though I saw her in class every day, she’d been in town a full month before
            I got up the nerve to talk to her. I’d watch her from across the room, wondering how someone even would talk to a girl like that. I had a few acquaintances at school, other girls from families as poor as mine who dressed in similarly
            tatty clothes, but these friendships were shallow by necessity: I couldn’t risk my white classmates, even the poor ones, getting
            curious about my home life, asking too many questions about Aunt Cece. So it never much mattered to me how gruffly or rudely
            I talked to them, as long as I avoided their scrutiny.
         

         
         Joanna seemed like a different species of girl. Next to her, my acquaintances were dull, blunt objects; even before I spoke to Joanna, I’d started to distance myself from these other girls. I worried, as kids that age will, that she’d judge me if she saw me with them. Joanna, however, seemed not to see much at all. She was quiet in class, dreamy, her eyes drifting to the window or to a worn book open on her lap, obscured from the teacher’s view by her desk. When Mrs. Aster called on Joanna, I’d tense in anticipation, but she always rattled out an answer, demure and correct. 

         
         In the end, befriending her was easy enough. It only cost me a punch in the nose.

         
         It happened after school let out one afternoon. Joanna had settled in by then, more or less, had stopped seeming so clumsy
            with the school rituals, less jarred by every clang of our ancient bell. The other kids had stopped whispering about the “weird”
            new girl. By that point she was, if not quite one of us, at least a normal part of our world.
         

         
         Which was probably what made them do it. A trio of boys from our class liked to throw pebbles at girls after school; you’d
            see them preparing at lunchtime, gathering tiny stones into their pockets. They’d wait beside the path after the final bell
            of the day, fixing their gaze like buck hunters on the girls streaming out the front door, deciding which ones to terrorize
            this afternoon. Usually they chose older girls whose breasts were coming in, aiming their pebbles at the new buds under the
            sweaters. Sometimes the girls were angry, and sometimes they were flattered, and sometimes they ran home crying, which meant
            they’d get teased the next morning; beyond this, no one ever said much about it. I don’t know if it was because they knew
            I had an older brother in junior high, or simply because I was invisible to boys my age, but I’d never had pebbles thrown
            at me, except maybe once or twice when they grazed me by accident.
         

         
         That day the boys picked Joanna as their target. As I walked out into the schoolyard, I saw her cowering in place on the front
            path, her hands over her face, crying as the pebbles pinged off her. Other girls had the street sense to run, but it was like
            Joanna not to understand this, to freeze in the midst of danger, to let out a sharp, keening cry at each hit, though I didn’t
            think the boys were hurting her at all. They were laughing like this was the funniest sight in the world, and some onlookers
            had stopped to laugh, too.
         

         
         My heart panged with pity, a new emotion for me. I was blushing, upset, and part of me was angry with Joanna as well; I wanted to shake her and tell her to wise up, that boys like this left you alone only when they thought you didn’t care. Still, I didn’t plan to intervene, had started to walk past her, but then something unexpected happened. Joanna lowered her hands from her face; her big eyes hooked mine like the hypnotic glare of a snake. She didn’t say anything—no please or help me—but all of a sudden my pity had vanished, replaced with a righteous fury, and before I knew it, I was rushing at the boys.
         

         
         They didn’t see me coming: I planted both hands on the biggest boy, Ralph, shoved him down into the dirt. Ralph went boneless,
            skidding as a cloud of dust whuffed up on impact.
         

         
         One of the other boys laughed, amazed that a girl could lay out his friend like that. But he didn’t laugh for long, not when
            I punched him right in the stomach and all his pebbles went skittering to the dirt like marbles.
         

         
         The other kids had stopped walking, transformed from a crowd of children to an eager, bloodthirsty audience—shoulder to shoulder,
            some of them chanting, egging us on—but when I glanced at them, the only face I saw was Joanna’s, her viper’s stare pinning
            me, making me feel invincible.
         

         
         I was just about to deck the third boy, but that pause had cost me my advantage: before I could lift my arm, his fist slammed
            hard into my nose. It wasn’t the first time I’d been hit, but those had mostly been slaps from my mother, and my head reeled
            at the impact, my feet a stammering colt’s. Through a film of tears, I saw that Ralph was back up off the ground, coming at
            me fast.
         

         
         “What in holy hell is going on here?”

         
         It was a teacher’s voice, imposing enough to stop the boys in their tracks. I was ashamed to cry in front of Joanna, so I
            turned on my heels and lit out of there like a jackrabbit, raced down the road and turned the corner and slipped away into
            the trees.
         

         
         I thought I’d stay hidden there until the schoolyard cleared out, then make my way home. I knew I must look rough, could feel the blood trickling from my nostrils; Cece would probably faint when she saw me. After a few minutes, I heard the rustles of someone picking through the woods near me. I worried it might be Ralph or the others, but then a delicate Yankee voice called out, “Hello? Louisa, isn’t it? Are you there?” 

         
         I stepped out of the copse and saw her. Joanna was walking through the brush, her skirt tangled in brambles, a crispy leaf
            stuck in her hair like a French comb. To my surprise, she looked comfortable, even confident, in the woods, at home in a way
            she never did in the classroom—as if the forest was where this impossible girl belonged.
         

         
         It took her a second to see me, but when she did, she didn’t wave or smile. She went still, as if she knew I’d come to her.

         
         Of course I did walk up to her. When I reached her, she held out a small, speculative hand and touched my upper lip; her fingers
            came away red-tipped with blood. It took my breath away, the delicious sight of my stain on her beautiful skin.
         

         
         She looked so pure, I thought that she would wipe off my blood at once. But she didn’t. With a stained finger, she pointed
            into the deepest part of the woods. “My house isn’t far—just a mile or so that way. If you want, we can clean you up before
            you go home.”
         

         
         That was it. No thank you. No mention that I’d defended her.
         

         
         She took care of me that day. She led me over fallen logs and knotted, messy tree roots, tiptoed over webs of nettles and
            slick patches of moss. When we made it to her house, she handled me with a gentle touch, washing my face in the icy water
            that sputtered from a spigot on its side. The house itself was tiny, ramshackle, even—its paint peeling, its rusted gutters
            draped with spiderwebs—far different from the lavish home I’d pictured for Joanna, three stories at least, her perfect face
            looking out between lace curtains, the complement to her elegant manner. It was mysterious, the contrast between this girl
            and her humble home; she was like some princess set here by a curse, waiting for a prince, a fairy godmother. When she ducked
            inside, she didn’t invite me along. She came back out with some slices of bread, which we shared on the walk to my house.
         

         
         I could have stayed like that forever, just wandering with her, out of the woods and into the streets, grabbing her elbow to pull her clear when a car came rumbling by, her skin porcelain-cool to my hot touch. I was enchanted with Joanna, with the sun-dazzled afternoon, still feeling where her fingers had brushed water over my lips, so enchanted that I was almost home before I remembered Aunt Cece would be there, and I felt such a rush of fear that Joanna would ask about her—would want to know where my real mother was, would wonder if I was actually white or just light enough to pretend, would share this thought with others and get Robby and me kicked out of the school—that I stopped where I stood and, heart thudding, thanked Joanna with such finality that she took the hint and started back toward her own house. 

         
         I’d been hoping nobody would notice I’d been fighting, but my nose had puffed up without my realizing it. When I got home,
            Robby was watching Man Against Crime on our fuzzy secondhand television set, but he took one look at me and hollered for Cece. She sat me down and lectured me
            at length about the dangers of being a girl who makes trouble, and all the while Robby had the television low so he could
            listen in. Cece was probably right, considering my school, but at the time her words flew past me, wrapped up as I was in
            Joanna. Eventually she put me to my punishment, scrubbing baked-in stains on her cookware while she bustled around getting
            dinner ready. I barely noticed the work; in my mind I was in the woods with Joanna Kerrigan, with our gazes and words and
            fleeting touches, her nimble, nymphlike movements through the trees. I worried that, in school tomorrow, all of this would
            be gone, like Cinderella’s carriage, like a wardrobe that took you only once into a magical realm—that Joanna wouldn’t care
            or even remember what we’d shared, and I’d go back to orbiting her like the moon of some shimmering planet.
         

         
         But it didn’t turn out that way. The next morning she sat at the desk beside mine, and from that day on, we left the school
            together after the bell; no pebbles ever flew at her again. When some boy did pick on Joanna—for a girl like her, it was bound
            to happen—I was there at once, scrappy and mouthy, eager to throw a punch. Finally they started to leave her alone, more trouble
            than it was worth, though sometimes a boy would forget and need to be taught all over again. But by then the boys, the school
            itself, felt like mere distractions. Our real life started after the final bell each day, when we left the path and slipped
            into the tree line together, vanishing into an enchanted world that was, for a while, hers and mine alone.
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         “My favorite bartender!” Adam Stanton shouted as he walked in, as if to a roomful of patrons he could impress. Buck’s was
            almost empty this evening, just a few local shrimpers at the far end of the bar. “I swung by earlier and the place wasn’t
            open yet.”
         

         
         This was true. I’d worked at Parson House today until the last available second, then raced back to town and opened the bar
            fifteen minutes late.
         

         
         “My apologies,” I said, giving him an obligatory smile.

         
         “This operation getting too much for you, sweetheart?”

         
         I glanced at the empty tables. “Yeah. I can barely keep up.”

         
         Adam sat on his usual stool, then unbuttoned and rolled up his shirtsleeves. He was a well-built man of thirty, only now starting
            to fade from his high school football glory: his sandy blond hair thinned at the temples, a budding paunch that might take
            on dimension in time. He didn’t bother to ask for the Jack and Coke he knew I’d pour him in a moment.
         

         
         “You’ve been out in the sun,” he said, his eyes moving easily over my body. “You look good with a tan, babe.”

         
         Every job I’d had in Parson—and I’d had most of them—came with its drawbacks. For fishing, the smell; for construction, the cuts and bruises; and at Buck’s, the creeps. As a matter of fact, our business model depended on them. When I first started here, not long after high school, I’d been serving on the other side of the bar, and Buck had insisted I doll myself up: makeup, low-cut tops, nipped waists. “Lean low when you set down the tray,” he’d said in a businesslike voice, no different than when he’d told me my shift times. “They’ll buy more. Tip more. It’s good for everyone.” The girly, flirtatious role fit me like a scratchy old sweater shrunk in the wash, but I’d needed the job, and it had seemed normal enough for a woman serving beer and shots of whiskey. It took years, but eventually I talked Buck into letting me train behind the bar, and then I slowly ditched my skirts and heels, started dressing in jeans and boots, until in the last couple of years I’d transformed myself into a warm-weather version of Anne Heywood from The Fox. By now I was too indispensable for Buck to give me much grief, besides some throwaway comments that I might “catch trouble”
            dressing like that. Nothing as bad as dressing the other way, I didn’t tell him.
         

         
         Still, no clothing in the world could keep a creep like Adam from being a pain. I tolerated him because, back in the day,
            he’d been friends with my brother. Plus his father was a cop, and Adam himself had recently been appointed county clerk. Buck
            insisted we keep him happy, that we charge him half price: for business owners
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