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			CHAPTER 1
		

		Pewter reflections of scarlet hibiscus colored the dirt-smudged windows of the old house, like happy memories of youth trapped inside the shell of an old man. The broken pediments over the windows gave the house a permanent frown, yet the leaf-filtered sun against the chipped Tower-of-the-Winds columns lining the side piazzas painted the house with hope. It was almost, I thought, as if the house were merely waiting for a miracle.

		I studied the house, my Realtor’s mind trying to see past the wreckage. It was a characteristic Charleston single house, turned perpendicular to the street so that its short side abutted the sidewalk. The entry door, with an ornate cornice and Italianate filigree brackets, opened onto the garden-facing piazza, where I knew I would find the main entryway into the house. I wrinkled my nose, already smelling the inevitable decay I would encounter once I’d entered the house. Despite the enviable south of Broad location, any potential buyer for this property would have to be blind or incredibly stupid. In my vast experience at selling historic real estate in the city, I would bank on the latter.

		The rhythmic pulse of rope against tree trunk punctuated the muggy Charleston morning air, catching my attention and drawing me to the peeling wrought iron fence to peer into the side garden. I wasn’t sure if it was curiosity that made me stop or just reluctance to continue. I hated old houses. Which was odd, really, since they were my specialty in the realty business. Then again, maybe not so odd, considering the origins of my dislike. Regardless, old houses gave me plenty of reasons to dislike them. For one thing, they smelled of lemon oil and beeswax mixed with mothballs. And always seemed to accompany the slow gait of an  elderly person too old to keep up the house yet too stubborn to let it go. Like the owner had exhausted all hope of finding something in the future that would ever be as good as the past. Depressing, really. It was all just lumber and plaster in the end.

		Seeing nothing, I pushed open the stubborn gate covered with climbing Confederate jasmine, the rusted hinges reluctantly giving up ground. I picked my way carefully over the cracked walkway of what must have once been a prized patterned garden, my high-heeled pumps avoiding cracks and tall weeds with prickers that would tear at my stockings and silk suit with little provocation.

		A fall of shadow from the rear of the garden caught my attention. Ignoring the drops of perspiration running down the front of my blouse, I gingerly stepped across the weeds to get a better look.

		An overgrown flower bed encircled a fountain where a cherub in the middle sat suspended in the perpetual motion of blowing nonexistent water from stone lips. Thick weeds as tall as my hips crept into the fountain, grasping at the cherub’s ankles. A gecko darted out from the chipped cement edging the fountain and ran along the side. Clutching my leather portfolio, I followed it to the back side of the statue, not completely sure why. Sweat trickled down my nape, and I raised a hand to wipe it away. My fingers felt icy against my skin, a sort of warning sign I had begun to recognize when I was still very small. I concentrated on ignoring the pinpricks that raced up my spine and made me listen to things I didn’t want to hear and that other people couldn’t.

		I was eager to leave, but I stopped at the sight of a splash of red while my beautiful and expensive Italian leather heels sank into thick mulch. A small kidney-shaped area had been cleared of weeds and there, sprouting from fresh cedar clippings, grew four fat bushes containing the most vibrant red roses I had ever seen. They were like brightly dressed young girls sitting in the back pew of a crumbling church, and even their scent seemed out of place in the forlorn garden. I turned away, feeling an abiding sorrow that seemed to saturate the air in this part of the yard.

		The heat that pressed down on me seemed to have a cold center to it, and I felt out of breath, as if I’d run a long distance. Jerkily, I stumbled to the shade under a live oak tree. I leaned against the tree trunk and looked  up, searching for my breath in a garden that seemed to be soaking up air and even time itself. Spanish moss draped shawllike on the ancient limbs of the tree, its massive branches testifying to its years on this earth, its roots reaching out toward the house. The sound of the swing continued to reverberate throughout the overgrown garden, and when I turned my head, I again caught a movement of shadow from the corner of my eye. For a moment, I thought I could see a woman wearing an old-fashioned dress pushing an empty board swing suspended by rope from the oak tree. The image was hazy, the edges of it dim and fading.

		The pinpricks invaded the back of my neck again, and I abruptly turned toward the piazza and marched across the garden, unconcerned now about my panty hose or anything else except getting my errand over with.

		I crossed the marble-paved piazza, then pressed hard on the front doorbell and then again as I willed somebody to answer it quickly. It took forever before the slow, shuffling steps could be heard behind the closed door. I saw movement through the beveled-glass window in the door, etched in the pattern of climbing roses, the pattern deflecting light and color and separating the person on the other side of the door into a thousand fragments.

		I sighed, knowing that it would take another five minutes for the old man to unlock all the dead bolts and another twenty for him to allow me to get to the point of our meeting just as surely as I knew that if I turned around to face the sound of the swing, I would see nothing at all.

		The door swung open, and I took a surprised step backward as I found myself staring up into large brown eyes magnified by what looked like the bottoms of Coke bottles stuffed into wire eyeglass frames. The man had to be at least six foot three, even with the hunched shoulders beneath the starched white oxford cloth shirt and dark jacket, and he wore a linen handkerchief neatly tucked into the coat pocket.

		I whipped out one of my business cards and held it out toward the old man. “Mr. Vanderhorst? I’m Melanie Middleton with Henderson House Realty. We spoke on the phone yesterday.” The man hadn’t made a move to take my card and was still staring at me through his thick glasses. “We made an appointment for today so that we might discuss your house.”

		He acted as if he hadn’t heard me. “I saw you in the garden.”

		He continued to stare and I rubbed my hands up and down my arms, feeling as if it were thirty degrees outside instead of ninety-eight. “I hope you don’t mind. I wanted to get a good look at the lot.”

		I turned to face the garden as if to illustrate my point and realized that the sound of the swing had stopped the moment the door opened. The lot itself was large by historic district standards, and I couldn’t help but think of the wasted space the house was occupying and how much more useful it would be as a parking lot for the nearby shops and restaurants.

		“Did you see her?”

		His voice startled me. It was deep and very soft, as if it didn’t get much use, and he was unaware of how much breath he needed for each word.

		“See who?”

		“The lady pushing the swing.”

		He had my full attention now. I looked into his magnified eyes. “No. There was nobody there. Were you expecting somebody?”

		Instead of answering, he stepped back, opening the door farther, and made a courtly sweep of his hand. “Won’t you come in? Let’s sit in the drawing room and I’ll get us coffee.”

		“Thank you, but that’s really not necessa . . .”

		But he had already turned away from me and was shuffling through a keystone arch that separated the front hall from the stair hall. A faded yellow Chinese paper covered the walls, and I had the fleeting impression of elegant beauty before I looked closer and saw the buckling and the peeling and did a mental calculation of the cost of restoring handpainted wallpaper.

		I stepped through a pedimented doorway into the room Mr. Vanderhorst had indicated and found myself standing in a large front drawing room with tall ornamented ceilings capped with elaborate cornices circling the room. A dusty crystal chandelier dominated the room, its remaining crystals seemingly held in place by thick cobwebs. An intricate plaster medallion on the ceiling above the chandelier finalized my initial impression of the room as a wedding cake that had been left out in a warm room too long.

		Smelling the old beeswax, I wrinkled my nose again, comparing my  surroundings to my brand-new rented condo in nearby Mt. Pleasant complete with plain white walls, wall-to-wall carpeting, and central air. I would never understand people who felt privileged to pay a great deal of money to saddle themselves with a pile of termite-infested lumber like this, and then continued running themselves into bankruptcy from supporting the horrendous upkeep such an old house demanded. I shuddered, thankful that my own military-brat upbringing had never fostered any root-growing tendencies or warm and fuzzies toward ancient architecture.

		
			I looked around the room, careful not to touch anything that would get dust on my hands and clothes. Sheets covered most of what looked like antique furniture except for a faded grospoint-covered Louis XV armchair and matching ottoman as well as an enormous mahogany grandfather clock. A small black-and-white dog lay curled on the ottoman and looked up with large brown eyes that strongly resembled those of my host. The thought made me smile until I spotted the huge crack in the plaster wall that snaked up from the baseboard to the cracked cornice in the corner of the room. My eyes drifted from the large water spot on the paint-chipped ceiling to the buckled wood floor underneath. I felt exhausted all of a sudden, as if I had somehow absorbed the age and decay of the room.
		

		I moved to one of the floor-to-ceiling windows, hoping daylight might perk me up. Pushing aside a faded crimson damask drapery panel, and almost choking on the smell of stale dust, I paused, wondering if the small etchings I saw on the wall were actually hairline cracks in the plaster. I leaned forward and squinted, wishing I’d brought my glasses. A pale gray line stretched from the top of the baseboard to about four feet from the floor. Small markings bisected the line at approximately one-inch intervals, and tiny numbers were written in a delicate handwriting next to each demarcation. Squatting to see better, I realized I was looking at a growth chart, with the initials MBG written alongside the vertical line along with the age of MBG starting at one year. Tracing my finger along the line, I saw that it stopped at MBG’s eighth year.

		“That was mine.”

		The voice came from directly behind me, and I jumped, wondering how he had managed to move so quietly.

		“But the initials . . . aren’t you Mr. Vanderhorst?”

		His eyes focused on the pencil marks on the wall, and I noticed that an antique writing desk had been pulled away from the wall to expose the marks and now stood almost in the middle of the room. “MBG stands for ‘my best guy.’ My mother used to call me that.”

		The soft tone of his voice reminded me of my own little-girl voice pretending to speak long distance on the phone to my absent mother. I looked away. A tray with delicate china teacups and a plate of pecan pralines had been laid on an uncovered side table. Moving toward it I spotted a large frame set on the table holding a sepia-toned portrait of a young boy sitting on a piano bench.

		Again, Mr. Vanderhorst’s voice sounded right in my ear. “That was me when I was about four years old. My mother was an amateur photographer. She loved to take my picture.” He shuffled behind me and pulled off a dusty sheet from a delicate Sheridan armchair and indicated for me to sit.

		I sat, placing my leather portfolio on the floor by my feet, then leaned forward to spoon four cubes of sugar and a splash of cream into my coffee, noticing the rose pattern on the teacups. I had expected the ubiquitous antique blue-and-white Canton china found in most of the houses in Charleston’s historic district. The roses on this set of china were bright red with large blooms of layered petals, nearly identical to the roses I’d seen in the neglected garden. I took a praline and placed it on a small rose-covered plate, then took another, aware of Mr. Vanderhorst watching me. Nervously, I sipped my coffee.

		“Those are Louisa roses—my mama’s hybrid and named after her. She cultivated those, you see, in the garden. They were famous for a while—famous enough to have magazines coming from all over to photograph them.” His eyes fixed on me behind the thick glasses, studying me as if to gauge my reaction. “But now the only place in the world you can find them is right here in my garden.”

		I nodded, eager to move on to the subject at hand.

		“Are you a gardener, Miss Middleton?”

		“Um, no, actually. I mean, I know what a rose is, and what a daisy looks like, but that pretty much covers all of my gardening terms.” I smiled tentatively.

		Mr. Vanderhorst sat down across from me in a matching chair and  picked up a teacup with slightly trembling hands. “This house had beautiful gardens when my mother lived here. Sadly, I haven’t been able to keep them up. I can just find enough energy to keep up the small rose garden by the fountain. That was my mama’s favorite.”

		I nodded, remembering the odd little garden and the sound of a swing, then took another sip of coffee. “Mr. Vanderhorst, as I mentioned on the phone yesterday, I’m a Realtor, and my real estate company is very interested in obtaining the listing for your house.” I set my cup down and reached inside my portfolio to pull out the information on the property values in the neighborhood, as well as brochures that explained why my company was better than any of the other dozens of real estate companies in the area.

		“You’re Augustus Middleton’s granddaughter, aren’t you? Your granddaddy and my daddy were at Harvard Law together, you know. They even started out clerking in the same law firm, and Augustus was best man at my daddy’s wedding.”

		My arm felt awkward and heavy as I kept it extended in Mr. Vanderhorst’s direction while he ignored it. Finally, I leaned across and placed the information on the table between us, then picked up my coffee again. “Ah, no. I wasn’t aware that our families knew one another. Small world.” I took a quick sip of my coffee. “So, anyway, as I mentioned, my company is very interested—”

		“They had some kind of a falling-out when I was about eight. Never spoke to each other again. Saw each other occasionally across a court-room but never exchanged another word.”

		
			I focused on swallowing without choking and breathing slowly, and made a conscious effort to still my leg from twitching. Damn. Had Mr. Vanderhorst brought me out here just so he could tell me about my grandfather Gus? Was he about to ask me to leave? And couldn’t he have just told me this on the phone to save me the trouble?
		

		“Despite their disagreement, my daddy always thought him to be one of the most honorable men he’d ever met.”

		“Yes, well, he died when my father was only twelve, so I can’t really say.”

		“You favor him a great deal, you know. Your father, too, although we’ve never met. I’ve seen pictures of him and your mother in the paper every once in a while. You don’t look a thing like her.”

		
			
			Thank God. If he started talking about my mother, I’d have to leave. There was only so much sucking up I was prepared to do to get this listing. “Look, Mr. Vanderhorst, I’ve got another appointment I need to get to, so I’d like to go ahead and discuss—”
		

		Once again he interrupted me as if I hadn’t spoken. He glanced down at the two pralines on my plate and seemed to grin. “Your grandfather had a legendary sweet tooth, too.”

		I opened my mouth to deny it, but Mr. Vanderhorst said, “Do you like old houses, Miss Middleton?”

		For a moment, I wondered if there were hidden cameras pointed on me to be replayed later on one of those stupid reality television shows. I felt my mouth working up and down as I tried to figure out how truthful I should be. As if not wanting to hear outright lying, the little dog jumped off the ottoman, gave me a withering look, then ran out of the room.

		
			“They’re, um, well, they’re old. Which is nice.” Brilliant. “What I meant to say is that old houses are really popular right now in today’s real estate market. As you probably already know, prices and interest in historic real estate have increased dramatically since the nineteen seventies when the Historic Charleston Foundation sponsored the restoration of the Ansonborough neighborhood. People are buying old houses as investment properties, fixing them up, then selling them for a nice profit.”
		

		I risked taking another sip of coffee, hoping he wouldn’t steer the conversation away again. I eyed the pralines, still untouched on my plate, and decided that eating one would give Mr. Vanderhorst too much of a chance to change the conversation again.

		“As I said on the phone, your lawyer, Mr. Drayton, contacted us about possibly listing your house. I understand that you’re thinking about moving into an assisted-living facility and have no relatives who would be interested in owning the home.”

		While I spoke, Mr. Vanderhorst left his untouched coffee and pralines and walked to one of the tall windows that looked out into the garden. I could see part of the old oak tree from where I sat. I paused, waiting for him to confirm what I had just told him and took the opportunity to bite into a dark chocolate praline.

		His voice was soft when he finally spoke. “I was born in this house  and I’ve lived here my entire life, Miss Middleton. As did my father, and grandfather, and his grandfather before him. This house has been lived in by a member of the Vanderhorst family since it was built in 1848.”

		
			The chocolate stuck in my throat. Here it comes. He’s not selling the house and I’ve just wasted an entire morning. I swallowed and waited for him to continue, my conscience tugging at me, reminding me of almost identical words my mother had once said to me. But that had been a long, long, time ago, and I was no longer that girl who had listened with so much hope in her heart.
		

		“But now I’m the only one left. All of those generations before me who worked so hard to keep this house in the family. Even after the Civil War, when things were tight, they sold their silver and jewelry and went hungry just so they could hold on to this house.” He turned to face me, as if remembering that I was in the room. “This house is more than brick, mortar, and lumber. It’s a connection to the past and those who have gone before us. It’s memories and belonging. It’s a home that on the inside has seen the birth of children and the death of the old folks and the changing of the world from the outside. It’s a piece of history you can hold in your hands.”

		
			I wanted to add, It’s an unbearable weight of debt hanging around your neck, pulling you down until you land face-first into insolvency. But I didn’t say anything because Mr. Vanderhorst’s face had lost its color, and he seemed to be swaying on his feet. I jumped up and led him to his chair, then handed him his cup of coffee.
		

		“Can I call a doctor for you? You’re not looking well.” I put the coffee on the table next to him and took his hand, remembering what he’d said about his house. It might be just brick and mortar to me, but it was his whole life—a life nearing its end with no family left to refurbish the garden or enjoy the rose china. It saddened me and I didn’t want it to, but I held tight to his hand anyway.

		He ignored the coffee. “Did you see her? In the garden—did you see her? She only appears to people she approves of, you know.”

		
			I was torn between answering him and calling his doctor. But something he had said I had heard before and once, a million years ago, I had believed with all my young and gullible heart. It’s a piece of history you can hold in your hands. I looked into his eyes and allowed myself to see his need and understand his pain.
		

		Taking a deep breath, I said, “Yes. I saw her. But I don’t think it’s because she approves of me. I . . . seem to see things that aren’t there on a kind of regular basis.”

		Some of the color returned to his face, and he actually smiled. He leaned over and patted me on the leg. “That’s good,” he said. “That’s very good news.” He leaned back and drank his coffee in three big gulps before standing as if nothing had happened.

		“I hope you don’t mind me ending our nice meeting so abruptly, but I have a few things I need to do this morning before my lawyer arrives.” He pulled a clean linen napkin off the serving tray and put the pralines, complete with the rose-covered china plate, into it before twisting the napkin into a knot on top and handing it to me.

		I stood, stunned, his actions again rendering me speechless. Finding my voice, I blurted out, “But we haven’t even discussed . . .” I took the napkin-covered plate as he shoved it into my hands. “And I can’t take your plate. I don’t know when I’ll be back this way to return it.”

		He waved his hand in dismissal. “Oh, never you mind about that. It will be back amongst the other plates sooner than you’d think.”

		
			I wanted to be angry over wasting my morning for a pointless visit. But when I looked down at the plate in my hands, all I could feel was a peculiar regret. Over what? It’s a piece of history you can hold in your hands. Once again, I was seven years old and standing hand in hand with my mother in front of another old house. I felt in my bones what Mr. Vanderhorst was talking about, no matter how much or how long I wanted to deny it, and I allowed a foolish tenderness toward the old man to shake my heart loose.
		

		Mr. Vanderhorst leaned across and gently kissed my cheek. “Thank you, Miss Middleton. You’ve done this old man a world of good by your visit today.”

		“No, thank you,” I said, surprisingly close to tears. It had been a long time since anyone had kissed me on the cheek, and for a moment I wanted to ask if I could stay for a while longer, eating pralines and drinking coffee while chatting about old ghosts—both the living and the dead kind.

		But Mr. Vanderhorst had already stood, and the moment passed. Mechanically, I hung my portfolio over my shoulder and clutched the loaded napkin carefully as Mr. Vanderhorst led me to the front door.  We passed a music room dominated by a concert grand piano, and I remembered the photo of the little boy sitting on the bench.

		I didn’t have time to linger as Mr. Vanderhorst’s surprisingly strong hand on my back propelled me toward the front door. For a man who shuffled, he seemed determined to get me out of the house. Which was fine with me, really. I’d wasted enough of my day.

		I stepped outside onto the piazza and turned back to say goodbye. He was beaming now, his eyes bright, shiny pennies behind the thick glasses. “Goodbye, Mr. Vanderhorst. It’s been a pleasure meeting you.” I was surprised to find that I really meant it.

		“No, Miss Middleton. The pleasure was all mine.”

		I walked down the piazza toward the door leading to the sidewalk, feeling his gaze on me. When I got to the door, I remembered the plate I was holding. I turned and saw Mr. Vanderhorst watching me from the doorway of the house, as much a part of it as the piazza columns and leaded-glass windows. “I’ll bring back the plate as soon as I can.” I even imagined I’d look forward to a return visit.

		“I have no doubt that you will, Miss Middleton. Goodbye.”

		I opened the door, then shut it behind me, feeling him watching me through the garden gate until I disappeared from his view. I didn’t once turn toward the garden, where the sound of a rope swing against old bark had once again begun to punctuate the muggy morning air.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 2
		

		The jarring ring of my phone two mornings later jolted me awake. I peered groggily at my clock, then cursed under my breath as I reached for my glasses so I could read the time. I hadn’t quite reconciled myself to the fact that I actually needed glasses, much less wore them, so most of the time they remained in their case in a drawer. I squinted at the clock: six thirty. Damn! How could I have slept so late? I normally set my alarm for six o’clock each morning so I could get a head start on my day, and I’d already wasted half an hour sleeping in.

		I slapped my hand on the receiver, castigating myself for staying up so late the previous evening and forgetting to set my alarm. But I’d been so engrossed in alphabetizing my bookshelves in the living room that the time had gotten away from me. “Hello?”

		“Hi, Melanie. Sorry to be calling you so early, but Mr. Henderson said it was important that I reach you ASAP. Not that I can figure out why he didn’t call you directly and let me sleep, of course, except that he knows I keep an early tee time every Saturday morning.” The soft twang of my office secretary’s voice seemed particularly jarring at six thirty on a Saturday morning, but the mention of my boss’s name helped part the fog currently residing in my head. She cleared her throat. “Did I wake you up?”

		“No, Nancy. I had to get up to answer the phone.” I waited to see if the secretary noticed my sarcasm. Nancy Flaherty was very good at the rudiments of her job, but it was no secret to anybody that most of her concentrated efforts remained on her next tee time and practicing her chip shot. Ergo, most sarcasm was completely lost on her.

		“That’s good. Because Mr. Henderson has scheduled a meeting with  you and Mr. Drayton for nine o’clock this morning, and he doesn’t want you to be late. It has something to do with Mr. Vanderhorst’s estate.”

		I blinked, then sat up fully, waiting for the words to stop swirling around my head like water in a sink. “His estate? You mean he . . . ?”

		“Yeah. Seems he died in his sleep.” There was a brief pause and the sound of a soft grunt of breath, and I pictured Nancy in her bedroom with a phone headset on as she practiced putting. “That’s a very peaceful way to go, you know.”

		“But I just saw him two days ago.” I couldn’t explain the sudden sadness I felt at the old man’s passing. I pictured him as I’d last seen him, staring out the window in his faded drawing room, looking at the oak tree that had been there before his birth and remained there still.

		“I don’t understand—did he mention why Mr. Drayton needed me?”

		“You know that if I had that kind of information, I’d tell you, right?”

		“Yeah, right.” I swallowed, surprised to find a lump there. “But it’s Saturday—why couldn’t this wait until Monday?”

		“I don’t know, Melanie. All I know is that Mr. Henderson expects you to be there today.”

		Wearily, I sat up. “Can you tell me where we’re meeting?”

		I wrote down the information Nancy gave me, then hung up the phone and stared at it for a full five minutes before walking away.

		After quickly showering and dressing in a suitably conservative skirt and blouse for a meeting at a law office, I made the quick drive over the new Cooper River Bridge from Mt. Pleasant and parked in my reserved space in the lot behind my office on South Broad Street. I then stopped at the corner bakery, purchasing two doughnuts with a large latte, whipped cream on top. The owner, Ruth, had already started bagging the doughnuts when she’d spotted me through the front window and had the latte machine whirring by the time I came inside.

		“Morning, Ruth.”

		Ruth smiled, showing off a gold front tooth highlighted by her café au lait skin. “One of these days, Miss Melanie, I’m going to make you a healthy breakfast. You just need to give me more than two minutes, you hear?”

		I put the money on the counter and picked up my bag. Smiling, I said, “I don’t have more than two minutes or I’d let you.” I grabbed my latte, licking the whipped cream off the top as I backed up toward the door.

		“You’re just skin and bones, missy. That ain’t right, considering what you eat. You need some greens and some fruit. A bit of meat and eggs to fatten you up right.”

		“Maybe next time,” I said as I pushed open the door. “Have a good one.”

		The law offices were several blocks away on King Street, but I had decided to walk them to clear my head and prepare myself for whatever was in store. I headed north, past the modern parking garage and office building in the first block—two buildings I’d heard described as “brutalistic” and “bleak,” respectively, by a good number of Charlestonians. Despite a small nagging tug in the back of my brain, I refused to see anything except functionality and a good use of space.

		As was my habit, I avoided looking at the historic buildings along King Street, arranged neatly in what has been called “the handsomest shopping street in America.” Yes, I supposed the buildings were beautiful in their own antique, money-sucking way, but it was what I saw sometimes peering out at me from old shop windows that kept my eyes focused straight ahead. It was the same with hospitals. I had to wear earphones just to block out the sounds of the voices from people only I could see.

		As I walked past a narrow piazza with stairs leading up to what was once the residential part of the building when it was used as a shop, a pale young girl stood on the bottom step, almost hidden by the climbing hibiscus that clung doggedly to the peeling paint. I had almost walked past her before I realized that her skin was nearly translucent and that her clothes were from another century. By the time I turned back, she was gone, only the slight sway of a large red hibiscus bloom to tell anybody of the girl’s presence.

		Focusing once again on the sidewalk in front of me, I passed the new Judicial Center—recalling the furor that had surrounded its architectural conception—and found the law offices of Drayton, Drayton, and Drayton in the next block. Since it was a Saturday, the grand reception desk in the front foyer sat vacant. I stood there, wondering what to do  when large double doors off to the side of the reception area opened and an egg-domed head popped out. The middle-aged man was frowning as he caught sight of me and I felt the two doughnuts and large latte roll over in my stomach.

		“Ms. Middleton?” He stuck out a well-manicured hand and we shook. “I’m Jonathan Drayton. Thank you for coming. Please come in.”

		Giving my mouth a surreptitious wipe in case there were any lingering powdered sugar remnants, I followed Mr. Drayton into the conference room.

		There were several people sitting around the table, most of whom appeared to be office support staff. I recognized the eldest Mr. Drayton from previous business dealings near the head of the table. He sent me a tight smile before standing.

		“Ms. Middleton, so good to see you again. Won’t you sit down?” He indicated the chair at the head of the table.

		Hesitantly, I approached, suddenly wary of my presence there and why I would be sitting at the head of the table. Was all this excitement about me obtaining the listing for the old house on Tradd Street? I sat down, crossed my legs at the ankles, and folded my hands in my lap. I pressed down hard on my hands to keep my legs from doing their normal impatient jiggle.

		Mr. Drayton sat again while Jonathan Drayton sat down across from him. The room fell silent, and I began to have a very bad feeling.

		Mr. Drayton spoke first. “Ms. Middleton, I apologize for bringing you in here on a Saturday. But this situation is highly . . . irregular, and I didn’t think it in anybody’s best interests to wait until Monday.”

		“This situation?” I clamped down hard on my teeth to keep them from chattering.

		“Yes. You see, Mr. Vanderhorst, God rest his soul, was not only an old client of this firm—he was also a dear friend.”

		I looked back at him without speaking, not comprehending at all and trying hard not to look like a deer caught in the headlights.

		Mr. Drayton cleared his throat and spoke again. “I understand that you went to see Mr. Vanderhorst two days ago to discuss listing Mr. Vanderhorst’s house—is that correct?”

		I nodded, feeling like a child sitting at her father’s kitchen table and getting ready to be scolded.

		“Did he give you any indication that he was willing to sell his house?”

		“To be honest, I don’t think the thought ever crossed his mind. I had no idea why he even brought me out there. I figured he was just lonely and wanted company.” I looked down at my hands, remembering the china plate and how it had belonged to his mother. “He seemed to be a really nice man.”

		
			“Do you remember what you did talk about?”
		

		I thought about the woman with the swing in the garden and how Mr. Vanderhorst had known she was there, too. I said, “He mentioned that his father and my grandfather were close friends and had attended Harvard Law School together. I believe he also mentioned that my grandfather had been the best man at his father’s wedding.”

		Both men suddenly glanced at each other as if in understanding. I uncrossed my ankles and raised my hands to clutch the sides of the conference table. “What’s this about? Did he decide to give me the listing anyway?”

		Jonathan Drayton spoke this time. “Do you like old houses, Melanie?”

		
			
			The second time in two days somebody has asked me that. I felt a bubble of laughter form at the back of my throat, but I clamped it down, afraid it would turn into a primal scream. “No. Actually, no. To be honest, I’ve always thought they were a huge waste of money and space.”
		

		Mr. Drayton leaned toward me. “But didn’t your mother grow up in the Prioleau house on Legare Street?”

		“Yes, but . . .”

		“And didn’t she sell it after your grandmother died and after your mother left your father?”

		“Yes, but . . .”

		“Didn’t that cause resentment in you? That you had somehow missed out on your entitlement?”

		“Entitlement? What . . . ?” I stood, my chair scraping the carpet, suddenly feeling as if I’d been transported into some kind of fun house of mirrors. “What is going on here? I have no idea why getting this listing has anything to do with my mother or her house.”

		Mr. Drayton plastered what I assumed was supposed to be a calming smile on his face. “I’m sorry, Ms. Middleton. Please sit down. I do  apologize for what must seem like the third degree, but I’m still in shock at the sudden passing of my friend, and I do want to make sure everything is clear. After you hear the reason why we brought you in this morning, you’ll understand why we wanted to make sure that there was no coercion on your part.”

		“Coercion?” I nearly laughed. “Despite my reputation in the business, I’m not in the habit of twisting the arms of potential clients, especially the elderly, if that’s what you’re thinking.” I glowered at him as I lowered myself into my seat again and looked at the two men expectantly. “So, do I have the listing?”

		There was some throat clearing and glances between the two men before Jonathan Drayton spoke. “Not exactly. It would appear that Mr. Vanderhorst has left his house and entire estate to you.”

		
			I leaned forward, sure that if I listened closely enough I could hear the theme from The Twilight Zone being piped into the suddenly claustrophobic office. “No.”
		

		“Actually, yes.”

		“This is a mistake. He wasn’t in his right mind or something.”

		Mr. Drayton leaned toward me. “No, there’s no mistake. I personally oversaw the writing of Mr. Vanderhorst’s will shortly after you left him Thursday morning. He was perfectly sane.” He glanced over at his son for a moment before concentrating again on me. “Well, except for the fact that he said that his mother would approve. And, to be honest, I fully expected to visit the following week to get him to change his mind. As I mentioned, all of this is highly irregular.”

		I rubbed my temple, which had begun to throb. “His relatives will contest the will.”

		“He doesn’t have any.”

		“Find some.”

		The two Draytons stood in unison. Jonathan stepped forward. “Ms. Middleton, I know this is a bit of a shock—it was to us, too—but Mr. Vanderhorst was adamant that his property should go to you.”

		Mr. Drayton slid a sealed envelope across the table towards me. I saw my name scribbled across the top complete with my middle initial “P”—just like on the business card I’d given Mr. Vanderhorst.

		“Ms. Middleton, Mr. Vanderhorst suspected you might need some sort of explanation, so he gave me this letter for you to be handed over  in the event of his death. I just didn’t expect for it to happen so soon.”

		I stared at the letter for a long time before sliding it toward me across the polished surface of the mahogany table and picking it up. I held it in my hands, feeling the heavy crisp linen stationery, but didn’t open it.

		Looking up at the two men, I said, “I don’t want this. There’s nothing in this letter that could possibly change my mind.”

		“Melanie—may I call you Melanie? You’re just in a state of shock right now. Once you have a chance to examine the house more closely, you’ll realize what a treasure you’ve inherited.” Mr. Drayton gave me what probably passed for a warm smile to him.

		“Mr. Drayton, I’ve seen the house. It’s a dump. I’d just as soon send in a wrecking ball and end its misery.”

		Mr. Drayton looked alarmed. “Oh, no, Ms. Middleton. You can’t do that. The entire historic district is protected.”

		“But it’s barely habitable! I’d have to start panhandling in the hopes of not starving to death after I’ve paid to make the house safe enough to sell.”

		Mr. Drayton cleared his throat. “Actually, money shouldn’t be an issue. Mr. Vanderhorst is, er, was a wealthy man. Not having any family, he had no use for it except to save it.”

		I felt a glimmer of hope. “So I can just abandon it until it falls down and move somewhere else to live in luxury?”

		Mr. Drayton cleared his throat again, looking decidedly uncomfortable. “Um, not exactly. You see, Mr. Vanderhorst established a trust to ensure that money is spent on the restoration of the house. You will, of course, be able to draw an amount for living expenses as long as you live in the house. The exact amount will be left to the discretion of the trustee. The trust will remain in effect until your death.”

		I blinked hard, trying to stop my mind from spinning. “How about selling it as is? I’d have to list it way under market because of its condition, but there are lots of crazy people out there who would jump at the chance.”

		“Actually, you could,” said Mr. Drayton. “Except a stipulation in the will states that before you’re allowed to put it on the market, you have to have lived in the house for the period of one year. Ditto for all the furnishings inside the house.”

		I sighed and leaned back in my chair. “So, what you’re basically saying is that I’m screwed.” I stared down at the envelope in my hand and thought hard. “Could I just refuse it all and walk away?”

		“I suppose that’s your prerogative.” Mr. Drayton leaned forward and tapped the envelope in my hand. “But read this before you make any decisions. I don’t think Mr. Vanderhorst made his decision lightly. This house was the child he never had, and he’s left it in your care.”

		
			I gripped the envelope tightly, remembering Mr. Vanderhorst standing in front of the growth chart marked on the drawing room wall. MBG. My best guy. Standing again, I grabbed my purse and headed for the door. “I need to be alone for a while. I’ll let you know what I decide by Tuesday.”
		

		“You can take longer, Melanie.”

		“No. I don’t want this hanging over my head any longer than it needs to. I’ll let you know by Tuesday.”

		I didn’t wait to hear their response. I’d already fled from the room and was running down the outside steps before I even realized where I was heading.

		
			 
When I rounded the corner onto Tradd Street, I heard the sound of the swing again. A brewing storm whipped dirt across the sidewalk and around my ankles, making me shiver despite the heat. I noticed the cracked blue-and-white tiles in the sidewalk in front of the gate, 55 Tradd.

		I looked up at the darkening sky as I pushed open the gate, making my way quickly to the piazza and to the peeling white wicker rocker I’d spotted on my first visit to the house. I’d never been a porch sitter, could even think of about ten derogatory terms I’d probably called porch sitters in the last year, but I suddenly felt compelled to sit there now and read my letter from the dead.

		
			
				 
My dear Miss Middleton,

			
				 
I know you must be reading this with some shock. I apologize for this, but do know that I don’t doubt for one moment that I made the right decision. This house is meant for you.

			
				I hope you are sitting someplace calm while you read this—perhaps a chair on the piazza. During the hour of our acquaintance, you didn’t strike me as the patient sort. Your crossed leg was always twitching, and while it could be as a result of the sugar you consumed, I somehow didn’t think that was it. As the old adage says: you should stop to smell the roses every once in a while. And your new house has some beautiful roses.
			

			
				I am leaving you this house as a father would leave his child in the care of a guardian. One can’t really own a house such as this; we are only asked to be caretakers for the next generation. I saw you looking in dismay at the restoration work needed. I have not had the energy or the good health these last years to see to it myself. But I do have the funds, as I’m sure Mr. Drayton has explained to you, to restore this house to the way I remember it growing up here as a child.
			

			
				Before you reach any conclusions, you should know something of the history of this house. Yankee officers were quartered here after the fall of Charleston during the Civil War. You can still see their saber marks on the banister in the front hallway. The house was also used as a hospital during several of the yellow fever epidemics that swept through the city in the 1800s. The Vanderhorst women were too strong to succumb, and nursed strangers and dressed the dead for burial in the front foyer. They sent men off to war and kept food on the table long after money ran out. They camped out on the front porch during hurricanes and after the earthquake of 1886, armed with whatever they could find to protect what was theirs for their family. They were like the foundations of this house—too strong to be swayed by little matters such as war, pestilence, and ruin.
			

			
				You are like them, you know, whether you realize it or not. I think this is why my mother approves of you being the new mistress of the house. You remind me of her a great deal. She was a beauty, too, but never relied on her looks and instead used her keen mind to get her way while never allowing her opponent to know that the fight was over before it started. There is an unease in you, too, which I sensed. You remind me of an anchor searching for a spot to latch on to. We all must have roots, Melanie, or we are like the weeds in the garden easily plucked and discarded. Unlike the rosebush, which clings to the soil and lasts for generations.
			

			
				
				My mother loved this house almost as much as she loved me. There are others who disagree, of course, because she deserted us both when I was a young boy. But there’s more to that story, though I have failed to discover what it is. Maybe fate put you in my life to bring the truth to the surface so that she might finally find peace after all these years.

			
				I know this doesn’t sit easily on your shoulders, and must feel like more of a burden now than a gift. But one must be patient, dear, for all good things will be revealed to she who waits.
			

			
				God bless you, Melanie. All of my final hopes rest with you.
			

			
				Nevin Vanderhorst
			

		

		
			 
I looked up from the letter, aware again of the sound of the rope swing. I stood and slowly walked down the steps to where I could peer around the overgrown hibiscus and into the garden.
		

		The woman was there again, pushing the swing, except this time the swing wasn’t empty. Holding tightly to the rope arms sat a small boy, his mouth open in laughter, the sound like soft air brushing against my cheeks.

		A hot, prickling sensation on the back of my neck made me tilt my head upward toward an upstairs window. I could detect a dark shadow behind the uneven glass, with penetrating eyes staring down at me. I could barely breathe, the malevolence of the presence in the window seeming to suck the oxygen out of the air.

		Backing away, I turned toward the gate and let myself out. I kept my head down as the sky opened up and rain began to darken the sidewalk in front of me.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 3
		

		I stayed up all night downloading music into the iPod I’d received for Christmas and that was still in the box seven months later. The gift was from Sophie Wallen, latent hippie wannabe and professor of historic preservation at the College of Charleston and, inexplicably, my best friend. We’d met when a colleague suggested I consult with Sophie regarding the restoration project of a client’s home I was trying to sell in the historic Harleston Village neighborhood. At the time, she wouldn’t even speak with me until she’d been allowed to read my tarot cards and forced me to sit in the lotus yoga position on the floor of her office while she meditated and I kept stealing glances at my watch.

		Afterward, she took me to Ruth’s Bakery and bought me the biggest piece of chocolate torte in the bakery case while she told me that I was borderline obsessive-compulsive, way too repressed as a result of my military upbringing with my father, and apparently I wasn’t getting enough sex because I was as uptight as a department store mannequin. But, she’d said, she thought we could work together. We’ve been close ever since.

		Sophie said I needed to relax more and thought that listening to music would help, which is why she bought me a lime green iPod. I’m sure she’d suspect, but not ask, that once I’d taken the time to load music onto it I would spend most of a night playing with different ways to organize the 351 songs on the playlist.

		With bleary eyes, I examined the list of songs again, sighing with dismay as I spied several that I had somehow included with the rest of the  ABBA, Tom Petty, Duran Duran, and the Cars: “Our House,” “House of the Rising Sun,” “It’s My House,” “Burning Down the House,” and even “Up on the Housetop.”

		Closing down the computer and unplugging the iPod, I stuck it back in its box and threw it in a hall table drawer. I shuffled into the kitchen and squinted at the clock on the coffeemaker for a long time before I could figure out what it said. Six thirty. I’d wait until seven o’clock to call, allowing for Sophie’s tendency to sleep late.

		At six fifty-nine I hit the speed dial on my phone.

		After eight rings, Sophie picked it up. “Mrmphm.”

		“Hi, Soph. It’s Melanie. I need you to come look at a house with me.”

		“Mrmphm.”

		“Can you meet me in an hour?”

		There was a short pause. “What in the hell are you doing calling me at seven o’clock on a Sunday morning?”

		“Sorry. I thought you’d be up by now.”

		“No, you didn’t. I’m going to hang up now and you can call me around noon.”

		“Wait! Okay, I’m sorry. But this is really important.”

		There was another pause and I pictured Sophie rolling her eyes. “All right. Tell me what this is about.”

		“It seems I’ve inherited a house.”

		“Okay,” she said slowly. “And this warrants you calling me at the crack of dawn on a Sunday morning because . . . ?”

		“Well, it’s an old house. South of Broad.”

		I knew I had her attention now. I could hear the rustling of the bedsheets as she sat up.

		“What’s the address?”

		“Fifty-five Tradd.”

		“The Vanderhorst house?” She was nearly screeching in my ear. “You’ve inherited the Vanderhorst house?”

		“Well, yes. But I wouldn’t get so excited about it. If you could see the condition of it inside—”

		“I’ll meet you at the front gate at eight o’clock.”

		I smiled as I heard the click on the other end and hung up the phone. Her excitement had me a bit worried, but I was also relieved.  I would be getting a professional and unbiased opinion on the merits of the house so I could make a sound choice in deciding whether to accept it.

		

		•   •   •

		“No matter what this house looks like on the inside, even if the roof’s caving in, you’ve got to keep it.”
		

		So much for a professional, unbiased opinion. Sophie stood next to me on the sidewalk with her hands on her hips, staring at my albatross. I’d been waiting in my car with the radio turned up until she’d appeared, eleven minutes late.

		I eyed her now. She wore brown suede clogs, a long, gauzelike skirt with embroidered iguanas racing along the hem, and a tie-dyed T-shirt tucked into the elastic waist of the skirt. Her long, curly black hair was pulled into a straggly bun at the back of her head and held in place by what looked like two chopsticks—complete with the name of the Chinese restaurant they had come from.

		“Your outfit alone is a strong case against tenure, you know.”

		She ignored me. “This house appears in just about every textbook on architecture that I’ve ever read. I mean, it’s the quintessential classic Charleston single house. Look at that fan window—still has all the original glass. See how the front door is really on the side of the house? It’s to catch the river breezes in the summer. And look at the gorgeous piazza—and with Tower-of-the-Wind pediments, no less. It’s perfect.”

		Annoyed, I said, “I do know about old houses, Sophie. I sell them, remember?”

		“You know enough bluster to sell them, but you don’t actually know anything about them.” She pushed on the gate to enter the garden, and it swung open without resistance. I looked at it in surprise and was about to test the hinges when Sophie said, “I thought you said the house was empty.”

		“It’s supposed to be.” I followed her gaze to the front window in the room with the growth chart on the wall and felt the skittering of gooseflesh on the back of my neck and caught the unmistakable scent of roses. “Why?”

		“I thought I saw a curtain move.”

		“Probably just the wind blowing through one of the cracks in the walls.”

		She frowned at me, then turned back to the house. “I know about ten people who would give their left eyeballs to own this place.”

		“Great. Keep that list handy.”

		Ignoring me, she climbed the steps to the piazza and I followed her. She studied the leaded-glass window in the door and sidelights, her hands brushing against the window with reverence. “This is probably a Tiffany—not original to the house, of course, but still quite valuable. Do you know how rare it is to find one of his windows still intact in the house it was designed for? Truly amazing, especially considering how long it’s been here.”

		I looked at the windows again, trying to see them with her eyes. But where she saw a work of art and painstaking skill, I saw only an old window that would probably cost a small fortune to repair if it ever got broken. I wanted, for a brief moment, to see the beauty of it, but I hadn’t been able to see the beauty in anything since I was seven years old.

		Sophie ran her hands along one of the support columns, flicking away a flake of loose plaster and peering at what lay beneath. “Yep—brick. It’s brick underneath, which is a very good thing. For one thing, it’s stronger than just plaster, and for another, termites don’t like brick.” She nicked her clog against the top step and shook her head. “Which is more than I can say for this porch. It’s got to be replaced, and the columns that support the piazza need replastering. That’s a really big job.”

		She wrinkled her nose in a look I was familiar with and I answered her unasked question. “Supposedly, Mr. Vanderhorst had plenty of money—apparently all left for me so I can fix up this . . . this . . .”

		“Beautiful house.”

		“Well, that wasn’t exactly what I was going to say, but I suppose that works.”

		Sophie stepped back onto the first step and looked up at the front facade. “Wow. So you’ve inherited this great house and now you’re rich, too. Not bad for a single day’s work.”

		“Not exactly. All the money will be tied up in a trust. The trustee will have the discretion to give me money for various home-improvement  projects and, if he or she is feeling generous, provide me with a salary as well.”

		Sophie smiled the smile that somehow usually melted men at her feet but right now only served to annoy me. “Mr. Vanderhorst was a really clever man.”

		“Not too clever if he made me his heir. I don’t want anything to do with this. You know how I feel about old houses. You know how I feel about owning any house at all.”

		“Yeah. And I also know why, which is why I think this could be good for you.”

		I looked away, my gaze unfortunately falling on the peeling paint on the shutters and then on the white wicker rocker I had sat in when I read Mr. Vanderhorst’s letter. Something had happened to me, then. Something that now made me listen to Sophie and my conscience rather than rejecting this whole horrible proposal out of hand. Something to do with what lay inside the heart of a seven-year-old girl before the realities of life closed in around her.

		Turning back to my friend, I reached into my purse and pulled out the letter. “Well, since I’ve probably lost all chances of an unbiased opinion, you might as well go ahead and read this before we go in.”

		I sat down in the chair and waited for her to read it, keeping my focus straight ahead toward the street and ignoring the sound of the swing once again emanating from the yard.

		“Hey—did you read this part?” Sophie moved to sit down in the chair beside me. “Listen to this: ‘My mother loved this house almost as much as she loved me. There are others who disagree, of course, because she deserted both of us when I was a young boy. But there’s more to that story, though I have failed to discover what it is. Maybe fate put you in my life to bring the truth to the surface so that she might finally find peace after all these years.’ ”

		“Yes, I read it. I’m not really sure what it means, though, except that he was abandoned by his mother.”

		Sophie wrinkled her nose again. “Just like you were.”

		I looked away, still unable to completely forget the overwhelming hurt in a seven-year-old’s heart.

		Sophie looked back down at the letter. “Actually, I seem to remember something about the history of this house. Like I said, I’ve seen this  house in so many books, and there’s some story. . . .” She tapped an unmanicured finger on the paper, her forehead wrinkled in concentration.

		I watched her, the sound of the swing louder now.

		“Do you hear that?” I asked.

		“Hear what?”

		“The sound of that rope swing against a tree branch?”

		She shook her head. “No. I don’t.” She studied me closely, but I looked away again, my gaze falling on the missing bricks on the front steps.

		Sophie was silent again and I began humming “Dancing Queen,” one of the songs I had uploaded onto my iPod the night before, to help block out the sound of the swing.

		“ABBA, Melanie?”

		I ignored her and walked to the opposite end of the piazza, my heels clicking against the cracked marble tiles.

		“Yes! Now I remember!” Sophie jumped out of her chair and came to stand next to me. “It’s something that happened in the late twenties or thirties, I believe. Something to do with a love triangle and a woman running off with a man who wasn’t her husband—but that’s all I remember.”

		“Great. Since you love this stuff so much, I’ll let you research the history of the house and let me know.”

		“Sorry. No can do. This is the beginning of the semester for me and I’m swamped. I’ll be happy to lend you some books, though.”

		“Yippee. Can’t wait.” I moved to the front door, a sudden realization hitting me. “I don’t have a key.”

		The front door opened suddenly, and a woman as wide as she was tall, holding the small black-and-white dog I had seen before on my previous visit, stood in the doorway. “Why are y’all standing out there in this heat? Y’all come on in where it’s cooler.”

		Like obedient soldiers, we marched into the foyer. I stuck out my hand. “I’m Melanie . . .”

		“I know who you are. You’re the spitting image of your grandfather when he was your age.”

		“You knew my grandfather?”

		She looked at me with what only could be described as a scowl. “Of  course not. How old do you think I am? Before Mr. Nevin passed, he showed me a picture of his daddy and your granddaddy. I think he told me it was taken on his daddy’s wedding day.”

		“Oh, I’d love to see it. May I?”

		“Sure, honey. Though I don’t think you need to be asking me since you own it now.” She laughed with a surprisingly high, trilling sound made all the more unusual by the fact that it came from such a large body.

		Sophie gave the woman one of her smiles. “I’m Dr. Wallen from the College of Charleston. And you would be . . . ?”

		“Oh, dear me. Where are my manners? I’m Mrs. Houlihan, the housekeeper. And this”—she raised the front paw of the black-and-white dog in a small wave—“is General Lee.”

		“The housekeeper?” I noticed again the thick layer of dust and impressive collections of cobwebs in the chandeliers. At the same time I noted the gleaming wood floors and the absence of cobwebs in any of the ceiling corners.

		As if reading my mind, Mrs. Houlihan said, “Now don’t be jumping to conclusions. According to Mr. Nevin’s wishes, I kept the kitchen and bathrooms sparkling clean, as well as his bedroom and anything else I could clean where I wouldn’t have to touch or move anything. He was worried about damaging some of his antiques, you see. Everything was falling apart, and it wouldn’t take much to ruin something. So it was best to just let things be.”

		I glanced over at Sophie, but she had already marched into the front drawing room.

		“These are the original cypress floors and wall paneling. And look at these cornices! And the carvings in the mantel—totally period Adam. There’s some water damage, but it’s mostly intact.” Her footsteps sounded quickly across the floor, and I followed the sound, Mrs. Houlihan and General Lee close behind me. Sophie was standing by the writing desk that had been pulled out from the wall, her hand touching the burled wood of the drawered cabinet like I would handle a seller’s agreement. “This is English Hepplewhite, isn’t it?” She stood on her toes and peered at the top of the pediment. “A piece like this is worth thirty thousand easy.”

		I eyed the piece of furniture with interest. Even I knew what an  English Hepplewhite was. And I couldn’t help but think of the money I could make selling it.

		The little dog whimpered in Mrs. Houlihan’s arms. “He needs his walk, poor dear. He’s just been grieving something terrible for his master. Barely picked at his food bowl this morning. And he hasn’t been out for a walk since Mr. Nevin passed. I’ll let him out into the backyard a few times a day but I can’t walk him. I just can’t take the heat.”

		She held the dog out to me, and I stared at it in horror. I’d never willingly touched a dog in my life. “What do you want me to do with it?”

		“Take him for a walk. He’s yours now.”

		Sophie had crossed the foyer and was staring into the music room. “More water damage in here. You might need a new roof, Mel.”

		Mrs. Houlihan thrust the animal into my arms and the little beast barked again before licking my nose. “No, no, no. Nobody said anything about inheriting a dog, too.”

		The housekeeper tucked her chin into her neck, effectively hiding it from view in the folds of flesh. “Well, there ain’t nobody else who can take him. My husband is allergic or I would. He’s a really sweet thing. You two will get along just fine.”

		I stared at her with incomprehension while she pulled a leash out of her housecoat pocket and clipped it onto the dog’s collar. Not quite knowing what direction to move in, I watched as Sophie crossed the foyer under the keystone arch and climbed the main staircase, her hands brushing the curved mahogany banister. “This is an incredible house—such a perfect example of classic Charleston architecture. I just can’t believe this.” I followed her as she turned the corner of the stairs and continued upward to the upstairs hallway. I watched as she put her hand on the first doorknob she saw.

		Mrs. Houlihan, who had been following behind me, let out a gasp. “No, don’t open that. . . .”

		But Sophie had already pulled open the door, allowing the sound of a flock of rustling feathers to filter down to where I stood. Instead of closing the door and moving away from it like most normal people would have done, Sophie moved forward to the small set of wooden stairs behind the door and began climbing.

		I turned to the housekeeper. “Where is she going?”

		Mrs. Houlihan had already started the laborious struggle of moving her girth up the stairs. “That’s the attic, and we have a wee hole there where pigeons like to come in and roost. If the door’s left open, we’re bound to get—”

		Before she could finish, a plump gray-and-white pigeon flew out of the open door and past us down the stairs, and began flying erratically around the foyer. I took the steps two at a time but reached the attic door at the same time Sophie ran out, slamming it behind her.

		“You won’t believe the stuff in there! Luckily most of it is under tarps, because there’s a heck of a lot of pigeon poop over everything, but there’s all sorts of interesting things. There’s actually what looks like a full-sized stuffed buffalo, but also what appears to be more Hepplewhite and Sheraton pieces.”

		The pigeon swooped over our heads, and we ducked while General Lee barked frantically. Sophie held out what looked like a walking stick. “Look what I found.”

		I looked down at the smoothly carved cane, noticing the writing on the side. “What does it say?”

		Mrs. Houlihan surprised us by clearing her throat. “It says: ‘In the morning I walk on four legs, in the evening two legs and at night three. What am I?’ ” She looked at us expectantly, and when neither Sophie nor I responded, she said. “The answer is ‘man.’ Clever, isn’t it? The Vanderhorsts have always been known for their fondness of riddles.” She smiled warmly at the cane. “Mr. Vanderhorst’s grandfather gave that to him on the occasion of his graduation from law school. He sure did like it. He used to keep it in one of the guest bedrooms until the ceiling there sprung a leak, so he moved it to the attic. Not that the attic was much better, of course.”

		Sophie looked at me with what appeared to be awe in her eyes. “Wow. You own that. You own all of this. You are like the luckiest girl in the world.”

		“Right. I now own a dog and apparently a buffalo and a house with Swiss cheese for a roof, and this translates to me being the luckiest girl in the world how . . . ?”

		
			I felt the oddest compulsion to cry, so I turned my back and began walking down the stairs, a frantically yelping General Lee in my arms and an attack pigeon close on my heels. Could this get any worse?

		Sophie called out to me. “Who’s the trustee, by the way? You didn’t mention it.”

		I stopped, and looked back in confusion. “I didn’t ask. I don’t know why, but I guess I was still in shock.”

		Mrs. Houlihan, panting from the exertion of climbing the stairs, said, “I almost forgot. My first phone message for you, and I almost forgot to tell you. My apologies, as this will never happen again, of course. But, well, a gentleman called about an hour ago. He said he was looking for you, seeing as how he was just informed that he was the trustee to the estate and he needed to speak with you. He’d tried calling your home number first but nobody answered.”

		“Did he give his name?”

		She pulled a folded piece of paper out of her pocket. “Yes. A Colonel James Middleton. He didn’t leave a number, although I did ask. He said you would know it.”

		My eyes met Sophie’s widened ones. Yes, things really could get worse. Much worse.

		Mrs. Houlihan tilted her head. “Middleton. Are you related to the colonel?”

		I forced my throat to work. “Yes. He’s my father. It would appear that Mr. Vanderhorst had a sense of humor.”

		“Oh, that he did. But he also had a strong belief in family. That’s probably why he made your father trustee. He was always saying how blood was thicker than water.”

		She was saying more but I couldn’t listen. I needed to get away from the house—and the swooping pigeon—as soon as possible. I put the dog down at the base of the stairs and let it pull me where it wanted to go until I found myself out on the sidewalk next to the gate looking into the garden.

		The woman was there again, pushing the boy on the swing. They both looked over at me, and the boy lifted his hand to wave. I was relieved to note that the other, more sinister presence I had detected the previous day was absent, and hoped that he had only been a figment of my overactive imagination. General Lee barked an excited greeting as if he recognized somebody, and I looked down at him in surprise. “You see them, too?”

		I turned my gaze back to the scene, but the woman, the boy, and  the swing were gone now, and the crickets had resumed their chorus. I stared at the overgrown garden for a long minute, somehow seeing bright-colored flowers and vibrant greens where I knew only brown dirt and straggly weeds now grew. It was as if I were seeing what the house had once been. And what it could be again.

		Tugging on the dog’s leash, I headed down the street, afraid to look back. I didn’t want to see the house in all its columned glory, its alabaster paint shining in the Charleston sun, the shadows of the columns like arms reaching out to grab hold of me and hang on.

		I started to jog, heedless of my heels or the heat, racing General Lee around the corner until I could no longer see the house on Tradd Street.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 4
		

		I arrived at my office at seven o’clock on Monday morning, hoping I’d find the office empty, since I still needed more time to think. I had come no closer to a decision than I had the day I’d sat in the office of Drayton, Drayton and Drayton, and my little world had started spinning in the wrong direction. I was still stumbling, looking for sure footing and feeling instead as if I were walking up the down escalator.

		Sophie was proving to be no help at all. She hadn’t said anything as I’d said goodbye to her on Tradd Street except for one last parting shot as she’d jumped into her Volkswagen Beetle. “ ‘God bless you, Melanie. All of my final hopes rest with you,’ ” she’d quoted from Nevin Vanderhorst’s letter before slamming her door and speeding away, the bright yellow flowers in the dashboard vase swaying with indignation.

		I put down my bag of doughnuts and my latte from Ruth’s Bakery, sat down at my desk, and turned on my computer. I had just started opening the bag when Nancy Flaherty walked in, holding a golf putter in one hand and a small stack of pink message slips in the other.

		I looked up in surprise. “Why are you here so early?”

		“Well, Mr. Henderson let me leave early Saturday because I had a golf tournament at the club, so I told him I’d make up the time by coming in early this morning.” She smiled. “Don’t worry—I’ll leave you alone. I just wanted to give you these messages. Three of them are from Jack Trenholm.” She smiled even broader now.

		“Who?”

		“Jack Trenholm—the writer. He writes those cold-case true history’s mysteries books. They’re always on the bestseller lists. And he’s an absolute hottie, if he’s anything like the picture on the back of his books.”

		
			I had no idea whom she was talking about. The only reading I ever had time for was my daily Post and Courier and new real estate listings. A little niggling memory intruded into my thoughts. I leaned forward. “When I was little, my mother’s best friend was a Mrs. Trenholm, but I imagine that’s a common enough name. And I don’t remember her having a son. Even so, why would he be calling me?”
		

		
			“Well, he’s probably a few years younger than you, so maybe he was under your radar when you were little. Or he’s not connected to your mother’s friend at all.” Nancy leaned her putter against my desk and began flipping through the messages. “Let’s see. He called three times yesterday—on Sunday. Seems like he’s very interested in speaking with you. I wasn’t here. Otherwise I would have grilled the man and would have known not only why he was calling but what kind of underwear he preferred, too.”
		

		I reached out for the messages. “Thanks, Nancy. I’ll call him this morning.”

		“Maybe he saw your picture in one of your ads and wants to ask you for a date.”

		“Right. And maybe golf will one day replace baseball as the national pastime.”

		She shook her head. “Oh, ye of little faith. You’re only thirty-nine, and you’ve got a knockout figure”—she eyed the bag of doughnuts on my desk—“although God only knows how. If you would just maybe make yourself a little more approachable, you’d have the guys falling all over you.”

		I began riffling through the remaining pink slips. “I’ll keep that in mind, Nancy. Now, please don’t let me interrupt your work.” I smiled blandly at her.

		She ignored the hint. “You’re great handling men on a business level, but you’re a hopeless case when it comes to dealing with them socially. It’s probably the way you were raised, but for some reason you seem to revert to an awkward teenage girl whenever you’re around eligible men.”

		Annoyed now, I glared at her. “Really? And when did you have time to go to psychology school in between golf games?”

		As if I hadn’t said anything, she continued. “I think you just need to put yourself out there, get a little practice. You might find that you’ll actually enjoy a little social life outside of work.”

		I picked up the phone and started dialing a number, hoping she’d get the hint. I raised my eyebrow at her when she didn’t move.

		Leaning over my desk and pointing to the pile of messages, she said, “There’s also a message in there from that couple from North Charleston. I took that one Saturday afternoon. Seems as if they’ve reevaluated their finances and are ready to look at those homes on Daniel Island that you discussed with them.”

		“I can read my own messages, but thank you. I’ll make sure I call them back.”

		“No problem,” she said, walking away from my desk and twirling her putter. “Just don’t forget to call Jack Trenholm.”

		I didn’t dignify her comment with a response and hung up the phone before turning to my computerized calendar to check out what appointments I had that day. I had three home previews to make in the morning, but my afternoon was blocked to show several houses to a single professor, Chad Arasi, moving from San Francisco to teach art history at the College of Charleston. From our lengthy phone conversations, in which he’d finished just about every sentence with the word “cool,” I’d decided to narrow our search to the new trendy condos and refurbished warehouses on East Bay Street. My evening hours, as usual, were completely blank. Maybe I’d have time to rearrange my sock drawer.

		I was just picking up the phone to call Chad to confirm our first appointment when Nancy appeared at my desk again and slapped down a thick hardback book. “I Googled him and found out he’s single and lives in the French Quarter.”

		
			“Who . . . ?” I started to ask but she’d already left. I hung up my phone and picked up the book and read the title: Remember the Alamo: What Really Happened to Davey Crockett. Under the title in even bigger print was the name Jack Trenholm. I was pretty sure that I didn’t know him, but his last name was certainly familiar. Trenholm. Trenholm. I said the name a couple of times just to see what it would recall, but my mind remained blank. I flipped over the book to read the back-cover copy and came eye to eye with a full, glossy black-and-white of the author.
		

		As a single, career-oriented woman approaching forty, I wish I could say that I’m impervious to a pretty face, and try to stick with my  straightforward business attitude. But Mr. Trenholm, well, let’s just say that I was suddenly in sixth grade again, swooning because they’d assigned Ned Campbell a locker next to mine.

		
			He had one of those gorgeous all-American faces that said, I can throw a football, bake a cake, bring you roses, and make the bed shake, and it was just starting to dawn on me that I actually had his phone number and that he had called me first.
		

		I held the book in my hand and stared at the picture for a full minute, remembering what Nancy had said about making myself approachable and thinking about my social life, or lack thereof. Putting the book down, I scattered the pink message slips across my desk until I found his and yanked up the phone before I could talk myself out of it. Before I could dial, Nancy buzzed me on my intercom. “I told you so.”

		Without answering her, I hung up, pulled out my cell phone, and walked to Mr. Henderson’s office, where I could close the door and speak in private.

		I took a deep breath and pretended to myself that I was making a business call. Quickly, I dialed the number on the message slip and waited until it had rung nine times before the answering machine picked up. Assuming that a writer must also be an early riser and therefore thinking he might have been in the shower when I called, I hung up without leaving a message and let it ring nine times again, figuring he had plenty of time to get out of the shower by now. This time my efforts were rewarded with a voice on the other end.

		“Who the hell is this? And do you have any idea what time it is?”

		I froze in horror. My mouth, for the first time in my life, was unable to come up with a single lowering or sarcastic comment. At that point, I should have done what any other self-respecting woman would do and hang up. But Nancy Flaherty was right: I had suddenly reverted to a tongue-tied twelve-year-old girl calling a boy for the first time. For reasons unknown even to me, I chose to disguise my voice so that it sounded something between a Mexican maid and a Russian diplomat. “I’m zorry. Wrong numberrr.”

		“Wait a minute. Henderson Realty. I know that name. . . .”

		
			
			Shit. Caller ID. “One moment, pleaze, sir, while I connect you to Meez Middleton.”
		

		I held my hand over the receiver for a few moments before putting it next to my face again and pressing a number button to create a beep. “Hello, this is Melanie Middleton. May I speak with Jack Trenholm, please?”

		“Speaking.” I heard the distinct sound of a toilet being flushed followed by running water.

		“I’m with Henderson Realty, and I’m returning your phone call.”

		The water stopped. “Yes, thanks for getting back to me.” He had something in his mouth that was preventing him from speaking clearly.

		“I hope I didn’t call you too early. You left three messages yesterday, and I thought it might be urgent.”

		He didn’t answer right away as I heard the sound of teeth brushing and then the sound of expectorating and running water again. “Not to worry. I had to get up to answer the phone, anyway.”

		I felt my face flush. Irritated, I said, “Look, rather than taking the phone into the shower with you, why don’t you just call me back when you have a moment?”

		My finger was already on the hang-up button when he spoke. “Because then you’ll miss the pleasure of picturing me naked.”

		I was completely mortified because that was exactly what I was doing. “Excuse me? Of all the arrogant—”

		“Look, I’m sorry. I’m just grouchy. I had a late night and didn’t expect to be up so early this morning. Can we start this conversation over again?”

		I took a deep breath, remembering what Nancy had said. I was going to make an effort, even if it killed me. “All right. This is Melanie Middleton and I’m returning your call.”

		“Thanks for calling me back, Mellie. I would like to schedule a meeting with you to talk about real estate in the area.”

		In my surprise, I forgot to mention that nobody called me Mellie. “Are you looking to move?”

		“I might be. Let’s just say I’m investigating the possibilities right now.”

		“Okay.” I found myself sitting on my boss’s desk and doodling hearts on his blotter. I quickly stood up. “Tell me what you’re looking for.”

		“Oh, there’s too much to talk about over the phone. Why don’t we meet—how about dinner tonight?”

		
			
			You are a professional, Melanie, I reminded myself as I forced my voice to remain calm. “Tonight? Hang on. Let me check my calendar.” I pressed the mute button on my phone and stared at the second hand on my watch, waiting an entire fifty-nine seconds until I took him off mute. “Sorry for the wait. I just needed to juggle a few things to clear my schedule. What time works best for you?”
		

		“How about seven o’clock? I’ll pick you up if you’ll give me your address.” He must have sensed my hesitation because he added, “Not to worry—I’m not a psychopath. My parents own Trenholm’s Antiques on King if you want to speak with my mother. She’ll give me a good reference.”

		I knew the store well, although I could only afford to window-shop its gorgeous English and French antiques. Besides, he was a famous author. He’d have a lot more to worry about me stalking him than the other way around.

		I gave him my address and was about to hang up when he spoke again.

		“Oh, and, Mellie?”

		“Yes?”

		“Work on your accent. That was terrible.”

		Without another word, I hung up, then stood in the empty office until I was sure the color of my face had returned to normal.

		
			 
I stood in front of my closet mirror, admiring the little black dress that had set me back nearly an entire commission check. But when I turned around and watched the slinky silk fold around my body, I knew that it had been a fair exchange.
		

		The day had been a fairly good one. My art history professor, Chad, had been the ideal client and loved everything I’d showed him and was deciding between two converted warehouse spaces near Rainbow Row at this very moment. When I’d first met him that morning, he’d been wearing sandals, cutoff jean shorts, a Bermuda shirt, and a ponytail. He’d kissed me on both cheeks in greeting, and when he apologized for being a few minutes late because his yoga class had run over, I knew right then that I had to introduce him to Sophie. Finding her soul mate was the least I could do to thank her for taking General Lee until I  could figure out what to do with him. I was already in the throes of planning their wedding reception when my doorbell rang.

		Clasping my grandmother Middleton’s pearls around my neck, I walked to the door, admiring the way my dress swished around my legs. Giving my upswept and elegant hairdo one last pat, I opened the door.

		My first impression was that the photo on his book’s dust jacket didn’t do him justice. He was very tall, about four inches taller than my own five foot eight, and his very bright blue eyes were looking at me with what I assumed was the same wide-eyed expression I was using on him.

		He wore a starched white button-down shirt with its sleeves rolled up to his elbows, khaki shorts, and loafers without socks. I also noticed that he was younger than me, followed in quick succession by the thought that he was dressed for a dinner at Cracker Barrel, and I was dressed for a dinner at Anson’s.

		
			Before he could say anything, I said, “Wait a minute. I forgot my purse,” and slammed the door in his face. What now? Feeling slightly deflated by the fact that I had obviously envisioned a much more elegant evening than he had, my first instinct was to open the door and berate him for misleading me. Instead, remembering my mission, I stood in front of the closed door and quickly raked my fingers through my hair, loosening all bobby pins and letting them fly through the air. When I was sure they were all gone, I flipped my head upside down to fluff my hair into a more casual style, grabbed my purse, which was sitting on the hall table, and opened the door. If this is what it took to make myself more approachable, then maybe I could do it.
		

		I smiled calmly and stuck out my hand. “Sorry about that. I’m Melanie Middleton.”

		His smile mimicked the one on his dust jacket, and I wondered if he’d practiced it to get it so perfect. If I wasn’t such a strong-minded individual, I might even have fallen for it.

		His handshake was strong and firm and lasted a little too long. “It’s nice to meet you, Mellie. Great dress, by the way.”

		“Oh, thanks,” I said, my lowered opinion of him climbing up a few notches. I smiled brightly as he allowed me to lead us out of the building and to the street, where his car was parked. “And by the way, nobody calls me Mellie.”

		He stopped in front of a shiny black Porsche and opened the passenger door. “But you look like a Mellie.”

		I slid onto the leather seat and looked up at him in confusion. “But you called me Mellie before you’d seen me—when we spoke on the phone.” I wasn’t fishing for a compliment—not really—but I wanted to know if he’d called me because he’d seen my picture in one of my ads. Not that the vanity card was in my deck of vices, but it had been an embarrassingly long time since a guy had called me with anything romantic in mind, and I needed a little ego stroking.

		He shrugged as he closed the door, then walked over to his side and slid in behind the wheel. “What can I say? I’m a thorough researcher—it’s my job. I wanted to find out more about you. All I had to do was go to the library and search in their archives. Since you’re from such a well-known family, I knew you had to be all over the papers. My favorite was the second-place award in the baton-twirling competition in second grade. There was a picture with you and your mom, and I know she referred to you as ‘Mellie’ in the article.”

		I looked away. “I prefer Melanie,” I said faintly.

		The engine hummed softly when he turned the key and headed out into the early-evening traffic and across the Cooper River Bridge. We sped down East Bay and then onto a series of small, side streets. As we paused at a stop sign, I looked at a dilapidated single-story frame house, the porch roof sagging like a drooping eyelid. Sitting in a porch chair was an old man in army fatigues looking at me. I registered immediately that he didn’t have any legs and that blood from a bullet wound still clung to his forehead. Shaken, I looked away.

		“You look beautiful, by the way. Although I’m not sure why you changed your hair.” He again smiled that smile that I was sure was intended to make women melt, not that I had any intention of being affected by it.

		“Um, thank you.” I smoothed my hand over my hair. “I decided last minute that it looked better down.”

		He nodded, steering the small car down a street filled with abandoned businesses and pawnbrokers. “We’re going to Blackbeard’s—have you been there?”

		
			
			Surely not. “No, actually, although the name is familiar—but I’m sure it’s not the same place I’m thinking of. Is it new?”
		

		“Not exactly. I think it’s been here since before Prohibition. It’s not exactly on the tourist path—which is what I like. Best boiled shrimp I’ve ever had, though.”

		“Great,” I said, not really picturing the messy eating of shrimp the ideal thing to do on a first date. There’s nothing as flattering as little shrimp legs stuck between your teeth when you smiled.

		Jack pulled into a parking spot in front of an establishment I could only describe as a “dive,” and stopped the engine. Unfortunately, I knew the place well although I’d never had to actually step inside. A man and a woman were wrapped in a tight embrace with lips locked; they appeared to be having fully dressed sex against the wall of the building. Loud music and drunken laughter floated over to me, and I looked around, wondering if there was another place nearby I could suggest instead of Blackbeard’s. When I turned to Jack to ask, I was surprised to find him leaning toward me with his arm outstretched.

		Without a word, he systematically plucked two bobby pins out of my hair and held them out in front of me. “You forgot these.”

		
			“Thanks,” I said, grasping the pins, my attention shifting again to the bar we’d parked in front of. The name on the sign over the door read Blackbeard’s Bar and Grill. My images of broiled salmon and turtle soup fled, quickly supplanted by the image of a plastic bib big enough to cover my designer dress so I wouldn’t get shrimp peelings all over it.
		

		I looked down the street, not seeing the familiar 1986 navy blue LeSabre I had been praying I wouldn’t see. “We’re eating here?” I couldn’t quite hide the peevishness in my voice.

		“Trust me—you’ll love the food. And the ambience isn’t too bad, either.”

		“Compared to what?” I asked under my breath as I allowed him to lead me inside.

		The interior of the establishment was a definite improvement over the exterior. I don’t know if I was expecting dirt and rushes to be covering the floor, but I was surprised to see highly polished wood instead. Several people turned around to shout greetings at Jack, and he returned each one by name. I scanned the crowd, sighing with relief when I didn’t recognize anybody.

		We were escorted by a fawning girl whose mincing footsteps seemed  to be hampered by her voluminous breasts, both of which appeared to be of enormous interest to my date.

		She brought us to a clean table in a back corner, where the Southern rock being played by the live band wasn’t too loud to talk over. The girl placed two plastic menus on the linoleum table, then kissed Jack on the lips before walking away with our drink orders, her hips swaying in the age-old human mating ritual.

		Jack took his eyes off the departing waitress long enough to pull my chair out for me, and I sat, trying to unobtrusively wipe off my seat before sitting down. He pulled his own chair up to the table. “Isn’t this great?”

		“Oh, definitely,” I said as I looked around, wishing I’d brought my antibacterial wipes. The walls were covered with neon beer signs and an assortment of dried alligator heads, one of which seemed to be peering at me with interest. A crowd of men at the bar gave a loud cheer and raised beer bottles in an apparent toast to one of their group who was seated and hidden from view.

		I made a point to smile as we made small talk, and I perused the menu, looking for something safe to eat. When the waitress returned to take our order, I selected a blackened chicken sandwich with a side of rice.

		Jack looked surprised. “Don’t you like shrimp?”

		“Yes, I do, but . . .”

		He waved his hand at me. “You’ve got to get them, then.” He looked up at the waitress. “A bucket for two, please, with red potatoes and corn bread—extra butter.”

		I looked at him with irritation but kept my thoughts to myself for now, remembering what Nancy had said about making myself more approachable—although when I saw her again, I’d have to ask her to what depths I should be prepared to sink to before I could claim success.

		I sipped on my sweet tea while he drank a Coke, and I was trying to remember if I’d brought my dental floss when he spoke.

		“So, how did you know Nevin Vanderhorst?”

		“Excuse me?”

		“He left his house to you, didn’t he? I was just wondering how you knew him.”

		Charleston might like to think of itself as a big city, but it was really  nothing more than a big small town where everybody liked to gossip over the back fence with the rate of exchange faster than e-mail.

		“I didn’t. I went to visit him to talk about allowing me to list his house when he retired to an assisted-living facility, and the next thing I knew, he’d died and left his house to me.”

		He nodded slowly, his eyes narrowed. “Well, that’s a first for me. I’ve researched stories where people left their earthly possessions to their cat or dog and even a guinea pig, but never to a complete stranger.” He grinned that grin again. “So, when do you move in?”

		The already fragile image of my dream date shattered completely, and I leaned back in my chair, trying not to think about my wasted expensive dress or all the blank spaces on my calendar. “You didn’t really ask me out to talk about real estate, did you?”

		He at least managed to look sheepish. “Well, sort of. Your new house on Tradd is real estate, isn’t it?”

		
			“It’s not my house—I haven’t agreed to anything yet.” I studied his face and the way his shoulders filled out his shirt so nicely, and already regretted what I was going to say. But the humiliation of my own foolish wishes fueled my hurt pride.
		

		I slid my chair back. “Look, I don’t think this is going to work. Call Mr. Vanderhorst’s lawyer if you want to know anything about the house. I’ll call a taxi.”

		He grabbed my hand and held on before I could stand. “I’m sorry. I should have been straight with you. But you have something of a tough-girl reputation, you know, and I figured the only way I’d get you to talk with me would be to approach you in a more social setting.” He smiled broadly. “Seriously, I really am sorry. And you know, after seeing your picture in your newspaper ads, I didn’t think it would be much of a hardship.”

		My wounded ego refused to take the bait. “I’m not a biscuit, so don’t try to butter me up. Good night.”

		I tried to pull away but he held tight. “Please. We’re already here. Let’s go ahead and eat and chat a bit. I might even be able to get all the information I need so that you’ll never have to see my face again.”

		The waitress returned with our bucket of shrimp and red potatoes and two plastic bibs. My mouth started to water. “I don’t know. . . .”

		He must have sensed my hesitation because he tilted the bucket so  I could see the succulent boiled shrimp and smell the Lowcountry spices. I caught his gaze. Surely one evening in his company wouldn’t be the worst way to pass the time.

		I settled back into my seat. “Well, since you’ve gone through all this trouble already, I guess we could chat. I have to say, though, that I know next to nothing about the house, except that it’s falling apart and I want nothing to do with it. I’m supposed to make a decision by tomorrow as to whether I’ll take it. I can’t say I’m anywhere near making a decision.”

		He leaned forward on his elbows. “Fair enough. But let me tell you this much. I’ve been working with an idea for my next book. In nineteen thirty, there was a lot of intrigue surrounding your house, you know. A devoted wife and mother supposedly ran off with another man, leaving behind her eight-year-old son, and then there’re the rumors about her husband’s bootlegging business and speculation as to what really happened to his wife. I was hoping that maybe Mr. Vanderhorst told you something about it that might jump start my research.” He smiled that smile again and I would be lying if I said I was immune. “I promise I won’t make it painful. You might even find that you’re having a good time while I’m squeezing you for information.”

		I eyed a Mississippi mud pie being brought to the table next to us. “All right. But you only have”—I checked my watch—“two hours and nineteen minutes. I’m in bed by nine thirty every night.”

		“Deal. We’ll talk while we eat. Give me your plate.” He filled my plate while I fastened the bib around my neck. “Have you ever heard of Joseph Longo?”

		“Vaguely. Should I know him?” I eyed the plate of bright-eyed bottom crawlers, smelling the spicy seasonings, and began to peel the shells off the meat. I didn’t care what I looked like while doing it since I was no longer officially on a date and, therefore, had no more need to be approachable.

		“If you knew anything about the history of your house, you would. He was behind most of the organized crime that took place in the city during Prohibition—prostitution, liquor, gambling—whatever. He was also infatuated with the renowned beauty Louisa Gibbes of Charleston.”

		“Okay. So what does this have to do with my house?”

		He looked at me with amusement. “ ‘My’ house, huh?”

		I slathered butter on a slab of corn bread. “You know what I meant.”

		He just nodded and picked up a large shrimp. “Well, Miss Louisa Gibbes was engaged to Robert Vanderhorst, father of the late Nevin Vanderhorst.”

		I waited for him to drain his Coke bottle before continuing.

		“According to my research, Joseph didn’t stop pursuing the fair Miss Louisa even after she was married although everybody believed her to be very much in love with her husband. Seems like the man couldn’t take no for an answer.”

		“Typical male behavior.”

		Jack raised an eyebrow but didn’t comment. “Anyway, Louisa had a son and seemed very content with her life. At least until her son was around eight years old. Not long after the stock market crash of ’twenty-nine, she disappeared, abandoning her only child. And so did Joseph Longo. Rumors speculated that they had run off together.”

		
			
			Right after the stock market crash, she disappeared, abandoning her only child. Suddenly, I had no appetite. “Did they ever find her?”
		

		Jack cracked open a shrimp shell and held it up to his mouth. “Nope. No trace of her or Mr. Longo. They’ve been missing for over seventy years and nobody’s ever seen or heard from them.”

		I took a long drink from my sweet tea, trying to swallow the powdery taste of loss and abandonment that always seemed to linger in the back of my throat. I placed my hands flat on the linoleum to still them. “I don’t think her son ever believed that she deserted him.”

		“What makes you say that?”

		“Mr. Vanderhorst left me a letter. In it he said that his mother had loved the house as much as she loved him, but that most people didn’t believe that since she had abandoned both of them.” I closed my eyes for a moment, seeing the bold handwriting on the letter that I’d read so many times now that the paper had become soft. “He said that there was more to that story, and that maybe fate had brought me to him to bring out the truth. So that his mother might finally find peace.”

		Jack leaned back in his chair, his food forgotten. “Sounds like a ghost story to me. Have you seen or heard anything?”

		I looked up at him, startled. “No, of course not. Why would you ask?”

		He crossed his arms over his chest and didn’t look away. “Well, your mother was pretty famous around here for her . . . I guess you’d call it her sixth sense. She was really popular at parties, from what I’ve read. I thought maybe that if there’s any truth in her abilities, you might have inherited some of them. And that you could save me a lot of research and investigation if you could just ask the source, if you know what I mean.”

		The tips of my fingers were turning white as I pressed them hard against the table. “I don’t think that kind of thing is genetic—assuming you believe in that sort of thing.” The waitress came and I told her to take my half-finished plate.

		“Did Mr. Vanderhorst say anything else? Anything about any particular valuables or jewelry that might be in the house?”

		Surprised, I said, “No, not at all. He bequeathed everything to me, but nobody’s mentioned any specific item.” I eyed him suspiciously. “Why? Is there something I should be aware of?”

		
			He shrugged. “No—just wondering. Seeing as how he didn’t seem to mention leaving you the house, I was curious as to what he actually did mention.”
		

		
			
			Did you see her? In the garden—did you see her? She only appears to people she approves of, you know. Jack was looking at my hands and reached over to take them in his own.
		

		“They’re like blocks of ice.”

		“I’m very cold-natured. My hands and feet are always cold.”

		He raised an eyebrow. “Do you really want me to respond to that?”

		I tried to jerk my hands away, but he didn’t let go. “So, what do you think? We could work together. You could give me access to the house, and I’ll share any information I find. I’m also an old hat at restoration work. I helped with my condo in the French Quarter, and my parents are an encyclopedia of information on all things old.”

		“What happened to me not having to set eyes on you again?”

		“Did I say that?”

		“Yes, you did. That was the main reason why I agreed to stay and have dinner with you tonight.”

		He pretended to think for a minute. “But don’t you think it would be much more fun to be partners and work on this together? I’d get the  info I need for my book, and you’ll get the answers for Mr. Vanderhorst.”

		The group of men at the bar was shouting and laughing loudly now at some joke one of them was telling, and I glanced over my shoulder to where the crowd had parted and saw that the man sitting down was wearing an old U.S. Army uniform. A pit of dread began to grow in my stomach.

		Jack let go of my hand and looked at his watch. “Forty-five minutes, Mellie. I really don’t want to pressure you, but I think we both know what your answer should be.”

		The laughter from the bar was becoming almost too loud to talk over. When I looked at the group again, I saw that the man in the uniform had tried to stand but had fallen, taking his barstool with him.

		I jerked my attention back to Jack and studied this overconfident, almost-arrogant, and way too good-looking man, and I could suddenly see in my mind’s eye the bold script on Mr. Vanderhorst’s letter.

		
			
				 
But there’s more to that story, though I have failed to discover what it is. Maybe fate put you in my life to bring the truth to the surface so that she might finally find peace after all these years. God bless you, Melanie. All of my final hopes rest with you.

		

		
			 
The sound of breaking glass brought us both to our feet, and I saw that the uniformed man had attempted to stand again but his grasp on the bar had apparently failed, and he had slid to the ground again, taking several of the beer bottles on the bar with him.
		

		I stared at him, at the still-thick head of graying hair and the sharp, fine bones of his face, which alcohol had softened like a putty knife to wet clay, and felt the familiar jolt of embarrassment mixed with resignation cut through me. I headed to the bar, Jack right behind me.

		“Do you think you should get involved, Mellie? I think the guy has enough friends to help him out.”

		I stood over the man, watching as a stain of wet beer darkened the front of his khaki shirt, spreading its shame like a red letter on his chest. “Jack, would you please help him out to your car while I go call Mr. Drayton and tell him I’ll sign the papers?”

		He looked at me with confusion. “Do you know this man?”

		I knelt down. “Jack Trenholm, meet Colonel James Middleton. Dad? This is Jack Trenholm. He’s going to bring you home.”

		My dad looked at us, his bloodshot hazel eyes staring up at me. At least he still had it in him to look ashamed. His words slurred together, bumping into one another like falling dominoes. “Sorry, Melanie. I only meant to have one.”

		Jack put his hand on my arm. “I’ll take care of it. Go make your call.” He gave me that trademark grin of his again. “We’re partners now, remember?”

		I rolled my eyes in mock resignation. “Yeah, great. Just make sure he pukes before he gets into your Porsche.”

		I turned my back on them and headed out into the sticky air of a late Charleston summer and took great, gasping lungfuls of it while trying to breathe out all the disappointments and hopelessness that I had carried inside of me for thirty-three years. Then I fished my cell phone out of my purse and dialed Mr. Drayton’s number.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 5
		

		Three days after my “come to Jesus meeting” at Blackbeard’s, I was the owner of an antique pile of rotten lumber, and encumbered by a dog, a housekeeper, and a guilt trip as long as the Cooper River. Later I would come to wonder how my perfect life had changed so quickly, and the only thing I could come up with was that in a moment of weakness I had been taken in by something as simple as a rose-painted piece of china and a handwritten letter on beautiful stationery.

		I returned to the house on Tradd Street, dressed to do battle. I even brought along a rake, a trowel, and a handheld gardening implement with pointy prongs, the name of which I couldn’t recall. They were lent to me by our receptionist, Nancy Flaherty, when I told her the condition of the garden. She even knew of the Louisa rose, and I felt like Sir Lancelot as she’d handed me the trowel and said solemnly, “The very existence of that rose in this world is in your hands, Melanie.”

		I rolled my eyes. “And when did you take time away from your golf game to learn horticulture?”

		She’d refused to take my bait. “Gardening isn’t something you learn, Melanie.” She pressed her golf-glove-covered fist to her chest. “It’s something that’s there. You’re either born with it or you’re not. And who knows? Maybe you’ve got it.”

		“I’m not the nurturing type—you know that. I don’t even keep houseplants. Why don’t I just pave over the whole garden and be done with it?”

		She looked at me as if she thought I was joking. “Just give it a try. You might just find that you love tending a garden.”

		I headed toward the door, gardening implements in hand. “Right.  And I might even find that I actually love old houses instead of thinking that they’re huge holes in the ground that stupid people throw money into.”

		She held the door open as I headed down the outside steps. “Stranger things have happened.”

		I was on the sidewalk when Nancy called out to me again. “And you’re wrong, you know.”

		I stopped and looked up at her. “About what?”

		“About you not being the nurturing type. Most people would have written your father off long ago.”

		She didn’t wait for an answer as she closed the office door, leaving me standing on the sidewalk, staring at the closed door with a mixture of resentment and admiration. I headed down the street toward my car with a small feeling of hope that maybe I wasn’t so desperate in the home-horticulture department.

		But as I stood on the other side of the gate at 55 Tradd Street, I knew without a doubt that Nancy had been all wrong, and I thought again of my idea to pave over the garden as a strong contender on my list of options.

		I opened the gate and stepped through it, noticing again how easily it swung on its hinges without any protest. I stood for a moment, listening, and was relieved to hear nothing but birds and the occasional drone of a bee before proceeding into the side garden with its impressive collection of weeds and the forlorn fountain.

		The smell of roses was overpowering there, but not in a sickening, cloying way. Rather, it was more of a good memory, like that of a beloved grandmother putting you to bed at night. I had no such memory, but I still found an odd comfort from the aroma that permeated this corner of the garden.

		I put down the bag Nancy had given me and walked slowly around the fountain again, avoiding the pained look of the lonely cherub, and tramping down the tall weeds with my Keds-clad feet until I stood in the middle of the rose garden. I marveled again at the smell a mere four rosebushes could create before bending down to tug out a weed that had managed to creep up through the freshly laid cedar shavings. I spotted another and bent down to pull it out, too.  Before I knew it, I was hunkered down by the base of the fountain and working my way around it with the single determination to rid it of weeds.

		I don’t know how long I was bent at my task, but eventually I became aware of the fact that I was no longer alone. I stopped and slowly stood, feeling my back pop from the effort after having been stooped over for so long. The back of my neck tingled with the familiar mixture of heat and cold, and I turned to where I’d seen the swing before with the woman and the little boy.

		I knew before I turned around that I wouldn’t find them there. There was no sound of rope against tree trunk and even the chirping of the birds had ceased. The aroma of roses had changed from that of fresh flowers to that of dead and decaying petals that had sat in a vase of water too long. I wrinkled my nose as I faced the side of the house, and my eyes were drawn to the second-story windows.

		The sun dipped behind a cloud as I stared at the dark shadow that seemed to fill the window. It took on the distinct shape of a man, and I could feel the penetrating stare from where the face would be. The stench in the garden thickened, and I gagged as I staggered away from the rose garden and made my way to the steps leading up to the piazza.

		Sun glinted off the Tiffany rose window on the front door as I fished the key out of my pocket with trembling fingers. In my long experience with these things, I knew I had two choices: I could ignore it in the hopes it would go away, or I could confront whatever it was to make them go away faster. With this thought, I thrust the key in the lock and pushed the door open.

		
			The cloying aroma of decay was stronger inside, and I pressed the hem of my shirt up to my nose as I forced myself up the main staircase and found my way to the room on the side of the house where I’d seen the ominous shadow in the window. I am stronger than you. I am stronger than you, I whispered quietly to myself, surprised to find the words my mother taught me so readily on my lips.
		

		I stood outside the door and slowly turned the brass doorknob. With a quick shove, the door opened on quiet hinges, softly hitting the wall behind it. I sensed immediately that whatever had been in there was gone. I peeked inside the room, taking in the large half-tester bed,  the thick damask draperies, and the heavy chest-on-chest drawers, feeling guilty for snooping. I was halfway into the hall when I realized that I now owned this room and all its contents and that I could not only leave the door wide-open, but that I could go in without feeling as if I were invading somebody else’s privacy.

		I forced myself to go stand by the side window, and took a deep breath, surprised to smell the roses again. I checked to ensure that the windows in the room were closed and frowned to myself, wondering how the aroma of roses two stories down and through a closed window could be as strong as if I were sticking my nose in one.

		With my hands behind my back, I walked around the room, realizing that this must have been Nevin Vanderhorst’s. On the side table by the bed and on the chest of drawers opposite, a cluster of silver-framed black-and-white photographs covered the dark wood. I moved closer, studying each one like a botanist would study butterflies under glass, examining the small details that showed the viewer the relationships between the specimens.

		With a start, I realized that the woman in many of the photos was the woman I’d seen in the garden. There were several photos of a young Nevin with the same woman, and I realized it had to be Louisa Vanderhorst. She was young and beautiful, with large dark eyes identical to her son’s, and wearing the same warm smile. There was her wedding photo with a very tall man and a picture of her holding a newborn baby. The frame closest to the bed, the one picture that Mr. Vanderhorst must have seen last thing at night before he turned off his light and the first thing each morning, was a studio portrait of him as a small boy sitting on his mother’s lap. They were facing each other and smiling, their noses almost touching. I picked up the frame to look at it more closely, realizing that the smell of roses had grown stronger.

		I squinted and brought the picture closer to my face, wishing I had my glasses to study it better. But I didn’t think I needed them to know that this wasn’t the picture of a woman who would abandon her son. I closed my eyes, recalling the words from Mr. Vanderhorst’s letter that I couldn’t seem to forget.

		
			
				 
My mother loved this house almost as much as she loved me. There are others who disagree, of course, because she deserted both of us when I was a young boy. But there’s more to that story, though I have failed to discover what it is. Maybe fate put you in my life to bring the truth to the surface so that she might finally find peace after all these years.

		

		
			 
I put the picture down suddenly, knocking it over. It fell facedown and I didn’t pick it up, not wanting to see the picture of mother and child anymore. I knew better than most, after all, how deceptive a mother’s smile could be.
		

		Turning on my heel, I ran headfirst into something warm and solid and decidedly male, and screamed.

		Strong arms gripped my shoulders. “Mellie—it’s only me. Jack.”

		I stared into his face for a long moment as I waited for my heart to stop racing before jerking away from his grasp. “What in the hell are you doing in here?” I shouted at him even though he was less than a foot away from me. I was more scared than I cared to admit, and my mother had done a good job of teaching me that anger could chase the fright away. “And my name’s Melanie,” I added, annoyed at his use of the nickname, which added insult to injury even if he was unaware of its effect on me.

		“You invited me, remember? You told me to meet you at the house at nine thirty.”

		I glanced at the brass anniversary clock sitting on top of the chest of drawers. “You’re late. It’s nine forty-five. And, besides, haven’t you ever heard of a doorbell?”

		He smiled his special smile and I had to grit my teeth.

		“Sorry I’m late. I had to help a friend at the library this morning.” He hooked his thumbs into the waist of his jeans, making me wonder what kind of “friend” he’d had to help so early in the morning. He continued. “As for not using the doorbell, I thought that the wide-open door was an invitation to come right in. You know, you really shouldn’t do that. Considering the stuff that’s in this house, you should always set the alarm whether you’re here or not.”

		“There isn’t one. Mr. Vanderhorst told me that he’s had some vandalism recently but that he hadn’t put in an alarm.”

		Jack pulled a small notebook out of his back pocket and unclipped a short pencil from the metal rings. “That should be the first thing on our list, then.”

		I glanced up at the cracked plaster and a large dark spot in a corner of the room that looked suspiciously like mildew. I turned to him, a little irritated at his mention of “our” list. “Really, Jack. I think we have bigger problems than an alarm. Besides, I would think that most vandals would be discouraged from breaking in by the condition of the outside. I know I would be. Unless you think they’ll take pity on me and sneak in at night with paint and paintbrushes.”

		He ignored me, continuing to jot down notes on his pad. “I’ve a friend in the home-security business. I’ll give him a call and set up a meeting, ASAP.”

		“I really don’t think it’s neces . . .”

		His blue eyes rested on my face, the expression unsettling. “Believe me, it’s necessary.” He dipped his head to write something else in his notepad but paused briefly, looking back at me as if an afterthought. “You said yourself that Mr. Vanderhorst had experienced some vandalism. Now that you’ll be living here by yourself, it would be a good idea to have a little security.”

		I found his insistence that I get an alarm as soon as possible odd, but the last part of his sentence caught me off guard. “I didn’t say that I would be living here. . . .”

		His eyes met mine again, but this time with the addition of a raised eyebrow. “You told me that part of Mr. Vanderhorst’s will required you to live in the house for a year.”

		My chest felt like a deflated balloon. I’d somehow forgotten about that little gem. I looked around me again at the mildew and plaster damage. “Assuming the walls don’t crumble down around me first, I guess I’m going to have to.” I sighed, blowing out the air through full cheeks. “Go ahead and call your friend. Guess I’ve got to start spending that sack of money somewhere. Might as well be an alarm system. Maybe we’ll be able to salvage it after the house crumbles down around our ears.”

		I turned to leave.

		“So, this was Nevin’s room.”

		I faced Jack again and found him studying the framed pictures on the bedside table. He picked up the photo of Louisa and her son, which I had knocked over and left facedown. Jack looked at me with an accusing glance before studying it. “They must have been close.”

		I recalled Christmas card photos of me as a young girl with both my  parents, beaming at the photographer with bright smiles and frigid poses. “I think that would be a hard thing to judge from just a picture.”

		He didn’t saying anything as he put the frame gently on the table and looked around at the furniture. “My parents would have a fit if they could get their hands on some of this stuff for their store. Have you had a chance to go through anything yet?”

		I had to remind myself that he had a reason to be so nosy about the house and its previous inhabitants. “No. I had thought to get started this morning but I ended up working for a bit in the garden instead.”

		“I didn’t picture you to be a gardener type.”

		“I’m not.” I shrugged. “Nor have I ever had an interest in owning an old house, much less restoring one. Go figure.”

		“Melanie? Are you here?” Sophie’s voice called up from the foyer. “You left the door open, so I’m letting myself in.”

		I shot Jack an annoyed look. “If you’re so concerned about people breaking in, maybe you should try closing the door behind you.”

		He looked surprised. “But I did. I made sure of it. I even slid the dead bolt from the inside to make sure it worked.”

		My eyes met his briefly before I looked away. “The door must not have been latched before you slid the dead bolt,” I explained as I exited the room and made my way to the staircase, convinced that Jack didn’t believe my explanation any more than I did.

		Sophie stood at the bottom of the staircase, examining the Chinese wallpaper that sagged off the wall at the seams, too tired to cling to the house any longer. She wore her ubiquitous Birkenstocks and, defying all logic or fashion sense, striped knee socks and a tie-dyed shirtdress. Her curly hair was piled on top of her head, exposing her slim white neck—the only part of her that could remotely be called vulnerable. I think it was this contrast between hard and soft that men seemed to find so attractive about Sophie. It certainly couldn’t have been her sense of style.

		She didn’t look up as we approached, seemingly mesmerized by the wall. “This stuff is all handpainted and probably imported from China. Just look at that technique! Reminds me of the time I took up painting in the nude art class—wow, that was an experience. You should try it sometime, Melanie. Release some of that pent-up sexual tension you wear like a chastity belt . . .” Her voice trailed away as she looked up and realized I wasn’t alone. A knowing smile lit her lips as she watched  Jack come down the stairs behind me. “Well, well,” she said with a smirk.

		I gave her a look that any normal person would have taken to mean “back off ” but which Sophie completely ignored. As Jack approached her, she stuck out her hand. “Dr. Sophie Wallen. Pleased to meet you. . . .”

		He took her hand in both of his, and I thought I saw her melt a little as he smiled down at her. “Jack Trenholm. And the pleasure is all mine. I’m very aware of your work with the Historic Preservation Society. Very impressive.”

		
			I could have sworn that Sophie blushed, something I’d never seen her do before. “Thank you. And I must admit I’m a huge fan of your work. I absolutely loved Suicide or Murder: The Death of Napoleon. When you postulated that it was the arsenic in his wallpaper that had killed him, I was blown away. It was totally conceivable, considering there was no evidence to support suicide or murder.” She beamed up at him. “And even your Alamo book, despite what happened on Nightline, had a lot of merit. The media shouldn’t have trashed you the way they did without looking at all the facts.”
		

		“Thank you,” he said, his voice tight. Jack finally dropped her hands as a shadow crossed his face. I could tell that Sophie saw it, too, because she beamed back up at him before turning to me and changing the subject. “So, how do you two know each other?”

		“New friends,” Jack said.

		“Practically strangers,” I said simultaneously.

		Sophie’s brows furrowed for a moment before she began nodding knowingly. “Ah. A little anonymous sex in the afternoon.”

		“No!” I shouted.

		“Count me in,” Jack said at the same time.

		I glowered at both of them. “Mr. Trenholm—Jack—is writing a book about the disappearance of Louisa Vanderhorst, the late Mr. Vanderhorst’s mother. I said I would give him access to the house in exchange for a little help with the restoration and the sharing of information.”

		Sophie wrinkled her nose and I held my breath, waiting for her to impart the next bombshell and leave me with no dignity whatsoever. “Perfect,” she said simply. “Like yin and yang.” She smiled. “Did Mel happen to mention why she wants to find out what happened to Louisa?”

		“She mentioned a letter that Mr. Vanderhorst left her. How he thought she might be the one to answer that question.”

		
			She wrinkled her nose again, a habit I was beginning to hate. “Well, that’s part of it anyway. Maybe she’ll tell you the rest of it once she gets to know you better. Now that would make an interesting book.”
		

		I glowered at her as Jack raised his eyebrow. “I’ll look forward to that.” His voice sent little chill bumps down my spine as his words conjured up all sorts of hidden meanings.

		I squared my shoulders, determined to be impervious to his cheap charms. “Don’t hold your breath.” I pretended to think a moment. “Better yet, please do.” I turned to Sophie, eyeing the loose-leaf notebook in her hands. Regardless of how flaky she could be at times, she was always the consummate teacher: always prepared.

		She blew a loose strand of hair out of her face. “I thought we could sort of start by inventorying everything structural that requires fixing so that we can prioritize what needs to be done first.”

		As if in agreement, a small chip of paint chose that moment to dislodge itself from the ceiling and float down to earth, settling in Sophie’s nest of hair. She eagerly pulled it out from the tangled curls and smiled. “How perfect! Now we won’t have to worry about damaging the wall to get a paint chip to match the paint color in here—the house gave me one!”

		
			Her enthusiasm seemed so misplaced that I couldn’t do more than grimace back at her. “Yippee,” I said, reaching for her notebook. I unclipped the pen that had been stuck to the cover, flipped open to the first page and wrote number one: Match decrepit paint color from ceiling. See if it can be ordered by the boatload.
		

		I pressed the notebook to my chest as soon as I became aware of Jack peering over my shoulder.

		“Maybe while you two are doing that, I can start in the attic cataloging personal effects and furniture. I brought a Polaroid camera in my car to take pictures for the record. If I get stuck identifying anything, I can get my parents to take a look.”

		Sophie’s eyes widened. “Wait a minute—Trenholm Antiques on King? Is that your parents’?”

		“Yep. Sure is. You familiar with it?”

		“I can’t afford anything in there, but I certainly know it. You can’t  be an architecture scholar without understanding the furniture and accessories of the period, you know?”

		“I’ve always thought the same thing,” Jack said, his “holy cow” grin making me want to throw up. “Great minds think alike, huh?”

		Sophie smiled brightly. “Absolutely.” She turned back to me. “I thought you wanted to start working in the garden today.”

		“I have. I got here early and started clearing the weeds in the rose garden. I was thinking that pulling everything up and just laying down Astroturf would be a great low-maintenance solution. . . .” My words trailed off as I noticed a look passing between Jack and Sophie.

		“What?” I asked.

		Sophie cleared her throat. “You were planning on working outside in the yard and you wore that?”

		I looked down at my Lily Pulitzer pink-and-white gingham halter with matching white capris and pale pink Keds. “What’s wrong with my outfit?”

		Jack’s gaze started at the strand of pearls around my neck, then traveled slowly down my body, making me squirm. “Nothing. If you’re going to a garden party.”

		Sophie stepped forward. “Come on, Mel. Don’t you have some old T-shirts and cutoff jeans? Restoring an old house and garden is dirty, messy work. You might even chip a nail.”

		I looked down at my broken thumbnail, snagged that morning on the weeds outside. “I have no intention of lowering my personal standards just to do a little bit of manual work. And it wouldn’t hurt you to follow my example, Sophie,” I added, looking pointedly at her striped socks tucked into ratty brown Birkenstocks.

		She was saved from answering by a knock on the front door. I slid the dead bolt and chain, then unlocked the door handle. “Soph, this isn’t Fort Knox. One lock is sufficient.”

		“But I didn’t . . .”

		I didn’t allow her to answer, knowing what she was going to say. I opened the door, then wished I hadn’t. My father, in a cleaned and pressed golf shirt and khaki pants, stood in front of me, his hair still wet as if he’d just stepped out of the shower.

		I looked at my watch. “It’s a little early for you to be out of bed, isn’t it? It’s not yet noon.”

		He looked at me with eyes the same color as mine—hazel eyes my mother once told me made her fall in love with him. “I haven’t been drinking.”

		This wasn’t the first time I’d heard him say that. “Yeah, well, it’s still early.” I stood rigidly in the doorway, blocking his entrance. “What are you doing here?”

		Jack spoke from behind me. “I invited him. I figured since he holds the purse strings, he should be with us to inspect the damage so that when we ask for money he’ll know what for.”

		I stared at him for a long moment, angrier than I remembered being for a long time. I didn’t really allow myself to get angry; my life was much too controlled to let in extraneous people and events that might shift my world off-kilter. Until the last week, anyway.

		“Who the hell are you to invite people to my house without my permission? And why are you so damned anxious to get the ball rolling on this restoration, anyway? I’m sure all the information you’ll need for your book is up in the attic and won’t take you more than a day or two to find. Unless there’s some treasure map hidden in the walls that you’re not telling me about, I expect you to keep a backseat and let me deal with everything, okay?”

		He hesitated for a moment, and an odd look I couldn’t identify crossed his face. But then he smiled and said, “You’re right. I’m sorry. You call the shots from here on out. But since your father is already here, we might as well let him inside. It’s hot out there.”

		Reluctantly, I stepped back as Jack extended his hand to my father. “Colonel Middleton, it’s a pleasure to see you again.”

		My dad shook Jack’s hand and smiled. “Thanks for the drive home the other night. Don’t think I could have managed it on my own.”

		“Glad I could help. How was your meeting last night?”

		Dad slid a furtive glance in my direction. “Fine. Just fine.”

		Sophie stepped up and gave my father a kiss on the cheek. “How are you, Colonel?”

		He seemed to glow under Sophie’s gaze, and I rolled my eyes, wondering once again how she did it and if any male, of any age, was immune. “I’m doing real good, darlin’. Real good. A kiss from you can cure a thousand ills.”

		She reached up and gave him a kiss on his other cheek. “There.  That should be even better, then.” She squeezed his hand. “You went to a meeting, huh? That’s great news.”

		
			I knew then what Julius Caesar must have felt like that last time in the senate. “Et tu, Brute?” I said under my breath as Sophie stepped back to allow Jack to close the door. I figured my dad had been to an AA meeting, and I didn’t want to speculate as to how Jack knew about it. Nor did I want to give it any credence at all. I had lost count of the number of times my dad had gone to a first meeting and then to a bar instead for the second. Dwelling in disappointment was an exercise I had long since given up.
		

		I crossed my arms over my chest, wondering yet again how my tightly controlled life had managed to become a kite pulled from its string in strong wind. Any moment it could plummet down to earth, and I’d be left to pick up the pieces. Again. I consoled myself with the knowledge that I had already experienced the worst and that from there on out it could only get better.

		My dad approached me, his eyes and mouth holding something back, and I started to doubt my surety about the “things only getting better” part.

		“Hello, Melanie.” He didn’t move to touch me and I was glad. He cleared his throat. “Your mother called yesterday. She would like to talk to you.”

		I stared into his eyes, and felt the kite slowly spiraling down to a crash landing.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 6
		

		I slammed the lid of the suitcase and was in the process of sitting on it while trying to latch it closed when the doorbell of my condo rang. I wouldn’t have heard it except for the fact that the tracks on my CD were in the middle of changing from “Waterloo” to “SOS,” so there was a lull in the music.

		I peered through the eyehole in the door and stepped back quickly, hoping Jack hadn’t seen me.

		“I heard you, Mellie. You’re going to have to let me in now.”

		“You’re too late,” I said. “And stop calling me Mellie. My name is Melanie.”

		“I’m not late. You said to come over this evening to help you move some of your stuff over to the house. So here I am.”

		“Well, you’re too late. It’s my bedtime and I’m already in my pajamas. Evening to most people means before nine o’clock. It’s officially night now and no longer evening.”

		“But it’s only nine o’clock now.”

		“That’s right. And that’s almost my bedtime.”

		I heard a slight thunk on the other side of the door, and I pictured him hitting his forehead against the doorframe. “I did some research today that I think you’d be interested in hearing about.”

		I paused, considering.

		“We can go get dessert somewhere, and I can tell you all about it.”

		“Dessert?” I pretended to weigh my options for a moment. “Oh, all right.” I quickly scrubbed off my moisturizing mask with the sleeve of my pink terry cloth bathrobe and opened the door. “And on the way back, we can drop off my suitcases.”

		Jack took in my robe and fluffy bedroom slippers with a mock look of horror. “You didn’t need to dress up just for me, you know.”

		“It’s my bedtime, remember?”

		He raised his eyebrows. “Oh. Well, in that case, we could just stay in.”

		I put my hand on my hip. “Can’t you have a conversation with a woman that doesn’t contain sexual overtones or innuendos? It’s comments like that which will prevent you from ever having a serious relationship with a woman, you know.”

		His smile remained on his face but the light in his eyes dimmed for a moment. “Been there, done that, bought the T-shirt, thank you very much. Have no interest in a repeat performance.”

		
			
			So that’s how it is, I thought to myself. Damaged goods. As if I needed yet another reason to stay far away from Jack Trenholm.
		

		He looked toward one of the Bose speakers I had mounted in the corner of the living room and narrowed his eyes. “What’s that noise?”

		“It’s ABBA.”

		“ABBA?”

		“Sold more albums than the Beatles. But maybe you haven’t heard of them, either.”

		Jack scratched his chin. “I’m familiar with both. It’s just that I don’t think I’ve heard an ABBA song since I was sitting in the backseat of my mother’s car while she listened to her eight-tracks.”

		I walked over to the stereo and flipped it off. “No need wasting good music on unappreciative ears, then.” I headed toward my bedroom. “Let me go change. I’ll just be a minute.”

		“Don’t change too much,” he called after me. “I kinda like you the way you are.”

		I didn’t turn around until I’d reached my room so he couldn’t see me smile.

		
			When I returned he’d made himself comfortable on my black leather sofa and had his feet up on the glass coffee table while he thumbed through a recent issue of Psychology Today. I dropped my suitcases, then slapped my hand against his shoes. “Off.”
		

		“Yes, ma’am,” he said, sliding his feet to the floor before standing up. He held up the magazine. “Pretty heavy stuff.”

		I took the magazine from him and placed it back on the coffee table,  aligning its edges with the other three already there. “Sophie bought me a subscription for some reason. I just use them for coffee table decoration.”

		He shoved his hands into the front pockets of his jeans and looked up at the ceiling as if he were trying to recall something. “Oh, that’s right. What did she say about you yesterday? Something like ‘your pent-up sexual tension that you wear like a chastity belt?’ ” He winked. “Don’t think this is the right kind of magazine to help you with that.”

		“Can we go now?” I asked, making a mental note to kill Sophie later.

		“After you,” he said, holding his arm out to allow me to go first before picking up both of my suitcases.

		I headed toward the front door. “Hang on. I have to get my purse and my BlackBerry.”

		After dropping the heavy suitcases, he stood in the small foyer and glanced in to the kitchen, from where I’d already set up my cereal bowl and spoon for the next morning next to where I’d placed my BlackBerry so I’d be ready to answer messages first thing.

		As I was sliding it into my purse, Jack said, “I love what you’ve done to the place.”

		We both looked around at the blank white walls, white carpeting, and sparse ultramodern furniture. I wasn’t sure if he was being sarcastic or not; it was hard to tell with him. I simply said, “Thanks,” and pulled my purse strap over my shoulder. “It’s home.”

		“Guess it will be pretty traumatic leaving this place for the old house, huh? No ghosts here.”

		I looked at him, suspicious. “What do you mean?”

		“Well, you know. Your sixth sense. There’re bound to be ghosts in a house as old as the one on Tradd.”

		I jerked open the door. “Look, I told you before. Regardless of what you read about my mother, I haven’t inherited anything from her—sixth sense or otherwise. I don’t see dead people, okay? And I’ll thank you not to bring it up again.”

		He held the door for me. “Okay, truce. I won’t mention ghosts again. For tonight anyway.”

		He had unnerved me and I couldn’t bite back my next words. “Great. And as long as you keep your word, I won’t mention your old girlfriend, either.”

		Jack raised his eyebrows but didn’t say a word as he picked up my bags again, then shut the door behind us.

		

		•   •   •

		I picked the restaurant this time. Even though we were only going out for dessert and coffee, I felt the need to eat off of something other than paper plates. We drove into town to Cru Café on Pinckney Street, where I was on a first-name basis with their famed molten chocolate torte. Most of the diners had already left, so there was no trouble finding a small table and ordering just coffee and dessert. I thought Jack would order a beer or scotch, and was surprised when he asked for a decaf coffee instead.
		

		He must have noticed my look of surprise because he said, “Have to keep my wits about me when I’m with you. Don’t want you taking advantage of me or anything.”

		I rolled my eyes, then ordered my cappuccino and chocolate cake. I must have been feeling magnanimous because I asked for two forks although most friends knew that sharing a dessert with me put their extremities in direct peril of being impaled by my fork.

		As we sipped our coffees—his black and mine with two packets of sugar—and waited for the cake, I asked, “So, what did you find out today?”

		He leaned forward, his coffee cup between long, tanned fingers. “Remember I told you about Joseph Longo? How he had this thing about Louisa and that everybody thinks they disappeared together?”

		“Yes. You mentioned that he even pursued her after she was married.”

		“Right. Although from everything I’ve discovered so far, his affections weren’t returned. By all accounts she loved her husband and son.”

		“I’ve heard that before,” I said under my breath as I fiddled with the napkin on my lap.

		He considered me for a moment before continuing. “I couldn’t believe how much stuff was written about Mr. Longo. He was a very connected man here in Charleston in the twenties and thirties. Owned a few businesses—construction mostly but also a couple of restaurants and a beauty salon. His name was all over the newspapers for this and that: openings, ceremonies, ribbon cuttings, that sort of thing.”

		The waiter appeared at our table and refilled Jack’s cup. He continued. “Interesting thing, though, is that he rarely appeared in any of the society pages. Like he wasn’t accepted in Old Charleston because of his new money. Or maybe people knew something about his business practices and didn’t want to mingle with that sort of person. Not that old-money Charleston didn’t know anything about nefarious business practices—it’s just that they had the good manners not to go around flaunting them.”

		Jack put a hand over his mouth to stifle a huge yawn. “Excuse me,” he said, sounding sheepish. “I was at the library at the crack of dawn, and I’m exhausted.”

		“I didn’t know the library was open that early.”

		“It’s not.”

		“Then how . . . ?”

		He smiled and then I wished I hadn’t asked. “I know somebody who works there,” he said. “She owed me a favor.”

		“A favor, huh?”

		“Yeah, a favor. So she let me in early so I could have access to sensitive documents without having to go through all the red tape.”

		I crossed my arms across my chest and continued to silently appraise him. According to Nancy Flaherty, Jack was constantly seen in the social column of the paper with one gorgeous woman after another. Apparently, he had a lot of friends.

		The waiter chose that opportune moment to reappear with my torte and laid the massive piece of cake with a flourish in the middle of the table.

		“Wow,” said Jack. “That could feed a family of six for a week.”

		I picked up my fork and grinned. “Or just one very hungry woman.” Reluctantly, I offered the extra fork to him.

		He shook his head. “No, thanks. Don’t think I could afford the calories.”

		I recalled his flat abs and slim hips. “Really?”

		“Okay, not really. I’ve just learned by experience to never come between a woman and her chocolate.”

		I took a mouthful and pointed my fork at him. “Smart boy,” I said after I swallowed the first heavenly bite and took another.

		“You’re one of those people who can eat anything you want without gaining a pound, aren’t you?”

		I nodded. “I’ve been like this since birth. Don’t know how, but I don’t second-guess it.”

		He watched me put another forkful into my mouth. “You know, if I were a woman, I would probably hate you.”

		“Yeah, well, it’s not my fault and I take every advantage of it.”

		He leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms across his chest. He raised an eyebrow in a gesture I was beginning to recognize as his “I’m about to say something you’re not going to like but I’m going to say it anyway” look. I paused in my chewing and waited.

		“Did you ever think it’s your fidgety-ness that burns all those calories?”

		I took a sip of my coffee and swallowed. “My ‘fidgety-ness’?”

		“Yeah. I don’t think I’ve ever known a more fidgety woman. You’re always moving about or shaking something. Like your leg. Can’t you just sit still?”

		I made a conscious effort to still my leg and took another bite. After swallowing, I wiped my mouth. “Can we get back to business, please? You were talking about Mr. Longo, I recall, before your mind strayed and you started uttering inanities.”

		Jack took a slow sip from his coffee before grinning back at me. “Inanities, huh? I don’t think I’ve ever heard that word used in a sentence before.”

		“That wouldn’t surprise me.” I smiled. “Now, about Joseph Longo?”

		“Well, as I mentioned, he was quite the businessman. It was widely believed that he controlled the booze in Charleston during Prohibition, supplying speakeasies and private homes—which is probably the reason why he was never busted. Kinda hard to arrest the guy who’s supplying the police chief with his dinner wine.”

		“So what’s this got to do with Louisa’s disappearance?”

		He leaned forward. “Here’s the kicker. All accounts—including the eyewitness report of Joseph’s son—say that on the same day Louisa vanished, Joseph was last seen on his way to the Vanderhorst house at Fifty-five Tradd Street.”

		A biteful of chocolate cake stuck in my throat. I took a sip of my tepid cappuccino. “To get Louisa. So they could go away together.” That wasn’t the answer I had been looking for.

		“It would certainly seem that way, wouldn’t it? And it must have certainly looked that way to her husband. He was very vocal in his condemnation of her for deserting him and their child.”

		I pushed away my half-eaten piece of cake. “But Nevin Vanderhorst was so hopeful . . .” I started, but was unable to continue as I pictured Mr. Vanderhorst showing me his growth chart on the drawing room wall and the initials MBG. “My best guy,” I said aloud, unaware that I’d spoken.

		“What?”

		“Oh, nothing really. Just something Louisa called her son: ‘my best guy.’ ”

		“How do you know that?”

		“It’s written on the wall in the drawing room, by the grandfather clock. It’s part of his growth chart.” I shook my head. “It doesn’t make any sense: the chart, all of the pictures of Nevin and his mother. But the fact remains that Joseph Longo was last seen going to her house and that was the last day anybody saw either one of them. It certainly points to them running away together.”

		Jack crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back, his expression thoughtful. “It’s been my experience that the most obvious answer is rarely the right one.” He sat forward, putting his elbows on the table. “Did you ever see a magician take a coin in his closed fist and pass his other hand over it? And then you had to guess what hand it was in? I always picked the one I least expected to hold the coin. I was right about ninety-nine percent of the time. It’s just sleight of hand. That’s all. A sleight of hand.”

		“But Louisa disappeared. The husband and child she supposedly loved so much never saw her or heard from her again.”

		He reached into his back pocket and pulled out a quarter, holding it out in his right hand with both palms up. “Don’t always look for the obvious, Mellie.” He closed both hands into fists and then moved each hand over the other several times before holding each fist out in front of me. “Which hand is it in?”

		I’d been watching him closely and hadn’t seen the quarter pass from his right hand. I pointed to it and said, “This one.”

		
			Slowly, he opened up his palm and displayed nothing but smooth skin, his fingers long and tapered. Sensitive fingers, I thought and  shivered. He opened his left fist and the quarter rolled out, spinning quickly until it fell heads up on the table.
		

		Jack smiled. “See? Sleight of hand. There’s something else there. Something we’re not seeing yet. I guarantee it.”

		I regarded him openly, wondering if his bravado came from years of always being right or from something else entirely. “How can you be so sure?” I asked, scrutinizing his face as he answered.

		“Because a mother who calls her son ‘my best guy’ and who has dozens of portraits taken of the two of them together just does not disappear off the face of the earth without contacting him again. Trust me. There’s something else there. My gut instinct and my experience with this kind of thing tells me that there has to be something else. There’re a few more places around town where I plan to dig into the archives, and there’s sure to be a bunch of clues in your attic. I’d also like to see that growth chart, Mellie. You never know where a clue might show up.”

		“I doubt it, but you’re welcome to look. I’ve put you on the work schedule to begin at seven o’clock tomorrow morning, so if you get there a bit early, you’ll have time to examine it. Or you could wait until your lunch break.”

		He stared at me silently for a long moment. “Did you say lunch break?”

		“Yes. I figured if you got started promptly at seven o’clock, you’d be ready for a lunch break at noon.” I fished in my purse for the spreadsheet printout I had made. “I’ll be there at seven tomorrow to meet with a roofing contractor for an estimate on replacing the roof, and then I can help you sort through the attic until I have to leave at eleven to meet with a new client. I have office hours until six o’clock, when I will return to the house and continue where you stopped at five until my bedtime at nine thirty.”

		“You did a spreadsheet.”

		My eyes met his, not comprehending his confusion. “Yes. It’s easier to divvy up the workload that way and make sure everybody gets his or her lunch break. Sophie said she can also join us after her last class for a couple of hours, so I’ve got her stripping the corkscrew spindles from three o’clock until five.”

		“Lunch break.”

		“Do you have a hearing problem? Or do you just need people to speak slowly?”

		He coughed into his fist and it sounded almost like a laugh. “No. Hearing’s fine. It’s just, well, a spreadsheet?”

		I laid the piece of paper down on the table and sat back in my chair. “Look, I thought you said you were willing to help with the restoration in return for complete access to the house. I’ve even signed a contract for a new alarm system at your urging. So if you’re having second thoughts, let me know now so I can make other arrangements.”

		He held his hand up in front of him, and this time I was sure he was laughing. “No, no, no. Of course I’m ready, willing, and able to help. It’s just that you’re so . . .” He looked up at the ceiling as if looking for a word that wouldn’t offend me. “You’re just so, well, organized about it.”

		Annoyed now, I placed both palms flat on the table on top of the work sheet, which had taken me all afternoon to draw up. I’d originally put in potty breaks but had second thoughts about that, thankfully, judging from Jack’s reaction to the whole thing. “Look, I don’t know how it operates in the book-writing world, but in the real world, a professional has to be organized about things to be successful. If I have a new client, I spend hours on the phone or face-to-face to find out exactly what he or she wants and needs. Then I spend several days making a dream list of perfect houses that meets every need. I schedule specific appointment times that are convenient to both the client and home owner to view each and every property.” I smacked my palm against the table. “And that’s why I’m a million-dollar seller and not some tentative wannabe Realtor.”

		He leaned forward, and I noticed how his eyes matched his shirt. Quietly, he said, “And your specialty is historic homes, but from what I can tell, you prefer to live in a brand-new condo with white walls and hotel furniture. Does that have anything to do with your mother’s house?”

		I slid my chair back and signaled to the waiter. “I think we’re done here.” I made a move to stand, but he held me back with a hand on my arm.

		“I’m sorry. It’s just that it does make me wonder. And I have a feeling it has something to do with your mother because of the way you reacted yesterday when your dad said that she’d called. My guess would be that you haven’t called her back.”

		I started to tell him in one way or another that it was none of his business when I felt the familiar tingling on the back of my neck. I shifted my gaze to the spot behind Jack’s shoulder and saw the distinctive shape of a young woman. She was looking at Jack, her eyes sad and pleading, before she turned her head sharply toward me. She had dark circles under her eyes and hallows beneath her cheekbones as if she were ill. But her eyes seemed lit from within, and I had the distinct impression that the light had something to do with Jack.

		“What’s wrong?” he asked.

		The woman’s image faded like smoke from an extinguished candle, and I turned my gaze back to Jack. “Is somebody close to you . . . ill?”

		He looked at me oddly. “No. Not that I know of. Why?”

		“A young woman. Slim. Blond. Any of that ring a bell?”

		“That description rings lots of bells, but nobody I know like that is ill.” His tone was light, but sounded forced.

		A soft sigh drifted across my ear and then she was gone. “It’s nothing. Forget I said anything.” I stood. “Come on, let’s go. It’s past my bedtime.”

		He pulled a few bills out of his wallet and left them on the table before following me out of the restaurant.

		We drove the short distance to Tradd Street in silence, listening to Carolina beach music, which always reminded me of summer. Jack slid his car into a spot in front of the house, then went around to the back to take my suitcases out. I held open the gate for him and then opened the door leading to the piazza and stopped. The front door stood wide-open, and when I took a step forward, I felt something like glass crunch underneath my sandal.

		My first thought was how expensive that damn Tiffany window would be to replace. And then I remembered that I had not only ensured that the door was closed but that I had dead-bolted it from the outside with my key.

		I heard Jack put the suitcases down beside me. Whispering, he asked, “Do you have your cell phone in your purse?”

		I nodded.

		“I want you to move over to the side of the piazza, where somebody running out of the house can’t see you, and then I want you to call the police. I’m going in to see if the sonuvabitch is still inside.”

		“No!” I grabbed at his arm. “It could be dangerous.”

		He gave me that grin that even in the dark and standing on broken glass, I had to admit was very effective. “Your concern flatters me, Mellie. But I guess this means you haven’t Googled me yet or else you’d know that you don’t need to worry on my behalf. I can handle it.”

		He slipped inside before I could tell him not to call me Mellie and that Googling him hadn’t even crossed my mind. Which was a lie because I’d tried, but my computer had frozen, and I hadn’t had a chance to try again because I’d had to run off to meet a client. But still.

		I moved into the dark shadows on the far side of the piazza and flipped open my phone. I leaned back against the house, smelling the Charleston night full of Confederate jasmine and gardenias, and slowly became aware of the sound of the steady rhythm of a rope swing against the trunk of the old oak. I closed my eyes, trying to block out all sights and sounds, and calmly spoke into the phone.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 7
		

		I blinked my eyes against the glare of the sun off the Cooper River as I crossed the bridge to downtown Charleston. We hadn’t finished with the police until after two a.m., and by the time I’d finally fallen asleep, it had been almost time to wake up again. Nothing had been taken from the house, thankfully—or not, I hadn’t quite decided—which had baffled not only the police but Jack and me as well. And the broken glass hadn’t been the Tiffany window but a broken beer bottle that had been thrown against the closed door. But the strangest part of all was the fact that the door was wide-open with no signs of forced entry, but also with no signs that anyone had actually entered the house. It was almost as if the would-be vandal and/or burglar had been scared away by whoever or whatever had opened the door. I refused to speculate on what that might have been, despite the many sidelong glances I was getting from Jack.

		My eyes were gritty and red, and I felt sorry for the clients I had to meet with that day but would try to help matters by asking Ruth for an extra jolt of espresso. That would at least get me through until my eleven o’clock meeting with Chad Arasi, who was so laid-back he probably wouldn’t notice if I dozed in midsentence. I still hadn’t figured out a way for him to meet Sophie, and I wasn’t sure if Sophie deserved to meet him. “Sexual tension I wear around like a chastity belt,” indeed! I had a good feeling that Jack Trenholm would use that against me again and again, ad nauseum. So why did that thought make me smile?

		I parked my car in the usual spot and headed for Ruth’s. The bell over the door chimed as I walked in. “Just a little change to the usual, Ruth.”

		She leaned her fleshy elbows on the top of the glass case. “Well, amen to that, Miss Melanie. Can I fix you some eggs and sausage? I got ’em fresh for you just this morning.”

		I smiled. “Thanks, but I need my sugar fix. How about just adding an extra glazed doughnut and giving me a double shot of espresso in my latte? Maybe I’ll try your eggs and sausage another time.”

		Ruth shook her head and clucked her tongue. “One day your bad habits are gonna sneak up on you and bite you in the behind, and you’ll wake up lookin’ like me.”

		I eyed her ample bosom, which could do double duty as a shelf, and laughed. “That wouldn’t be such a bad thing, you know. At least I’d have a reason for wearing a bra.”

		She threw back her head and laughed, her white teeth bright in her dark face. “That’s for sure, honey. That’s for sure.”

		I reached inside my briefcase and pulled out a thick manila envelope. “I brought your coupons.”

		She took the envelope from me and peeked inside. “You’re too nice to keep doing this for me, Miss Melanie, but I sure appreciate it.” She stuck a meaty finger inside and poked around the coupons. “And you always have them so nice and sorted and clipped together.”

		I pointed to a stack she held in her hand. “And I used Post-its this time to indicate those coupons with expiration dates in the next week so you’ll know to use them first.”

		Ruth stared at me for a long moment with grateful eyes, but I had the strong impression that she was trying very hard not to laugh. “You’re too much, Miss Melanie. Too much. I’m truly grateful.”

		I shrugged, embarrassed by her gratitude. I knew that she lived with sixteen assorted nieces, nephews, and children of her own, and I’d learned long ago that accepting my Sunday coupons was the closest she’d ever come to accepting charity. “There’s a “buy one, get one free” for Cheerios I thought you could use with the two babies who are just learning to eat solid foods.”

		She nodded, then placed the coupons back in the envelope and tucked it under the counter. “Your extra doughnut’s on the house.” She picked up the tongs and added a doughnut to the bag that had already been waiting on the counter before she turned to the coffee machine. “That sure was a pretty picture of you in Sunday’s paper,  Miss Melanie. I didn’t know you own one of those big houses down there south of Broad.”

		“What? I was in the newspaper?”

		“Sure was. You didn’t see it?”

		I was too embarrassed to tell her that I only took out the real estate listings and tossed the rest. “No, I must have missed it. What section was it in?”

		“I got it right here in the back. Let me go get it.”

		I waited as she waddled to the back of the store and came back with the Sunday paper. She slapped it on top of the pastry case and opened it to the people section. On the first page, in a short column on the right-hand side, was my stock photo found on my employer’s Web site. Unfortunately, the picture had been taken after a trip to a new hair stylist who had convinced me to go with a short perm. It was a mix between Little Orphan Annie and an eighties rock star, and had been a blessedly brief experience as my hair hadn’t tolerated the perm for very long. Getting the photo replaced had been one of those things lingering somewhere in the middle of my to-do list. I made a mental note to move it to a priority position.

		My gaze drifted to the short column beneath the photo that contained a brief commentary on my “precipitous windfall” by inheriting the Vanderhorst home from my deceased client. I wondered if anybody else caught the snide undertones that hinted at me being less than ethical in the deal.

		“This is horrible,” I said, guessing that it had probably been Mr. Henderson who had called the newspaper to brag about my “coup” as he would have termed it. I realized for the first time that he probably expected me to sell the house through the agency at the end of the year, which would generate not only dollars but a lot of prestige.

		Ruth pointed to the picture with a plastic-gloved hand. “It’s not so bad, Miss Melanie. Besides, it’s so small, I don’t think anybody would have paid it any mind. I only saw it because I recognized your skinny face in that photo.”

		The bell rang over the door, and a businessman clutching a leather briefcase walked into the store. I was sure I’d never met him before, but he smiled at me as if we were old friends.

		“I’ll have one of your sunrise-special bagels with egg and bacon, please,” he said to Ruth as he slapped a twenty down on the glass.

		I waved to Ruth and began to back out of the door, clutching my bag and my drink. The man turned to me. “Nice picture in the paper.”

		I paused. “Do I know you?”

		“No. But everybody sees the pictures on the front page of the people section.” He pointed at my hair. “Like the way you’re wearing your hair nowadays.”

		“Um, thanks,” I said as I exited the store, completely mortified.

		I walked to my office, wondering if it was my imagination that made me think that people were looking at me differently. Nancy Flaherty met me at the front desk. She wore a hands-free phone set on her head as she stood in front of the reception desk, attempting to hit a golf ball through an upended cup. She looked up and smiled as I entered.

		“Good morning, Melanie. You’re very popular this morning. I guess on account of that article in the paper yesterday. That was Tom’s idea, by the way. Anyway, I’ve taken five phone calls for you already, and it’s not even nine o’clock yet.”

		I held up the hand with the paper sack, and let her stick the five pink slips between my fingers.

		“One of them is from that delicious Jack Trenholm. You have to have him meet you at the office sometime so I can get a good look at him.”

		“Jack called?” I was already annoyed with him, and it wasn’t even noon. I’d been at the house at seven o’clock that morning until about eight thirty, meeting with the roofing guy, and Jack hadn’t bothered to show up. I’d tried reaching him on his cell and home phones, but both had quickly gone to voice mail. I wanted to think it was because I’d neglected to give him a copy of the spreadsheet and he’d forgotten when he was supposed to be there, but I’d expressly said he needed to be at the house at seven o’clock to get to work on the attic papers. “What did he want?”

		“It’s on the message. Something about being late this morning because he was doing more research at the library and couldn’t get away.”

		“Research,” I snorted, heading toward my office.

		Nancy called after me, “He said something about adjusting the work schedule to make sure he was working the same amount of hours,  and I told him you wouldn’t mind. Please tell me you didn’t draw up one of your anal-retentive spreadsheets and actually show it to him.”

		I stepped in to my office and turned to shut the door.

		“Melanie! Please tell me that you didn’t!”

		I closed the door in time to miss the golf ball that had been lobbed in my direction.

		I put everything down on my desk and began to thumb through the messages. I tried again to reach Jack and got his voice mail. There was a message from Sophie saying she’d be at the house around three o’clock to finish her evaluation—I made a note to adjust the spreadsheet—and a message from my father with only the number four written on it. I suppose that was the number of days he’d been sober so far. I crumpled it up and tossed it in the wastebasket. There was a message from Chad Arasi saying he would be late for our meeting and could we meet closer to the College of Charleston campus. Against my better judgment, I made a note to call him back and tell him to meet me at the house on Tradd Street at three o’clock when I knew Sophie would be there. They would thank me for it someday, I was sure. Maybe they would name their firstborn after me.

		The last message made me pause. It was from a man named Marc with no last name. I was pretty sure I didn’t know any Marcs. I ate my first doughnut in silence, tapping my nails against the top of my desk as I tried to recall where I might have met him. There was no phone number or message, just a check in the box that read “will call back.”

		I pressed the button for the front desk and waited for Nancy to pick up.

		“Yes, Melanie.”

		“I was just looking at this message from a guy named Marc. Did he give you a last name?”

		“No. And he didn’t want to leave a message or give me his phone number. Said he’d call you back when he got a chance.”

		“Thanks, Nancy.” I hung up the phone, then wadded up the message and threw it away, forgetting all about it before it hit the garbage can. Then I flipped on my computer and reached for another doughnut. I had barely taken the first bite when Nancy buzzed my office.

		“You’ve got a visitor.”

		There was something in her voice I didn’t quite like, like a contented kitten who’d had more than her fair share of the cream. “Who is it?”

		I definitely heard the smirk this time. “Jack Trenholm. He said you were expecting him.”

		I sighed. “I wasn’t, but go ahead and send him back, please.”

		“Will do.”

		I barely had enough time to stash the doughnut bag in a desk drawer before I heard a brief knock on my office door. Nancy opened it and let Jack enter. She wiggled her eyebrows at me from behind his shoulder and flashed her open palms at me to indicate the number ten before closing the door behind him.

		“Is she single?” Jack asked, indicating the closed door.

		“Married. Very. Two daughters. Any more illuminating comments this morning?”

		He held up a golf ball. “She asked me to sign this when I had a chance. I have to say that I’ve never been asked to autograph a golf ball before. A woman’s chest, yes, and even a menu, but a golf ball is a first. I told her I needed a Sharpie and would bring it back to her after I signed it. Remind me if I forget.”

		I snorted in response.

		Jack carried a rolled-up newspaper and was wearing the same outfit he’d been wearing the night before, his previously starched shirt crumpled and looking a little worse for wear.

		“Nice shirt,” I said, sounding even more self-righteous than I had meant to.

		“Nice hair,” he said, opening the paper to the people page, where my photo smiled out at both of us, and slid it across my desk toward me. “Thought you’d want an extra copy for your scrapbook.”

		I met his eyes. “How did you know that I kept a scrapbook?”

		He shrugged. “Lucky guess.”

		I snatched the paper from him and shoved it in the garbage. “Why are you here? Aren’t you supposed to be at the house?”

		“Didn’t Nancy give you my message?”

		“Yes, but I assumed that after your ‘research’ was done, you’d be at the house going through the attic. Remember—the sooner you get the information you need, the sooner we can part company.”

		He scratched his cheek, which was beginning to show a shadow.  “Yes, well, about that. I’m really more of a night owl and do most of my best work after hours. Mornings, well, we’re just not compatible.”

		I leaned back in my chair, thinking about all the changes I’d need to make to the work schedule. “So why are you here?”

		“I promise that I’ll be at the house as soon as I grab a little sleep and a shower. But I wanted to let you know what I found out first. I was hoping that maybe what I had to tell you would soften you up a bit so you wouldn’t be mad at me for standing you up this morning.”

		I twirled a pencil between my fingers. “I doubt it, but go ahead.” I listened with one ear, my mind mostly occupied with my schedule for the rest of the day.

		He sat on the edge of my desk, something that nobody in the office dared to do, not even my boss. I gave him an irritated look, but he either ignored it or didn’t see it. “After I got home last night, I couldn’t stop thinking about Joseph Longo. He was a main figure in Charleston for so long, and he had three sons who at the time of Joseph’s death were involved in the family businesses.”

		He stopped speaking, looking at me oddly. “Do you have any more doughnuts left?”

		“Doughnuts?” I tried to look innocent.

		He wiped an imaginary crumb from the corner of his mouth. “You have glazed sugar icing on your cheek. I was hoping you’d have some left because I haven’t eaten and I’m starved.”

		Reluctantly, I pulled out the bottom drawer and handed him the bag with the extra doughnut and handed it to him. “You owe me,” I said as I wiped my hand over my mouth.

		He took a bite and smiled. “And I look forward to paying you back.”

		I rolled my eyes. “Go on. Some of us have work to do.”

		“Anyway, I figured that a guy with three sons would probably have descendants still living here. And maybe somewhere in their houses they’d have letters or something, or family stories handed down over the generations, that might fill in some of the missing pieces. Like where Joseph might have gone after he supposedly left town with Louisa. Maybe he had a house in France or an apartment in New York—who knows? But chances are, if there’s anything handed down over the years, I would think that the current generation would have access to it.”

		I sat up. “Good point. So what did you find out?”

		
			He took a large bite from the doughnut and smiled broadly as he chewed. “Well, there’re quite a few Longos still living here in Charleston, although a little under the radar. You don’t see them on the society pages of Charleston magazine or attending the St. Cecilia Ball. But they have several businesses except now they seem be actual legitimate businesses. Well diversified, too. The eldest grandson, Marc Longo, is the most visible. He’s got a bunch of real estate holdings as well as a brick foundry and a new start-up high-tech firm that has something to do with satellites. And get this. He bought the old Vanderhorst plantation, Magnolia Ridge, last year. Rumor has it that they’re planning on starting a vineyard there to make their own wine.”
		

		“A winery? In South Carolina?”

		“Believe it or not, they’re not the first. For certain types of grapes, it’s a viable industry. Still in its cradle, so it will be interesting to see what happens with it.”

		I realized that Jack was staring at my crossed leg as it bounced up and down. With a concentrated effort I made it stop, tapping my fingernails against my desk instead. “Do you think they’re approachable? Assuming they know anything about their past, they’ll know that there was bad blood between the Vanderhorsts and Longos, and once they know that we’re trying to clear Louisa’s name, they might be reluctant to help out the enemy, so to speak.”

		He raised his eyebrows. “Very true.” He wiped his face with a napkin Ruth had stuck inside the bag, and stood. “Which is why we’re going to visit somebody who knows everybody in Charleston—below the radar or not—and can tell us which one among them might be the most approachable.”

		I looked at my watch, realizing that I didn’t have to meet with anybody now until three o’clock. “I do have a little bit of time.” I stood and took my purse off the back of my chair. “I hope this isn’t one of your ex-girlfriends or something.”

		Jack held the door open for me. “Hardly. It’s my mother.”

		“Oh,” I said, looking up at him. “We’re going to go meet your mother?”

		He looked down at me and grinned. “You look fine.”

		I met his gaze, annoyed. “It’s not that. You’ve mentioned your  parents before, so it’s not like I didn’t know. It’s just that, well, you don’t seem to be the type to have a mother.”

		He laughed. “Not the type? I’ll have to tell her that. You’ll like her. Everybody does.”

		“Probably because they feel sorry for her, since you’re an only child.”

		
			“Ha! So you did Google me. I knew it was only a matter of time.”
		

		Luckily, we’d reached the reception area, so I didn’t need to lie about how, during a weak moment earlier that morning before the roofing guy arrived, I’d used my laptop to do just that. Instead, I practiced a look of righteous indignation as we faced the receptionist.

		Nancy beamed at us. “Hey, Melanie. Are you and Mr. Trenholm out for the rest of the day?”

		“I’m hoping,” said Jack.

		“Of course not,” I said simultaneously.

		Jack smiled brightly at Nancy. “I’m looking forward to seeing you again. And I’ll remember to bring back your signed golf ball. And please call me Jack.”

		Nancy flushed. “Thank you, Jack. My ladies’ nine-holers golf group will be so jealous. Not that I’ll use it when we play next, but I’ll bring it to show off.”

		Jack took her hand in both of his. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Nancy.”

		“And you, too, Jack.”

		On the point of nausea at this fan fest, I pushed open the front door. “I’ll have my cell on if you need to reach me. I’m meeting Mr. Arasi at three o’clock at the Tradd Street house. I’ll come back here after that to make some phone calls.”

		“Got it! Oh, and by the way, I saved that article for you from the paper for your scrapbook. You know, I really like the way you’re wearing your hair now much better.”

		“Gee, thanks, Nancy. I’ll keep that in mind the next time I want a perm.”

		Nancy waved us out and Jack held open the door for me. “Yours or mine?” he asked.

		His Porsche was sitting in front of my white Cadillac. “If I said mine, you wouldn’t take it quietly, would you?”

		“Probably not,” he said as he made his way to the passenger side of the Porsche and opened the door for me.

		As I approached the door, I stopped, my mouth wide-open with surprise.

		“Are you trying to catch flies, or do you have something to tell me?”

		I hit the palm of my hand against my forehead. “Marc Longo. You said he’s the eldest of Joseph Longo’s grandsons. Well, a guy named Marc called me at the office but didn’t leave a message or a phone number—just his first name. I threw the message away and forgot all about it. I don’t know any Marcs, and I’m just thinking it’s kind of weird that we’d be talking about Marc Longo. Maybe it’s the same guy. He might need a Realtor.”

		Jack raised his eyebrow. “That’s a possibility.”

		I sat in the passenger seat and waited for Jack to close my door and come around the car to the driver’s side. “If it is the same guy, do you think it’s just a coincidence?”

		Jack looked at me with an expression similar to the one in the picture on the back of his book jacket, and it became clear to me why he’d been such a hit on the morning talk show circuit—something else I’d found out when I’d Googled him.

		“Trust me, Mellie. In my line of work, where old secrets go to great lengths to stay hidden, there’s no such thing as coincidences.” He started the car and pulled out onto the street.

		I started to tell him again that my name wasn’t Mellie, that the only person who had ever used that name had forever ruined it for me, but I stopped. I was looking at his profile, where a pulse had begun in his jaw. His brows were furrowed in concentration and I thought that perhaps he was inadvertently allowing me to see the real Jack Trenholm—the Jack Trenholm he hid from the eyes of admiring fans and talk show hosts.

		The Jack I saw smoldered with something dark and burning—something that drove him forward fast enough that he didn’t have the time to sit and dwell. And I sensed, without a doubt, that whatever it was had something to do with the specter of a woman whose unsettled presence lingered with him. I sensed her now: the sadness, the loss. I felt something else, too; this woman, whoever she was, had a secret.  A secret that she wanted Jack to know. And, unfortunately, she had chosen me to figure out what it was.

		I turned my head away to stare out the window and at the old streets of the Holy City and wished, not for the first time, that dead people would just leave me alone.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 8
		

		I kept my gaze focused outside, not even commenting when Jack made a detour north of Market to make a quick bank run. He parked in front of the bank, an edifice that had become synonymous with “toadstool building,” on the corner of Gadsden and Calhoun. It was easily a contender for the city’s ugliest building and widely disdained by not only the city’s preservationists but also by any passerby with good taste.

		“Why did you go so far out of your way? Aren’t there ATMs closer to your parents’ store?” I asked as Jack got back into the car.

		He flashed his trademark grin. “Because I happen to know the head teller in this branch, and she always takes the time to make sure I’m a happy customer.”

		I pressed my lips firmly together so he could tell I wasn’t amused. “Couldn’t this have waited?”

		“Sorry. But I owed my mom some money, and I knew she’d be expecting it the next time she saw me.”

		Surprised, I asked, “You borrowed money from your mother?”

		“Lost a bet,” he said as he started the car and pulled out onto Calhoun Street.

		I smirked. “You made a bet with your mother and lost? What was it about?”

		With a sidelong glance, he said, “I can’t tell you.”

		“You can’t tell me? Why on earth not? It’s not like you’re a bastion of secrecy. Everything anybody wants to know about you is there for everybody to see on the Internet.”

		He set his jaw. “Yeah, well, there’re some things even Google can’t reveal.”

		Annoyed that he wouldn’t divulge his secret to me, I crossed my arms. “Like how you can’t stand to lose—even if it’s to your own mother.”

		“That, too,” he said, grinning. “Among other things.”

		I looked away, not wanting him to see how his sudden need to be private and secretive somehow excited me. Maybe it was because he already seemed to know so much about me. Or maybe it was something else entirely.

		We rode in silence for a few blocks until we reached King Street, and he found a curbside parking space not far from Trenholm’s Antiques. I was nervous about meeting Jack’s mother, although not for the reasons he assumed. I stood and straightened my white linen pencil skirt and walked with Jack toward the imposing wood and stained-glass doors that lead inside the venerable antiques store.

		The smell affected me in the same way as that of old houses—a reminder of decay and rot, huge repair bills and dead people. It also brought back old memories that I had no wish to ever revisit.

		Highly polished dark wood furniture crowded the showroom floor without being overwhelming. Small occasional tables held delicate accessories and complemented the dark red walls and bright gilt chandeliers that shimmered from the ceiling. Oil paintings of various men, women, and children stared down their noses at us from walls capped with decorative moldings, as if trying to show Charleston homeowners how the beautiful furniture and wall hangings would look in their own opulent houses. I had never walked down King Street without peering into these shop windows, wanting to go in and touch the old wood almost as much as I wanted to turn away and forget why I hated old houses and furniture in the first place.

		A petite blond woman, with her hair pulled back in a French twist and wearing a St. John suit and Chanel shoes, approached us from the rear of the store. I recognized her immediately as Jack’s mother from the dark blue of her eyes and the elegant shape of her eyebrows. I wondered if he’d learned the inquisitive lift of one eyebrow from her or if it was just some inherited Trenholm trait.

		“Jack, darling. It’s about time you decided to drop by and visit with  your poor old mother.” She took both of his hands and stood on tiptoes to raise her cheek to be kissed. She had smooth, flawless skin and one of those faces that seemed to get more beautiful with age, as if only good experiences had ever happened to her so as not to mar her complexion with lines and folds. Which didn’t make any sense if she was indeed Jack’s mother. “Did you bring my money?”

		He kissed her and then enveloped her with a bear hug that she seemed completely comfortable with and that made me smile. “You get younger every time I see you, Mother. One day you’ll have to show me where you found your fountain of youth. And, yes, I have your money. We’ll settle up before I leave.”

		She smiled and then they both turned identical eyes in my direction. “Mother, I’d like to introduce you to my new friend, Melanie Middleton. And, Melanie, this is my mother, Amelia Trenholm.”

		She faced me and held out her hand. I shook it, surprised at the firmness of it, considering her skin was as soft as it looked. She continued to hold my hand for a moment longer as she stared in my face, and a sinking feeling crept into the pit of my stomach.

		“It’s a pleasure meeting you,” I said in an attempt to avert disaster.

		“We’ve met before,” she said, both of her hands now enclosing mine. “At your grandmother’s house on Legare when you were just a little girl. We were good friends, you know, your mother and I.” She peered closely into my face.

		“I remember,” I said, finding it hard to meet her eyes. “I just never made the connection between my mother’s friend and Jack’s mother, even though you had the same name. I guess it’s because I didn’t remember you having a son.”

		She nodded. “Yes, well, you wouldn’t. When I’d go to see your mother, I’d leave Jack behind. Ginette, well, except for you, she didn’t really enjoy small children.”

		
			
			I know why, I wanted to say but remained silent. I’d happily buried the memory of my mother long ago, and I wasn’t about to resurrect her ghost now.
		

		Mrs. Trenholm smiled. “You look like her in the face. You have your father’s eyes, but the rest of you is all Prioleau. Do you sing, too?”

		“Not a note,” I said, dropping my hand, eager to change the subject  but somehow sad to let go of the warmth of her hand. It had been a very long time since I was reminded of what I had missed for so long. But it was hard to miss something you’d been telling yourself you never really had.

		“Do you at least enjoy opera? Your mother’s made quite a name for herself in Europe. I supposed it would be inevitable that you would have an ear for it.”

		Jack snickered from behind me. “Mother, she listens to ABBA. I think that says it all.”

		I felt like snapping back at Jack how I listened to other music, too, just never opera, but for some reason I wanted to be on my best behavior in front of his mother.

		Mrs. Trenholm hooked her hand in the crook of my elbow and smiled. “All music has its merits. Would you like some coffee, dear? I’ve just made a fresh pot. We could sit down and have a nice chat while Jack goes in the back to help his father unpack boxes of silver serving pieces and flatware he brought back from an estate auction in France.”

		Jack frowned down at his mother but didn’t argue. “All right, Mother. But don’t mention any of my childhood embarrassments, all right?”

		“We’d be here all month if I did that, Jack. Now go help your father. And don’t hurry back.”

		Amelia Trenholm gently propelled me toward the back of the store while Jack went through a side door I hadn’t noticed before. An oval mahogany dining table had been set with a Limoges coffee service and white linen place mats and napkins. A tall silver coffee urn sat on a matching sideboard with elegant curved legs, and a silver platter holding dainty pastries sat in the middle of the table.

		“Please sit, dear, while I pour the coffee. Or do you prefer tea?”

		“Coffee’s fine, thank you.” I stared at the sideboard. “Is that a Thomas Elfe piece?”

		She finished pouring coffee into my cup. “Good eye, dear. It’s one of very few still in existence, so not everybody understands the price we’re asking. But I suppose your knowledge of good furniture should be expected.”

		My eyes met hers as she placed the delicate china cup and saucer in  front of me. “I’m sorry, Melanie. I don’t mean to upset you. But your mother and I were once dear friends, and we still occasionally keep in touch, so I suppose it’s only natural that I would think of her when speaking to you.” She sat down in a Chippendale chair and pulled it up to the head of the table. “I understand why you’re a little prickly every time there’s a mention of your mother—any normal person would be the same. I also understand the circumstances surrounding her departure from your life. So perhaps I can offer some insight. . . .”

		I put my coffee cup down with a small rattle. “Mrs. Trenholm, I really have no interest in talking about my mother or even trying to understand her. I’m a big believer in moving forward, and she is definitely part of my past. So, thanks for the coffee, but I think it’s time for me to leave.”

		She put a firm hand on my arm, her insistence reminding me so much of her son that I almost smiled. “You have your father’s temper, don’t you? Why don’t you sit down and let’s start all over? I won’t mention your mother, and instead we can sit and chat about Jack. Or about your new house and its furnishings, which I know are marvelous, because I’ve been in the house before at some function or another. And please call me Amelia.”

		She removed her hand from my arm and smiled at me, which reminded me of her son, and I relaxed. I settled back down. “I’m sorry. I’m not usually so edgy. I think it’s all that’s been happening in my life, lately—first with Mr. Vanderhorst’s passing and my inheriting his house. It makes me lie awake at night.”

		Mrs. Trenholm patted my arm and nodded sympathetically. “That’s perfectly understandable. I’d probably be the same way if I were in your situation. No offense taken.”

		“Thanks,” I said, and began to add three sugar packets and cream to my coffee. To her credit, she didn’t comment, and instead slid the tray of pastries closer to my plate. Knowing I didn’t need to impress this woman, I helped myself to two of them.

		I took a sip of coffee before speaking. “As soon as I complete my inventory of all the furnishings in the house, I’d like to get your help in determining the value of some of the bigger pieces as well as advising me on any repairs. I’m a bit over my head with it all, I’m afraid. My own condo is more Pier One and Pottery Barn than Chippendale and  Sheraton.” I laughed at my own joke and was dismayed by Amelia’s grimace.

		“Sorry, dear. It’s just a bit of a shock, knowing, well, you were raised with the good stuff and you have a houseful of it now, so I just can’t imagine . . .”

		My smile tightened. “I was raised by my father from the age of seven, so I learned not to have anything too valuable or permanent. It saddles you with too much baggage so that it’s harder to move on.”

		“I see,” she said, surprising me by smiling brightly. “Now I know why, besides the obvious, Jack feels such a connection to you. You’re both brilliant at denial.”

		I almost spit out my coffee. Instead, I stuck a pastry in my mouth to prevent my first words from making it past my lips.

		I swallowed and took a sip of my coffee. “Mrs. Trenholm—Amelia—if we can’t steer the conversation away from my past, then I really am going to have to leave. I’m not in denial. I’ve just made peace with my past so that I can move forward.”

		Her eyes were warm as she took a sip from her coffee and nodded as if she agreed, but I wasn’t fooled. Still, despite her comments, I felt that I had somehow found an ally.

		“All right, Melanie. We’ll change the subject. You’re a progressive woman. And a successful businesswoman, too, from what I’ve heard. I’m surprised your path hasn’t crossed with mine before now. Or at least crossed with Jack’s. He’s pretty much on top of all the eligible Charleston single women. He must be losing his touch.”

		I almost choked on my coffee and then realized that she had no idea that she’d made a double entendre, and I had to fight to keep a straight face. I cleared my throat. “My job keeps me pretty busy, so that’s probably why. It doesn’t leave me a lot of time for a social life.”

		She took a sip from her cup, then studied it for a moment. “Jack’s been a little off the social circuit lately, too. Not too hard to figure out why, but it’s been over a year now, so I was hopeful when he told us about you.”

		I’d lost count of how many of the small pastries I had eaten, and I pushed my plate away, suddenly feeling queasy. I sat forward. “Um, what do you mean—that he told you about me?”

		Amelia waved a manicured hand at me. “Oh, it wasn’t like that at  all. It was just that he was finally excited about this new book project after the fiasco with his last book, and you and your house were sort of like the answer to a prayer for him.”

		I had no idea what she was talking about. In my Googling, there had been more links than I’d had time to investigate. In my haste to find out something personal, I’d apparently missed something pretty big. “I’m not sure what you mean. In what way was I an answer to his prayers?”

		She looked at me with clear blue eyes. “You don’t know the story, do you?”

		“I guess not.”

		
			She pursed her lips. “Well, Jack’s last book, the one about the heroes of the Alamo, was publicly debunked on national television—completely discrediting him and all of his work.” She closed her eyes for a moment and shook her head. “Through intensive research, Jack had enough information to completely alter the historical account of what really happened at the Alamo. He’d even found a diary that experts were ninety-nine percent sure was Davey Crockett’s that corroborated Jack’s story. Unfortunately, Davey Crockett’s descendants unearthed a trunk supposedly belonging to their famous ancestor and opened it on a special edition of Nightline.”
		

		“But how would that discredit Jack and his research?”

		
			Amelia shrugged. “The trunk was full of documents, but none of the handwriting matched that in Jack’s diary. Either those documents are a forgery or Jack’s diary is—and public opinion was not about to sway in favor of a man whose own ancestor was supposedly the basis for the Rhett Butler character in Gone With the Wind.”
		

		“What?”

		She smiled, looking remarkably like her son. “Yes, George Trenholm is an ancestor of ours. Used to embarrass Jack a lot until he learned how to use it to his advantage.” She raised an eyebrow while I tucked that little gem of information away for future use.

		“So what happened?” I asked.

		“The book sold poorly and his publisher canceled his contract and the media made him a laughingstock. He still has his loyal fans, of course, who will be first in line to buy his next book, but the problem is finding a story big enough that will earn him another book contract.”

		I frowned. “I can’t imagine that the story of Louisa Vanderhorst and Joseph Longo would interest anybody outside of Charleston, to be honest with you. I hope he’s not holding out hope that this story will be the big break he needs.”

		Amelia looked at me oddly. “Louisa and Joseph? I’m not sure if . . .”

		The phone rang and Amelia stopped speaking. After excusing herself, she stood to go answer it. I stood, too, drawn to the beautiful furnishings that surrounded me. I had told Jack that I’d never been here before because I couldn’t afford it, but that was only half the truth. The real reason was the same reason I avoided old houses: people didn’t like leaving either one behind when it came time to depart this earth.

		
			While sitting and talking with Jack’s mother, I had heard whispers coming from the room behind me, and the distinct drop in temperature as something brushed the back of my hair. I am stronger than you, I said to myself if only to remind me that the goose bumps on the back of my neck were from the cold chill and not from fear.
		

		I felt more than saw four gentlemen in clothing from the eighteenth century sitting at a game table and a young boy in short pants and suspenders riding astride a rocking horse. I kept my gaze focused, ignoring them in the hopes that they would ignore me, but found myself drawn to a small oval box sitting on a small table by the front window. It was made of burl walnut and had a tasseled brass key sticking out of its lock on the front.

		I hesitated before touching it, having learning one too many times that sometimes old, loved items carried with them the memories of their prior owners—owners who were usually eager to talk to me. I placed my hands on it and was relieved to feel nothing but the hard wood under my fingers. Carefully, I turned the key and opened the lid, finding inside a silver canister in the middle flanked on both sides by small wooden compartments.

		“It’s a Regency-era tea caddy. It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Mrs. Trenholm spoke behind me, giving me a start.

		“It’s lovely,” I said, my fingers tracing the intricate leaf-design inlay decorating the top of the box. I had seen antique tea caddies before, of course, but this one intrigued me, making me stroke its smooth wood as if it were an old friend.

		“It’s odd, Melanie, that of all the objects in this store you would be drawn to this particular item.”

		I lifted my hand quickly as if it had been burned. “Why is that?”

		“It was a gift to me.” Her eyes met mine. “From Jack’s fiancée.”

		I couldn’t hide my surprise. “Jack’s engaged?”

		“Not anymore.” She shook her head and I smelled her perfume, which reminded me of gardenias and my mother. I wrinkled my nose.

		I handed her the box. “Oh, I’m sorry. He didn’t mention . . .”

		“He wouldn’t. He doesn’t talk about it at all.”

		“But why? It happens a lot more than you think. And it’s always better to break an engagement than get a divorce.”

		“That’s very true, dear. But the two of them were very much in love. When Emily left him literally standing at the altar, we were all devastated.” She took the box from my hands and replaced it on the table, her fingers lingering on the polished wood just as mine had. “I didn’t think Jack would ever recover, and I must say that for a long time I hated her for doing that to him.”

		“Did she offer any kind of explanation or apology?”

		Amelia shook her head. “Nothing—well, except for the horrendous scene at the church when she told Jack in front of all the guests that she couldn’t go through with it. She had no family, so there was nobody else to soften the blow for Jack. Emily just . . . disappeared from our lives. Which is probably the best thing, considering how small Charleston is. If she’d remained, Jack would have been running into her everywhere.”

		“So she left town?” I don’t know why it meant so much to me to know that I wouldn’t be running into Jack’s ex-fiancée.

		
			“Upstate New York, of all places. I heard that from her editor at the Post and Courier. Emily was a writer, in charge of the people column. They met while Jack was doing research for a book.” She looked pointedly at me.
		

		“How nice for them,” I said, distracted by an old woman in full mourning dress of the late-nineteenth century sitting in rail-backed rocking chair behind us. Her face was covered by a heavy veil, and as I watched, she stood and began walking toward me, her gait uneven as she leaned heavily on a cane. I took a step back, horrified that she might want to talk to me.

		A hand touched my arm and the woman vanished as I stifled a scream.

		“It’s all right, Melanie. It’s only me.” Amelia’s eyes searched mine. “Your mother saw them, too. That’s why she didn’t like coming here.”

		I knew that denying it would be pointless. Instead, I swallowed heavily and looked at my watch. “I think I’ve intruded on your time long enough and I’ve got to get back to the office to return a few phone calls. Do you mind if I go get Jack?”

		“I’ll do it,” she said, but didn’t move. “It’s why your mother wanted you out of your grandmother’s house on Legare. She didn’t think it was safe for you to be there.”

		
			I had a brief flash of memory of me with my mother staring at a wrought iron gate in front of the house my mother had grown up in. This will all be yours one day, Mellie. All of this wonderful family history will be yours to carry on to the next generation. I blinked, trying to rid myself of the memory and swallowed hard. “I guess that story works as good as any.”
		

		Amelia stared at me for a long moment before moving away. She stopped when I spoke.

		“Please don’t mention to Jack about . . . well, you know. It’s not something I really want spread about as common knowledge.”

		She tilted her head to the side as she regarded me. “I won’t bring it up, but I think he’s already aware. Surely you guessed that’s the reason he brought you here today?”

		I hadn’t but I didn’t deny it. I remembered my initial conversation with Jack at Blackbeard’s when he’d asked me if I’d inherited my mother’s sixth sense, and knew she was right. Instead, I said, “It’s been a pleasure seeing you again, Amelia. Thanks for the coffee and the pastries.”

		“You’re very welcome, dear. I hope to run into you again soon.”

		“Me, too,” I said, meaning it. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to wait outside on the sidewalk and make a few phone calls while you get Jack.”

		“Sure,” she said before turning away and disappearing behind the same door I’d watched Jack go through earlier.

		I stood out on the sidewalk and flipped open my phone to begin  retuning a few of my calls. I faced the store, concentrating on my own reflection so I wouldn’t have to see anybody I didn’t want to, but was distracted when Jack and his mother returned to the showroom. I watched as Jack opened up his wallet and handed his mother several bills. They walked over to the far side of the showroom, where a large rolltop desk loomed in the corner. Mrs. Trenholm turned a key and pulled out her purse and then, after counting the bills Jack had given her, placed them in her purse before relocking the desk.

		They began talking again, so I made another phone call while I waited, annoyed at the drips of perspiration that were snaking their way down my blouse but finding that preferable to going back inside to the whispering and invisible eyes.

		Finally, after giving his mother another huge bear hug, Jack emerged with his trademark grin, causing me to almost forgive him for making me wait in the heat.

		“Sorry,” he said. “I had to ask my mom about the Longos.”

		We headed for his car. “I’d almost forgotten. Does she know them?”

		We seated ourselves in the Porsche and headed out into the late-midmorning traffic. “Oh, yes. They’re apparently big customers at the shop. My mother says they don’t know a Hepplewhite from their asses—not in those words, of course—but they figure if they spend the money, they’ll get the quality they need for the look they’re going for in their house on Montagu Street.”

		“That’s north of Broad.” I slipped my sunglasses on, thinking about the difference in prestige and home prices based solely on whether you were a S.O.B or a N.O.B.

		“You bet. Probably kills them every time they think about old Joseph not having the good sense to buy south of Broad when he moved here.”

		“Well, the connection with your parents gives us a little bit of an ‘in’ with the family, don’t you think? And did your mom suggest anybody who might be approachable?”

		“She wasn’t very complimentary about the family in general, saying there’re rumors about gambling and debts and charity pledges that don’t happen. But one of the grandsons might be a person willing to at least talk to us. And you’ll never guess what his name is.”

		“Marc Longo.” I slid my glasses down to look at Jack.

		“You got it. Did I mention that I don’t believe in coincidences?”

		Just then my cell phone buzzed, alerting me to a text message. I pulled it out of my purse and read from the screen. “It’s from Nancy at the office.”

		Jack raised an eyebrow in true Rhett Butler fashion.

		“Guess who just called?” I flipped the phone shut.

		“I have an idea, but I’m going to let you tell me.”

		“Marc Longo,” I said.

		“Very interesting.” Jack pressed his foot down on the accelerator. “As I mentioned before, there is no such thing as a coincidence.”

		I nodded but remained silent, afraid to acknowledge that he might be right. How else to explain that our mothers had been friends? I thought about telling Jack that Marc Longo could be calling me because he’d been attracted to my photo in the paper. But then I remembered the photo and knew that couldn’t be it.

		“Let’s go find out what he wants, then.” Jack hit the accelerator a little harder, and I held on to the side of the door, feeling once more that my life was no longer under my control and still unsure whether that was a good thing or not.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 9
		

		I deliberately arrived at the Tradd Street house earlier than when I knew the others were expected. I had something to do that might be construed as sentimental, and that was one label I had avoided since about the time I was old enough to know what it meant.

		I parked my car at the curb, then picked up the small bag on the seat next to me. At the gate I paused, as had become my habit, to see if I could hear the sound of a rope swing. Satisfied that the only noises from the garden were those that should be there, I pushed open the gate and made my way to the front door. After fumbling for my keys and turning the lock, the door swung open, and I was greeted by the high-pitched beep of the new alarm warning me that a door had been opened.

		Turning to the number panel behind the door, I typed in the four-digit code, 1221—easily remembered because the digits corresponded to the letters ABBA—and the annoying sound went away. I still wasn’t quite convinced that Jack’s insistence on getting the alarm as soon as possible was warranted, but since this would be my first night alone in the house, it did give me a measure of reassurance. Of course, experience had also made me realize that all threats weren’t necessarily of the living, breathing kind.

		I set down my briefcase and purse inside the door, then carried the small bag to the dining room. This room was separated from the opulent drawing room by large mahogany pocket doors that were stuck at a half-open position, warped from water and age. I turned sideways to fit through the opening, then moved to the massive breakfront that dominated the wall between the two floor-to-ceiling windows. The  piece of furniture seemed to hold up the rose-patterned wallpaper that drooped from the ceiling like the sagging shoulders of an old man, the roses themselves freckled with mildew and yellowed glue.

		
			Carefully, I put the bag down on the inlaid cherrywood dining table and pulled out the china plate that Mr. Vanderhorst had given to me on my first visit to the house, recalling what he’d said to me when I’d tried to give it back to him. It will be back amongst the other plates sooner than you’d think. Had he known then that he was about to die? I had pretty much figured out that he’d picked me as his victim to inherit his albatross as soon as I admitted I could see the woman outside. As for him knowing that his end was near, I’d had enough experience with the unexplainable to take for granted that he had. Of course, none of that made me any more forgiving toward the likable old man, who had saddled me with my worst nightmare.
		

		I tripped on a floorboard, a gash that looked remarkably like the heel of a boot grabbing at my four-inch heel. I juggled the china plate for a minute until bringing it to safety against my chest. “I’m sorry for thinking bad thoughts about your house,” I said aloud just in case anybody was listening. I had no intention of falling through a hole in the floor and ending up where nobody could find me.

		
			Gingerly, I tugged on the glass-and-wood door of the breakfront, tugging harder and harder until the dusty china and crystal inside began to chatter in protest. With one final tug, the door opened, and I sneezed at the puff of dust that blew into my face, bringing with it the unmistakable scent of roses. I ignored the sensation of my hair standing on end at the back of my neck as I scanned the shelves, looking for a place before carefully putting the dessert plate in a spot where it seemed to belong. I shut the door with a small snap and stood for a moment looking inside at all of the crystal and china, and remembered something else Mr. Vanderhorst had told me about his mother and the roses—something about how the china had been designed after the roses that had been named after her. The Louisa rose, I recalled. And then I remembered that I wasn’t the sentimental type and began wondering what it all might be worth. I made a mental note to ask Mrs. Trenholm when she stopped by.
		

		The doorbell rang, and I went to answer the front door, noticing how the scent of roses gradually dissipated. On the porch stood Mrs.  Houlihan, wearing a large floral muumuu and carrying a casserole dish with two oven mitt-covered hands.

		“I’m sorry I’m a little late, but I had to wait for the lasagna to come out of the oven.”

		“Lasagna?” I asked as I opened the door wide so she could come inside.

		“Yes, lasagna.” She eyed me from top to bottom. “You’re nothing but skin and bones, and besides continuing to clean this house for you, I insist that I also try and feed you.”

		I closed the door but didn’t lock it since I knew that Jack, Sophie and Chad would be there shortly. I followed the housekeeper past the music room with the closed and out-of-tune grand piano and back to the kitchen. “But, Mrs. Houlihan, it’s not from lack of eat—”

		“I don’t want any argument from you. You need to eat good, healthy meals, and I intend to provide them for you. Especially because you’re going to need all the energy you’ve got to restore this old house.” She indicated the harvest gold-and-avocado green kitchen that hadn’t been updated since President Ford was in office.

		“Oh, but I have no intention of actually doing the work myself. . . .”

		Mrs. Houlihan snorted as she placed the lasagna on a chipped Formica countertop. “That’s what they all say. And then they catch the restoration bug, and they’re hooked like some of those kids you hear about nowadays on crack cocaine.”

		“Trust me, Mrs. Houlihan. That won’t be me. I don’t even like old houses. Never have. I just want to fulfill my obligation and get the house put back together and then move on.”

		She looked at me with a raised eyebrow that would have made Scarlett O’Hara proud before returning her attention to the lasagna, gently peeling back the foil cover and letting the smell of marinara-and-meat sauce tease my nose. “Well, we’ll have to see about that. In the meantime, I’m going to feed you, so please don’t argue with me, Miss Melanie.”

		
			I felt a little guilty, but I had tried to refuse. It wasn’t my fault she was bossier than me. “All right. But only because you insist.”
		

		“I do insist. And it’s the least I can do to thank you for letting me keep my job after poor Mr. Vanderhorst passed.”

		She leaned forward and sniffed the wonderful aroma creeping out from around the foil cover. I was having warm and fond thoughts about the large woman and was about to offer her a raise when she said, “And since I made extra, I invited your father to join you for dinner. He said he could be here around five thirty.”

		Following my initial shock, I opened my mouth to tell her that the chance of my father actually dragging himself from a bar to show up somewhere on time was about the same chance I had of actually falling in love with restoring this pile of termite-infested lumber. We were both saved by the doorbell. I felt annoyed as I went to answer it because whoever had rung the bell hadn’t walked in like I’d told them to do.

		I opened the door to find Sophie standing in front of me holding the little black-and-white dog that I had inherited but had blessedly forgotten about. Sophie wore an oversized red-and-blue-paisley peasant blouse held on to her body by a swinging hemp rope. She had gone all the way out on the limb of bad taste and paired it with black stirrup pants, identical to the ones that I had once worn in the eighties but had been given to Goodwill long before the fashion trend had ended. On her feet were her ubiquitous Birkenstocks and, wrapped around her hair like a headband, was a red-and-white kerchief that remarkably matched her eyes.

		She sneezed loudly, startling the small dog and making him leap from her arms and come stand next to me. He looked up at me with soulful eyes that I felt sure were designed to take people off guard. I gave him a suspicious look before turning my attention back to Sophie. “What’s wrong? Do you have a cold?”

		She shook her head and sneezed again, causing the little dog to press up against my leg. “I think I might be allergic to dogs.” Because her nose seemed to be congested, most of her vowels were slurred, and her consonants were dropped entirely so it took me a moment to realize what she was saying.

		I looked down at the little dog in horror. There was no way I was going to be forced to become a dog owner on top of everything else. “Maybe you just need to give it a little more time to know for sure.”

		“Trust me,” she said, sounding more like “Tuss me.” “I know what an allergic reaction is, and having red eyes that would make Stephen King proud would count.”

		“Maybe you’ve just developed a new allergy to your carpet or something,” I suggested hopefully.

		“Nice try, Melanie, but it’s time to face the fact that General Lee is yours,” she said as she stepped into the foyer. “He’s a sweet little guy, once you get to know him. No trouble at all—unless you happen to be allergic.” She sneezed again to punctuate her words.

		I eyed the little dog. “I guess I could always take him to a shelter and hope he gets adopted.”

		“Don’t you dare,” she said, and I thought I saw the dog’s brown eyes widen in horror and indignation. He even took a step away from me.

		“I was just kidding,” I said to him more than Sophie, shutting the door and turning the handle to test the key in the dead bolt to make sure that it was unlocked. “And why did you ring the doorbell? I told you I would leave the door unlocked.”

		“It was locked. You must have forgotten.”

		I looked back at the door as if it could reassure me. “That’s odd. I distinctly remember unlocking it. And I didn’t have to unlock it to let you in, either.”

		Before she could respond, the doorbell rang again. General Lee let out a bark to let me know there was someone at the door, just in case I had missed hearing the doorbell. Annoyed, I grabbed the handle to throw open the door and berate the newcomer about ringing the doorbell when I’d left the door unlocked, and found myself jerked back by the locked door.

		“What the . . . ?” I asked as I unlocked the door and threw it open to find Jack and Chad chatting like old friends.

		Chad’s hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and he carried what looked like a yoga mat under his arm. He saw me looking at it and grinned. “Didn’t want to leave this on my bike so it could get stolen.”

		“Good idea,” I said as I scanned the curb in front of the house, looking for a Harley or at least something with a motor. Instead, I found what looked suspiciously like a Schwinn, complete with a basket on the front and no hand brakes.

		“Nice bike, man,” said Jack, catching on to the Left Coast lingo. I shook my head and stepped back, then let the two men enter.

		Chad looked up at the ceiling and dropped his mat. “Wow, Melanie, this house is yours? This is like awesome.”

		I made a mental note to suggest a few speech classes during his winter break.

		Chad continued to spin around to take in everything. “This is totally great. It’s like taking an architecture class just standing here, you know? A few years back I helped a friend of mine back in San Francisco restore his old house in the Marina District for room and board. Hard work, man, but I’ve never had so much fun in my life.”

		“So you know a lot about restoration work?” Even I heard the excitement in my voice.

		He shrugged. “I wouldn’t say I know a lot, but I do know how to strip paint and plaster a wall. And I’m awesome with an electric floor sander.”

		I was already adding his name to my mental spreadsheet when I felt Jack poke me in the middle of my back. I grunted and shot him a look.

		I turned back to Chad. “Chad, there’s somebody I want you to meet.”

		But when I faced Sophie, she was vigorously shaking her head. I would have liked to think that it was because she was embarrassed about her outfit but knew it was something else entirely. Even I had to admit that with her flaming eyes and running nose, she definitely wasn’t looking her best, although with Chad I was pretty sure that none of that would matter.

		Chad was already moving toward her. “I thought that was you. Weren’t you in my yoga class this morning?”

		Sophie sniffed, then nodded, looking miserable. “Yes. That was me.”

		“Did you enjoy the class? I haven’t been teaching that long, so it’s like, you know, hard to tell if people are having a good time yet or not.”

		She nodded again but continued to look miserable, definitely not the reaction I’d imagined. I didn’t hear wedding bells at all. Instead I imagined the discordant crash of two hands falling on a keyboard. “It was the best class I’ve ever been to.”

		“Glad to hear it.” He reached into his back pocket and pulled out a cleaned and pressed white linen handkerchief. Jack and I exchanged looks as Chad handed it to Sophie. Reluctantly, she took it and then dabbed her eyes before blowing her nose in it like a goose signaling its friends in the back of the “v” formation.

		Chad squatted down and began scratching a grateful General Lee behind the ears. “Dog allergies, huh? I used to have them as a kid, but since I’ve been eating organically, I’ve found that I don’t really react as much to stuff that used to make me sneeze.”

		Because he’d used a sentence with the word “organic” in it, I thought that Sophie would immediately fall on her knees and propose marriage. Instead she managed to look even more miserable.

		I stepped forward. “Sophie, I’d like you to meet a client of mine, Chad Arasi. He’s new to town and will be teaching art history at the college. Chad, I’d like you to meet my good friend Dr. Sophie Warren. She’s a professor of historical preservation at the college. Isn’t that great? You’re colleagues!” I sounded so much like a cheerleader during the last seconds of the final quarter that I didn’t even grunt this time when Jack poked me again in the middle of my back.

		Chad stuck out his hand to shake but dropped it when Sophie held hers up and waved the wadded up handkerchief. “Awesome. You’re the first colleague I’ve met. Maybe you can show me around, give me some tips and stuff.”

		“Yeah. That would be great,” she muttered with the same sort of enthusiasm one would give to taking out the garbage. In the rain.

		The old grandfather clock in the front drawing room chimed three o’clock, reminding me of my schedule. I clapped my hands together. “Okay, everybody. Since we’re all here, let me go over the schedule for the rest of the afternoon. Sophie, I need you to finish the inventory and then give me an idea of what we should start on first. I’ve already met with one roofing contractor, and I have an appointment to meet with another tomorrow afternoon, so I’ve got that covered. As far as what to do next, I haven’t a clue. I was also hoping you’d give me a list of maybe some of the supplies I need to get.”

		“Yo—I can help Sophie with that.” Chad rubbed his hands together in anticipation.

		Sophie’s eyes widened. “I thought Melanie was taking you out to see some properties this afternoon.”

		“Yes, actually, I am.” I glanced at my watch. “And if we don’t hurry, we’ll miss our first appointment.”

		Chad glanced from me, to Sophie, then up at the sagging wallpaper. “I don’t know, Melanie. Looks like Sophie could really use my  help today. Besides, I was thinking that the warehouse spaces on East Bay you were going to show me today might not work anyhow. It’s a long trip on my bike to the school, you know?”

		I sighed, trying not to show my annoyance. After all, I seemed to be getting an extra pair of hands, at least for the rest of the day. “Fine,” I said, resigned. “I’ll look over any properties in your budget that are near the college and call you tomorrow with a game plan.”

		Chad sent me two thumbs-up and smiled with his blindingly white teeth. “Sounds like a plan.” He turned to smile at Sophie, and she sent him a weary grin. I’d have to sit her down and have a talk. In my mind they should already be married, and I couldn’t understand why Sophie wasn’t seeing it, too.

		The sound of something small but heavy falling onto the wood floor came from the drawing room. General Lee had fallen asleep at Chad’s feet, and I could still hear Mrs. Houlihan in the kitchen, and the rest of us were all together still in the foyer. Jack must have reached the same conclusion since he indicated for us to stand behind him as he approached the drawing room. From his vantage point at the threshold, he had a clear view of the entire empty room. He straightened and I followed him as he walked over to the grandfather clock before bending down again to retrieve something from the floor.

		It was the old photo of Mr. Vanderhorst and his mother on the piano bench—the same photo that I had most recently seen on the table by the sofa. Across the room. I moved to Jack’s side to take the frame from him, and it was then that I noticed the heavy scent of roses. “Do you smell that?” I asked.

		Jack’s eyebrows furrowed. “Smell what?”

		Chad and Sophie followed us into the drawing room as Chad sniffed one of his underarms. “It’s not me, whatever it is you’re smelling.”

		I watched as Sophie hid a smile. “Never mind,” I said. I looked down at the portrait of mother and son in my hands and felt a cold breath on my cheek. I glanced up quickly, meeting Jack’s eyes.

		“What is it?” Jack asked quietly, his eyes measuring.

		We looked at each other for a long moment before I turned away. “Nothing,” I said. I smiled at Sophie and Chad. “Mrs. Houlihan must have put it on top of the clock or something while she was dusting, and  forgot about it. The vibrations from the chiming clock probably knocked it loose.”

		I felt three pairs of eyes staring at me, but not one of them said anything about how tall the clock was or even about how a fall onto hardwood floors didn’t break the glass on the frame. I rubbed the glass against my skirt to get the dust off of it and returned it to its place by the sofa.

		When I turned around, Sophie was standing on her tiptoes and peering at the face of the clock. “Did you know this is a William Johnstone, Melanie?”

		I shook my head. “Who’s he?” I didn’t know a lot about antique clocks, and I was happy to keep it that way.

		Sophie shook her head. “Only about the most prominent clock maker in the country around the time of the Civil War. Not a lot of examples of his work remain locally, which is odd since he was from Charleston. But his rate of production was pretty slow, which could also be the reason why there aren’t too many examples left.”

		Jack peered at the naval scene painted on the face. “I also seem to recall that he was a Confederate cavalry officer. And very good friends with your Mr. Vanderhorst, Mellie.”

		Sophie pulled on the brass handle of the glass door covering the face of the clock. “This is really weird,” she said, straining to see higher.

		“What?” I asked, peering over her shoulder.

		She pointed to the demilune painting that filled the top quarter of the face. “On all of the Johnstone clocks I’ve seen or studied, they always have pastoral scenes. It was sort of his trademark. His mother was Dutch, and before the war they always had dairy cows on their plantation on the Ashley. But this—” She shook her head. “The face shows what looks like a battle scene from Charleston Harbor, and the little rotating half-circle inset which shows daylight and nighttime looks like a bunch of signal flags in a row. I wonder if they say anything.” She put her heels down and faced us. “The picture makes a full rotation every twenty-four hours, so we could take a picture every three hours to get the whole thing.”

		I felt three pairs of eyes on me again. “I go to bed at nine thirty. Ten on weekends—tops. Besides, with the condition of the rest of the house, this should be on the very bottom of the priority list.”

		Jack cleared his throat. “Since I love mysteries, and I’m a night owl, I’ll volunteer to sleep on the couch with a camera.” He grinned innocently at me. “You won’t even know I’m here.”

		“That’s doubtful,” I said, frowning but feeling an unmistakable rush of excitement traipse up my spine. I hadn’t really been all that thrilled about spending a night alone in the big house by myself, and his presence—anybody’s presence, I tried to convince myself—would be welcome. “But go ahead if you want. Just know that I’ll be very cranky if my sleep is disrupted.”

		Jack winked. “And that would be different how . . . ?”

		Sophie snorted and Chad coughed into his hand. I sent them both a glaring look.

		Sophie began backing out of the room and Chad followed her. “I’d better get busy with this inventory. It could take a while.”

		Chad sent us a small wave. “Later, dudes,” he said before disappearing with Sophie.

		I was about to protest being called a “dude” when Jack drew my attention back to the clock. He had pulled aside the curtain next to it, revealing the penciled lines I had discovered on my first visit to the house with Mr. Vanderhorst.

		“MBG—this must be the growth chart you were telling me about.”

		I stood next to him, appreciating the smell of his cologne but trying very hard not to show it. “Yeah. It’s sweet, isn’t it?”

		“What did you say it stood for?”

		He stood very close to me in the crowded space, and I focused my gaze on the chart. “My best guy. Mr. Vanderhorst said that’s what his mother called him.”

		I sensed him nodding. “Not the sort of thing a mother would call a son she planned to abandon.”

		“I thought the same thing.” I brushed my hand over a section of the small lettering. “I was thinking about covering this whole part of the wall with clear Plexiglas to preserve it when we repaint the wall.”

		He didn’t say anything, so I turned my head, too late realizing that we were almost nose to nose.

		“Careful, Mellie,” he said quietly. “People might begin to think that you’re getting sentimental.”

		I felt flustered and breathless all at the same time. I took a quick step  back. “I’m not getting sentimental—just practical. Preserving that part of the house’s history could make it more valuable.”

		His eyes continued to bore into mine but he didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to.

		I began to back away. “I’ve got to get back to the office and make a few phone calls. I’ll be back later to help you in the attic.”

		I was almost out of the room before he said, “Bye, Mellie.”

		I faced him, glad to have something to be angry about. “I think I’ve told you, Jack, that I don’t like being called ‘Mellie.’ ”

		With a self-righteous toss of my hair, I spun around and headed for the front door, pleased to have had the last word. I almost had it closed behind me when I heard Jack call out, “Bye, dude.”

		I slammed the door, then covered my mouth with my hand so nobody could hear me laugh.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 10
		

		I arrived back at the house around six thirty, dismayed to find my father’s car parked at the curb. The only thought that saved me from sinking into a complete funk was the fact that Chad had called me earlier to ask if he could take General Lee home with him until I was ready to take care of the little dog. Feigning uncertainty, which I’m sure didn’t fool Chad at all, I’d agreed.

		As I fumbled for my keys on the front porch, I spoke to the closed door. “Don’t mess with me tonight. I am not in the mood.”

		The door was reassuringly locked as I pressed my key into the lock and turned it, the warm aromas of lasagna and garlic bread greeting me through the opened door. Still clutching my bags of supplies from the local home-improvement store, purchased with a list from Sophie, I resignedly followed the sound of male voices coming from the drawing room.

		I was relieved to find that Mrs. Houlihan had taken the dust covers off of the rest of the furniture, and I could smell polish and vinegar melding with that of the food. Despite the tired ruin of the once resplendent room, it did appear marginally brighter. My father sat on the sofa and was in the middle of a conversation with Jack, who sat perched on a Chippendale chair opposite. I tensed as they both turned to me.

		Jack stood and approached me with outstretched arms. “Let me take those.” He peeked inside. “Looks like you’re going to have a lot of stuff to put on your work sheet.”

		Ignoring him, I took a seat next to his chair, while he placed the packages on the floor next to the grandfather clock. Two tall glasses of what looked like ice water sat on coasters on the dark wood coffee table that crouched low to the floor on ball and claw feet.

		“Hello, Dad. I’m surprised to see you here.”

		He smiled, the old smile I remembered from when I was a young girl and he was still the perfect father. “Mrs. Houlihan called and I couldn’t resist the offer of a home-cooked meal.”

		I wondered if that was meant to be a dig at me for not cooking for my father at all, much less on a regular basis. But I thought not. He and I had long since progressed from mere digs. “I meant that bars are usually open by now, aren’t they? I didn’t expect you here for dinner.”

		He flinched and I looked away, feeling sorry for both of us. But it was hard to find forgiveness for a man who’d taught his ten-year-old daughter how to force an aspirin down the throat of a drunk man so that he’d be able to face going to work the next morning. And I couldn’t forget how that same ten-year-old had learned to wake up early and get herself ready for school so that she could make sure her father actually made it to work.

		Jack picked up both glasses. “Looks like we could both use a refill. Can I get you anything, Mellie?”

		My dad’s eyes searched my face for some sort of reaction to the name but I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. “Sweet tea, please. With lemon.”

		We listened to Jack’s footsteps disappearing down the hallway. My dad leaned on his elbows, his hands folded together. I noticed they were shaking but he seemed unable to make it stop. “Your mother called again. She was wondering if I’d given you her message.”

		My eyes met his. “What did you tell her?”

		He shrugged and I noticed his shoulders were softer than I remembered, rounded like an old man’s. It was with a little jolt that I realized he would be sixty-five in a couple of years, a senior citizen and not the handsome, young father in the sharp-looking uniform anymore. But he hadn’t been that man for a very long time. Sometimes, I even wondered if I’d made him up in my young girl dreams—a fantasy I had devised to soften the edges of my life.

		“I told her that you would call her when you were ready. And that I didn’t think it would be anytime soon. She said she had something important to tell you.”

		I looked down at my clasped hands, noticing the whiteness at the tips from clenching them too tightly. I felt the old anger, born of grief  and abandonment, tumble through my veins like a storm surge. Meeting my father’s eyes, I said, “If she calls you again, please let her know that I got her message.”

		His eyes widened. “Are you going to call her back?”

		“No.”

		Jack walked back into the room and gave us our drinks. I took mine and gulped it until all that was left was clinking ice, trying to fill that part of me that had remained empty for so many years.

		Jack watched me as I placed my glass back on the coaster. I gave him a look I hoped he understood meant to remain silent, then dug in my purse for the receipt for the supplies. I slid it across the coffee table to my father. “Here’s the receipt from today’s shopping trip, and I’m sure there’s going to be a lot more. I had the alarm company send the bill directly to you, so you should be getting that anyday now.” I swallowed, trying to find a nonchalant tone to continue. “I am going to suggest opening up a separate checking account for me to write checks on and have access to cash for use on the house. I can supply you with the receipts on a monthly basis for you to verify where the funds are being spent. That way, you won’t have to come here at all.”

		My father coughed and gave Jack a quick glance. “Melanie, about that. I . . . uh . . . that’s one of the things I wanted to talk with you about tonight. I’d actually like to be more involved than just doling out the money.” He sent me a weak smile. “I’d like to swing a hammer, strip some wallpaper. That sort of thing. It would be good for me. For us.”

		I swallowed, my mouth suddenly dry, and I wished that I hadn’t drunk all of my iced tea. “And what would be the purpose of that?”

		“I’ve been sober for six days now. That’s the longest I’ve ever been sober since I started drinking. I think it’s a good start. And maybe”—he looked down at his trembling hands—“and maybe it means we’ve got a chance to start over.”

		I put my hands on my temples and rubbed, trying to ward off the headache I knew was approaching. “Dad, I’m glad to know you’re trying. Really, I am. And six days is a good start. But I can’t . . .” I closed my eyes, pressing harder on my temples. “I just can’t pretend that it’s a chance for us to start over. I’ve done it so many times that I just don’t think I could take the disappointment one more time.”

		Jack cleared his throat. “Why don’t you give him a probationary period or something? Put him on your schedule. Make him responsible for showing up and getting his jobs done. I’ll even be in charge of that if it makes it easier. That way you’re sort of removed from the process.”

		“It won’t work. It never does.” I grabbed my empty glass and tilted it so that I got a few drops of melted water.

		“Give him a chance, Mellie. Everybody deserves another chance.”

		I eyed Jack’s water glass and suddenly it all made sense to me. The reason Jack and my dad had so much to say to each other. The way Jack knew my father had started in AA again. And then I thought of Mr. Vanderhorst, who’d never given up believing his mother loved him, despite all the facts that said otherwise, and whose dying wish was to prove that he was right.

		I looked at Jack and then my father. “Fine,” I said, standing. “Fine. But Jack’s in charge where you’re concerned. And the first time that you don’t show up when you’re supposed to will be the last time.”

		My dad nodded. “That’s fair. And I promise that I won’t disappoint you.”

		I slowly exhaled. “Forgive me if I don’t jump up and down with excitement, Dad, but I’ve heard that before.”

		I felt a blast of warm outside air as if someone had thrown open a window. The mosquitoes in Charleston in the summertime were legendary, and I was pretty sure that none of the people currently in the house would have been stupid enough to leave a window open. Except for Jack, maybe, because the reasoning and thought-processing center in his brain seemed to be damaged.

		I stepped into the foyer and was met by the wide-open front door. I rushed to close it, noticing how the dead bolt was out, but not connected to the doorjamb. Nor was there any damage to the woodwork surrounding the door that might indicate a forced entry.

		My dad stooped to examine the bolt. “Looks like you didn’t close the door all the way before you bolted it.”

		Our eyes met, and I saw in his the same denial he had been practicing with me since I was very small and had first seen the old woman in the long dress knitting in a rocking chair in the corner of my bedroom. Never mind that I’d described his grandmother perfectly, he’d  insisted—and still would, I was sure—that it was my active imagination.

		“That must be it,” I said as I closed the door firmly and slid the latch so everyone could hear.

		My dad tugged on the doorknob, just to make sure. “Still, Melanie, I don’t like the fact that you’ll be here all by yourself at night.”

		Jack stepped forward. “Oh, no need to worry about that at least for tonight, Colonel. I’ll be sleeping over.”

		My father’s eyes widened as his eyebrows went up high enough to almost touch his receding hairline. “I beg your pardon?”

		“Dad, it’s not what you think,” I hastened, spearing Jack with what I hoped was a chastising look. “Jack’s sleeping on the couch down here tonight to take pictures of the grandfather clock. It has an unusual face that can’t be seen all at once without taking it apart. He’s going to take photos of it every three hours so that we can get a complete picture.”

		Jack grinned, and my father’s face returned to normal at the same time Mrs. Houlihan arrived to tell us that dinner was ready and waiting for us in the dining room. I followed her, the two men behind me allowing me to hear their conversation.

		“Sorry, sir, for the misunderstanding. I never meant to insinuate that your daughter was in any danger from me.”

		I heard a soft snort. “It wasn’t her I was worried about, son.”

		They both laughed softly until I turned around to glare at them. With a bit of throat clearing and coughing, they continued to follow me into the dining room.

		
			 
I sat at the Victorian dressing table in Mr. Vanderhorst’s old room, feeling the cold marble tabletop with my fingertips. Mrs. Houlihan had boxed up all of Mr. Vanderhorst’s personal property to be donated to charity later, but it still didn’t feel like anybody else’s room except his. It was past ten o’clock but I didn’t feel sleepy. Part of that could have been because of the exertion required to turn on the taps and regulate the bathwater temperature in the clawfoot tub in the antiquated bathroom. After tonight, updating the plumbing had climbed to the number-two position on my list—right after the roof—and it couldn’t happen soon enough.
		

		My father had left around eight thirty, following a delicious dinner filled with wonderful food and stilted conversation. He and I were experts at dancing around the obvious, so neither one of us spoke unless spoken to, leaving Jack to carry the conversation. Fortunately, this was something he seemed adept at, or else he just enjoyed hearing himself talk. We had dessert in the drawing room, and Mrs. Houlihan used the rose plates, explaining that they had been Mr. Vanderhorst’s favorites because they had belonged to his mother.

		After my father left, Jack climbed the stairs to the attic—protected now by a tarp over the roof—and said he planned to work there all night, setting an alarm to remind him to take a picture of the clock every three hours. He insisted on sleeping on the couch if he needed to, but I still had Mrs. Houlihan put fresh sheets in a guest bedroom as far away down the hall as I could find.

		I pulled down the sheets and set my alarm for six o’clock in the morning, then turned out the light just as the grandfather clock downstairs chimed the half hour. I lay in the four-poster rice bed staring up at the ceiling, dimly lit by the streetlight outside, and listened to the creaks and sighs of the house, reminding me of an elderly person trying to settle down at night. Listening to old houses was usually an activity that I wholeheartedly avoided because it invariably ended with me hearing something I didn’t want to, but this house was different. I had no illusions as to what was going on with the front door. But other than the door, the fallen picture, and the occasional scent of roses, I had a feeling that the house—and its inhabitants—was remaining dutifully quiet. It was either that, or they were merely waiting. I closed my eyes and listened to a tree branch brush against a window shutter, and felt that I, too, was waiting. For what, I wasn’t sure.

		I heard a door shut and then the sound of Jack’s footsteps coming from the attic and making their way down the hall to the bathroom. I had begun to drift off to sleep when a loud curse jerked me upright and out of the bed. After tossing on my robe and putting on my fuzzy slippers, I threw open my door and ran to the bathroom, a golden line of light showing from underneath the door.

		I knocked loudly. “Jack? Are you all right?”

		“Mmhmphmm.”

		“What?”

		“Mmhmphmm.”

		“If you’re not going to speak English, I’m going to open this door and come in.”

		I heard the door handle turn and then the door opened, allowing me to spot a shirtless Jack with a towel pressed against his face.

		I stepped inside, noticing too late how very nice he looked without his shirt. Even if I couldn’t see his face. “What’s wrong? Did you catch sight of your reflection?”

		My words at least got a reluctant folding down of the towel from the top portion of his face. “I was trying to wash the dust off my face and hands without getting my shirt wet. And now it’s my turn for a question. Would you please tell me why scalding-hot water comes out of your cold-water tap?”

		I eyed the offending sink. “I have no idea and please don’t call it mine. I’ll call a plumber first thing.” I took my time staring at his bare torso since he’d put the towel back over his face. “And I’ll get an estimate on what it would take to add a few bathrooms upstairs so that people don’t have to share. That would really help the market value.” But then I’d miss seeing things like a nice male chest.

		“I’m a seventeen, thirty-six.”

		“Excuse me?” I said, coloring. He’d taken the towel off of his face while I’d been busy staring. I had hoped he hadn’t seen me. I didn’t think his ego needed the stroking.

		“That’s my shirt size. It looked like you were measuring me for a new one.”

		“I wasn’t . . . ,” I said, backing out of the bathroom and stubbing my heel on the doorframe.

		He grinned. “But I’m glad you’re awake. There’s something I want to show you.”

		“That’s the oldest line in the book,” I said, seeing that he was leading me to the guest bedroom.

		“Fine,” he said, not slowing or looking back. “But I thought you might be interested in seeing Louisa’s photo album.”

		That had my attention. Pulling the belt on my robe tighter, I eagerly followed him into the far bedroom at the end of the hall.

		The large leather-bound album sat in the middle of the bed, the cover cracked and peeling as if it had been handled many times. I noticed Jack had placed a sheet beneath it to protect the bedspread from dust, and my estimation of him went up a notch.

		“How do you know it’s hers?” I asked as I approached the book, being careful not to touch it.

		Without saying anything, he reached across me and carefully turned the front cover back. The words were too small for me to read, and I hadn’t brought my reading glasses. I squinted, trying to hide this fact from Jack, but, of course, he caught on right away.

		“I keep on forgetting that you’re older than me, Mellie. Here, let me read them out loud.”

		I stewed in silence as he began to read: To Louisa with all my love, given to you on the occasion of the birth of our first child, Nevin Pinckney Vanderhorst. May these pages, once filled, illustrate the love we have for each other and for our son. A love that will never diminish with the passage of time.

		I love you forever,

		Robert.

		On the first page, facing the dedication, was a sepia-toned wedding photograph of Louisa and Robert, one identical to the framed photo in my bedroom. But this time I looked closer and noticed the roses in her veil and in her bouquet: Louisa roses.

		“Wow,” I said, my voice cracking and my annoyance with Jack forgotten. “It’s dated nineteen twenty-one—nine years before her disappearance. Either this whole thing is a complete lie, or a lot changed in nine years.”

		He stood next to me, as if waiting to see if I would turn the page, but I didn’t. I didn’t move. The temperature in the room had dropped, and I wondered if Jack was aware that I could see his breath now when he spoke.

		“There’re about nine more of these albums—one for each year would be my guess. I left them up in the attic for now. But look what else I found,” he said, turning to an oak captain’s chest at the foot of the bed.

		I turned slowly, feeling the hair on the back of my neck and arms stand on end, alarmed because I didn’t smell the roses.

		He lifted a small, boxy antique camera, its lightness apparent by the  way Jack held it in the palm of his hand. “This is a Brownie—the very first handheld camera. It was invented for the everyday person because it was easy to use and only cost a dollar. You told me that Nevin’s mother liked to take photographs of him, so I’m assuming this might have been hers.”

		I reached my hand up to touch the camera but pulled back.

		“Are you all right?” He put the camera back down and shivered. “And something’s wrong with your central air-conditioning. It’s freezing in here.” He reached for the shirt he’d thrown on the bed and began putting it on.

		My voice was stiff. “There isn’t any.”

		He stopped buttoning midway up the shirt. “There isn’t any what?”

		
			“Central air,” I whispered, barely able to speak. I’d felt the other presence, the non-roses presence. And I’d begun to smell rotting earth and decaying flesh, but I couldn’t seem to find the energy to raise my hand to my nose. I am stronger than you. I am stronger than you.

		Jack was looking at me oddly. “There’s something wrong here, isn’t there? Do you see something?”

		I swallowed, forcing bile down my throat as I saw the distinct shadow of a man begin to solidify behind Jack. “I don’t feel so good,” I bit out through frozen jaws. “Can we go downstairs?”

		His expression turned to one of concern as he moved to take my arm. At that moment something punched me in my back, making the air leave my lungs in a loud whoosh and sending me sprawling facedown on the rug in the hallway. I tasted wool and dust and decay, making me gag.

		“Are you all right?” Jack knelt by my side, peering into my face. “What happened?”

		I tried to sit up and catch my breath at the same time, thankful doing so gave me a little time to think of an answer. Jack pulled me into a sitting position, keeping his arm around my shoulders, which I’m sure I might have appreciated at another time.

		“I tripped.”

		“But you were standing still.”

		“I’m really clumsy,” I said, trying to stand so that I could put  more distance between me and the dark shadow that now filled the doorway.

		“Hold on,” Jack said, pressing down on my shoulders. “We need to see if you’re hurt.”

		“I’m fine,” I said, managing to pull away from him.

		His next words were drowned out by the explosion of sound from something large, heavy, and glass crashing downstairs.

		“Can you stand?” Jack asked, urgently tugging on my hand.

		I tested both feet, then nodded.

		“Let’s go.” He held on to my hand as he pulled me toward the stairs, flipping on the foyer chandelier. We peered over the railing into the foyer and saw nothing except the general dilapidation and neglect we’d grown used to.

		“What in the hell do you think that was?” he asked.

		I shook my head, more afraid than I ever remembered being, and definitely more than I would ever admit. We moved down the stairs, then stood at the bottom, listening.

		“Where do you think that came from?” Jack asked.

		“I’m not sure but I have a good idea.” I led him into the drawing room, my slippered feet crunching on what felt like broken glass. “Flip on the light switch.”

		All we heard was a buzzing sound and a pop, neither of which was accompanied by light.

		Jack quickly switched it off, then followed me as I walked into the center of the room, the light from the foyer glinting off hundreds of crystal shards that had erupted all over the Aubusson rug. My foot hit something large and I stopped, then looked down at what I’d kicked and found the supine body of the shattered chandelier lying prostrate on the floor and strongly resembling an octopus carcass with its broken arms and pendants scattered around it. A gaping hole in the center of the ceiling medallion spewed out electrical wires, and the plaster surrounding it appeared to be contemplating a suicide leap.

		Jack stood beside me, looking at the wreckage of what had once been merely a shabby drawing room. “Looks like fixing the plumbing isn’t going to be your next priority.”

		I was about to make a glib comment when the grandfather clock began to chime the midnight hour. Jack crunched over to the end table, where he’d left his camera, and took a picture of the face of the clock, the flash illuminating the room and the slight figure of a woman standing by the growth chart. And then the room was dark again, leaving only the strong scent of roses.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 11
		

		I sat at my desk hunched over approximately a dozen architecture textbooks that Sophie had been kind enough to lend to me. I stared bleary-eyed at yet another example of an Adamesque fireplace mantel, this one complete with pilasters and floral and swag decorations. Or were they called incised wood carvings and stucco relief decorations with floral sprays?

		Closing my eyes, I leaned forward until my forehead rested on the detailed illustrations of a Federal-style pediment and a Georgian-style pediment, both of which looked identical to me despite the fact that I had just spent the last forty-five minutes studying them and the other sticky-note-marked pages of Sophie’s books. Granted, I knew enough of vague lingo to sell an old house to unsuspecting future owners, but apparently not nearly enough to actually restore one. And somehow my blank stare in response to Sophie’s instructions about how to remove layers of paint from the upstairs drawing room mantel (involving really tiny brushes and razors) had made her put on her teacher persona and tell me I had to learn the importance and rarity of what was in the house before I’d be allowed near anything with a brush, much less a razor.

		Besides, she explained, I couldn’t look like a fool if I ever had to go before the dreaded Board of Architectural Review during the restoration process. Being ignorant could make the difference between a new roof or living with patchwork.

		Adding insult to injury, I reached for my latte cup only to find it empty. So was the bag of doughnuts sitting next to it. I sat up and began to dig beneath the pile of books to find my phone and ask Nancy if  she’d made the coffee yet. I hadn’t seen her when I’d come in, but I knew she was in the building because I’d spotted her hybrid SUV in the parking lot with the “Have You Hugged Your Clubs Today?” bumper sticker.

		Before I had the chance to push the button, my phone rang. I picked it up. “Hi, Nancy.”

		“Good morning, Miss Middleton. You have a visitor.”

		I frowned into the receiver. “Nancy? Why are you acting like a receptionist is supposed to? It’s weird.”

		“Yes, ma’am. I’ll have him wait a few moments while you finish with your client.”

		“What’s going on, Nancy? Is it Jack?”

		She waited a few moments while I presumed the visitor made his way to the waiting area. Then I had to press my ear to the receiver to hear her because she was now whispering. “It’s him. That Marc guy who keeps calling and who never leaves a return number. He’s here and he wants to see you. And his last name’s Longo.”

		I sat up straighter. Going on Jack’s hunch that there were no coincidences, he and I had tried to find out more about Marc Longo, and had even spent time in a coffee shop outside where his office supposedly was to get a glimpse of him, but the elusive Mr. Longo apparently didn’t want to be found.

		“So why are you whispering?”

		There was a slight pause. “Wait until you see him. He doesn’t seem the type to put up with anything bordering on casual.”

		“Thanks for the warning. Don’t send him back, okay? I’ll come up and get him.”

		I used the small hand mirror in my drawer while I wiped off any stray doughnut crumbs or powdered sugar and applied fresh lipstick before heading up to the waiting area. I’d worn my new aqua silk Elie Tahari suit with knockout Manolo Blahnik pumps and knew I looked good and certainly ready to meet a guy whose appearance was enough to make Nancy Flaherty nervous.

		Nancy raised her eyebrows as I rounded the reception desk and headed toward the bank of sofas and tables arranged around the front bay window. Marc Longo was busy typing something into his BlackBerry but looked up and stood as I entered.

		
			He was very tall, with dark hair and eyes; he wore a custom-made suit complete with French cuffs and Gucci loafers. Definitely GQ material, and if this had been a social setting, I would have stumbled over my own name during the introduction and tripped over my Manolos. Drooling would probably be added to the equation. But this was business, and I slid my businesswoman persona on like a suit and extended my hand.
		

		“Mr. Longo? I’m Melanie Middleton. What can I do for you?”

		His handshake was firm, his skin soft, making me think he was probably the type of guy who got manicures. Not necessarily a bad thing, but I did have a problem with guys who had softer hands than I did.

		“Thanks for seeing me without an appointment.” He smiled, revealing perfect white teeth set off nicely by his tanned skin. “I’d like to talk with you about real estate. I’ve heard you’re the best.”

		I blushed under his flattering stare. “I don’t know if I’m the best, but I do work very hard for my clients. Why don’t we go back to my office so we can talk more?” I turned to Nancy. “Could you please bring us coffee? And hold my calls.”

		“Yes, Miss Middleton,” she said, raising her eyebrow and smirking when she thought Mr. Longo wasn’t looking.

		I led the way and felt his eyes on my back, making me self-conscious but grateful I’d worn my SPANX. When Sophie gave me grief when she found out I wore them, I’d scoffed at her, reminding her that even skinny girls had visible panty lines.

		I sat down at my desk and drew out a blank paper pad and indicated for my visitor to sit at the chair on the other side of my desk. I noticed his interest in my architecture books as he sat. “What can I do for you, Mr. Longo?”

		“Please,” he said, leaning forward, “call me Marc.”

		“All right, Marc.” I smiled, not sure why he was making me nervous. Maybe it was because his dark eyes never left my face. Or because he was probably the most gorgeous man I’d ever been this close to with the exception of pictures in a magazine. Or maybe it was because of his last name and possible connection to the man who might have been behind Louisa’s disappearance. Either way, I was completely unnerved, and I had to keep reminding myself that I was a successful businesswoman. “What can I do for you?”

		He sat back in his chair, his gaze never leaving my face. “I’d like to make an investment in residential real estate.”

		I felt the usual excitement rise at the scent of a hot prospect. I was already tallying up in my head the list of high-end new construction on Daniel Island and Isle of Palms that I would show him. I blinked, realizing I’d misunderstood the last part of his sentence. “Excuse me?”

		“I said that I’m especially interested in historical real estate.”

		“Oh,” I said, surprised. From his high-end clothing style and apparent self-confidence, he’d struck me as the sort of person who wanted sleek, new, and modern. Lots of stainless steel and white walls. Like my own condo.

		“You sound surprised.”

		I smiled to hide my embarrassment. “It’s just, well, you don’t seem the type.”

		“I see.” He rested his elbows on the arms of his chair and steepled his fingers. “In what way?”

		I felt my leg bouncing furiously under my desk, and I willed it to stop. “Well, for starters, you’re single.”

		He lifted a dark eyebrow.

		I blushed a little, wondering why I’d blurted out that little tidbit and trying to find a way out of the hole I seemed to be digging for myself. “I noticed that you’re not wearing a wedding ring.”

		He smiled a warm and engaging smile. “Not every married man wears one. What else?”

		I cringed. Even I knew lots of married men who didn’t wear rings. “Well, your clothes made me think that you might lean more to . . . contemporary tastes, I guess. Like a sweeping loft space or a glass-walled house on the water.”

		His fingers tapped against one another on opposing hands. “But I already have those. I wanted something different.”

		“But . . .” I stopped, confused now but unable to stop digging.

		“But what?” he countered.

		“You’re obviously a successful man, so you’ve probably made some good decisions in the past regarding investments. Which, to be honest, just boggles my mind as to why on earth . . .”

		“Go on.” He seemed amused. Almost as if he knew what I was about to say.

		I took a deep breath, unable to stop myself. “Why on earth you’d want to spend quite a lot of money on an historical house that will continue to require more and more funds just toward upkeep. They will take their toll on you physically and mentally, and no matter how much care and money you throw at them, you could still end up with a hole in your roof and a termite infestation.”

		He narrowed his eyes. “I thought your specialty was selling historic real estate.”

		
			“It is,” I said, confused. Why would I be trying to dissuade a potential client? I wasn’t sure of the answer, but I was sure that it had something to do my recent renovation experiences. And how I couldn’t picture Marc Longo entrusted with an old Charleston home. Did I really just think that?

		I continued, trying to recover my ground. “I’m sorry if you think I’m being a bit rough. It’s just that most people who love to look at old houses have very little idea of what it’s like to actually live in one. I like to lay it all out on the line at this juncture so that there aren’t any surprises later.”

		He nodded. “I appreciate that—but my brother owns the old family Victorian on Montagu Street, so I’m no stranger to the upkeep required. And your honesty is probably why you have such a good reputation in your business.”

		I felt myself blushing again and focused on the clean notepad in front of me. “Well, now that we’re both on the same page, why don’t you tell me what you’re looking for in terms of size, location, and price? There’s not a lot of inventory right now, but if I have a very specific idea of what you’re looking for, I can be on the lookout for when something hits the market—and sometimes before.”

		He smiled. “That should be easy. I know exactly what I want.”

		I held my pen poised above the blank page, and smiled brightly. “Go ahead, shoot.”

		“Fifty-five Tradd Street.”

		I started writing and had almost finished the address before I stopped. “Wait. Did you say Fifty-five Tradd?”

		“Yes. I did.”

		I stared at him for a moment before putting down my pen. “Mr. Longo. Marc. I’m sure you wouldn’t be here unless you were aware that I owned that house.”

		He smiled and nodded slowly. “Of course. I read the paper just like everybody else. Lovely picture of you, by the way.” He glanced at my hair but refrained from commenting. “I must say I was initially intrigued by your story when I read who had owned the house before you. The Vanderhorsts and my family have an old connection.”

		“I know.” I had the satisfaction of seeing the surprise in his face.

		“Interesting,” he said. “I was under the impression that you’d only been inside the house once before you inherited it.”

		“True. But I did have a nice conversation with Mr. Vanderhorst about the house’s past history, including the disappearance of his mother.”

		“Ah, yes. Poor Mr. Vanderhorst.” He crossed an elegant foot across his knee and leaned back.

		“Poor Mr. Vanderhorst? Why do you say that?”

		Marc shrugged. “From what my father told me, Mr. Vanderhorst never quite believed that his mother could possibly have been attracted to someone like my grandfather.”

		“And you have evidence to the contrary?” I felt the doughnuts I’d eaten for breakfast flipping over in a single lump. I wanted him to say no. I pictured Mr. Vanderhorst again, looking at the growth chart by the old clock, and realized that I would rather never know the truth of what had happened to Louisa than know for sure that she’d run off with Marc’s grandfather.

		Marc shrugged again. “It doesn’t matter now, does it? What’s past is past. I’d rather focus on the present, and that would consist of purchasing your beautiful historical house on Tradd. I found it almost serendipitous that the house with a family connection might actually be available to purchase at the same time I decided to invest in the market.”

		I thought of the ancient plumbing, warped wood floors, and falling plaster, and my leg started shaking up and down again, the prospect of not having to deal with any of it making me giddy. I pressed my palm against my knee, stilling it, hoping Marc hadn’t noticed. And then I remembered the terms of the will and how I couldn’t sell so much as a doorknob until a year had passed.

		I frowned. “I’m sorry, Marc, to have wasted your time, but the house isn’t for sale. Not because I don’t want to sell it—believe me—but because I can’t. The terms are very specific. I’m to use funds to restore  it, but I can’t sell it or its contents for a year. So, unless you want me to help you find another house, I’m afraid you’ll have to come back in a year.”

		He thought for a moment, concentrating on his hands. “But if you don’t want the house, they can’t make you take it, right?”

		
			“Legally, sure. I could walk away and abandon the property and let the law figure out who owns it. But that could take years.” And, I wanted to add, if I did that, I might never find out what happened to Mr. Vanderhorst’s mother. The sentimental thought surprised me. For me, the old houses in the historic district had always been about the money. It had never been about anything as sentimental as continuing a legacy or finding an answer for an old man.
		

		Marc returned to steepling his fingers. “I see. Well, then, I guess you need to start showing me other houses.”

		I studied him carefully. “Marc, before we go any further, I really have to ask—why me? I know of your reputation in real estate development. Surely you have Realtors on staff who know your needs better than I would.”

		He didn’t blink. “Sure. But they don’t know Charleston or its historic districts and homes like you do. You’re known in the industry as an expert, and if I’ve learned anything in my years in the business world, it’s to always go to the best when you need something done.”

		I felt myself warming to his praise. “Well, thank you. I’m sure you won’t be disappointed with what I can offer you.” I sat up, pleased to hear that I hadn’t lost a prospect after all. “Now, I’m sure we can find something with as much history as the Vanderhorst house—but hopefully with less work involved.” I pulled my pad closer and poised my pen above it again. “All right. For starters, why don’t you tell me the square footage you’re interested in and how many bedrooms and baths?”

		Glancing at his watch, he said, “Actually, I have another appointment I need to get to. Why don’t we continue this discussion later?” He smiled. “Perhaps over dinner tomorrow night?”

		I realized my mouth was open and made a point to close it. I was pretty sure he was asking me for a date, but he was sitting in front of my desk, so I couldn’t pretend to consult my empty evening schedule. “I . . . ah . . . yes, I’m available tomorrow evening.”

		He stood and reached over to shake my hand, covering mine with  both of his. “I’ll pick you up at seven o’clock then. Do you like Magnolia’s?”

		I smiled, relieved he hadn’t said Blackbeard’s. “It’s one of my favorites. I’ll see you at seven, then. You know the address.”

		“I’ll see myself out. It was a pleasure meeting you, Melanie. I’ll look forward to seeing you again later.”

		I watched him leave, already thinking about what I would wear. And as I sat back down, I thought about all the turmoil the house had brought into my life, but how it had also managed to bring about the first two dates I’d had in almost as many years.

		

		•   •   •

		The house was empty by the time I returned home at around nine o’clock in the evening. Mrs. Houlihan had left dinner on the stove for me on a foil-wrapped rose china plate, and I noticed drop cloths taped into place beneath the curving staircase. Paper face masks, like the kind dentists wore, and sandpaper lay stacked on the bottom step. Apparently somebody was paying attention to my spreadsheet, because I could see that the first spindle had been stripped to its original wood. I glanced up the banister and counted. That left about 106 more to do. By hand. I sigh, tired at the thought of all the work. And that was only the inside.
		

		My footsteps echoed as I stepped into the foyer and considered the exterior work that Sophie had told me would need to be taken care of. Apparently, I wasn’t allowed to do anything to the outside of the house—including replacing the roof—until I’d received the go-ahead from the infamous Charleston Board of Architectural Review. Lucky for me, Sophie said she’d handle the three-part application process while I simply sat and stewed about my leaking roof and pictured a nice convenience store or gas station on the lot where the house now stood. So maybe it was a good idea that Sophie dealt with the BAR instead of me.

		What remained of the chandelier was propped against the wall in the foyer, the painstaking task of picking up shattered crystal having lasted most of the previous night. Yet still, when I walked across the scuffed marble floor, I felt my feet crunching on minuscule particles  like little reminders of last night’s catastrophe and of the specter of a woman who had disappeared almost at the same moment as she appeared.

		I ate my dinner cold, not able to find the energy to actually reheat it in the oven. Apparently, Mr. Vanderhorst hadn’t discovered the joys of microwaving, and his kitchen and his appliances had become stranded somewhere in the 1970s, finding kindred spirits with the heating and air systems as well as the plumbing.

		I made sure the front door was locked, then set the alarm before dragging myself upstairs. I fought with the taps on the tub to avoid scalding myself and managed to take a warm bath and brush my teeth without injury.

		
			By ten o’clock I was in bed with the lights out, listening to the silence around me and feeling very much as if I weren’t alone. I tossed and turned, listening as the clock struck every quarter hour, reminding me that I needed to ask Jack what he’d discovered from his pictures. When the clock struck eleven, I sat up abruptly, a pressing thought on the edge of my consciousness and carrying with it the distinct impression that the thought hadn’t come from me. The photo album. I sat on the edge of the bed and strained my ears, trying to hear the voice I was sure had spoken the first time. I recalled that when I was a child, before I’d learned to ignore such things, if I were paying very close attention, I could hear the murmur of very low voices all the time as if someone had left a radio on in a distant room. But tonight all I heard was silence, and the pressing thought inside my skull. The photo album.

		I put on my robe and slippers and headed toward the guest bedroom, turning on every light as I went. Regardless of how many times I saw them, it was always easier to see dead people when the lights were on.

		I pushed the door open slowly, sliding my hand around the doorframe to flip on the light before actually stepping inside. The old ceiling fixture popped, then spluttered out, as if telling me that the room preferred it dark. A triangle of light from the hallway acted like a spotlight for the bed, highlighting the dark arms of the canopy and, in the middle of the lumpy mattress, Louisa’s photo album.

		Tentatively, I stepped inside, breathing in deeply, and relieved I smelled neither the noxious odor of decay nor of roses. However, as I stepped nearer the bed, I picked up the peculiar odor of fresh-cut grass, and from far away, I thought I could hear a baby crying, and I wished for the first time in a long time that my mother was near. It was an odd thought, considering, but back when I was small, she had always been the buffer between me and things that I couldn’t understand.

		I looked at my pale fingers, splayed above the closed album, and recalled how my mother had always worn gloves. It had become part of her elegant persona, but I had always known the truth: they were a filter to defuse the strength of whatever she might encounter by inadvertently touching an object or someone’s hand. Now, even in cold weather, I couldn’t bear the thought of wearing gloves.

		With a deep breath, I picked up the album, my senses suddenly overloaded with emotions and smells that had nothing to do with me, or the guest bedroom at the end of the hall or even this moment in time. I flipped the album open to the first page with the wedding photograph of Louisa and Robert, and tears flooded my eyes. These were Louisa’s memories, contained in this book as precisely as a black-and-white photo, and as I sank down on the floor with the album in my lap, I thought I could feel the press of corset stays against my back and see a man with a large straw hat pushing a manual mower in the back garden. Even as I shuddered to a sitting position on the floor, leaning against the bed, I could feel the hardness of a fountain pen in my hand, the thick paper of the album sliding beneath my palm as I wrote words onto the now-blank album page.

		
			
				 
June 5, 1921—Our wedding day—Robert Nevin Vanderhorst and Louisa Chisholm Gibbes. Even though this album was given to me more than a year since the day of my wedding on the occasion of our son’ s birth, I wanted to start this story of our lives with the picture that really is the beginning of our lives together. For both of us, it was the happiest day of our lives thus far. I never imagined being in love could be like this, being so satiated that the thought of food or drink is superfluous. We said our vows at St. Michael’ s, and the ceremony was followed by a garden reception at Robert’ s house on Tradd Street—now my home, of course. He surprised me by transplanting one of the bushes of my Louisa roses from my parents’ house to his, and it was truly a homecoming to me. He  knows my every wish and desire before I even express it, and it will be my goal to do the same for him. We are of one accord, Robert and I , and I see us living happily ever after in this beautiful house until we are old and gray. Even with those things beyond our control which might conspire to mar our happiness, I know we will persevere.
			

		

		
			 
I saw hands that weren’t mine turning the page to a photograph of the house taken from the side. The rose garden was there, the blooms heavy and ripe like fruit, the sepia-toned drops of blood on the photograph. But the fountain was missing, presumably not built yet, and I heard the voice again telling me to notice the garden, to see the roses. To stick my hands in the rich earth. I stared closely, smelling the roses along with the fresh-mown grass and moist dirt, and saw the place where the fountain now stood, the grass brown beneath the shade of the giant oak tree. Look, I heard the voice again, and I pulled back to see the whole picture of the house that still looked old ninety years before. But there was no sagging porches or missing roof tiles, and no weeds littered the garden. Sprays of forsythia and fat gardenia blossoms clung to the shrubs at the side of the house. But it was Louisa’s roses that stood out in the black-and-white photo as I imagined they had in living color when they were still new to the house. Look, I heard again.
		

		I felt the pen in the hand that wasn’t mine as it began to write the caption under the photo of the house.

		
			
				 
55 Tradd Street—Our home. I choose this photograph as the second one in my album because this is where our lives together began. I love this house as if it has always been mine. Robert tells me the stories of the Vanderhorst women who have lived in this house for generations and how I inherited their legacy when I married him. It is a legacy I hold to my heart, and as a newlywed I looked forward to putting my stamp on this house so the next generations will remember me. When I moved in, Robert’s mother had been gone nearly ten years, and I’m afraid the house had the air of a bachelor’s home. Even the gardens, while well-maintained, show the lack of a woman’ s touch. I decided right after our  marriage that I would begin my transformation in the garden. Because a garden is the heart of a house, where love is the seed and the dark earth like a mother who nurtures her saplings until they bloom, and then waits for them with furrowed arms to return. It is the story told again and again from my garden: from dust we begin,  and to dust we will return again. Perhaps that is why the garden is my favorite place of all in my new house—perhaps because when I sink my hands in the moist earth, I feel that I’m already home.
			

		

		
			 
I let go of the album and raised my empty hands to my face, smelling dirt and becoming gradually aware of the room around me, of the four-poster bed and the Hepplewhite writing desk on the far wall. And of the sound of footsteps in the foyer below. Quietly, I slipped the album off my lap, and stood, my head spinning as if I’d just been awakened from a sound sleep. Seeing on the dressing table what looked like a Staffordshire figurine that might be used for a weapon, I grabbed it and quietly made my way to the door before opening it.
		

		And then I remembered that I had set the alarm and figured that whoever or whatever the footsteps belonged to, they probably wouldn’t be fended off by a small china statue. Still, I crept silently into the brightly lit upstairs hallway and peered over the railing into the foyer below. “Who’s there?” I shouted, my voice sounding a lot more confident then I felt. “I have a weapon and I’ve already called nine-one-one.” I wondered if I should run back to my room to pick up the phone but found I didn’t want to turn my back on whatever was lurking downstairs. I looked at the figurine closely and saw he was a young shepherd complete with baby lamb and stuck it under the lapel of my robe so that it might resemble an actual weapon.

		
			I heard the footsteps again, sounding as if they might be coming from the downstairs drawing room, and stopped, the thought running through my head that this intruder might actually be real. But I remembered setting the alarm. I leaned over the banister and peered through the darkened foyer to where I could see the front door and the system’s panel next to it. The green READY button glowed in the dark, indicating that the system was off.
		

		I straightened quickly, feeling as if my heart had migrated up to my head, where I could hear it thrumming wildly.

		“Hello?” I said again. “I have a weapon and I’m not afraid to use it. Show yourself now and nobody will get hurt.” It didn’t cross my mind to consider if the intruder would actually call my bluff and appear. I must have rationalized that I could hold him off with my figurine-loaded bathrobe until I could call the police.

		A dark figure darted out from the drawing room and across the foyer in front of me, causing me to reel back in surprise and drop the figurine at the same time I heard the front door slam. I leapt down the final four steps, the smashed china crunching under my slippers, and raced to the front door. I reached for the doorknob, my fingers barely brushing the brass knob before something hard and unyielding blocked my progress, the force of my impeded forward motion knocking me backward onto the floor.

		The air left my lungs with a surprised whoosh, and I lay on the floor, trying to catch my breath, while frantically searching around the dim foyer for whatever it was that had knocked me off my feet. It was then that I noticed the rancid smell, so potent and fetid that I began to retch as I struggled to sit up. My heels searched for purchase on the slick marble floor but I couldn’t move. It was if I were being held down by two very strong, yet completely invisible hands.

		
			
			I am stronger than you, I am stronger than you, I repeated in my head, searching for the strength it was supposed to bring. I kicked and twisted, the taste of bile and terror choking me. “Let me go!” I screamed, feeling as helpless and alone as I had that morning when I was six years old and woke up to find my mother gone. The anger the memory evoked made me struggle anew, the salty taste of tears harsh on the back of my throat. “Let me go!” I half screamed and half sobbed, arching my back in my impotent fury.
		

		And then the invisible arms that had been holding me simply let go, allowing me to lurch forward as I pressed against something that wasn’t there anymore. I shivered, feeling the iciness of the room for the first time, and watching my breath blowing out puffs of fear and relief as I sat on the floor. The fetid smell dissipated, erased by the pungent aroma of roses.

		From where I sat, I could see the alarm panel, the green READY light still glowing brightly. I knew I had set the alarm, remembered doing so with intricate detail. So why was it disarmed? I hadn’t heard a warning beep signaling that somebody had entered the house, so it would have had to be disarmed from the inside. A shudder coursed through my body as I remembered the dark form that had run in front of me and then out the door. The intruder had been flesh and blood, someone who could have hurt me or worse, but had chosen not to. And then I  remembered the hands holding me down, as if making sure I couldn’t run after the intruder. Like they were both after the same thing.

		Still trembling I stood, holding on to the wall for support until I could trust my legs. Then I dead-bolted the door and reset the alarm before carefully making my way to the drawing room, where I picked up the phone. I flipped on a table lamp and looked around to see if anything was missing, my eyes telling me in a glance that nothing was out of place: the Canton porcelain bowls on the mantel, the silver tea service, the oil paintings on the walls of long-dead Vanderhorsts were all where they were supposed to be.

		I took a step forward, and my foot caught on something, pitching me forward. Looking down, I realized that the rug had been flipped up on the corner as if somebody had been trying to find something hidden underneath.

		Out of the corner of my eye, I saw something flit across the room, landing with a soft thud on the rug in front of me. It was a frame, the one containing the photograph of Louisa and her young son, and it lay at my feet where it fell, the faces staring up at me. I picked it up and nearly dropped it again when the doorbell rang.

		Clutching the phone, I crept to the front door, ready to dial 911. I peered through the sidelights, recognizing a familiar form.

		The doorbell rang again. “It’s me, Mellie—Jack. If you’re going to call me in the middle of the night, I expect you to be ready to open the door when I get here.”

		I was so relieved to see him that I didn’t waste any time asking him what in the hell he was talking about. I threw back the dead bolt and disarmed the alarm before pulling open the door and launching myself at him.

		“Wow, Mellie—it’s good to see you, too. But could you wait until I got my clothes off first?”

		I dug my face into the crook of his neck, enjoying the scent, and pounded him on the back with one of my fists.

		“You’re shaking.” His voice was full of concern as he lifted me and carried me over the threshold, kicking the door shut behind him. “What happened? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

		I held my hysterical laughter in check, afraid that if I started I wouldn’t be able to stop. An odd sense of déjà vu fell over me, recalling  another scene like this but not with Jack. It had something to do with my mother, but I quickly shoved the memory to the recesses of my brain, where the rest of the past I didn’t want to revisit lived.

		Jack pushed the hair out of my face, cupping my jaw in his hands. “I was worried. Your number kept flashing on my caller ID, but you wouldn’t stay on the line long enough to talk to me. It was a little unnerving. But I was awake anyway, so I figured I’d come by to see if you were okay.”

		I looked into his face, wondering if he might be joking. “I never called you. Not once. From here or my cell phone.”

		I watched the look of confusion pass over his features at the same time the old clock began to chime midnight and the smell of fresh roses permeated the air around us. I lifted my hands to touch his and that was when we both noticed the dark earth clinging to my skin.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 12
		

		Jack and I sat at the end of the long communal counter at Gaulart & Maliclet on Broad, locally known as Fast & French, drinking coffee and having breakfast. I was on my third chocolate-filled croissant when Sophie walked in wearing a hideous combination of Pippi Longstocking striped tights paired with an Indian sari. Her aged and bulging messenger bag was slung across her midriff, cementing the homeless refugee look. It never ceased to amaze me that somebody that smart could be so completely clueless about fashion.

		“You two look like hell. Like you haven’t slept,” she said as she slid into the booth next to me. Then she froze, her gaze shifting from me to Jack and then back again. “Oh,” she said, with a surprised grin.

		I shoved her in the arm. “We didn’t get any sleep last night, but it’s not because of what you’re thinking. It’s because the police were at the house again until four a.m. We had another break-in.”

		Jack drained his cup and banged it down on the table. “Yeah. Pretty brazen guy. Broke in while Mellie was in the house, presumably asleep.”

		Sophie’s eyes widened in alarm. “Oh, my gosh. Please tell me that he didn’t break the glass in the door or the sidelights.”

		“Thanks for your concern,” I said. “I’m fine.”

		Jack leaned forward to speak but paused as the waitress refilled our coffee cups and took Sophie’s order. “The weird thing is that Mellie remembers setting the alarm before she went to bed. But when she first heard the intruder and went downstairs to investigate, the system had been disarmed. From the inside.”

		Sophie furrowed her eyebrows. “That’s weird. Are you sure you set the alarm?”

		I nodded. “Positive.”

		“So how was the system disarmed from the inside if you were the only one there?” she asked and I could tell from her tone that she already had a pretty good idea.

		I shot her a warning glance—something that wasn’t lost on Jack.

		“It must be a problem with the system,” I said. “I’m having the alarm company come out to look at it today.”

		Jack looked at Sophie, pointedly ignoring me. “That wasn’t the only inexplicable thing that happened last night, either. Somehow Mellie stuck her hands into dirt and has no idea how that happened.”

		Sophie regarded me closely, but I focused on draining the rest of my cold coffee from the bottom of my mug. “I picked up something to use as a weapon, and it must have had some dirt on it.”

		There was complete silence as the waitress brought Sophie’s green tea and cereal with yogurt to the counter. Sophie waited until she was gone before speaking again. “Right,” she said, splaying her fingers onto the tabletop as if to indicate she was changing the conversation. “Was anything taken?”

		“Not that I could tell. I did a pretty thorough inventory this morning and didn’t find anything missing.” I decided not to tell her about the shattered Staffordshire shepherd boy. She’d probably make me scrape the shards out of the trash and try to glue them back together.

		Jack said, “I’m assuming that the intruder would have known about Mr. Vanderhorst’s passing and thought the house was vacant, considering the condition it’s in. As it is, the only thing we could tell that was disturbed was the rug in the drawing room. Two of the corners had been flipped up, like they were looking for something hidden beneath the floor.”

		Sophie sipped her tea thoughtfully. “Well, if there’s anything there, it’ll be easy to find. I thought we would start on that room anyway, and the first order of business is to remove all the furnishings and the rug so we can get to work on the ceiling and plasterwork. If there’s anything hidden under the floor, we’ll find it.” She dug into her messenger bag and pulled out a folder. “Oh, and before I forget, I’ve got the papers for the Board of Architectural Review. I’m submitting it, but as owner, you’ll need to sign them. I’m going to send one of my students to come take pictures of the exterior areas we want to work on—the roof, the  columns out front, the piazzas, and the windows. The BAR’s going to need five copies of those.”

		“The windows?” I asked. “What’s wrong with them besides being old and drafty? I thought it was a requirement for all historic houses to have old and drafty windows.”

		Sophie refused to take the bait. “At some point, somebody replaced the original windows with four-over-four window sashes. Replacing them with nine-over-nine windows would make them more authentic to the period the house was built. Would make the house less drafty, too.”

		“That’s going to be a lot of money, Soph. I think we should talk with my dad first, to make sure there’s enough.”

		Jack and Sophie glanced at each other as Sophie replied. “Actually, I have.” She held up her hand before I could ask her why she’d be talking to my dad without me. “You gave me carte blanche on this project remember? In exchange for my expertise, you put me in charge and are allowing my students to use the restoration as an extended classroom.”

		I slid my empty plate away in agitation. “Yes, but—”

		Jack interrupted. “And you told me that you didn’t want to have to deal with your father at all. So Soph and I went to see him together.” They exchanged a quick glance again.

		“Was he sober?”

		Jack’s lips thinned. “Completely. It’s been over a week now, you know, and he’s been attending his meetings. He’s been spending his time creating a spreadsheet for the restoration budget. Tracks expenses on each area with estimated costs furnished by Soph here. It’s pretty sophisticated.” He smiled, softening his tone. “I guess that’s where you get your anal retentive . . . um . . . I mean, organizational bug from.”

		My eyes met his. “Or maybe . . .” I stopped, not sure what I was going to say.

		Sophie leaned forward and put her hand on my arm. “Melanie had a pretty shitty childhood, Jack. She’s so anal because being organized was the only way she could take some control over her life.”

		I looked up at the ceiling, trying to hide my embarrassment. “Thanks, Dr. Freud. I guess you and Nancy Flaherty got your psychiatry degrees from the same school.”

		Sophie leaned back with a smile. “Yep. The school of Melanie Middleton. You’re the perfect case study.” She finished her tea and placed her cup back on the counter. “So, what are you going to do now? Move back into your condo?”

		“I wish. But I can’t. The conditions of the will stipulate that I have to live in the house for a year before I sell it. The lawyers are keeping track, and it’s been exactly two nights. Just 363 more to go.”

		“But alone, Melanie. That makes me a little worried.”

		Jack thrummed his fingers on the table. “Don’t worry, Soph. I’ve already told her that I’m moving into the guest room. She shouldn’t be in that big house by herself.”

		I groaned aloud. “Jack, we’ve had this conversation already, and I told you no. I don’t need you or anybody else in the house with me. The alarm guy will fix the alarm, and that’ll be that.”

		They both stared at me silently.

		“You could have been seriously hurt, Melanie.” Sophie’s warm brown eyes radiated concern.

		“But I wasn’t. I handled the situation just fine.”

		“Right. Until the next time when the guy is smart enough to bring a gun.” Jack’s hand had closed into a fist, and I remembered what I’d discovered on the Internet about his time in the military. I wouldn’t mention it unless he did—just in case he accused me of Googling him again—but it did make me think twice about turning him down. Still, the thought of sleeping under the same roof with him, albeit in separate bedrooms, sounded like a completely bad idea.

		I felt my foot shaking in agitation under the table as I searched for any reason I could come up with. “But what would Mrs. Houlihan think?”

		Sophie snorted. “You’re what, thirty-nine?”

		I glared at her but she ignored me. She knew how I hated advertising my age, especially in front of somebody I suspected might be a year or two younger than me. She poked Jack on the arm with her fork. “And you’re how old?”

		“Thirty-five,” he said, grinning at me.

		She sat back. “Well, then, I’d say that you both classify as adults and therefore can make your own sleeping arrangements with impunity.”

		I pulled my wallet from my purse and placed a ten on the counter. “Great argument, Sophie. You almost have me convinced.”

		Jack leaned back on his stool and smiled, a look of smug confidence on his face. “Don’t worry, Soph. I’m not taking no for an answer. Whether Mellie wants to admit it, we would all feel better with me in the house at night. Besides, I need to finish taking pictures of the clock.”

		I smiled patiently. “Look, I think everybody is losing sight of the fact that it’s my house, which means I should be the one consulted about everything—including who’s going to be sleeping there.”

		Sophie didn’t bother smiling back. “Melanie, we’re your friends. We’re here to save you from making mistakes. Do I need to remind you about your picture in the paper? Please recall that I told you before you had your hair done that a perm would be a bad idea.”

		I looked away, too embarrassed to admit she was right.

		“Besides, this project is way too big for you, and we want to help. And we won’t forget that you’re in charge. Will we, Jack?” She turned to face Jack, who shook his head somberly.

		I threw my hands up. “Fine, fine, fine. Whatever. Just try to give me my space, and if I find the toilet seat left up just once, you’re out of there.”

		Jack winked and extended his hand. “You drive a hard bargain, ma’am, but I think I can live with that.”

		I narrowed my eyes as we shook hands. “Me, too,” I said. “And I hope I don’t live to regret this.” I looked at my watch. “I’ve got to run to the office now.” I stood and faced Jack again. “Speaking about needing my space, I’d appreciate it if you would clear out before seven. I have a date tonight, and I don’t think it would look great if you were there when he showed up.”

		“A date?” Sophie and Jack spoke simultaneously but with matching tones of surprise.

		“Yes, a date,” I said, annoyed. “Don’t expect me to start wearing stockings that bag around my ankles and spritz myself with moth spray just because I own an old house now. I’m entitled to a social life, you know.”

		“Absolutely,” said Sophie. “I’m just . . . surprised. You haven’t mentioned anybody, so it’s a bit sudden.”

		“And speaking of dates,” I said, desperate to change the subject, “what was that going on between you and Chad? I figured you two would be picking out china together by now.”

		Her face blanched a little. “I have no idea why you’d be thinking that. I can’t imagine that we’d have anything in common.”

		Jack tried to keep a straight face. “Sophie, I haven’t known you that long, but I have to say that you and Mr. Arasi do seem to be a good match. I mean, he rides a bike and teaches yoga. I also heard him say the word ‘organic.’ Need I say more?”

		Sophie looked up at the ceiling and took a deep breath, then blew it out slowly through puffed-out cheeks. “Okay. You want to know why? It’s not that we don’t have anything in common.” She paused for a moment, looking at each of us. “That first time I saw him in yoga class, he told us that he’s a Capricorn.” When neither of us said anything, she elaborated. “And I’m a Gemini.” She looked at each of us again, as if she didn’t need to explain further.

		Jack took the bait. “Okay. So what’s the problem?”

		Sophie looked like the mayor of Pisa who’d just been told by the architect of his tower that it was supposed to lean. “ ‘What’s the problem’?” She slapped her hand on her forehead. “Those are only the two most incompatible signs of the zodiac. Getting together with him would be the greatest disaster of my life.”

		I could tell that Jack was trying to keep a straight face. “The greatest disaster?”

		Sophie had the good sense to look sheepish. “Well, maybe not the greatest. That would be the time my grandmother took me shopping at Lilly Pulitzer. But still, it would be horrible. We’d end up hating each other. Or worse.”

		I wasn’t going to speculate on what “worse” could mean. I was too busy wondering how such a talented, educated woman could not only be the world’s worst dresser, but also believe in all of that zodiac crap. Then again, who was I to question her? I was the one who saw dead people.

		Besides, I had more practical concerns to worry about. “Would it be okay with you if Chad helps out with the restoration work? He’s volunteered and it would be very hard to tell him no.”

		Sophie looked miserable. “I guess I can’t stop you, but please try not to schedule us at the same time, okay?” I nodded and she narrowed her eyes. “And, by the way, your change of subject has not made me forget about your date tonight. So spill the beans—who is it?”

		I took a deep breath of resignation. “Oh, that. Yes, well, it’s actually a client. He came in to see me yesterday about real estate and ended up asking me to dinner.”

		“Anybody we would know?” asked Jack with studied nonchalance.

		“No, I’m pretty sure you wouldn’t.”

		Sophie’s eyes widened. “Is this the guy who’s been calling your office and not leaving a number or last name?”

		I sent her a warning look but it was too late. Jack looked at me. “Marc Longo? You’re going to dinner with Marc Longo?”

		I sat back down, figuring this might take a while. “Yes, as a matter of fact, I am. He seems like a really nice guy. Dresses well, too.” I looked pointedly at Jack’s jeans and ubiquitous oxford cloth shirt with rolled-up sleeves.

		His eyes were serious. “Mellie, remember how I told you that there are no coincidences? Don’t you find it odd that this Marc Longo, a direct descendant of Joseph Longo, has suddenly appeared on your doorstep, asking you for a date?”

		Bristling, I sat up straight. “It wasn’t like that. He wants me to show him some houses. That’s all. And we ran out of time in our meeting, so he invited me to continue our conversation over dinner. It was all very innocent.”

		“So, he didn’t mention the Tradd Street house at all.” Jack crossed his arms over his chest.

		I contemplated lying just to wipe the smugness off his face, but figured he’d find out eventually. “Actually, he did. He was interested in buying it until I told him that it wouldn’t be available for another year. He had seen the article in the paper and remembered the connection between his family and the Vanderhorsts, and thought maybe that house would make a great first residential real estate investment.”

		“I bet he did. So whose idea was it to look for more houses after you told him yours wasn’t available?”

		“His,” I said. “But what does it matter? I’m sure that whatever happened to Louisa and Joseph isn’t on the top of Marc’s list of important things to find out. And I’m sorry if you think that a guy has to have ulterior motives to ask me out on a date.”

		I could feel Sophie next to me straining to keep her mouth shut. Jack surprised me by leaning forward and taking my hands in his. He  used what I could only describe as his bedroom voice when he spoke. “I could never think that, Melanie.”

		My eyes flew to his at his use of my full name. Irritated by the way my hands and arms were tingling, I yanked them back and cleared my throat. “Well, it doesn’t sound that way to me.”

		He frowned, as if weighing what his next words should be. Finally, he said, “I’m just asking that you be cautious. From what I’ve learned, Marc Longo isn’t somebody you should be messing with.”

		“I’m not ‘messing’ with him. I’m just having a business dinner with him.”

		“Where? Magnolia’s?”

		I frowned at his accuracy. “Certainly not Blackbeard’s. He has better taste than that.”

		He surprised me by laughing. “Yeah, well, at least I wasn’t as obvious as Magnolia’s. The guy must be desperate to get on your good side if he’s taking you there for a first date, and I’d like to find out why. Maybe you should wear a wire.”

		I stood abruptly. “I think I’ve heard enough. I’m leaving.”

		Sophie swiveled in her seat and waved her hand at me. “Don’t forget to sign up for my haunted Halloween walking tour. The sign-ups went online this morning.”

		I closed my eyes, remembering the disaster of the previous year’s fund-raiser. “You won’t need me, Soph. You’ll have no problem filling your tour without packing the audience with your friends.”

		Her eyes sparkled. “Yes, well, but you always add that special touch.”

		I sent her a warning glance.

		Jack’s gaze moved from my face to Sophie’s. “Am I invited, too? Sounds right up my alley. You have no idea how much I like a good ghost story.” This last comment was directed at me.

		“Do what you want,” I said to him as I turned to walk away. “But Sophie moves fast, and you might trip over your ego trying to catch up.”

		I waved and left quickly before Jack could respond and before I was forced to explain my need to have a dinner date with a good-looking, successful man, regardless of his motives. I was supposed to be a confident, self-made, successful woman, not the kind of person who rarely had a date and usually tripped over her own tongue when speaking to  a member of the opposite sex on a topic that didn’t involve mortgages or real estate appraisals. I felt like the plain girl being asked to the prom by the captain of the football team, and I wasn’t about to let Jack Trenholm spoil my fun.

		
			 
When I was about four years old, I got a phone call from my grandmother Middleton. I picked up the phone in the hallway when it rang, knowing before it rang that it was for me, and she began speaking as soon as I brought the receiver to my ear. She told me how much she loved me and how special I was, and how I should never worry about what other people might think. I must have fallen asleep listening to her, because the next thing I remembered was my daddy picking me off the floor and carrying me to my room.
		

		I told him that I was talking to Grandma on the phone, and he got very angry with me. I didn’t know it then, but my grandma had been dead for less than forty-eight hours, and my daddy had been wondering how to tell me when he found me on the floor with the phone cradled next to me. I suppose that was when I first began to understand that I was different, that not everybody saw people who weren’t really there, and that it made other children avoid me on the playground. By the time I was six, the only person I ever told was my mother. And then she was gone, and there was nobody else but me.

		I slid the black dress over my head, then fastened my grandmother Middleton’s pearls around my neck, just as I had done for my “date” with Jack. But this time, I knew where we were going, and my black dress, pearls, and French chignon would not be out of place.

		The doorbell rang just as I was adjusting the straps on my shoes, and I listened as Mrs. Houlihan’s heavy tread slowly made its way to the front door. I waited a few moments to hear her greeting, and when nothing happened I cracked the door a little bit to listen. Mrs. Houlihan’s grunts filled the downstairs foyer, so I gave up on making my date wait ten minutes and ventured out of my room, peering over the banister as I walked down the stairs.

		Mrs. Houlihan was gripping the door handle with both hands and had one knee on the doorframe as she grunted and pulled on the door to open it.

		“What’s wrong with the door?” I asked as I approached.

		Her forehead glistened with sweat. “I don’t know, Miss Melanie. But the door’s stuck. I’ve checked to make sure it’s unlocked but I just can’t open it.”

		An impatient jab on the doorbell sounded again. “Just a minute,” I called out. I motioned Mrs. Houlihan aside, and after double-checking that everything was unlocked, I turned the handle and pulled. The smooth brass doorknob twisted in my hand but it might as well have been attached to a wall.

		“Can I help you with that, ladies?”

		I turned with a start and found Jack approaching us in bare feet. His shirt was untucked, and his hair looked like he’d just woken up. “Where did you come from?”

		He grinned. “I was taking a nap in my room. Had a late night last night, and I intend to take another stab at the attic tonight, so I figured I should grab some sleep while I could.”

		I was angry that he’d ignored my request to stay away from the house tonight when my date arrived, but too eager to get the door opened to say anything. “The door won’t open—can you give it a shot?”

		Mrs. Houlihan and I stepped back as Jack grasped the door handle and turned it, the door opening smoothly toward him. Mrs. Houlihan and I stood speechless, staring at each other and then at the irate Marc Longo on the other side of the door.

		Jack held out his hand. “Hi, there. I’m Jack Trenholm. And you must be Matt.”

		Marc hesitated just for a moment before taking Jack’s hand. “Actually, it’s Marc. And I’m here to see Melanie. . . .” He looked behind Jack’s shoulder.

		I pushed Jack aside. “Hi, Marc. I’m so sorry—we were having trouble opening the door, and Jack was nice enough to help us out.”

		“Jack?” Marc looked pointedly at me.

		“Trenholm,” Jack supplied again, speaking slowly as if he were speaking with somebody of limited intelligence. “I live here.”

		“No, he doesn’t.” I fluttered my hands, flustered. “Actually, he does. But only temporarily.”

		Jack began tucking in his shirt and doing a bad job of trying to look apologetic. “Sorry. I just got out of bed.” He winked at Marc, and I  had the strong desire to go find the mate of the Staffordshire statuette I’d broken the night before and once more make them a matching set with the help of Jack’s hard head.

		“He’s just helping out with cataloging everything in the house. He keeps odd hours, so I offered him the use of the guest bedroom.” I emphasized the last two words so that everybody was on the same page regarding my relationship and sleeping arrangements with Jack.

		Jack put his arm around Mrs. Houlihan. “Well, there’s that and there’s also the fact that the best chef in Charleston, the lovely Mrs. Houlihan, allows me to eat in her kitchen.”

		Mrs. Houlihan blushed, then excused herself to go back to the kitchen to place a foil-wrapped plate for Jack on the stove before packing up and heading home to her husband.

		Marc was studying Jack as if trying to place him. “Wait a minute—I thought your name sounded familiar. Aren’t you that guy who wrote the book about the Alamo? There was a lot of publicity surrounding it, as I recall, although I don’t remember what it was all about.”

		I glanced at Marc, not sure if he was being serious or condescending, and then realizing that it didn’t matter. Jack was a big boy and certainly didn’t need my help. Besides, having been the spider under Jack’s magnifying glass, it was fun watching the role reversal.

		Jack’s smile didn’t dim, but I saw his shoulders tense. “Yes, well, that was an unfortunate situation, especially since I had a band of experts on my side supporting the book who nobody wanted to listen to.” He shrugged. “But I have every faith that the truth will come out eventually, and the book will sell a million copies because of all the free publicity.” He bared his teeth in an effort to widen his smile. “But at least that’s freed up my time so I can focus on a new project. Mellie here is allowing me to use her gorgeous house to research a new book I’m working on.”

		“Oh, really? What’s it about?” Marc was studying Jack intently, and I was surprised to see that he wasn’t feigning interest.

		Jack didn’t break eye contact as the two men sized each other up, standing closer as if they were in a boxing ring, and excluding me completely. I wondered if this was how the female lion felt during mating season—unwanted and superfluous until the battle was won and it was  time to get down to business. Although comparing myself to a lion in heat was as humiliating as it was accurate.

		“A previous owner, Louisa Vanderhorst, vanished from this house in nineteen thirty and was never seen or heard from again. On the same day an unwanted suitor—a Joseph Longo—also vanished. Could he be any relation to you?”

		Marc crossed his arms over his chest, exposing the large gold Rolex watch he wore on his right wrist. “Yes, as a matter of fact, Joseph Longo was my grandfather.”

		Jack raised his eyebrows. “Oh, isn’t that interesting? Maybe we should share notes sometime. Who knows? Maybe we can come up with an answer after all these years.”

		Marc assessed Jack, his expression making it clear that he found him lacking. “Who knows, indeed? We should definitely compare notes. I’ll call you.” He paused for a moment and then added almost as an afterthought, “And maybe during your research in this house you might dig up even more mysteries from the past.”

		Something I couldn’t identify flitted over Jack’s face. “What kinds of mysteries?”

		Marc smiled so that his calculating expression now matched Jack’s. “Oh, I don’t know. It’s an old house. I believe Melanie told me it was built in eighteen forty-eight. That’s a lot of years, a lot of history. There’s bound to be a skeleton or two in the closets.”

		“There sure is,” Jack said slowly, and I was once again struck by the thought that he was holding something back.

		“Well,” said Marc, glancing at his watch, “our reservations are at seven thirty, and I don’t want to be late.”

		“No, we wouldn’t want that, would we, Mellie?” Jack moved to stand next to me and casually draped his arm over my shoulders. I wondered how the female lion would react to this twist on the circling-lion scenario.

		I slid out from Jack’s embrace and reached for my evening bag and silk shawl, which I had left on the hall table. If I had forgotten them upstairs, I would have left them there rather than abandon the two men alone together in the foyer even for the three minutes it would have taken for me to retrieve the two items.

		Marc took the shawl from me and spread it over my shoulders, turning his back to Jack in a clearly dismissive gesture. “I don’t think I had a chance to mention how very beautiful you look this evening, Melanie.”

		I blushed, feeling self-conscious in the direct gaze of two very different but extremely attractive men. “Thank you,” I said and should have stopped there. “I got the dress on sale at RTW on King Street.” I bit my lip thinking of the many times Sophie had suggested we role-play before my dates to make sure I didn’t say anything stupid, which I normally did whenever I was embarrassed or flustered. I made a mental note to take her up on her offer, assuming I ever had another date.

		Marc opened the door and offered his arm to me before leading me outside. “Maybe when I bring you home, you’ll have time to show me around this gorgeous house of yours. Because of the family connection, I’ve always wanted to see what it looked like on the inside.”

		I opened my mouth to reply but was cut off by Jack calling from the doorway, “Good to meet you, Matt.” He tapped his watch. “I’ll wait up—so don’t be too late.”

		I didn’t look back but felt Marc’s arm muscles tense under my hand as he led me through the side entrance and out onto the front walk. As he closed the door behind us, something made me turn toward the old oak tree. The woman was standing next to the still swing, the small boy sitting poised on the wooden slatted seat, clutching the ropes. They were both looking at me, but neither one was smiling.

		I jerked my attention back to Marc and allowed him to lead me to his car parked on the curb, feeling the two sets of eyes on me like points of light in a darkened room until I had disappeared from their sight.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 13
		

		I closed the door with a heavy sigh and leaned against it, savoring the food, conversation, and male attention I’d been experiencing for the last three and a half hours. I shut my eyes, still smelling the wine, the crab cakes, and the scent of Marc’s cologne in the cocooned leather interior of his car.

		It had been the perfect evening, but I’d been overrelieved when Marc had declined to come inside for a drink and a nighttime tour of the house and instead accepted my offered rain check. I didn’t think either one of us had the energy to face Jack again.

		After pulling away from the closed door, I set the alarm, then turned off the lights that had been left on for me before wearily climbing the stairs. It was long past my bedtime, and I was beginning to feel it. The sound of television voices and the dim blue glow of light in the hallway brought me to the upstairs drawing room.

		I stood in the doorway for a moment, taking in the scene. The drawing room, with its elaborate moldings and Adam fireplace mantel, was an eclectic mix of eighteenth-century antiques and nineteen fifties kitsch. This must have been the room Mr. Vanderhorst used the most as many of the antiques had been sequestered to a corner to make room for a television and its orange metal stand, as well as an overstuffed recliner and an upholstered couch, whose floral design made me place it somewhere circa nineteen fifty-five.

		Being a man with limited exposure to Charleston women excused Mr. Vanderhorst from the unspoken Charleston rule concerning priceless family heirloom furniture: those that have it, use it. The best way to mark a newcomer to the city (anybody whose family wasn’t living  here by the Revolution) was his avoidance of using the Chippendale sofa to watch television and eat their frozen dinners.

		
			A rerun of Walker, Texas Ranger ran across the TV screen, the voices mixed with soft snoring coming from the couch. Jack’s arm was thrown over his head, and he was smiling in his sleep, altering his handsome face into that of a little boy and doing something entirely weird to my blood flow.
		

		Quietly, I moved toward the television and switched it off, then turned to pull a knitted afghan off the recliner to cover Jack in case he got cold. I stood over Jack with the blanket clasped in my hands when I became aware of the drop in temperature and another presence in the room hovering somewhere behind Jack’s head. With dread, I watched as the figure of the young woman slowly materialized in front of me and became not a solid person, but instead more like a reflection in a pool. I could see all of her features clearly, but I could also see what was behind her, and I had the oddest thought that if I stared really hard at her, I could see myself.

		She cupped her hand, then touched the back of her folded fingers against Jack’s temple. I watched his smile broaden as he brought his hand up to his face as if to grasp the hand that was now stroking his skin.

		A tiny droplet of water landed on Jack’s cheek, and for a moment I thought the roof was leaking, until I realized the woman was crying.

		I wanted to leave the room, to deny what I was seeing, but I knew I couldn’t. My mother had told me that I was allowed to walk away, but that wouldn’t mean that I would forget. The woman’s hand now cupped Jack’s cheek and I watched as Jack moved his hand and placed it over hers, holding it close to him. Overwhelming grief surged through me, and I wanted to double over with the pain of it, but I couldn’t. I was mesmerized by what this woman was showing me, and I began to hear her voice.

		
			
			I never stopped loving him. I never stopped. The words weren’t spoken aloud; they never were. I heard them in my head, echoing and hollow like a copper penny shaken in a metal cup. Tell him I love him still.

		I shivered, watching as my breath curled around me. The woman had begun to fade, and I reached my hand out to her but felt only empty air. I turned my palm up and caught a tear, the wetness stinging my hand until it simply vanished.

		
			I stood there for a long time with the afghan in my hand, my unasked question frozen on my tongue. Who are you?

		Jack stirred, rubbing his hands over his face before opening his eyes, his gaze slowly focusing on me. “Nice dress,” he said, sitting up and looking adorably rumpled, “although I could swear I’ve seen it before.”

		I dropped the afghan on the floor, not wanting to be caught doing something nice for him. I grimaced, having trouble finding my voice. “Good job waiting up.”

		He slid his feet to the floor and frowned as he stared at his hands. He swept them together as if trying to dry them. “I had the weirdest dream. . . .” He trailed off before looking back at me and finding his killer grin again. “So, did he kiss you good night?”

		“Who?”

		Jack simply raised an eyebrow.

		“That’s none of your business.”

		Jack sat back. “Ah, so he didn’t. But don’t worry. You’ll find someone else.”

		I folded my arms across my chest. “He’s coming by Sunday to tour the house and take me out to brunch.”

		“I see,” he said. His eyes narrowed, and I thought he was about to say something more. Instead, he stood. “Well, now that you’re home, I’m going back up to the attic. Good night.”

		I followed him out into the hallway and was on my way to my bedroom when Jack spoke again. “I think I’ve found all of Louisa’s albums if you’d like to bring them downstairs to get a better look at them. I could help you carry them, so it should only take a couple of trips.”

		I hesitated for a moment. “Sure. Just let me get changed first.”

		He saluted, then headed up the attic stairs. I ran into my room and slipped on my pajamas, slippers, and robe, then scurried down to the kitchen to find Mrs. Houlihan’s yellow rubber dish gloves and put them on.

		I stood at the top of the attic steps and peered into the gloom lit only by a single bulb with a pull chain.

		“Be still my heart,” said Jack, looking at me. “I must have missed that page in the Victoria’s Secret catalog. And I must say that the rubber gloves add a special touch to the entire ensemble.”

		“My hands are cold.”

		He looked at me for a long moment. “Mellie, It’s seventy-six degrees outside, and this is an unair-conditioned space. It is not cold.”

		I avoided his gaze as I picked my way into the cluttered attic. “I have poor circulation in my hands and feet.” I picked up the cane Sophie had found on our first visit to the house and read the inscribed riddle out loud. “ ‘I walk on four legs in the morning, two in the evening and three at night. What am I?’” I looked at Jack expectantly.

		“Man,” he answered without pausing to think.

		“Couldn’t you at least pretend to be stumped?” I replaced the cane against the wall. “Mrs. Houlihan said that the Vanderhorsts were known for their love of riddles.”

		“Really?”

		I looked at Jack, curious at the tone of his voice, but he’d already gone back to examining a box of what appeared to be old shoes. I looked around me at the stacks of books, papers, trunks, old clothing, and furniture. The blue tarp covering the hole in the roof chatted in the breeze, reminding me of why there seemed to be pigeon crap over most of everything, including the huge buffalo that dominated one side of the sizable attic. The smells of mildew, dust, and humid outside air were nearly too thick to breathe.

		Jack followed my gaze. “I think we should get all of this stuff out of here as soon as possible, before there’s any further damage. We’ll have to do it before they repair the roof anyway, so we might as well do it now.”

		I nodded. “We can sort of triage the stuff we find and then have your parents come over to tell us what kind of furniture we have.”

		Jack moved toward an open trunk near the door. “I think the only reason why the photo albums and camera were in such good condition is because they were in the trunk. No pigeon crap.”

		I peered inside the trunk and saw seven more albums identical to the one I’d already started looking through. Even with gloves, I was hesitant to reach in and touch them. The out-of-body experience I’d had the previous day wasn’t something I was eager to repeat. Unfortunately, I knew that I didn’t have a choice.

		“Check this out,” Jack called from the opposite end of the attic. He’d opened a tall armoire, exposing yards of lace, silk, and feathers. “It’s like a twenties costume store in here.”

		Happy to leave the scrapbooks behind for now, I went over to investigate. Hatboxes were crammed on a shelf above the dresses, and satin shoes with buckles and heels crowded the space below. I touched a faded peach silk dress with my gloved hands, its hem blackened with mildew. “I bet these were Louisa’s,” I said softly.

		
			“I think you’re right,” said Jack as he pulled back the neck of the dress to find a hand-sewn label: Made expressively for Louisa Gibbes Vanderhorst. He pulled open a small drawer inside the armoire. “And look inside here. All of her lace handkerchiefs with her monogram and silk stockings.” He reached inside and held up a handful of brittle dried rose petals. “Looks like somebody stuck these in here to keep the clothes fresh.” He put them back inside the drawer and wrinkled his nose as the smell of rotting clothes and mildew wafted out at us. “Sort of like insuring your boat after the storm.” He stared into the dark armoire. “You know, if I were Mr. Vanderhorst and my wife had run off with another man, I would have burned all of her things. Or at least given them away. I don’t think I would have saved everything like a kind of memorial for her.”
		

		“Maybe he thought she was coming back.”

		Jack looked at me, his eyes sad, and I wondered if he was thinking of the woman he’d once planned to marry. “I don’t think so. He had the entire armoire moved up here, out of his sight. Like he knew she was gone for good, but he couldn’t stand to get rid of everything that reminded him of her.” He shook his head. “No, he knew she wasn’t coming back. But he never stopped missing her.”

		
			I remembered the ghost I’d seen with Jack and recalled what she’d said. I never stopped loving him. I never stopped. And then, right before she vanished, Tell him I love him still. I wondered briefly if I had it all wrong, if the woman was really Louisa and she hadn’t been talking about Jack at all. But she didn’t appear to resemble the photographs I’d seen of Louisa, and she was definitely different from the woman I saw in the garden, and when I’d seen her with Jack, I’d felt that love and grief had been directed at him. I’d felt the tears she’d shed for him and so had Jack, although he didn’t know it.
		

		I studied Jack’s face in the dim light of the single bulb, seeing his chiseled features and sad eyes, and listened as the house breathed around us, as I reconciled myself to the fact that I needed to find not one missing  woman, but two. I told myself it wasn’t to right old wrongs, or grant an old man’s dying request; it had everything to do with getting the dead people to leave me alone. But even I had limits to lying to myself.

		“Do you still miss her?” I asked.

		He looked at me sharply. “Miss who?”

		“Emily.”

		He didn’t look away. “How do you know about Emily?”

		“Your mother.”

		He was silent for a moment. “What did she tell you?”

		
			“That she literally left you at the altar. That she moved to New York, and you’ve never heard from her again.” I chewed on my bottom lip, unsure of my next words. Finally, I said, “Your mother told me that Emily was a journalist with the Post and Courier and that you met when you were doing research for a book.” I felt myself blushing and hoped he couldn’t notice in the dim light.
		

		Jack turned away, facing a tall stack of books that looked like they’d been pulled from other parts of the attic and piled there, since they appeared amazingly dust-free.

		“My mother is a wonderful woman, but she really needs to learn when it’s okay to share information and when it’s not. Did she tell you any embarrassing stories about when I was a toddler and liked to run around in a cowboy hat, holster, boots, and nothing else?”

		I stared at the back of his neck, where his dark hair curled, making me think of what an adorable little boy he must have once been, and reminding me of how he looked asleep when his defenses were down and he was unaware that anyone was watching. “So, do you?” I persisted.

		He didn’t turn around, nor did he ask me what I was talking about. Finally, he said, “Yeah, I suppose I do. I kept a box with her ring and hairbrush in it, so I guess I must. But I don’t think that she’s ever coming back.”

		Softly, I said, “I don’t think she is either.”

		I had walked toward him and the stack of books, and I didn’t think he’d heard me, because when he spun around, he seemed startled to find me so close. His eyes were wide as he stared into mine. He put his hands on my upper arms and put his face close to mine. “What makes you say that? Do you know something?” His hands squeezed a little tighter. “Did you see anything?”

		I looked away. “It’s just a feeling.” I swallowed. “After speaking with your mother, I realized that Emily was probably gone for good.”

		He dropped his hands. “I think you’re right. It’s just hard to believe that the person you think you’re going to spend the rest of your life with can disappear from your life.”

		“So you don’t know what happened to her?”

		He shook his head. “Not a word. Not even her boss at the paper knows exactly where she went or why.”

		I wanted to tell him then what I’d seen, and deliver the message I’d been given. But when a person escapes being brutalized on the playground by denying what she really sees and hears, it’s not easy to believe that adults will have a different attitude. And besides, I told myself, I had no evidence that the woman I’d seen was Emily.

		
			Jack moved away as if eager to change the conversation, and I got a good view of the books that had been stacked in front of him. I picked up the book on top and looked at it, reading the title out loud. “Ciphers of the Civil War.” I picked up the next one. “The Adventure of the Dancing Men. Sherlock Homes.” I turned to Jack. “Where did you find these?”
		

		He didn’t answer right away. “I found them here and there in the attic. Some are moldy but a lot are in good condition. I guess a previous owner was really interested in ciphers.” He moved closer to me and took the two books from my hands. “It’s kind of an interest of mine, too, and I was hoping you’d let me read them while I was here.”

		“By ciphers, do you mean secret codes?”

		“Pretty much. In some of my previous books, especially those that involved espionage, I learned a lot about codes and code breaking. It’s a guy thing, I guess.”

		“Well, you’re welcome to read them. But if you bring them downstairs, make sure you don’t flake off any mold onto the furniture.”

		“Yes, ma’am,” he said as he placed the books back onto the stack.

		I continue to rummage, lifting dusty sheets to see what lay underneath and finding not only exquisite antique furniture but also everything from moth-eaten Civil War uniforms to piles of old magazines and brittle newspapers from the last hundred and fifty years. A heavy oak plantation desk sat partially hidden behind the buffalo, and I had to squeeze myself between them to examine the desk more closely. I pulled open the large center drawer, surprised at how easily it opened,  almost as if someone had already been there before me. I reached in and took out a stack of papers.

		Jack spoke from behind me. “The style of furniture is so different from what’s in this house that I’m thinking it might have come from the Vanderhorsts’ plantation.”

		I nodded, my eyes scanning the documents as I riffled through them. “Do you recall the name of the plantation?”

		“Magnolia Ridge.”

		My eyes met his. “I think you’re right. Most of these papers are just shopping lists for supply trips into town and receipts for bolts of cloth and salt. But this”—I took out a sheet from the middle of the stack—“looks like the deed to the property.”

		Jack stepped forward, tripping over a deer head in his haste, and stood next to me. “Can I see that?”

		I handed him the sheet of paper and he held it so that the single bulb shone on it. I peered over his shoulder, noting the date printed at the top: November 1, 1929. “Wasn’t that the year of the stock market crash?”

		Jack nodded, his eyes scanning the small printing and squinting at the signatures on the bottom of the page.

		“What is it?” I asked.

		“It’s a property deed to the Magnolia Ridge plantation. It would appear from this document that Robert Vanderhorst deeded the property to his wife, Louisa.”

		I squinted my eyes at the signatures on the bottom, wondering why one of them looked familiar, but Jack stuck it back in the pile, and my thoughts were distracted by his last words. “Why would he have done that? They were married, and I’m not sure what the laws were back then, but I would bet that what was hers was now his.”

		“That’s about it. But sometimes a man would deed property to his wife or relative in order to escape paying taxes. Or—” He stopped, as if hesitant to give anything away.

		“Or what?” I persisted.

		“Or to avoid having it confiscated by the government. Like for illegal activity.”

		“Illegal activity? The Vanderhorsts?”

		Jack grinned. “Oh, grasshopper, you have much to learn. Feel free to call me master as I enlighten you.”

		I rolled my eyes. “It’s late. Could you just tell me so I can go to bed?”

		He stared patiently at me. “Mellie, what big social upheaval was going on in the late twenties and early thirties?”

		I thought for a long moment. After I had reached the age of six, history ceased to be relevant to me, and I’d barely got by in my history classes in school as I learned enough to pass an exam and then happily forgot everything. “Well, girls started showing their ankles and dancing the Charleston. And you have to give me credit for knowing about the stock market crash.” I smiled up at him, proud to have dug that one out of the recesses of my memory.

		“Does the Eighteenth Amendment or the Volstead Act ring any bells?”

		“Happily, no.” I grinned.

		“I’m talking about Prohibition. I’ve actually been out to Magnolia Ridge—before Mr. Longo purchased it—and I saw the remains of several stills. Apparently, Nevin Vanderhorst’s father was a bootlegger. Not that Charleston County ever really went dry, but there was a lot of money to be made supplying the surrounding counties and states.”

		“Sorry if I don’t get excited about this history lesson. But I saw no need to know my history when I was in school, and I see even less reason now. It’s all about dead people anyway.”

		Jack raised an eyebrow as he turned his head to peruse the document again. “I guess you would know.”

		I sucked in my breath. “Excuse me?”

		Without looking at me, he said, “You dislike old houses because they seem to be owned by people mired in the past, and you’d rather see the real estate used for something more useful like a parking lot—unless you can sell an old house to some poor sod who doesn’t know what he’s in for and make a lot of money. So it doesn’t surprise me that you equate history with dead people, as something no longer relevant. And I’m sure none of it has anything to do with the fact that you were supposed to inherit your mother’s family home on Legare but instead she sold it to strangers after your parents separated.”

		My shock and embarrassment quickly turned to anger. “Did my father tell you that little gem?”

		“He didn’t have to. My mother told me after we stopped by for our  visit.” He slid the document back into the drawer and closed it. “I guess that makes us even, then,” he said quietly.

		“I guess so,” I replied, feeling tired all of a sudden. “I’m going to take a couple of these albums on my way down. We don’t need to get them all tonight, but if you could bring a couple down and leave them outside my door when you’re done up here, I’d appreciate it.”

		“Sure,” he said as I gathered up two albums into my arms.

		Straightening, I said, “By the way, have you had a chance to get your photos of the clock face printed yet?”

		For a moment I thought from his expression that he wasn’t sure what I was talking about. “Oh, right. No. I haven’t had a chance. My camera’s not digital, so I have to actually take the film in to be processed. I’ll let you know when I’m done.” He rubbed his hands together. “So, what’s on the schedule for tomorrow?”

		“I’ve got to go into the office tomorrow morning for a few appointments, but I should be back by noon. I’ve printed copies of the work sheet for everybody and e-mailed them—yours I put on your bed so you won’t need to be confused when you wake up in the morning and wonder what you should be doing.”

		“I’m usually confused when I wake up in the morning, but I’m sure your work sheet will anchor me. Thank you.” He smiled brightly at me. “You know, this restoration stuff could be a whole lot of fun.”

		I snorted. “Right. As fun as a root canal.” I switched the albums to my other arm. “I’ll see you tomorrow then.”

		“Looking forward to it,” he said, a grin in his voice.

		I grunted in response, afraid that if I said anything, he would hear in my voice that maybe I was, too.

		“By the way, you’re adorable when you blush.”

		“I wasn’t blushing,” I stammered.

		“Yes, you were. When you were talking about Emily and how she and I had met while I was doing research for a book. You blushed. Or maybe it was a hot flash.”

		I jostled the albums in my arms and scowled at him. “I’m not that old.”

		“Then it must have been a blush,” he said, and I could hear the laughter in his voice.

		I forced back a smile. “Good night, Jack.”

		I headed toward the stairs, and before I’d reached the top step, he said, “Good night, Melanie.”

		A sharp retort asking him to stop calling me by my nickname was already on my tongue, and I had to cough to cover it up. Instead, I headed down the steps and called back over my shoulder when I’d reached the bottom, “Good night, dude.”

		I heard him laughing as I made my way back to my bedroom.

		
			 
I put the stack of albums on the dresser next to the first album I’d already brought from the guest room. I took off the gloves, my robe, and slippers and crawled into bed, no longer tired, but I figured I had to at least try to sleep. The sound of footsteps and boxes being dragged drifted into the room from the attic—at least I hoped that was where the noises were coming from. With a heavy sigh, I turned on my side and caught sight of the stack of albums highlighted in a crease of light from the shut draperies.
		

		I stared for a long time before finally sitting up and flipping on my bedside light. With a deep breath I walked over to the dresser and picked up the first album without thinking, feeling the tickle of anticipation race up my arms as I held it.

		This time I smelled the heavy scent of oiled leather and the unmistakable odor of fuel exhaust. I wiped at my face, expecting to feel silk chiffon draping across my cheeks, but touched only my skin. Slowly sinking to the floor, I opened the album, the scents of horse and hay added now, and I sneezed.

		
			The album opened to a photo of Robert and Louisa sitting in a Model T. A tall gold trophy cup was perched on the seat between them, and they were looking at each other, smiling. Across Louisa’s face was a sheer silk scarf to protect her from road dust in the absence of a windshield, and both occupants wore goggles sitting atop their heads. A group of laughing people surrounded the car, and behind them, an alley of oaks leading to the columned portico of a Greek Revival mansion. Magnolia Ridge, I thought to myself, knowing what it was even though I’d never seen it before. Two Arabian horses stood at a fence lining the drive, looking toward the camera. How do I know they’re Arabian horses?

		A lone man stood apart from the crowd, only the headlight of another car visible behind his left hip. He was noticeable because he was the only person not smiling in the entire photograph. And because he looked exactly like Marc Longo.

		It became difficult to take a deep breath, as if I were wearing a corset, and once again I felt in my hand a fountain pen that wasn’t mine as I began to read the caption.

		
			
				 
August 5, 1921
			

			
				On a whim, my darling Robert made a wager that his car was the fastest in Charleston. I thought it a silly wager since his car was made in Detroit with the exact same materials as all the other ones, but I suppose you can’t tell that to a man who’s obsessed with his new toy. [The hand that held the pen stiffened as it  wrote the next line.] Joseph Longo was the sole opponent, and the reason Robert gave me for the wager was simply that Mr. Longo was purported to say that he never lost at anything. Never one to suffer a braggart or a liar, Robert readily agreed to the wager. But even though we won, I can’t help but think that Mr. Longo isn’t finished with trying to prove himself right.
			

		

		
			 
Something drifted to the ground next to my foot, startling me. It hadn’t come from the photo album or from anywhere else that I could determine. It had apparently drifted out of midair. It was a rectangular cream-colored card a little larger than a business card, and when I picked it off the rug, I could see there was writing on one side.
		

		
			At the top was Louisa’s monogram, LCG, her maiden name. In elegant cursive, she’d written the date April 2, 1918 and below that:
		

		
			
				 
Dear Mr. Longo,

			
				 
I regret to inform you that my family and I will be unable to attend your Fort Sumter remembrance ball on the 12th as I have a previous engagement.

			
				 
Cordially yours,

			
				Miss Louisa Gibbes
			

		

		
			 
I tucked the card into the photo album and closed it thoughtfully,  recalling what Louisa had written about Joseph Longo: I can’t help but think that Mr. Longo isn’t finished with trying to prove himself right. Was this proof, then, that he had pursued her before she was married and hadn’t given up even after she married Robert? Was their disappearance on the same day, then, also proof that he had succeeded in finally winning her?
		

		I pushed the album off my lap and crawled into bed again, checking the four corners of the room before flipping off my bedside lamp. I lay awake for a long time, listening to the quarterly chime of the grandfather clock downstairs, and smelling again the unmistakable scent of roses. And when the clock chimed two o’clock, it finally occurred to me why the signature at the bottom of the deed for Magnolia Ridge seemed so familiar. It was Augustus P. Middleton’s signature, lawyer, Charlestonian, best friend of Robert Vanderhorst and, most important, my grandfather.

		I turned over and closed my eyes, sleepily reminding myself to tell Jack in the morning, then finally drifting to sleep before the clock struck again.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 14
		

		I sat on my accustomed bench at White Point Gardens with a fast food hamburger in one hand and a set of closing papers in my other watching as children clambered over the scattered assortment of cannons. The Battery had always been my favorite Charleston spot, despite its reputation for being steeped in history and the throngs of tourists that congregate throughout the year in this place where the Ashley and Cooper rivers meet and where Fort Sumter can be seen far out in the harbor.

		“Fast food can kill you, you know.”

		I looked up at the familiar voice, shading the sun from my eyes with my hand. My dad, fresh-shaven and clear-eyed, wore a navy blue golf shirt and khaki pants with loafers and I couldn’t help but grin. “Is Jack dressing you these days, Dad?”

		He grinned back. “Well, he did take me shopping and gave me a few recommendations, is all. Why? Don’t you like the new look?”

		He turned for me with his hands held out from his sides like a model, as I admired the crisp pleat of his pants and the layered cut of his clean hair and felt an unreasonable stab of jealousy that he’d gone shopping with Jack instead of with me. I guess he’d known that Jack would pick up the phone when he called to ask, whereas I didn’t come with that kind of guarantee.

		“Looking good, Dad,” I said, meaning it. “What’s the big occasion?”

		He sat down on the bench next to me, his eyes somber as he regarded me closely. “It’s been three weeks now. Not a single drink.” He patted his pocket, and I saw his hands still shook a little. “Been chewing lots of gum, though. Jack said it helped him, so I thought I’d give it a try.”

		I nodded, then looked down at my paperwork, my eyes blurring. I didn’t want to feel the rush of excitement and hope. The crash hurt so much more when you allowed yourself to fly.

		He touched my arm, then quickly pulled his hand away. “I know you can’t get excited for me. I don’t blame you for that. But I wanted you to know.”

		I nodded again, not wanting to give voice to my hope. Instead, I turned to him and asked, “How did you find me?”

		“Your receptionist, Nancy. She wasn’t going to tell me where you were at first even after I told her I was your father.”

		“What made her crack?”

		“Well, she was standing there jostling golf tees in her pocket, so I figured she had to like golf.”

		“Yeah, you could say that. ‘Obsessed’ works, too.”

		He grinned and his eyes sparkled, something I hadn’t seen in a very long time. “So I told her I had a friend who knew a friend who knew Tiger Woods’s publicist and that I would try to get her an autograph.”

		“And she folded.”

		“Like a house of cards,” he said, grinning. He tapped his fingers on his leg as his grin faded. “Although I don’t think she would have given me what I was asking for if she didn’t think it was in your best interests. She just needed me to think that I didn’t have a chance and see what I would do. Kind of to prove myself, you know?”

		“And it’s a good thing you passed. She keeps a nine iron behind her desk in case any visitors get unruly.”

		“After meeting her, I can believe it.”

		I took my last bite of hamburger and offered him a french fry. After swallowing, I asked, “So what did you need to see me about that you couldn’t take care of with a phone call?”

		He looked at me with his old eyes—the eyes he’d once had when there were three of us in our family, eyes that were clear and sparkled with a hidden joke. “I didn’t think you’d answer your phone. And I was pretty sure you wouldn’t run away from me in a public setting.”

		I rolled my eyes but didn’t say anything because he was right.

		He continued. “Nancy said you come here on most nice days to eat your lunch. It surprised me.”

		I crumpled up my empty hamburger wrapper. “Why? A lot of people eat lunch on the Battery.”

		He looked at me, a question in his eyes. “Because your mother used to take you here all the time. She loved telling you about the history of the place, and at one time you could name the families in every house on East Battery.” He leaned back, his thick hands, with gray hairs sprouting from the backs of them, on his thighs. “You used to laugh and laugh at the story about the fake Revolutionary War nine-pounder at the end of the path from Church Street. You’d tell the story to anybody who would listen and then practically fall over with laughter.”

		I looked down at my papers, remembering the story but not my mother’s involvement in it. And I wondered, briefly, how over the years I had managed to chisel my mother out of my personal history.

		I felt half of my mouth tilt up as I recalled the story of how the city government had removed an antique British cannon from Longitude Lane to be placed on the Battery, not anticipating the uproar by the residents at its removal. To placate them, a fake cannon was made—complete with pitting and an inscription to make it look authentic—and then “purchased” and offered to the irate residents of Longitude Lane. Being Charlestonians, they rejected it as not having been the original, and the fake cannon was donated to the city, placed on the opposite end of the Battery from the real cannon, its secret safe until someone tried to steal the real cannon. The authentic one was removed, leaving only the little impostor to fool all the tourists and those residents of Charleston too new to know the difference.

		“I’d forgotten about that,” I said, turning toward my father with a full grin. “Only in Charleston, you know?”

		He smiled back. “Yeah. That’s for sure.”

		We sat there smiling at each other until I realized what I was doing and looked away. “I need to get back to the office and make a few phone calls before I head back to the house.”

		I stood suddenly, dropping my pen. He leaned down to get it and  handed it to me as he stood, too. “I guess I’ll see you at the house, then.”

		I nodded. “Yes, I guess you will.”

		He looked at me for a moment before saying, “You always call it ‘the house.’ Never ‘my house.’ ”

		“Well, it’s hardly mine, is it?” I asked, annoyed that he could be so perceptive. He’d been that way when I was a little girl, always knowing without me telling him if I were sad or lonely or just needed somebody to talk to. But that was a very long time ago when I used to need somebody to tell me how I was feeling.

		I brushed crumbs off of my skirt. “You never told me what you came here to tell me.”

		“Right.” He looked a little sheepish. “Well, I wanted to know why you hadn’t put me on the work sheet for the week.”

		I sat back down, stunned that it would be important enough to him to make him track me down to ask me why. “I guess because I figured you could help Jack wherever he needed help.”

		He sat down again, too, and I watched as a muscle jerked in my father’s cheek. “I’m sure you’ve already noticed, but Jack’s a grown man. He doesn’t need me to be dogging his steps and getting in the way. I need my own projects. Jack can make sure I show up and do a good job, but he doesn’t need to supervise me twenty-four-seven.”

		“Oh,” I said, no other words coming readily to my tongue. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it that way. I just thought . . .” I swallowed, trying to recall exactly what it was I had been thinking. I certainly needed the help, and surely I was old enough that I didn’t have to punish a father who had ceased to be a factor in my life many years before. For an answer, I shrugged.

		He slapped his palms against his thighs. “Great. I’m glad we’re in agreement on this matter. I can be there at eight o’clock tomorrow morning. You can just leave my revised schedule on one of the porch rockers, and I’ll get it.”

		“Fine,” I said, trying to think back to the last time my father had voluntarily awoken before noon. And then I remembered something else: a memory of my father with a shovel in the backyard of another house, making holes for hydrangea bushes. It didn’t matter that we  didn’t live there long enough to see them bloom. It mattered that I remembered and that he’d been sober and happy when he’d thought to plant bushes in front of our rental unit. “How about the garden? There are some rare rosebushes in the back behind the fountain. The rest of the yard is pretty much a weed fest. I’m afraid that if I pull weeds, I wouldn’t recognize the difference between what should stay and what should go.”

		
			His smile brightened, and I thought, He remembers, too, and I looked away so he couldn’t see my smile.
		

		“I’d like that,” he said gruffly. “I haven’t had a garden in a very long time.”

		“Good, it’s settled then.” I straightened the papers on my lap and stood.

		“Oh, one more thing.” He reached into his back pocket, pulled out a piece of paper, and handed it to me.

		I opened it and read a name and phone number. “What’s this?”

		“Sophie mentioned that there’s some wood rot on the mantelpiece in the upstairs drawing room, as well as on some of the cornices above the doors downstairs. One of my buddies owns an antiques salvage yard, and if he knows what you’re looking for, he can get it for you. He swears that he doesn’t do any of the demolitions, that he’s just there to give remnants from demolished houses a second life, but it would still be better if you didn’t mention it to Sophie. She gets real emotional when you talk about tearing down old houses.”

		“That she does,” I said as I tucked the piece of paper into my purse. “For such a smart person, she can be pretty stupid when it comes to old houses.”

		“Careful, Melanie. I hear it’s contagious.”

		I snorted. “Don’t worry. I’m immune.”

		He stared at me for a moment. “Sure, you are.” He shoved his hands in his pockets. “I’d like to spend this afternoon researching Charleston gardens and yours in particular to give me an idea of what it should look like. If it’s all right with you, I’ll just see you tomorrow at the house.”

		“Fine,” I said, still wary. “See you tomorrow.”

		I watched as he walked away, disappearing into the clusters of tourists and school groups. Then I turned around and began to make my  way back to the office, avoiding the little cannon that wasn’t what it seemed, and the memory of the mother who had once held my hand and told me stories that I remembered still.

		

		•   •   •

		There were so many vehicles parked outside the house that I had to park my car two blocks away, meaning I was sweating and annoyed by the time I reached the house. As I opened the door to the piazza, I was horrified to see Marc Longo sitting on one of the porch rockers, his fingers tapping frantically into his BlackBerry. He smiled, then slid it into his jacket pocket as he stood.
		

		Thankfully ignoring my perspiring face and limp hair, he said, “You’re looking beautiful today as always, Melanie.” He took my hands and kissed me on both cheeks. I couldn’t keep myself from being grateful that Jack hadn’t been around to witness his actions, because I’m sure I wouldn’t stop hearing about them for weeks.

		“What a nice surprise,” I said. “But did I forget an appointment?”

		“Not at all.” He sent me a reproachful look. “I’m hoping that we’re good enough friends now that I wouldn’t need an appointment to see you again.”

		“No, of course not—it’s just, well, I know how busy you are, and I wasn’t expecting to see you so soon.”

		He took my hands in his again. “I know, but I couldn’t stop thinking about you since our dinner. Very distracting, you know.”

		I blushed under the intensity of his gaze and tried to come up with a suave response that didn’t involve stammering or more blushing. I remained silent.

		He continued. “I also wanted to find out if you already had plans for this weekend. I have a house on Isle of Palms right on the beach, and I was wondering if you’d like to join me for a little end-of-the-week rest and relaxation.”

		I opened my mouth to respond, wanting to say yes and no at the same time, and confusing myself in the process. Here was an exceptionally handsome and successful man asking me to spend the weekend at his beach house, but there was also the fact that I had known him for less than a week. Despite my being thirty-nine in real time, my dating age was closer to thirteen.

		After watching my mouth move for several moments, Marc said, “Don’t worry. There are eight bedrooms and you’d have one all to yourself. I just wanted to spend more time with you without . . . distractions.” He jerked his head in the direction of the house, where hammering had begun somewhere inside.

		“That’s so nice of you to offer,” I finally managed. “I just don’t know if I can get away with all the work that’s going on in the house. . . .”

		The piazza door opened and Chad breezed in, wearing a Hawaiian shirt and cutoff jeans and carrying his yoga mat under one arm and General Lee, now sporting a red bandanna, under the other. “Hey, Melanie. What’s up?”

		He leaned the yoga mat against the front of the house, then stuck his hand out toward Marc. “Chad Arasi,” he said, introducing himself. “Are you one of the roofer dudes who’s supposed to come today? Sophie told me to be on the lookout for you in case you got here before she did.”

		“Hi, Chad,” I said, feeling Marc stiffen beside me. “Mr. Longo is another client of mine. And a friend,” I hastily added. “I haven’t seen the roofing people yet, but I’ll go talk to them when they get here.”

		I turned to Marc. “Dr. Arasi is a professor of art history at the college. He’s had some renovation experience and has kindly donated his time to help.”

		Marc took the offered hand but pulled it back quickly when General Lee began a low growl, baring small fangs that looked about as fierce as marshmallows.

		Chad pulled General Lee back. “Whoa, little doggie. That’s no way to be nice.” Looking back at Marc, he said, “Sorry about that. Don’t know what came over the little guy. He’s usually just chillin’.”

		Marc smiled but it did nothing to alter General Lee’s opinion of him. The little dog continued to growl and bare his teeth until the front door opened and Jack stuck his head out. The dog leapt from Chad’s arms and ran to Jack, who quickly scooped General Lee up and began scratching him behind the ears like somebody who’d owned dogs all of his life.

		Jack stuck a hand out to Marc. “Well, hey, there, Matt. Glad you could stop by again so soon. Hope you brought a change of clothes, because this kind of work can get messy.”

		Marc shook Jack’s hand halfheartedly. “It’s Marc, actually, and I was just stopping by to say hello to Melanie and to issue an invitation for this weekend. I don’t think she’s answered me yet, however.”

		Jack looked at me, his eyes penetrating. “Well, except for working on the house, I know I’m free. What about you, Mellie?”

		I wish he’d been standing closer because I would have kicked him. I smiled, hoping he could read the real message in my eyes. “I believe the invitation was just for me, Jack. But I wasn’t sure what was going on this weekend at the house. I haven’t done the work schedules that far in advance.”

		Jack held up a palm. “Say no more. I understand. I’m sure the four of us and the assorted hangers-on can manage without Mellie for a weekend. Just bring your phone in case of emergencies. You never know what can go wrong with one of these old houses.”

		“Four of you?” Marc raised an eyebrow.

		Jack nodded. “Yep. There’s Chad here and myself, Mellie’s friend Sophie and Mellie’s dad. We’ll all be working here this weekend.”

		“Well, then,” Marc said, “looks like you’ve got it covered. And I’m sure you’d agree that Melanie here could use a little bit of rest and relaxation. She’s had a difficult month.”

		Jack’s smile didn’t dim. “And I guess you would know best.”

		We had all managed to walk into the foyer at some point in the awkward conversation. Chad passed us and was now staring into the drawing room with his hands on his hips, surveying the broken chandelier lying on the floor and the hole in the ceiling. “Man, that must have hurt.”

		The three of us moved to stand behind Chad in the doorway. “Luckily, no one was in here when it happened,” I said.

		Marc kneeled in front of the chandelier and was inspecting it closely. “Looks like it’s Italian. I wonder if it’s even repairable.” He picked up a loose teardrop pendant. “Of course, you could always sell if for salvage. Old-house owners are always looking for the odd crystal pendant missing from their grandmother’s chandelier.”

		“Actually, it’s nineteenth-century Baccarat and worth a fortune.” Sophie had come in without me hearing her and was standing next to Chad in an identical position with her hands on her hips. She was frowning at Marc as she spoke. “I have an expert coming in tomorrow  to take it to be repaired. Luckily, it fell on the rug and not the hard floor, so it’s not as irreparable as one would think. It will be expensive to repair, but compared to its value, it’s nothing.”

		Marc stood, brushing off his pants knees as he did. “That’s amazing. You’d think it was made of diamonds or something.” He watched me closely as he spoke, making me wonder if I had missed something.

		“It definitely wasn’t,” said Sophie, leaning down to pick up a crushed piece of crystal that had been half hidden under the rug. “The poor Aubusson would have a huge hole in the middle if that were the case.” She held up the crushed crystal in her open palm. “Diamonds are a lot more lethal to old rugs than crystal.” She smiled before dropping the pendant into her pocket.

		“Oh, my goodness! What happened in here?” We all turned around to find Mrs. Trenholm standing behind us in the doorway, taking in the damage. Her eyes finally settled on Jack. “Please tell me that you had nothing to do with this.”

		Jack reached her side and kissed her on both cheeks in greeting. “No, Mother. It just fell out of the old plaster. But thank you for thinking me capable of ripping a chandelier out of a fourteen-foot-high ceiling.”

		Mrs. Trenholm shook her head sadly. “I knew you as a toddler, remember.” She approached the chandelier. “Definitely Baccarat. Mid-nineteenth century would be my guess. And certainly worth repairing.”

		“That’s what I thought, too,” said Sophie as she offered her hand and then introduced herself.

		I greeted Jack’s mother and then introduced the remaining people in the room, ending with Marc.

		“Oh, yes. Mr. Longo. I believe we spoke several times on the phone last spring regarding the Gibbes Museum’s AIDS benefit.” She raised an elegant eyebrow, and I thought I could see Marc squirm under her scrutiny.

		“Yes. I do remember. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you in person, Mrs. Trenholm.”

		“Likewise,” she said with a polite smile.

		I introduced Amelia to Sophie and Chad, then turned my attention to her. “Thanks for coming by. Please excuse the mess.” I indicated the  tarps covering the marble floor in the entranceway and the short scaffolding Chad had been erecting in the foyer to begin the arduous process of peeling off fifty-year-old wallpaper without damaging the 150-year-old handpainted wallpaper underneath. With much frowning and agitated sighs, Sophie had finally agreed to show Chad how to do it, figuring it would keep him away from her for a good long while. Chad’s eagerness had bordered on pathetic.

		“It’s not a mess, dear. Just a work in progress. And I’m sorry to intrude. Jack called me this morning and wanted me to take a look at some of the things he found in the attic.”

		I faced Jack. “Did you finish going through everything already?”

		“I couldn’t sleep after you left last night.” He paused—the innuendo intentional, I was sure. “So I decided to finish sorting through the attic. I brought most of the boxes and smaller items and stored them in the two extra bedrooms on my side of the house. The bigger stuff—like your buffalo—I left up there. When Mom’s done, Chad here can help me move the more valuable furniture to other spots in the house—at least until we get the roof repaired.”

		“I’m working on it,” said Sophie. “I’ve got our paperwork into the BAR, and I’m waiting to hear from them. Hopefully we’ll just be rubber-stamped. In the meantime, I’ve got some guys coming over today to patch some of those holes over the attic.”

		Marc crossed his arms and frowned. “Ah, yes. The BAR. Aren’t they the ones referred to as the second cousin who comes for a visit and stays too long?” Marc looked around for corroboration.

		His words echoed my sentiments exactly, but hearing them said out loud embarrassed me, made me feel like an impostor, reminded me that there had been a time when I’d once thought that the oak-lined streets of the historic district were the most beautiful streets in the world.

		Marc clasped his hands together at the deafening silence. “Well, then, would this be a good time for a tour?”

		“Sure,” I said, avoiding Jack’s glance. “Let’s head up to the attic first to show Mrs. Trenholm some of the treasures Jack’s uncovered, if you’d like to get started there.”

		“Sounds like a plan,” he said, heading eagerly toward the staircase. The rest of us followed, including General Lee, who seemed to be  adopting the annoying habit of gluing himself to my side whenever we were in the same room together.

		As we walked up the stairs, Mrs. Trenholm paused halfway, admiring the view into the foyer. “You truly are lucky, Melanie. I know many people who would just kill to get their hands on this furniture, much less the house! Speaking of which, I have connections with several museums, two of whom have expressed an interest in housing some of your collections while you’re in a state of renovation. I was thinking mostly of some of the museum-quality pieces Jack suspects you might have in your attic, but now that I see the extent of the work being done in the house, you might consider lending a few of the other pieces that are in the way.” She looked around her again with narrowed eyes. “How long are you anticipating the restoration will take?”

		“I’m giving it a year, tops. And then I’ll be able to sell it.”

		I watched as Amelia’s eyes met Jack’s over my head. “A year, hmm? I’m thinking you’ve never worked much with contractors, have you?”

		I crossed my arms over my chest, feeling defensive. “Not really. Which is one of the reasons I always prefer to live in new construction.”

		“I see,” she said, and those two words seemed to mean a lot more than I could translate at the moment.

		We continued on our way up the stairs. “I’d love for you to take that grandfather clock in the downstairs drawing room. It chimes every fifteen minutes all through the day and night, and it is driving me crazy. Sophie wants to get started on the ceiling and walls in there, but it’s going to be hard to work around it.”

		Mrs. Trenholm stopped at the top of the stairs and looked at me. “Oh, no, Melanie. You shouldn’t move that clock. It’s bad luck—or haven’t you heard?” She put her finger to her chin, a small line forming between her brows. “There’s some sort of story, made up years ago, I’m sure, about that clock. It’s been here since about the time of the War Between the States, and has never been moved. The story says that it’s cursed or some such nonsense and that anybody who tries to move it meets with some horrible fate—but I have a feeling that whoever started that story was probably somebody’s husband who didn’t want to break his back because his wife wanted to rearrange the furniture again.” She winked. “You know how men can be.”

		Jack grunted, but everybody else remained silent as we made our  way to the attic. We crowded around the space inside the door as Jack went ahead to flip on the single bulb.

		“Oh, my goodness,” exclaimed Mrs. Trenholm as she studied her surroundings. “It’s like finding treasure.” She walked over to a low chest with a bowed front and elaborate brass fixtures. Kneeling in front of it, she slid open a drawer and peered inside. “French, seventeenth century at the latest. Very well made.” She stood and patted the top of it the way a mother would before sending her child off on his first day of kindergarten. “It needs refinishing but other than that it’s in good shape.” She faced me. “Melanie, you really need to get it out of this humid attic. I’ll have my museum friend contact you tomorrow.”

		“Thank you,” I said, adding that to my never-ending and growing to-do list.

		General Lee ran past me toward the buffalo and began barking. Chad laughed. “Look at that. He thinks he’s found a friend.”

		Sophie stepped forward, her attempt at sending Chad a withering glance failing miserably. “No, actually. He seems to be barking at the desk next to Mr. Buffalo.”

		She sneezed as Chad joined her and picked up the dog. “What’s wrong, big guy? Something spooked you?”

		General Lee responded with a resounding yap and twisted in Chad’s arms to face the desk again.

		Jack and I joined them near the desk as Sophie stepped forward and opened the desk drawer. “Look—there’s a stack of papers in here.”

		Jack reached in and lifted them out. “I know. Mellie and I found them last night. When I get a chance I’ll go through them, although at first glance I don’t think there’s anything of real significance here.” He moved to stick them back in the drawer when I remembered what I’d thought about the night before as I’d gone to sleep. I put my hand on his wrist. “Wait a minute. I want to look at that deed again.”

		For a moment I had the extraordinary thought that he was going to refuse. “Sure,” he said, riffling through the documents until he pulled out the right one and handed it to me.

		I scanned the document, my eyes settling at the bottom, confirming what I’d thought before. “I know the person who witnessed this.” I looked up, meeting Jack’s eyes, and it became apparent to me that he already knew. “My grandfather—Augustus Middleton.”

		General Lee let out a bark as Sophie and Chad gathered around us to get a closer look at the deed. Sophie took the paper from me and squinted at the small print. “I guess it makes sense since your grandfather was not only a friend but also a lawyer. But why would Mr. Vanderhorst deed the property to his wife?”

		Chad reached down to pick up General Lee, who was jumping up as if to get a better look. “It sure is a mystery,” he said, looking around. “But I bet if we put our four heads together we could figure it out.”

		Mrs. Trenholm made a strangled sound in her throat, and then coughed. “Jack, what was that silly cartoon with the dog and his four friends that you used to watch every Saturday morning? They would solve mysteries and drive a van.” I watched as a grin spread across Mrs. Trenholm’s face.

		
			Jack’s brow furrowed. “You mean Scooby-Doo?”
		

		Sophie snorted. “With Shaggy, Fred, Velma, and Daphne?”

		“Yes! That’s it.” Amelia put her hand over her mouth to stifle a laugh.

		“Ruh-roh!” said Chad, obviously getting the joke that so far eluded me.

		When Jack and Sophie began laughing, too, my annoyance turned into peevishness. “I guess some of us had better things to do than sit in front of a television set on Saturday mornings,” I said, remembering how I’d used that time to sit by my father’s bed with a bucket so that when he threw up after his Friday night binges, I wouldn’t have to clean up.

		Marc cleared his throat. “The resemblance is a bit uncanny. But wouldn’t you need a ghost, too?”

		That quickly sobered everyone up, and I wondered if they were all remembering the flying picture frame in the drawing room. I avoided Jack’s eyes as I turned back to the deed. “Didn’t I hear somewhere lately that Magnolia Ridge had been purchased recently?”

		Marc coughed again. “I own it, actually. Sort of my first foray into historical real estate investment. Magnolia Ridge plantation had been abandoned and then owned by the state for years and was about to go up for auction. I guess you can say I was in the right place at the right time.”

		“What a coincidence,” Jack said with a tight smile.

		“Yes, wasn’t it?” Marc smiled, then turned back to me. “I’m sorry to be leaving so soon, but I’ve got another appointment. I’ll ask for my tour another time, Melanie, when you’re not so busy. And I’ll pick you up at five o’clock on Friday, all right? All you’ll need is a toothbrush and a bathing suit.”

		All eyes turned to me, and I felt my cheeks burn, feeling guilty that I could be considering time off when everybody else had been working long days with only a minor stipend—my father’s idea—and good food provided by Mrs. Houlihan as payment. Except for Chad’s motivations involving Sophie, I wouldn’t entertain the possibility that people would restore an old house for fun. I looked down at my chipped fingernails, courtesy of scraping decades of paint layers from the corkscrew spindles on the central staircase, and remembered that I’d missed yet another appointment with my hair colorist because I’d been waiting on the electrician again.

		“If it makes you feel any better, I promise you that it won’t all be leisure,” Marc added. “We can finish our discussion about historic real estate in Charleston and maybe come up with a list of houses to see in the next week.”

		The talk of doing work did assuage my conscience somewhat, and when I spied my neglected fingernails again, my mind was made up. Defiantly, I raised my chin. “Yes, that would be great. I’ll be ready.”

		His look of surprise was quickly hidden behind a smile. “Great. I’ll see you then.” He kissed me briefly on the cheek, his warm breath teasing my nerves and making me blush. I was grateful for the dim lighting.

		“I’ll see you out,” I said, following Marc to the door.

		“Me, too,” said Jack as he followed us both to the stairs. I didn’t bother sending him a scathing look, knowing that it wouldn’t make any difference.

		Marc paused halfway down the stairs. “This is such a beautiful home. I’ll admit to being a bit disappointed that it’s not for sale. Then again, look at all this work. I’m not sure if I were in your position I’d be willing to see it through.”

		We reached the front door. “Believe me,” I said, “I have second thoughts every day about my sanity in deciding to stay here.”

		Marc smiled, his eyes warm. “There’s nothing wrong with your  sanity, Melanie. You made a promise to an old man, which shows you have a warm and generous heart. That’s a very good thing, you know.”

		I thought he was about to kiss me, and I wasn’t opposed to the idea, when Jack spoke up from behind us. “That’s our Mellie. Heart of gold.” He stepped around us and pulled open the door. “Thanks for stopping by, Matt. We’ll see you later.”

		A flash of loathing appeared in Marc’s eyes and then just as quickly was gone. Marc looked at me again, his brown eyes penetrating. “I’ll see you Friday.”

		“Looking forward to it,” I said as I watched him head down the piazza, wondering if he really would have kissed me if Jack hadn’t been there.

		I closed the door, then turned around, almost jumping in surprise to find Jack standing so close. He wasn’t smiling.

		“Remember what I said about coincidences, Mellie? They don’t exist. Regardless of what he wants you to think, it is not a coincidence that Marc Longo not only owns Magnolia Ridge, but also showed up on your doorstep asking to buy this house.”

		Irritated, I pushed away from him and headed back to the stairs. “I told you, he’s a businessman. It would only make sense that he’d want to invest in real estate in his hometown.”

		Jack followed me, his heels digging into the floor with each step. “But why you? Why this house? Don’t you think there’s something else here?”

		I stood on the third step and turned around to face him. “Like what? That he found out his grandfather and Louisa really did have an affair? Why would that make him want to buy up all the real estate that had anything to do with her? Marc Longo is simply not the kind of man who would get sentimental over an old love story or a past scandal. He’s a businessman, remember? He’s looking for ways to make money.”

		I was shaking now, angry beyond reason as I turned back around and began running up the stairs. Jack tugged on my arm, jerking me back and bringing me to a halt. “He is using you to get to something. I-I’m not sure what, but it has something to do with this house. I’m guessing he looked for whatever it is at Magnolia Ridge, and when he didn’t find it, he assumed it’s here in this house.”

		I jerked my arm away but Jack didn’t back down. He continued. “I’ve been asking around town and found out that Marc Longo is deeply in debt and needs some cash flow. My own mother will tell you how he stiffed the AIDS charity they were talking about earlier. He’s never paid up. He’s got creditors crawling out of the woodwork.” He leaned toward me. “He wants something, Mellie. And he’s not the kind of guy who takes no for an answer.”

		
			My chest tightened, the familiar feeling of disappointment filling the space, and I twirled around and began running up the stairs. “Is it too much for you to believe that an attractive and intelligent man could possibly be interested in just me?” I swallowed, embarrassed to hear the tears in my voice. Was I really that desperate? I paused on the top step, trying to catch my breath. “Okay. So what if his motives aren’t so honorable? At this point in my life, I don’t care. He’s attractive and attentive, and he likes taking me out. We’re both having fun and not planning a wedding, for crying out loud.” I took a shuddering breath, trying not to sound as desperate as I felt. “Look, I’m a big girl, and I can take care of myself. Did you ever stop to think that maybe I just want to have a little fun with a good-looking guy? Is that so wrong?”
		

		His voice was soft behind me. “Would it be too difficult for you to believe that I care about you and don’t want you hurt?”

		I was too angry and upset to believe anything he said, and I wanted to hurt him as much as he had hurt me. I turned back to face him as I grasped the banister. “Why did your fiancée leave you, Jack?”

		His face remained impassive but I saw the light dim in his eyes and knew I’d reached my target. At first I thought he wasn’t going to answer. Then quietly, he said, “She told me that she didn’t love me. That she had never really loved me.”

		Any satisfaction I would have felt evaporated quickly at the hurt and loss that filled his eyes. “Jack, I . . .” I had a split second to register the familiar putrid smell around me before the words were knocked out of my mouth by the distinct feeling of two ice-cold hands punching me in the back, sending me toppling forward straight into Jack. He managed to break my fall with one arm while holding on to the banister with the other.

		“You’ve got to stop throwing yourself at me, Mellie,” he began before I felt another shove aimed at the middle of my back, sending us  both sprawling down the stairs toward the marble floor. Jack pressed his arms around me, twisting himself so that he landed on the hardwood stairs, taking the brunt of the fall. Our momentum carried us down the stairs at a growing speed, and I sensed Jack trying to turn us around so that we wouldn’t land headfirst.

		Then, just as suddenly as the push from behind, we stopped abruptly on the last step. Jack’s face was less than an inch from mine, so close that I could see the beads of perspiration gathering on his forehead. “What the . . . ?” I felt the rapid rise and fall of his chest as we lay pressed together where we’d landed. He didn’t try to move me off of him, his arms still wrapped around me. In a different situation, I might even have enjoyed it. “Are you all right?”

		Too stunned to speak, I nodded, taking a mental inventory of all my limbs. I already felt the bruising in the two places the unseen hands had made contact with my back.

		“How did that happen, Mellie? You were standing still, and then all of a sudden you were flying at me, as if you’d been pushed.”

		My teeth began to chatter, and he tightened his arms around me. “I’m—I’m just clumsy. I trip easily.”

		He stared at me for a long moment, his breath warm on my cheek. Neither one of us attempted to move.

		Jack continued. “And I could have sworn that somebody—or something—just broke our fall. It felt like we landed on a pillow.”

		I clamped my teeth down to prevent them from chattering before I spoke again. “I can’t imagine what that could have been,” I said, our noses touching along with just about everything else along our fronts.

		“Really?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

		“Really,” I said.

		“So there’s nothing else going on here that I should know about. Nothing that’s putting you—or me—in danger.”

		I shook my head, beginning to smell the scent of roses again. My chattering stopped.

		“You’re not aware of any . . . spirits who might be trying to get your attention for one reason or another, assuming you believe in that kind of thing.”

		Again, I shook my head. “No, of course not.”

		The sound of something solid hitting the floor in the adjacent  drawing room startled both of us, but neither one of us moved. We’d both heard that sound before, after all.

		Jack had pulled back slightly and was staring at my lips in a way that made my skin feel tight around my bones. “Well, if it’s all the same to you,” he said in a quiet voice, “I’m going to continue to stick around to protect you from yourself, all right?”

		I nodded, not able to find the breath required to speak.

		“Yo, dudes. Sorry to interrupt, but I think the little guy needs to go pee.”

		Jack and I scrambled to standing positions, then stood on opposite sides of the stairs to watch nonchalantly as Chad carried the dog downstairs, his Birkenstocks quiet on the treads, which is probably why we hadn’t heard him coming from the attic.

		Chad’s gaze drifted from me to Jack and then back again as a slow smile spread across his face. As he walked to the front door, he called over his shoulder, “I’ll knock first before I come back in.”

		As soon as I heard the front door shut, I walked to the drawing room, Jack close behind me. In front of the grandfather clock, lying on its back with the faces of the two people staring up at us, was the framed photograph of Nevin Vanderhorst and his mother.

		Jack picked it up and looked at me. “So there’s nothing out of the ordinary that’s going on in this house.”

		“Not at all,” I said, not meeting his eyes as I plucked the frame out of his hands and replaced it on the side table, where it had been last time I saw it less than an hour before.

		Remembering that I was still angry at him, I left the room without another word and headed up the stairs, feeling his gaze on my back the entire way.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 15
		

		The weeks passed quickly, the days filled with sawdust, the smell of fresh plaster and the tread of feet. I was on a first-name basis with an electrician, a plumber, a roofer, an arborist (on account of the oak tree outside developing a fungus my father couldn’t identify), a feng shui decorator (Chad’s recommendation), an exterminator (thanks to the colonies of termites calling the foundation their home), and a massage therapist (to deal with the various muscle pains and frequent headaches these relationships caused). My manicurist and hairstylist had begun calling and leaving worried messages, assuming I had been in a horrible accident or had died since in the past these two scenarios would have been the only excuses I’d allow for me to miss an appointment.

		We had managed to roll up the Aubusson rug in the drawing room—and found nothing of interest underneath in the floorboard, despite a thorough examination—and sent it away for repairs. We found a temporary home for most of the furniture in the room (except for the grandfather clock) at a newly restored home in the Ansonborough district that was being opened as a house museum. Sophie brought in a colleague and expert in the grad department of historical restoration at the University of Pennsylvania to come look at the ceiling from where the chandelier had taken its suicidal leap. This was the same guy who had been behind the restoration of the grand hall ceiling at Drayton Hall and had won some award for an article he’d written about it.

		Even I was impressed as I watched him and one of Sophie’s grad students take plaster casts of the existing medallion to be used in replacing those pieces that had been destroyed utilizing the same techniques and materials that had been used to make the original. I watched as they drilled a series of small holes along existing cracks, into which they injected some sort of epoxy filler with huge syringes to prevent further damage and prohibit chunks of ceiling plaster from falling on unsuspecting room occupants.

		Leaning more toward conservation than preservation, Sophie had wanted to leave the ceiling as it was after the repair work was done—without hiding the cracks or painting over the repair job. But since I was a Realtor, my goal was to sell the house for as much money as I possibly could. And most people didn’t want to see cracks in their ceilings, no matter how authentic it looked.

		It wasn’t as if I didn’t allow compromises, though, as long as they made sense. I’d allowed Sophie to consult with experts and use real plaster instead of Sheetrock in most of the restoration. But I also stood firm when it came to gutting the kitchen and bathrooms, and adding a bathroom to the existing master suite. She’d looked at me as if I were a Hun destroying a village of widows and orphans—or, as she put it, not respecting the original builder’s vision of the house. I shouldered her disapproval as the first wall was knocked down between my bedroom and the next to expand the space and make room for plumbing, but even I felt a little tremor of loss as the dust from the plaster exploded into the room, little puffs of dust raining down like ghosts.

		To appease Sophie, I followed her instructions on the meticulous and painstakingly correct procedures for stripping wallpaper and paint, which involved impossibly tiny razors and awkward knives, regardless of how time-consuming they were. I was kneeling in front of the drawing room’s fireplace, digging a putty knife into what seemed like twelve layers of paint in an attempt to uncover what looked to be a giant breadfruit tree, when Jack entered the room, his own putty knife held aloft.

		“Sophie said you might need some help.”

		“I’m beginning to think that an ax might be more effective than this stupid putty knife. I’ve worked on the same spot for over an hour, and I’ve managed to remove all the layers of paint from an area the size of a golf ball.”

		We stood together, examining the old fireplace. Even I had to admit that the detailing was truly a work of art and not something that I  had ever seen in contemporary homes, regardless of their cost. Elaborate fluted columns capped with Corinthian capitols and rosettes flanked each side of the fireplace and supported the surround, on which foxes and hounds dashed around a series of breadfruit trees. My admiration would have been greater if I wasn’t the one in charge of removing thick layers of paint from between the leaves on the trees, which at that moment seemed less defined than their artist had originally intended.

		Jack stood beside me and regarded my handiwork. “Good job, Mellie. At this rate we’ll be done with this mantel next December sometime. At least you’ll be getting lots of practice. How many fireplaces are in this house, anyway—three?”

		“Six,” I said, feeling slightly nauseous.

		Jack stepped forward to stand on the opposite side of the fireplace from me, and raised his knife. Alarmed, I held up my hand, imaging Sophie’s horror if a piece of tree trunk or hound head got lopped off. “Do you know how to use that?”

		He raised his eyebrow in that wicked look of his that always managed to surprise my blood flow. “I’m pretty handy with my tools.”

		I paused in my work and sent him a withering look.

		“Get your head out of the gutter, Mellie. I meant that I currently live in an eighteen fifties rice warehouse converted to condos that I restored all by myself, so I’m familiar with scraping paint from old mantels.”

		I returned my focus to my work, feeling myself blush up to my hairline. “I knew what you meant, Jack. You’re just immature enough to think otherwise.”

		He chuckled softly, making me laugh, too, but I kept myself focused on the hideous green paint.

		We worked in companionable silence for a long while, the only interruptions our gruntings as we encountered a particularly stubborn chunk of paint and the sound of Sophie’s instructions to Chad downstairs regarding hand sanding the balustrade.

		We were working on the flat surface of the mantel, supposedly the easiest part, and were standing fairly close to each other as we worked on opposite sides. After our close encounter at the bottom of the stairs, I had become hypersensitive to his presence, sort of like me being an  infrared camera and him being the heat source. I scraped my fingers several more times with my knife thanks to Jack, and I kept reminding myself that the pain in my thumb was all his fault.

		“Any more phone calls?” Jack paused next to me but I didn’t look up.

		I thought about lying for a moment, but decided I’d already done enough of that. “Yes, actually, there have been. About two or three a night now. Last night, I finally decided to unplug the phone when I went to sleep.”

		“What if there’s an emergency?”

		I enjoyed hearing the concern in his voice. I felt mollified, somewhat, since feeling his presence in my house at night kept the fear from pressing in around me. There were things in the dark—things I didn’t want to see. And knowing Jack was around helped me keep them at bay. Not that I would ever tell him, of course.

		“I keep my cell phone on the table next to me in case I need to reach someone in the middle of the night. I keep it on vibrate just in case they decide to call me on that number.”

		“Still no idea who it could be?”

		I shook my head. “No, which is weird since nowadays I thought any number could be traced. Maybe if I got the police involved they could, but it’s probably just some kid, and I don’t want to ruin his life over something like a prank call.”

		This was only half true. Since the phone calls had begun the week before, it had been nothing more than an annoyance and an interruption to my sleep. The male person on the other line would disguise his voice and ask for me by name and then breathe heavily until I hung up. The caller ID on my phone simply said “not a known number.” I’d neglected to tell Jack about the last phone call I received—just after I pulled the cord out of the wall.

		I had just drifted off to sleep when the phone rang. In my half-asleep mode, I forgot that the phone was no longer connected to the wall; otherwise I probably wouldn’t have answered it. The third time it rang, I picked it up, ready to unload a few expletives that had never crossed my lips before. But the breathing this time was different, lighter. Like a woman’s. And when I heard the voice, I collapsed back on my pillow, my limbs suddenly boneless. “Hello, Peanut,” came the crackling voice on the other end of the phone, “I’ve missed you.”

		Only one person had ever called me “Peanut,” and she’d been dead for almost thirty-four years. “Grandma?” I whispered, my hands frozen as they grasped the receiver.

		“You need to stop by, Peanut. Come sit in my garden and have a sweet tea like you used to. It’s going to be yours one day, you know. So you might as well come by and sit for a spell to see how well it fits.”

		The receiver banged against my ear as the hand clutching it began to shake. “Grandma?” I said again through suddenly parched lips.

		“You need to call your mama, Peanut.” The line had gone all staticy, making it hard to hear. When I heard her voice again, I pressed my ear to the receiver, her voice sounding far away. “She misses you so.” The voice faded away and the line went clear, leaving nothing but dead air.

		I threw the phone into the corner of the room, then huddled under my covers until dawn started to creep through the blinds.

		Jack lifted his forearm and rubbed it against his hair to dislodge a large paint flake. “If it’s all right with you, I’ll keep a phone in my room, so if the prankster calls again, he’ll know that you’re not alone. That might be all we need to discourage him.”

		“Thanks,” I said, hoping Jack wouldn’t get any phone calls from my grandmother, too. Even I didn’t think I’d be able to explain that.

		We turned back to scraping, and I slid a glance over to Jack, wondering why he was so silent. I saw his jaw ticking in rhythm with his scraping and knew he was struggling hard to remain quiet. Finally, he said, “Has he kissed you yet?”

		“Who? General Lee? I don’t let him close enough.”

		Jack smirked. “I guess that means no, then.”

		“How do you know he hasn’t kissed me?”

		He faced me and I met his gaze. “I do now, don’t I?”

		Too flustered to answer, I dug my knife into another latex layer, picturing Jack as I filleted the paint.

		“Don’t you think that’s a bit odd, Mellie? You’ve spent a weekend at his beach house, gone with him to dinners or the theater or some event about three times a week, and then hung out here with him just about every other evening. Either he’s gay, or there’s something else.”

		I dropped my knife and looked at him. “Why would that make him gay?”

		Jack turned to face me, and his eyes seemed darker than usual. “Because if a guy has spent that much time with you and still hasn’t even kissed you, there must be another explanation.”

		I opened my mouth to defend myself, then ended up only stammering as I realized what Jack was really saying. I clamped my lips together and focused on picking up the jewelry knife Sophie had given me to pry old paint out of the intricate carvings of bread tree leaves.

		Jack kept looking at me. Softly, he said, “So I’m guessing there’s something else.”

		I couldn’t decide whether I should be flattered or angry, so I kept quiet.

		“Have you showed him many houses?”

		“A few. Nothing that suited him, though,” I said, remembering Marc’s brief interest in the properties we’d seen.

		“Just let me know if he ever decides to buy. I’d bet money that he doesn’t.”

		“We’ll see about that,” I said, lifting my chin.

		“Yeah, I guess we will,” said Jack, stabbing his putty knife into the mantel.

		We were quiet for a while before I remembered what I’d been meaning to ask. “How’s your book coming along?”

		“Slowly. Very slowly, thank you. I’ve been doing lots of research on the Vanderhorst family, which is very interesting if not very illuminating. Real Charleston blue bloods—they’ve been here since it was still called Charles Towne. Sent their men to fight in every war since the Revolution. But nothing new that we didn’t already know about the disappearance of Louisa Vanderhorst in nineteen thirty. Although I did find proof that Robert Vanderhorst and your grandfather were great friends and attended law school together. I believe Gus was Robert’s best man at his wedding.”

		“I know—Mrs. Houlihan showed me the photograph. It’s in a frame in the upstairs drawing room if you want to see it. Not that it means anything, of course, except I have Grandfather Gus to thank for the predicament I’m in. If he’d been a stranger to Mr. Vanderhorst, this never would have happened.”

		Jack raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything.

		I plucked a flake of paint out of my hair, where it had landed. “Did  you find anything interesting in the pile of papers in the desk in the attic?”

		“Still going through them. I did find out that the state ended up owning Magnolia Ridge because of failure to pay the taxes on the property. The interesting part is that Mr. Vanderhorst was still a wealthy man, even through the Depression—which is an interesting fact on its own—but he chose not to pay the taxes. Like he just didn’t care about it anymore after his wife died.”

		“Like he probably didn’t care about this place anymore, either, judging by the condition of the kitchen and plumbing. I don’t think they’ve changed since the twenties.”

		Jack snorted. “Judging by the ice-cold shower I took this morning, I’d have to say you’re right. Speaking of showers, you left your bra hanging on the curtain rod. I left it there but tried not to get any water on it.”

		I chewed the inside of my cheek to hide my embarrassment. At least he wasn’t making any jokes about how small it was. “Thanks for letting me know.”

		“You’re welcome,” he said, and I could hear the smile in his voice. “I thought it was a slingshot at first until I saw the two little cups.”

		“That’s enough, Jack.”

		“Yes, ma’am,” he said, making a studious effort to concentrate on the job of chipping away old paint.

		We worked for another hour or so, our conversation meandering everywhere from current events to the ridiculous so that I was almost enjoying myself until I realized that together we had collectively removed the paint from an area totaling that of a dinner plate. Jack plunked his putty knife down, and wiped his forehead with his hand. The new and functioning central air wasn’t being installed until the following week, so we had fans lined up on the floor, but they did nothing except move the sweat around your skin. “I have an idea. I’ll be right back.”

		He returned about five minutes later, holding a heat gun. “I got it from your dad. He’s been taking some classes at the Home Depot, and they told him this would help with some of the projects here. Sophie took one look at it and told him to put it away, so you’ll have to promise me that Sophie won’t find out about this. She would rather we lose all ten digits on our hands than stoop to using modern methods, but I figure it’s your house, right?”

		Without a second thought, I dropped my knife. “Close the door and lock it.”

		Jack shut the door quietly, turning the key in the lock until it clicked. “If she knocks, we can pretend we’ve been wrestling naked.”

		I put my hands on my hips. “In that case, I think I’d rather she know that we cheated.”

		He grinned and walked over to the mantel. “And look—here’s an outlet right next to the fireplace. Surely this was meant to be.” He plugged the heat gun in and turned it on, listening to the satisfying whir of the little motor. “What would you do without me?” he asked.

		“Pour a can of kerosene around the house and light a match.”

		“It’s a good thing I’m here, then.”

		“Whatever,” I said as I watched the thick latex paint peel and curl under the heat gun. “I’m still going to need to manually scrape out the paint from around those danged leaves.”

		“Yep. But that’s where the fun comes in.”

		I rolled my eyes, but only halfheartedly. I would never admit this to him, but seeing art carved by hand by an artist more than one hundred years ago come to life again with the removal of all those layers of paint had been almost gratifying. Not as gratifying as selling this house for a huge amount of money would be but still gratifying.

		I halfheartedly returned to the more intricate parts of the design with the jeweler’s knife, while Jack had the mentally daunting task of swiping the heat gun over the painted surfaces and watching the paint curl and peel. He focused on the spot where the fireplace was attached to the wall and where the thick paint had built up so that there was no separation between the two surfaces. He was squatting near the bottom and brushing off the peeled paint with a clean paint brush when he flicked the heat gun off. “What’s this?” he asked.

		I squatted down next to him and peered into the now exposed crack between the wall and the mantel and saw what appeared to be a rectangular scrap of fabric. “Hang on,” I said as I crossed the room to where an old radio with long antennas sat on the floor, unplugged to make  room for the fans, and brought it back to the fireplace. Using one of the antennas, I stuck it in the small crack and dragged the scrap toward the edge, where Jack used a fingernail to pry it from its prison.

		“It looks like a cross-stitch sampler,” he said. Flattening it on his knee, we saw that it was very old linen, yellowed and brittle but surprisingly intact considering its age, the silk thread faded yet the colors still identifiable. In the middle was stitched an incredibly accurate representation of the house we were now standing in, and surrounding it were intricately worked lawn scenes with animals, trees, potted plants, and a great assortment of sampler motifs as if the stitcher had decided to include every motif that she had learned.

		
			The words Emily Vanderhorst, age 13 years, 1849 were delicately worked with pale yellow thread into the bottom of the sampler and encircled in an undulating vine, with little bees buzzing around bee-hives flanking the verse above the name. I read the verse out loud: “ ‘Do not resort to ghosts and spirits, nor make yourselves unclean by seeking them out. I am the Lord your God. Leviticus 19:31.’ ”
		

		I met Jack’s eyes over the sampler. With a raised eyebrow, he said, “I thought they were supposed to put generic Bible quotes on their samplers.”

		I nodded, my eyes drawn back to the stitch work, almost as if I would miss something if I looked away. “They usually do. How odd that this one is so . . . so different.”

		I could feel Jack looking at me. “It’s almost like she’s writing it as punishment, isn’t it? Like a teacher making a student write ‘I will not talk in class’ one hundred times on the blackboard. Like poor Emily here was made to stitch this Bible quote so she’d remember it.”

		My voice stuck in my throat.

		“It makes me think that maybe Emily said something about seeing a ghost and her parents got angry.” Jack paused. “You know they say that some houses are like beacons to those spirits who haven’t passed on.”

		I thought of Louisa and her scent of roses, and the menacing figure with the putrid smell I’d seen in the window and felt on my back. I also recalled the fleeting glimpse of an old gentleman in a Confederate uniform, the boy in the swing, and a teenage girl who walked gracefully across the upstairs hallway, disappearing into a doorway that didn’t exist anymore. And the woman who sought after Jack and all the voices I could hear whispering to me if I stopped and paid attention. I read somewhere once that renovations disturbed old spirits, making them come out of hiding to see what was going on or to voice their displeasure. Or just maybe these spirits had been here all along, waiting for someone like me to come and look.

		“Really?” I answered, my voice not sounding like my own.

		“And some people are, too. Beacons, I mean.”

		“Is that so?” I asked, keeping my eyes focused on the scrap of yellowed linen. “I’ve never heard that before.” I swallowed. “You know, Jack, I think you’re reading too much into it. Maybe Emily was just . . . different.” Gently, I picked up the fabric scrap. “I wonder what it was doing behind the mantel. Maybe her mother had propped it up there to display, and then it accidentally fell behind it and was forgotten.”

		“Or maybe,” Jack added, “her mother accidentally on purpose lost it.”

		I finally looked at him. “What do you mean?”

		“When I was a little boy, I had a favorite book that I made my mother read to me at bedtime at least sixteen times each night. It had lots of different characters, so when she read it, she had to make up all those voices. It must have been exhausting for her.” He looked down at the sampler for a moment, smiling to himself. “Anyway, one day the book just vanished. She helped me look and look for that book, but we never did find it. It was only a couple of years ago that she finally confessed to me that she hid it in the bottom of her cedar chest, where I would never find it, because she thought she might go mad if she ever had to read it again. She only saved it so that I could give it to my own child so that I might also be forced to read it ad nauseum.”

		I laughed. “Yeah, I can see your mother doing that.” I stared down at the fabric, sober suddenly. “Maybe Emily’s mother thought Emily had been punished enough, so she got rid of it.” Standing, I held the sampler up to the light, illuminating the intricate stitches.

		“It’s like holding a piece of history in your hands, isn’t it?” asked Jack.

		
			I stilled, hearing the voice of an old man saying almost the exact same words—words that I remembered even now despite the fact that when I’d first heard them they’d held no meaning for me. This house is more than brick, mortar and lumber. It’s a connection to the past and those who have gone before us. It’s memories and belonging. It’s a home that on the inside has seen the birth of children and the death of the old folks and the changing of the world from the outside. It’s a piece of history you can hold in your hands.
		

		I lowered my arms, feeling as if I had seen another ghost. Averting my eyes, I said, “I’ll go show it to Sophie and ask her about finding somebody to frame it. Then I can hang it in the foyer—those old-house buyers always love that kitschy nostalgic stuff in their houses.”

		I was halfway to the door when somebody knocked. I stopped. “Who is it?”

		“It’s just your dad.”

		I exchanged a look of relief with Jack, then unlocked the door. My dad stood on the other side, holding up another heat gun. I smiled when I saw it and nearly pulled my dad into the room, locking the door behind him.

		“I figured you could use two. How many fireplaces do you have in this house? Three?”

		“Six,” I said, taking the heat gun from him. “This will certainly come in handy. Thank you.”

		He eyed the locked door behind him. “Am I outside my bounds asking why the door is locked?”

		The question was directed at me, but Jack answered. “No, sir. Can’t say we’ll be honest in our answer, but you can certainly ask.”

		My dad nodded his head. “Uh-huh. You’re hiding from Sophie, aren’t you? Not that I blame you. She’s already spoken to me several times about using nonorganic fertilizers in the garden. She doesn’t want anything used that wasn’t available at the time the house was built.”

		“Which leaves you with water and horse manure, basically,” said Jack.

		“Yep, that would be correct.”

		The two of them laughed as I studied my dad, his face and arms bronzed from working outside in the garden, his gaze steady. I held myself very still, not wanting to go backward or forward, but stay there where we were. It was all I had really ever wanted since I was a child, and now that I saw it, I was afraid to move on. Afraid it wouldn’t last. I turned away. “I’ve got to show this to Sophie. I’ll see you later.”

		“Actually, Melanie, let me come out with you. I want to show you something I found in the garden.”

		“What—like an unidentified shrub? You’re asking the wrong person.”

		He sent me a lopsided grin. “Yeah, I know. I never did quite get around to teaching you about gardening, did I?”

		
			“No, Dad, you didn’t.” I saw the hesitation in his eyes and stopped. A truce, then, I thought. For now.

		“It’s actually the fountain. I cleared away all the weeds from the base, and I found something interesting carved into it. Nothing like any of the architectural elements I’ve been studying in my night class at the college.” He glanced up at me and shrugged. “Just something Sophie suggested I do to help with the restoration. Anyway, I wanted you to look at, see if it means anything to you.” He glanced behind me to Jack. “I’d like you to take a look, too.”

		“I’m right behind you,” Jack said as he hid the heat guns beneath a chair, then followed us out.

		The garden had undergone a complete transformation. Shrubs and beds that had not been part of the original design had been removed, and brick pavers replaced with old bricks to create winding paths throughout. Bright patches of noisette roses and camellias crept along the edge of the house and peered out from new beds filled with lush greens and freshly tilled earth.

		I felt guilty because I’d not spent the time in the garden to see what my father had been working on so hard. It had never occurred to me that he could have accomplished anything so beautiful. So vibrant. “It’s wonderful, Dad. It’s right out of a gardening magazine.”

		He tucked in his chin, like a bashful child. “I’m glad you like it, Melanie. I’ve had a lot of fun with it. But look over here—this is what I wanted you to see.”

		I felt a movement at the far side of the garden and slid my gaze to the old oak tree. The woman was there again and the boy sat next to her, the swing still. They both looked at me expectantly.

		“Are you all right?” Jack had stopped on the path next to me.

		“Yes, I’m fine,” I said, jerking my gaze away. “Just admiring the tree, that’s all.”

		He nodded and waited for me to move down the path before following me. I sucked in a breath when we caught up to my father, amazed that this could be the same garden I’d seen on my first visit. No water came from the fountain still—and wouldn’t until we could figure out all the plumbing issues in the house—but the cherub had been sandblasted clean and now was a smooth ivory, covered only in sunlight and shadow. The Louisa rosebushes hung heavy with giant scarlet blooms, dotting the border behind the fountain like drops of blood on a white handkerchief.

		
			My dad knelt down in front of the fountain and pulled back a covering of spider grass. With the other hand he pointed to a slightly raised panel in the stone that encircled the entire base of the fountain. Carved into the middle of the panel was the Roman numeral XLIII. Moving around the base, he pointed out two different numerals, XXIV and XLI, each one spread out from the others.
		

		
			Jack stared at the last number for a minute. “That’s forty-three, twenty-four, and forty-one. Does that mean anything to anybody?”
		

		“I have no idea,” my dad said. “But maybe as we continue with the restoration, it’ll come to us.”

		Jack began walking around the fountain, pushing back the grass as he walked and studying the numbers until he’d completed the circle. He turned to me. “Was the fountain original to the house?”

		“No. Sophie had to do the research for the BAR application and found out that the fountain wasn’t put in until nineteen thirty-one.” Our eyes met, and I knew we were both thinking the same thing—that it was put in a year after Louisa’s disappearance.

		“Guess I’ve got some researching to do,” said Jack. “Let’s order takeout and go through those papers I found in the attic. Maybe one of them can point us in the right direction.”

		With some satisfaction, I said, “I can’t. I’m going to dinner with Marc.”

		Jack nodded, his lips thin. “Maybe he’ll finally kiss you.”

		My dad brushed his hands together and coughed. “Look, I’ve got to go back to that organic nursery and get more fertilizer. Let me know if you find anything.”

		“Will do,” said Jack. I said goodbye and watched as my dad crossed one of the brick walkways and left the garden.

		“So, you have another date with Marc Longo tonight.”

		“Yes, just dinner. I’m bringing a few listings with me to show him to see if he’d like me to make an appointment.”

		“And he can’t do this during normal working hours.”

		Jack’s tone and mood confused me. If I were vain, I’d assume he was jealous. But his irrational dislike of Marc, coupled with his conviction that Marc was out for something else, was just confusing, if not just a little bit more than insulting. I straightened my shoulders. “He’s a very busy man. Evenings are more low-key for him.”

		“I’m sure they are,” said Jack. “As are weekends on the Isle of Palms.”

		“Exactly,” I said, my voice lacking conviction. I had half hoped that more than just business would have occurred, but Marc had been the consummate gentleman, considerate of all my comforts and needs and, unfortunately, my privacy. I’d like to think that he was genuinely concerned about my need for rest and relaxation, and that he considered me a lady, but still. And I was attracted to him. He was dark and mysterious and had a wry sense of humor. But whenever I looked up into his brown eyes, I found myself wanting to see bright blue ones instead.

		“I’ll be here when you get back, going through those papers, if you want to stop in. I’ll let you know if the phone rings and nobody’s there.”

		“Thanks,” I said. “Have fun.”

		He raised his hand in farewell, then shoved his hands into his pockets and walked away. I caught a movement from the corner of my eye and turned slightly to see the woman and child by the tree again. I turned to face them directly, and they disappeared, the swing still as if they had never been there at all.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 16
		

		I juggled General Lee’s leash in one hand and a tall glass of ice-cold Coke in the other while trying to unlock the dead bolts on the front door. It was almost dusk, and I still hadn’t dressed for my dinner with Marc, but Chad had asked if I’d take the dog for his walk while he accompanied Sophie to their yoga class. I hadn’t the heart to tell him that his insistent courtship of Sophie was a lost cause although they’d taken to calling each other Velma and Shaggy—which I didn’t understand—so maybe all wasn’t lost. I still had visions of throwing rice at their wedding, so I gave in. Besides, since technically the dog belonged to me, I didn’t feel it right to refuse, so there I was, struggling with the door, while General Lee waited patiently with a bored look on his face. I’m sure if he’d had a nail file, he’d have been busy giving himself a manicure while he waited for me to figure it out.

		“Can I help you with that, Miz Middleton?”

		I turned to see my plumber, Rich Kobylt, coming down the stairs loaded down with all of his gear, apparently leaving for the day. Rich was working in the house so much that I was ready to offer him a room free of charge. “Thank you,” I said gratefully.

		He slid the dead bolts and held the door open for me while General Lee and I passed through onto the piazza. I gave him my key and waited for him to lock the door. “Thanks again,” I said. “I guess I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

		Rich didn’t move to pick up his things, for which I was partially grateful, considering his girth and the looseness of his pants in the rear.

		“Miz Middleton, can I ask you something?”

		I had a flash of worry that he was about to tell me that I was stuck  with the plumbing the way it was or that he was quitting before he’d finished my master bath. “Sure,” I said.

		He scratched his rounded cheek covered with dark, three-day-old bristles. “Um, are you the only one living in this house?”

		“Yes,” I said, his question taking me by surprise. “Well, except for Mr. Trenholm, who sleeps in the guest room. Temporarily,” I added hastily.

		“Yeah, I know that.” He scratched his cheek again as if unsure how to proceed. “I guess what I meant was if maybe your sister or friend was visiting or something.”

		I stilled. “No. Why do you ask?”

		He laughed weakly. “You’re going to think this is weird, and I hope I’m not jeopardizing my job or anything, but every time I walk past that drawing room, I always see a lady standing next to the big clock out of the corner of my eye. But when I turn to look right at her, she’s gone.”

		“What does she look like?” I asked, my voice calm.

		
			“I’ve never seen her long enough to get a good look at her face, but her clothes are old-fashioned. Like the kind they wore in that gangster movie Bonnie and Clyde.”
		

		
			I felt a bubble of nervous laughter approach my lips but held it back. Louisa, I thought, and then I almost told Rich that it was a good thing that he saw her, remembering what Mr. Vanderhorst had said to me. She only appears to those she approves of. At the very least I supposed Louisa was telling me that she liked my choice of a plumber. “Anything else you remember?”
		

		He nodded. “The smell of roses. It was so strong that I thought my grandmother was standing there. She’s dead now, but I still remember that rose perfume she used to wear.” He sent me a level look. “Miz Middleton, I don’t mean to scare you, but I think your house might be haunted.”

		I had another insane urge to burst out laughing. Instead, I managed to keep a straight face. “Do you really think so?”

		“Yes, ma’am. Not that I think you need to be frightened of her or anything, because she seemed like a nice enough lady, but I thought you should know. Although . . .” He stopped, his eyes skittering away.

		“Although what?”

		“Again, Miz Middleton, I don’t want to scare you, and I don’t really  like to talk about this to other people too much, but I have what they call a gift about these things. You know, like a second sight. So I see things most people don’t.”

		I nodded sympathetically. “Believe me, I understand.”

		“I knew you would, Miz Middleton. When you were so nice and understanding about being without water for three days, I figured you’d be nice and understanding about this, too.” He smiled hesitantly. “So, anyway, that lady’s not the only . . . um . . . spirit I’ve seen. There’s something in the upstairs hallway, around those stairs that go up to the attic. It’s a man and he’s not so nice, and I don’t think he wants any of us here—and especially not up in that attic.” His eyebrows knitted as he gave me a serious look. “You need to be careful around him. Although . . .”

		“What, Rich? You can tell me.”

		“Well”—he scratched the back of his neck—“I just got the strangest impression that the lady downstairs was keeping the bad man upstairs. Like, as long as she was around, he wouldn’t mess with me.”

		I swallowed heavily, remembering my own encounters with both ghosts and realizing he was right.

		Rich continued. “And I was thinking you should hire one of those psychic people who like to talk to ghosts to come find out what he wants. Then maybe he’ll go away.”

		“That’s a good idea, Rich. I’ll look into it. And I promise your secret is safe with me.”

		“I appreciate it, ma’am.” He picked up his gear while I looked up at the flaking paint on the piazza ceiling and followed him to the door. Almost as an afterthought, he said, “I’m still having trouble getting the water out to that fountain. I’ve checked all the pipes, and everything’s intact with no leaks or blockages, but I just can’t figure it out. I’m thinking we’re going to have to get some earth-moving equipment and dig a bigger hole out in your backyard.”

		I thought of all of my dad’s hard work, of the beauty he’d created in the once desolate garden and I paused. “Why don’t we wait on that, Rich? There’s still so much to be done on the inside, why don’t we concentrate on that, and then see if we really need any water in the fountain at all?”

		He held the door open for General Lee and me, and we passed through it, followed by Rich. “If you want, Miz Middleton. It’s your house after all. But I think a fountain without water in it makes as much sense as a light beer. Like, what’s the point, you know?”

		I grinned. “I get what you’re saying, Rich. And I know you’re a perfectionist with your work.” Which was one of the reasons why I didn’t completely lose it on the third day we’d been without water. “But let’s hold off on the fountain for now. We’ll come back to it later—promise.”

		We’d moved out onto the sidewalk and stood in front of his pickup truck parked at the curb. “Sounds good.” He set his toolbox down by his feet. “I’ll see you tomorrow, then. I’m still not happy with the insulation around the pipes in your new bathroom so I wanted to tinker with it a little tomorrow before we get the drywall people in. I’ll be here around six thirty, if that’s all right.”

		I gave an inward groan. Honestly, I should just give the man a key and assign him a bedroom. “That’s fine, Rich. I’ll see you then.”

		We said our goodbyes, and I turned with General Lee before I had to witness Rich bending over to retrieve his toolbox.

		Since the little dog seemed to know where he was going, I allowed him to lead me. Every once in a while, he’d tilt his head up at me to make sure I was following and then go back to prancing down the sidewalk, his plumed tail swishing over his back like a feathered fan.

		Not that I would readily admit this to anyone, especially not to Jack, but in my months of living south of Broad, I’d started to grudgingly appreciate the beauty and charm of this Charleston neighborhood, and could almost understand the hordes of tourists who flocked here with their cameras. There was something otherworldly that lingered here in the walled gardens, whose fragrant blooms escaped through decorative wrought iron gates to entice passersby to stop and notice. Or perhaps it was the old houses themselves, having withstood revolution, pestilence, fire, civil war, and civil unrest, and still remained stoic and serene in their classic beauty—true Southern ladies. I was a born and bred Charlestonian, and I would have had to have been completely oblivious if I couldn’t admit to even a tiny bit of pride that this was my city, that the area around Tradd Street was my neighborhood,  and that I could almost understand—if not fully embrace—all the crazy eccentricities of my preservation-minded neighbors. I could even appreciate the vanity of a city whose building’s earthquake rods had decorative lion-head caps on them in a typical Charleston nod of adding beauty to functionality.

		Occasionally I would even have the mutinous thought that the homeowners here really did believe they were merely caretakers of these properties, protecting our collective history and preserving them for future generations. I wasn’t completely convinced, nor did I want to be. Because I knew better than most that no matter how much you invested in your house and called it yours, you could never own its ghosts.

		
			It wasn’t until General Lee turned the corner onto Legare Street that I realized where we were heading. I tried to pull him back, to explore another block, but he dug in his furry paws and couldn’t be dissuaded. Reluctantly I followed him, then watched with amazement as he stopped in front of the gate at number thirty-three. I didn’t bother tugging on his leash this time. Instead, I stood at the gate next to him and recalled the nighttime phone call from my grandmother about coming to visit her in her garden, and my gaze traveled through the Confederate jasmine vines twisting through wrought iron rails to the small boxwood garden with the stone benches. Come sit in my garden and have a sweet tea like you used to. It’s going to be yours one day, you know. So you might as well come by and sit for a spell to see how well it fits.

		I turned to the General Lee, who was looking at me expectantly. “Did Grandma call you, too?”

		He tilted his head, his ears hitching up a notch in a look I’m pretty sure was supposed to mean that he was pretending he didn’t understand what I was saying.

		
			I faced the square Georgian brick house with the two-tiered portico on the face, feeling the same way I’d felt when I’d first seen pictures of the Titanic on the bottom of the ocean floor—all the beauty and grandeur that had once held so much promise now lost. Except I’d never been told that my grandmother’s house was unsinkable; I was just told that one day it would be mine.
		

		I had lived there for a time after my parents separated. I had visited it often, sometimes staying there for months while my parents traveled to faraway places where my father was stationed or where my mother  would give concerts. I missed my parents, but my grandmother was the sort of woman who made sure that I’d miss her more when it was time to leave.

		She didn’t mind if I was loud, or if I slid down the polished mahogany banister, or put on my socks to pretend I was ice-skating in the ballroom. She let me set up my easel in the first-floor drawing room to paint the stained-glass window a Victorian ancestor had added to the house long before the BAR was there to tell him that he couldn’t. The window depicted some epic story that neither my grandmother nor I could ever determine, but the way the sun made the vibrant colors bleed into the room during the late afternoon created a stage for my own imagination.

		My grandmother told me stories about ancestors who had walked the hallways before me, and the famous visitors—including the Marquis de Lafayette—who had slept in one of its eight bedrooms. My favorite story was of an elderly ancestor during the Revolution who, when the British captured the house and fortified it, gave the order to set it on fire, even providing the arrows with which the act was accomplished, when the Americans arrived to attack the Redcoats. Luckily for future Prioleaus, the British surrendered before the house could be burned to the ground. The first time I’d heard the story, I’d sighed with relief and tears that my beautiful house on Legare had been saved for me.

		The garden was my playhouse, and my grandmother a willing participant as we playacted scenes from old family history as well as scenes of what I would be doing when the house became mine. But that was before my mother left my father and came to live in the house. Before I started seeing in the house people who no longer lived there, people who would tug on my sheets at night to try to tell me something only I could hear. Before the nightmares began and I had trouble knowing when the bad dreams ended and reality returned.

		The last thing I remember clearly from my time in that house was my mother coming to tell me that my grandmother had died. I was sitting on the garden bench having lemonade with my grandmother so it was a bit of a surprise to me to know that she was dead.

		The nightmares came back worse after that, and then, within a month, my mother had left, and I was on a plane with my father flying  to Japan. It wasn’t for a few more years that my father told me my grandmother’s house had been sold to an oil millionaire from Texas looking for a second home. I didn’t cry then about losing my house, and I still haven’t. And I did such a good job of pretending that I didn’t care that eventually even I began to believe it.

		I finished the last of my Coke as a quick honk of a car horn sounded from behind us. A new white Cadillac sedan pulled up to the curb, and I recognized Amelia Trenholm behind the wheel.

		“What a coincidence,” she said as her window slid down. “I was just on my way to see you.” Two slender feet encased in Ferragamo pumps appeared on the curb first, and then Amelia pulled herself out of the car. “I just love your sweet dog.”

		General Lee allowed himself to be scratched behind the ears, helpfully tilting his head to make sure Amelia could easily reach both.

		“He’s not really mine, you know. Do you want him?”

		Amelia straightened, gazing at me softly as General Lee looked up at me with an expression I could only describe as emotionally wounded. “I would love to have him. But I think you might need him more than I do.”

		I jiggled the remaining ice in my glass, and tilted my head before remembering that General Lee did the same thing when pretending not to understand. “You think so?”

		“You’ve never owned a dog before, have you?

		I shook my head.

		She smiled. “Well, then, you’ll understand soon enough.” With a pat on my arm, she walked up to the wrought iron fence, wrinkling her nose. “I can’t say that I approve of all the changes those newcomers made to your grandmother’s garden.”

		Confused, I peered into the garden again, finding that none of what I’d just seen was still there. The brick pathways were gone, as were the stone benches and jasmine. In its place were giant cement and glass cubes, stone pillars that I assumed were supposed to resemble the human form, and cacti of every size and shape. I closed my eyes, then opened them again, hoping to make the scene go away.

		“It’s hideous,” I said.

		“Not as strong as the word I was thinking of, but it’ll do.” Smiling, she faced me. “What brings you here?”

		“Taking General Lee for a walk. He insisted we come here.”

		Amelia nodded as if she didn’t find it strange at all. “I thought it might have something to do with the house going on the market again.”

		“What?”

		“Oh. I guess you hadn’t heard, then. It’s not officially on the market yet, of course, but I heard through the grapevine that the owners were considering moving back to Texas full-time. I thought you might have heard.”

		“No. I haven’t.”

		Amelia’s delicate eyebrows furrowed. “You should call your mother. Let her know. Your father said she’d been trying to reach you, anyway. This would be a good excuse to call her back.”

		I studied the spot where my grandmother’s prized camellias had once been and where a mirrored glass blob now stood. “I don’t want to speak to her. Besides, if she really wanted to talk to me, she would call me directly.”

		Amelia was silent for a moment. “I would expect that she wants you to call her so that she knows you’re speaking with her because you want to instead of only because you picked up the phone to answer it.” She paused. “I wish you would talk to her. It’s been a long time, Melanie. I think it’s time.”

		I shook my head, trying to release the old bruises of loss and abandonment that were never far from the surface of my skin. One little tap and I felt them both again as if it were only yesterday when I was calling my mother’s name out into an empty house.

		“She loves you, you know. She never stopped.”

		
			I sent her a sidelong glance, wondering where I’d heard those words before. And then I remembered. I never stopped loving him. I never stopped. Tell him I love him still.

		“Do you happen to have a photograph of Jack’s fiancée?”

		Amelia raised an eyebrow in response to my sudden change of topic. “I actually do. I have a photograph of Emily and Jack at their engagement party that I carry in my purse.” She shrugged delicately. “I keep it with me because it’s the last time I remember seeing Jack completely happy.”

		“Can I see it?”

		“Of course,” she said before going back to her car and retrieving  her purse from the front seat. She flipped open the top flap and then unzipped an inside compartment. She pulled out a wallet-sized photograph and handed it to me.

		I felt the air leave my lips in a small puff as I stared at the photo. I wasn’t really surprised, of course. Emily was just as I’d seen her leaning over Jack as he slept, weeping tears that only I could see. But Jack, well, that was the surprise. His eyes were warm and candid, not marred by sarcasm or cynicism. He had his arm around Emily, and he was looking at her as if she held all the answers for him, and I began to understand all that he had lost. All that he had stopped looking for the moment she left him.

		“She’s beautiful,” I said, handing back the photo.

		“Yes, she was. Jack always said that her beauty didn’t matter to him, that Emily was the other half of his soul. When she left him, it broke something inside of him. I’m not sure if he’ll ever be able to open his heart again.”

		“She really loved him, you know. She still does,” I blurted before I could stop myself.

		Amelia went rigid. “How do you know this?”

		I bit my lip, wishing that I hadn’t said anything. Instead of answering her, I asked, “Where did you say that she went?”

		“Up north—to upstate New York.”

		“Rochester?” I asked, a thought forming in the back of my head.

		She nodded. “I believe that’s where her boss told me Emily moved. Why? What do you know?”

		“Nothing, really. Just a thought. Let me make a few phone calls and see what I can find out. If I find out anything, I’ll let you know.”

		Her clear blue eyes studied me. “Emily’s dead, isn’t she? You’ve seen her, haven’t you? Just like your mother used to see people who have passed on.”

		I looked back up at the house that I had once thought would be mine, and had a sudden flash of memory of a crowd of people hovering over my bed and then my mother reaching out for me, pulling me away from them. I thought I could still hear my screams.

		I looked back at Amelia Trenholm, at her understanding and calm eyes, and quietly said, “Yes. Yes, I have.”

		She nodded, then put her hand on my arm. “Don’t worry, Melanie. I won’t tell Jack. But please, please find out what happened to Emily. I don’t think Jack will really ever recover unless he knows that it had nothing to do with him.”

		I nodded, then looked back up at the house, where I thought I saw movement from an upstairs attic window. Out of habit, I looked away, pretending I hadn’t seen anything.

		“Before I forget,” said Amelia. “The reason I flagged you down today was because I was on my way to your house to give you the name of that master carpenter I was telling you about. He’s wonderful, and for all the wood-trim and furniture refurbishing you’re going to need, he’s the right man for the work. Truly a craftsman.” She handed me a business card. “Here’s his card. He’s in much demand, but tell him that you’re a friend of mine.”

		“Thanks,” I said.

		
			She squeezed my hand, then surprised me by leaning forward and kissing me on the cheek. “No, Melanie. Thank you.”
		

		General Lee and I walked over to her car and watched as she got in. She stuck her head out the window. “One more thing. The grandfather clock in your drawing room? The Johnstone? I’m very familiar with his work, and I’m quite convinced that the clock face is a lot more recent than the rest of the clock. I wouldn’t know with any certainty unless I took it apart, but I’m pretty positive that the face is relatively new.”

		“Thanks, Amelia. Sophie thought the same thing. When I have a chance, I’ll have somebody look at it.”

		“No rush—the clock runs fine. Just in terms of assigning it a value for your records, we’d need to know for sure.”

		She waved to us, then pulled her car away. Thoughtfully fingering the business card in my pocket, I turned around and headed back to the house on Tradd Street.

		

		•   •   •

		Mrs. Houlihan met us at the front door, her chin wobbling with agitation.
		

		“What’s wrong?” I asked as I climbed the steps to the piazza.

		“I thought everyone was out of the house, but I heard a thump and  then some footsteps coming from your room. I thought I’d come out here and wait for you. Maybe you’d know if one of the workmen was still here.”

		I handed her the dog. “Either that or there’s still a lot of settling going on after all the construction work being done on the bathroom. I’ll go check it out.”

		I headed for the stairs with a straight back, trying to exude as much confidence as I wished I felt. When I reached the top of the stairs, I stopped and listened. Hearing nothing, I slowly approached my door and turned the knob.

		The room was empty, as I had suspected, but not undisturbed. The telephone, still unplugged from the wall, sat upside down in the middle of the floor, and Louisa’s albums lay scattered over the bed and floor like the discarded wardrobe choices of a fickle teenager. I’d been avoiding looking at the albums, since they seemed to drain all of the energy from me and hadn’t offered anything more about Louisa other than the fact that she had loved her husband and son. But it seemed that Louisa had done a good job of making sure I couldn’t avoid them anymore.

		I called down the stairs. “It’s all right to come inside, Mrs. Houlihan. A stack of books fell over in my room—that’s all.”

		Annoyed, I reached for the album that lay facedown in the middle of the bed to move it out of the way, realizing my mistake as soon as the shock bolted through my body. Pausing as if to listen to the first hesitant drops of rain, I could hear the soft mewling of a baby, and my own breasts felt heavy as if they were filled with mother’s milk. I sank onto the bed, where the album had been, and looked down at the open pages.

		The left-hand side of the album contained a photo of Louisa holding baby Nevin in a christening gown, the long lace shimmering and milky as it spilled over Louisa’s arms. Half hidden by the baby’s head was what appeared to be a necklace with a large stone dangling from Louisa’s elegant neck. But it wasn’t the photo I was becoming immersed in; it was the feelings emanating from the photo—something warm and whole and maternal that made me want to wrap myself in it, bury my face in it like a mother’s lap. I could almost feel my mother’s hand on my head just as I cupped the downy head of the baby in my arms. Again, the hard coldness of a pen pressed against the fingers of  my right hand, a curious feeling because I had been left-handed since birth, and I watched as the pen scratched against the page.

		
			
				 
November 5, 1922
			

			Our son Nevin was christened today at St. Michael’s. The old church was filled with flowers and friends, reminding me of my wedding day. But this was even more special: the culmination of our love for each other in the form of a beloved child. We are so blessed. Robert, the proud father, presented me with the most stunning diamond necklace I have ever seen. I scolded him for his extravagance, but he says it’ s appropriate for the occasion. The diamond is flawless, he explained, just like our love for each other and for our beautiful boy. I wore it for the photo in the newspaper and afterward wished that I hadn’t. The day after the photo appeared in the paper, someone attempted to break into the house. Robert moved the necklace to the safe at our bank, and I’m not sure if I will wear it again.

		

		The opposite page held no photo, but stuffed in between the two pages were folded letters, the papers now fragile and yellow with age. Or at least they should have been, but as I opened them, the paper felt crisp and supple under my fingers, the ink bright and clear. The letters were well wishes from friends to the happy couple on the occasion of their firstborn’s christening. The last names were familiar to me: Gibbes, Prioleau, Pinckney, Drayton. The same names had probably appeared on the guest list to my own christening.

		
			A smaller note had remained wedged in the spine, and I pulled it out. It was made of ivory card stock, the sort of stationery a lawyer would have or perhaps a businessman with a lack of imagination. I pulled back at this last thought, quite convinced that it hadn’t been my own. I spread it open, noticing the creases from where it looked like the note had once been folded into a tiny square either to throw away or to tuck somewhere out of sight. The embossed monogram at the top had been done in bold capital letters and read JML. Joseph Longo?

		Folded inside the note was a newspaper clipping, the edges ragged as if it had been ripped rather than carefully cut from the newspaper. The clipping fluttered out of the note, landing upside down on the album. Flipping it over with a hand that no longer looked like my own, I saw the photograph of Louisa with Nevin, the necklace a bright spot in the reproduced black-and-white newspaper photo.

		I flipped the note over, looking for some sort of writing, but found nothing. Just the yellowed face on brittle and yellowed newspaper print staring up at me. The album slid from my lap, and I found myself breathing heavily. I placed the note and clipping back in the book to show Jack later, then carefully avoided touching any of the other albums as I made my way to my new bathroom to begin getting dressed for my date.

		
			 
Marc and I went to Anson’s, where we sat in the front of the restaurant, facing Anson Street, and watched the horse-drawn carriages trotting outside. I’d enjoyed more than my fair share of a bottle of wine, in addition to their famous shrimp and grits, barbecued lamb, and decadent chocolate torte. Marc had watched me with unconcealed amusement as I’d eaten every last crumb of my dessert, even turning down my offer of a bite because he was too full. I was grateful that I’d been to the restaurant before and knew what to order beforehand, since I couldn’t read the menu without my glasses and I refused to put them on in front of him. It was one thing to admit to myself that my eyes weren’t what they used to be, but even at thirty-nine, I still clung to whatever vanity I still possessed.
		

		We talked about the houses I’d shown him so far or, rather, why the houses weren’t a good fit for him, then quickly moved on to other subjects, both of us avoiding talking about our families. Curious, and feeling emboldened by the wine, I leaned across the table. “Have you or any member of your family tried to figure out what happened to your grandfather?”

		His eyes didn’t register more than a flicker of interest. “Years ago my father hired a private investigator. Never turned up anything. It’s a cold trail by now.”

		“So he didn’t leave behind any correspondence—no letters or journals?”

		Marc took a thoughtful sip of his after-dinner cognac. “I don’t believe so. My father was the one who handled the estate, and he never said anything to me. I guess it’s just one of those mysteries that will remain unsolved.” He smiled and leaned forward, his fingers touching mine. “Besides, I’m a progressive man—I’m all about the future. To be honest, I don’t seem to have much time or patience for the past.”

		I looked into his warm brown eyes and took another sip of wine, trying to wet my suddenly dry mouth. “That’s very admirable,” I said, feeling his fingertips. “But surely you must have felt some curiosity.”

		“Maybe when I was a kid. But now that I’m grown and I’ve made my own life, what’s come before seems to have less and less significance to my life.”

		I couldn’t see the flaw in his reasoning, and probably would have to admit that at some point in my life, I’d felt the same way. But if I agreed with him, it would seem like some sort of betrayal to Mr. Vanderhorst, so I said nothing.

		Still, whether it was the food, the wine, the ambience, or the company, I found myself relaxing and simply enjoying myself for the first time in a long while. It was against my nature to relax, but Marc’s company lent itself to quiet, comfortable conversation, the lulls more for peaceful reflection rather than for uncomfortable silences.

		I found my mind drifting back to earlier in the day, when I was standing on Legare Street, looking at my grandmother’s house, and recalling the picture of Jack that Amelia had showed me. I hadn’t been able to identify what I had felt when I’d seen it until now, and it made me take another sip of my wine and settle deeper into my chair. It hadn’t been jealousy—how could I be jealous of a dead woman? It had been more like disenchantment—a held-in breath full of hope that had suddenly slipped from my mouth unnoticed.

		Maybe it was this unexpected feeling, or the bright stars in a clear Charleston sky, that caused me to ask Marc to leave the car in the lot and take me for a walk in the early-fall evening. Marc surprised me by placing his jacket around my shoulders and taking my hand. I smiled up at him, relaxing into his warmth and enjoying the male scent of his clothing.

		We paused outside the gates of St. Philip’s cemetery, gazing into the dark shadows at white obelisks punctuating the night. Marc’s face was very close to mine as we peered through the gate, and I smelled his cologne as he spoke next to my ear. “Lots of famous people are buried here, you know. John C. Calhoun. Edward Rutledge—signer of the Declaration of Independence. DuBose Heyward.” He narrowed his eyes pensively. “I’ve always found it odd that people who have given so much to the world end up just the same as us ordinary people. Dust in  the ground.” He smiled, softening his words. “I’ve always wanted to ask one of them if there’s a class system in heaven, too, where the great architects and poets and inventors and all those who’ve given so much to the world are maybe put in a special place, higher than the rest of us.”

		I tried to read his eyes, but they were hidden in shadows. “I think they would tell us that God loves us all equally. And that you should feel lucky to have made it to heaven in the first place.”

		He laughed and put his hand on the small of my back and I liked it there. “You sound like my mother. Always reminding my brothers and me that our earthly successes aren’t what’s important. I’m sure every mother says that, though.”

		“I wouldn’t know,” I said quietly. We began to walk toward Meeting Street and the Circular Church, pausing outside the churchyard. I saw a woman in a long white gown flitting between dimly lit tomb-stones. She stopped when she saw me, but I looked away, hoping she’d leave me alone. Cemeteries were normally places I avoided, but if I concentrated really hard on something else, I could ignore the activity that seemed to spring up in my wake like water behind a speedboat.

		Marc hooked one hand on the gate and faced me. “Did you know that this is the city’s oldest burying ground? It’s designed in the Richardsonian Romanesque style, which you can tell by the shape of the windows with the curved tops. It’s my favorite building because it’s so different from anything else in the city.”

		I laughed at his meticulous historical spiel. “Let me guess. You used to give tours of the city when you were younger.”

		He smiled broadly, his teeth white in the shadow of his face. “No. I simply love Charleston. Anybody who just sees me as a real estate developer would certainly disagree, but I don’t think I could do what I do without appreciating this city for what it is.”

		I stopped, then turned to face him. “Which is what?”

		He was silent for a moment. “A beautiful, old city full of rich history and character and architecturally significant buildings—but whose inhabitants are sometimes blind to the ideas of progress.” He drew a deep breath, then took my hand as we continued walking down Meeting past the Palladian-style Gibbes Museum of Art. “As much as I respect the desire of the city’s preservationists to protect what is part of  our heritage, I can’t help but lose patience with their passion for saving crumbling bits of ruin regardless of their condition or worth simply because they’re old.”

		
			I nodded, completely in harmony with what he was saying. But I thought again of my mother’s house and the history it held within its walls, and my own house on Tradd Street. My house? Despite my prickly relationship with it, the thought of it being razed for condos or a parking lot made the chocolate torte in my stomach turn. And not just because I had put so much of my own sweat equity in it; it had more to do with the old cross-stitch found behind the fireplace and the growth chart sketched on the wall in the drawing room. I remembered Nevin Vanderhorst and his belief that his house was like the child he had never had, and I thought for the first time that maybe the old man might have been telling the truth. Not that I really wanted to get up close and personal with small children or an old house, but the sentiment did make the space around my heart a little tighter.
		

		We turned onto Archdale Street, and I noticed that our arms were swinging between us as if we were teenagers. We stopped at the corner of Archdale and Market, and Marc placed his hands on my shoulders and turned me so that I was facing east, over to Market Hall, giving me a view I’d never paused long enough to appreciate. The lights of the Holy City blazed from old streetlamps and building windows, illuminating church steeples and ancient facades like halos.

		“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” ask Marc, his low voice in my ear.

		I nodded, too entranced by the view to speak.

		“When the Saks Fifth Avenue building was constructed, it was built out to the street to provide a solid street wall to frame the vista of Market Street. It’s what the city’s preservationists now call an example of good urban design, but at the time it was built, they called it a lot of less flattering names.” He took a deep breath and its warmth brushed my neck, making me shiver.

		I turned to face him. “So why do you want to own an old house? You’re a real estate developer living in an old city that prefers its antiques to anything resembling modern. It doesn’t make sense.”

		He didn’t speak at first, and I thought that maybe he wasn’t sure what the answer was. Or perhaps he simply didn’t want to tell me. “Maybe as a person grows older, he finds the need to get back to his  roots, to his family. To his ancestors. Maybe that’s the appeal of this city that you and I have been missing.”

		I opened my mouth to agree, then closed it. Because that would be a lie. I had been born knowing it. It was just that childhood wounds were permanent and the people we grew into couldn’t be expected to forget them. Instead, I simply answered, “Maybe.”

		The wine or the night or his warmth made me sway forward, and he cupped my face in his hands, his eyes unreadable. My blood swished a little faster, and I closed my eyes, surprised to find Jack’s face there behind my lids instead of Marc’s. Confused, my eyes fluttered open, and I saw that Marc hadn’t moved any closer.

		“You’re a very special woman, Melanie. You’re smart, successful, funny.” His cheek twitched. “And you have the appetite of a long-shoreman but the body of a goddess.” He paused, his voice serious again. “You deserve only the best.”

		
			
			So why aren’t you kissing me? I swayed closer to him.
		

		I heard him sigh, a sound between resignation and desire, and then his lips were on mine. He tasted of wine and night air, and I thought of how warm and comfortable I felt in his arms. I didn’t stop to think that it was comfort I felt more than passion, but simply that it felt good and it had been a very long time since I’d been held like that.

		When he pulled back, I smiled. “Well, I guess that proves it then.” “Proves what?”

		“That you’re not gay.”

		He coughed. “What?”

		I shrugged. “It’s just that we’ve been out so many times, and I thought you were enjoying our time together as much as I was. But you never even tried to kiss me.”

		His face was serious, almost somber. “I’m not the kind of man who dabbles with women or who enjoys mixing business with pleasure. You’ve just been, well, an unexpected surprise.”

		Before I could respond, he pulled me toward him again and kissed me so thoroughly and long that I almost expected the dawn sky to show behind the city’s steeples. I kept my eyes open a little so I wouldn’t keep seeing Jack’s face.

		When Marc pulled back, he said, “I should probably take you home now.”

		
			My fingers and toes tingled from his kiss, and I felt a stab of disappointment. Unbidden, I remembered Amelia’s voice as she’d showed me the picture of Jack and Emily. Emily was the other half of his soul. When she left, it broke something inside of him. I’m not sure if he’ll ever be able to open his heart again.

		I shook my head. “Don’t,” I said.

		He raised his eyebrows in a question, and I didn’t hesitate to answer.

		“I have a roommate,” I said, afraid to break the spell by saying Jack’s name out loud. “I’m assuming you don’t.”

		Marc hesitated before offering his hand to me. “Come on, then. It’s getting cold.”

		I hesitated just for a moment before taking his hand. We walked quickly back to the car, his arm around my shoulder and my face pressed against him, my eyes closed tightly as I tried hard not to remember the photo Amelia had showed me or the bright blue of Jack’s eyes.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 17
		

		It was nearly seven o’clock the following morning before I made it back to the house on Tradd Street. Marc was apparently an early riser, too, and had awakened me to French toast in bed. He was quiet and introspective, watching me closely with hooded eyes, and I wondered if it was regret I saw in them before he quickly looked away. His quiet watchfulness would have made me self-conscious if I had thought that any recriminations were directed at me.

		His attentiveness dispelled any doubt as he leaned over and kissed me, licking syrup off my lips. “What would you like to do today?”

		I had to think for a minute before I remembered it was Saturday. “I’m scheduled to begin scraping the paint from the door cornices in the front hallway with Jack.”

		“With Jack?”

		“Yes. In return for access to anything he can find regarding Louisa’s disappearance, he’s promised to help with the restoration. He’s had some experience restoring his own home so I’ve put him to work.”

		A corner of his mouth quirked upward. “And you have a schedule for this?”

		I washed down a bite full of French toast with coffee and waved a dismissive hand. “Long story. But I have a houseful of people working on the house today, and it would be conspicuous—if not downright embarrassing—if I didn’t show.”

		“Because your name’s on the schedule.” He didn’t hide the amusement in his voice.

		“Exactly.” I leaned forward to kiss him, pleased that he’d wanted to  spend the day with me. “How about tomorrow? Maybe dinner and a movie?”

		He winced a little. “Can’t. I have to go out of town for a few days. But I’ll call you when I get back, all right?” He kissed my nose as I took another bite of my breakfast.

		I chewed slowly, disappointed but also a little relieved. I needed time to sort out my thoughts before I saw Marc again. Most of all, I needed to figure out why I kept seeing Jack’s face every time Marc kissed me. It was stupid, really. Jack wasn’t my type at all. He was way too self-assured, too cocky, too mocking. And emotionally unavailable. The biggest mistake I could ever make would be to let Jack know that I was attracted to him on any level. Even if that level was base and stupid and had nothing to do with real affection. I figured if I kept telling myself that, I would eventually come to believe it. I’d had years of practice at deceiving myself, after all.

		When Marc pulled onto Tradd Street, I cringed when I saw not only the plumber’s truck, but also my dad’s car parked at the curb. I assumed Jack’s Porsche was in its usual place, safely ensconced in the detached garage at the back of the property. It was a single-car garage, remodeled from the former carriage house, and it had been my one concession to Jack to allow him to use it for his precious car.

		Marc opened the car door for me and moved as if to escort me to my front door. I shook my head. “I think it’s better if I go in alone. My dad’s here.”

		“I understand,” said Marc, kissing me lightly on the lips. “No matter how old a woman is, she’s always her daddy’s little girl.”

		I nodded, not willing to tell him that I had never considered myself “Daddy’s little girl” but that my hesitation stemmed more from the little bit of ick factor involved with walking into a house and facing Jack after having spent the night with another man.

		Marc waited until I’d reached the front gate before opening his car door. “I’ll call you in a few days.”

		I waved and watched as he drove down the street. Mentally girding my loins, I hunted through my clutch bag until I found my keys, and opened the front door of the house.

		“Where in the hell have you been? We were about to call the police.”

		This was from Jack and not from my father, who stood behind Jack with an equally disapproving look on his face. Rich the plumber stood by the stairs with a wrench in his hand, also managing to look less than pleased with me.

		“I was out with Marc—you knew that, Jack.” I glared at him, more angry at him for invading my head than for berating me for staying out all night.

		“That’s exactly why I was worried. Why weren’t you answering your phone?”

		Trying to hide my embarrassment with belligerence, I stuck out my chin. “It didn’t fit in my purse, so I turned it off and left it in my room.”

		Jack took a step toward me, his face a mottled dark red. “You left your phone at home because it didn’t fit in your little purse? That is the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. Did it never occur to you that we might be worried when we couldn’t reach you?”

		“We wouldn’t have been so worried if you’d had your phone, Miz Middleton.”

		The three of us turned to face the plumber, who had placed both fists on his hips in an accusatory stance. He looked from me to Jack, then to my dad before turning his gaze back to me. None of us said a word. He dropped his hands from his hips. “Um, I’ll just get to work on that hall bath, Miz Middleton. Just let me know if you need me.”

		“Thank you, Rich.” I waited until he had disappeared at the top of the stairs before facing Jack again. “Just because you’re living under the same roof as me does not give you the right to run my life. Now, let it go because you’re starting to piss me off.”

		My dad laid a restraining hand on Jack’s arm. “We were worried sick, Melanie. We’re just relieved that you’re okay. But you should have called.”

		I turned on him, not willing to concede that he was right. My embarrassment was acute, as was my annoyance that I was nearing forty and he and I had never had this conversation before. “Isn’t it a little bit late for you to be playing the concerned father?”

		He flinched, showing that I’d hit my target. I raised my hand in a sign of a truce. “Look, I’m sorry. But I’m tired and I feel as if I’ve just been attacked in my own home. I appreciate your concern, but I’m  thirty-nine years old. I don’t need anybody watching out for me.” I paused for a moment. “And it’s not like I slept with him or anything.” I didn’t stop to think why I’d felt the need to lie, only that I did it more for Jack’s opinion than my dad’s. I watched as a glance passed between Jack and my father. Alarmed, I looked from one to the other. “What’s wrong?”

		They looked at each other again as if to decide who’d drawn the shortest straw and had to be the one to tell me the news.

		Jack took a step toward me. “Come into the drawing room. I think you should sit down.”

		I brushed his hand off. “For what? For you to tell me that Marc is up to something again? No, thanks. I’ve already heard it. So, if it’s all right with you, I’d like to go upstairs and change before getting to work.”

		I made a move toward the stairs when my dad called me back. “No, Melanie. I think you need to hear what Jack has to say first.”

		Slowly, I faced my father, recognizing the military voice he had perfected over years of giving orders. It was a voice I’d once admired and tried to emulate but one I hadn’t heard in a very long time. I was torn between admiration and reluctance, and in the end I followed Jack into the drawing room, if only because I’d recognized the voice of the father I used to know.

		I sat on one of the folding chairs that had been brought into the emptied drawing room as a place to sit while the walls were being re-plastered and painted. I crossed my arms across my chest. “Hurry up with whatever you have to tell me. You and I are scheduled to start painting at eight o’clock.”

		My dad remained standing by the grandfather clock while Jack pulled up a chair in front of me. I avoided looking directly at him, afraid that I’d see again that face in his mother’s photograph. If I’d been honest with myself, I would say that it had affected me a lot more than I cared to admit. And might even have been the reason I had kissed Marc while standing on the corner of Archdale and Market.

		“This isn’t going to be easy, and I wish you didn’t have to hear it from me, but you’ve got to know.”

		“Know what?” My crossed leg bounced furiously and I recrossed my legs to still it.

		Jack glanced up at my father before returning to study his hands. “As you know, I’ve been doing a lot of research on the Vanderhorst family. Nothing new there—I’ve already told you that all accounts point to a happy family.” He glanced up at me with a bare hint of his deadly smile, then sat back to look me in the face, his smile gone. “As you also know, I’ve been investigating the Longo family, to see where the two families might have intersected. So far, I’ve found nothing—although I’m convinced there’s something there. I think it might have something to do with the fact that neither family really seemed to suffer any financial setbacks after the stock market crash of nineteen twenty-nine.”

		“This is all fascinating, Jack, but what has any of that got to do with me?”

		“I’m getting to that.” He stood and began walking around the drawing room, touching the mantel and walls, then pausing to absently pat the Plexiglas that had been installed over Nevin’s growth chart before facing me again. “While investigating Longo’s business dealings, I got ahold of more current documents reflecting the current Longo family’s financial affairs.”

		I slammed both feet on the ground. “That’s none of your business, Jack. And I’m pretty sure you shouldn’t be privy to that information to begin with.”

		He held up his hand to stop me from saying anything more. “I didn’t do anything illegal, if that’s what you’re insinuating. I’m essentially a reporter, remember? I know what questions to ask and I know who to ask—it’s as simple as that. And that’s how I found out about your Marc Longo.”

		I stood abruptly, the chair scraping the floor as I pushed it with the back of my legs. “Oh, I see. This is about Marc—not about Louisa or Joseph or the house.” I turned and started to walk away. “I don’t have time for this. I’ve got walls to paint.”

		“Marc’s in debt up to his eyeballs. His winery is sucking money faster than water down the drain. And he’s got some pretty impressive gambling debts. As a matter of fact, he’s scheduled to play in a high-stakes poker game in Las Vegas tomorrow. Did he mention that he had to go away on business?”

		I stopped, keeping my back to him.

		Jack continued. “He’s in dire need of a hefty cash infusion. I think that’s where you come in.”

		Slowly, I turned. “Do you mean this house?” I indicated the tarps and the half-finished restoration work that seemed to have erupted onto every wall in the house like a bad case of chicken pox. “In case you haven’t noticed, except for the new roof—which cost more than some new houses—this house is in worse shape than when I inherited it. Anybody looking for easy cash would not look here.”

		I made to leave again but my father stopped me. “There’s more, Melanie. And you need to hear it.”

		Jack was motioning toward my vacated chair. “I really think you should be sitting down before I tell you this.”

		“I prefer to stand, thank you. And please hurry. Sophie and Chad will be here soon.”

		He took a deep breath. “Fine. Suit yourself. I’m not sure where to begin, so I guess I’ll start at the beginning. In eighteen sixty-two, the sultan of Brunei, Abdul Momin, gave to the Confederacy six ten-carat flawless diamonds to support the Southern cause.”

		Jack paused, his blue eyes piercing, and I had to remind myself that I had spent the night with another man—the same man Jack was in the process of trying to discredit. I met his gaze without flinching.

		He continued. “No records exist to confirm the transaction and there are only two eyewitness reports, handed down over several generations, of the diamonds actually being in this country and stored in the Confederate capital of Richmond with the fabled Confederate gold.”

		I glanced impatiently at the clock that had just struck the quarter hour. “Look, I’m sure you find this history fascinating, but I don’t and I have no idea why you think I need a history lesson right now. So why don’t you just pretend I’m here and continue talking while I go upstairs?”

		I was almost out of the room when he spoke again. “I think the diamonds are in this house and I think Marc Longo thinks so, too.”

		I marched back in, noticing that my father was watching me closely. “What? What are you talking about? I’ve never heard of secret diamonds, and they sure as hell aren’t here—we would have found them  by now. And if this is your way of getting me to stop seeing Marc, forget it. Maybe if you told me he was the king of England you’d have a better chance of me believing you.”

		Jack stalked across the room toward me. “Dammit, Mellie—would you just listen for five minutes? There is enough of a paper trail that shows that when President Jefferson Davis escaped from Richmond with the Confederate treasury, the diamonds were with him. They made it as far south as Washington, Georgia, before Jefferson ordered the treasure be divided and sent separate ways.”

		“So what?” I answered but even I could hear the uncertainty in my voice.

		Jack continued, looking steadily at me as if to gauge my reaction. “A large portion of the gold was hidden in the false bottom of a wagon and given to a trusted cavalry officer, who would take the gold to his hometown, Charleston. The cavalry officer, John Nevin Vanderhorst, arrived in Charleston without the gold or the wagon, saying he’d been attacked by thieves who had stolen the wagon. Nothing was ever mentioned about the rumored diamonds, and Vanderhorst was killed in battle shortly afterward.”

		Jack passed his hands through his hair, and when he looked at me, his face was ragged and I was glad, because I had begun to feel that the worst part of what he wanted to tell me was yet to come.

		“I really think you need to sit down for this, Mellie.”

		My dad approached and moved the chair closer to me, his presence jarring because I’d forgotten he was there. His absence from my life was expected, and his being there was oddly comforting until I realized that he was somehow privy to what Jack was about to say.

		“No,” I said combatively. I had stopped crying at the age of seven and wasn’t about to start now. I figured being belligerent, stubborn, and combative just might help me mask the tears I felt vying for my attention somewhere in the back of my throat.

		Jack slid his chair closer to where I stood. “Then you’ll have to forgive me for sitting in a lady’s presence, but I need to.”

		I didn’t say anything else, so he continued. “The legend holds that Vanderhorst hid the diamonds either at his plantation, Magnolia Ridge, or in his Charleston town house. Despite numerous searches for the rumored diamonds, one hundred forty-two years later, they have never  been found, and most historians refuse to recognize their very existence.”

		The silence in the room was punctuated by the ticking of the large clock, as if reminding us of its presence. I kept my voice calm, surprising myself. “But you know differently.”

		“Yes, I do.”

		I stared at him expectantly.

		He coughed. “I discovered I had a gift with breaking codes when I was in the military. It became kind of a hobby for me to hunt for ciphers and see if I could solve them. I accompanied my parents to an estate auction in Washington, Georgia, and while I was there, I visited the museum where the trunk that supposedly held a portion of the Confederate gold was kept. And right there, carved around the bottom of the trunk so that it looked like part of the design, and in front of anybody actually paying attention, was an old Atbash substitution cipher. It was supposedly used by the Knights Templar and replaces the first letter of the Hebrew alphabet for the last and so on. Not very difficult if you know what you’re looking at. Otherwise, it looks like a fancy border used to decorate a trunk. Which is why I think it had gone undetected for all of these years.”

		“And what did the cipher say?” My voice cracked and I coughed to hide it.

		He watched me closely as he answered. “I don’t remember it verbatim, but translated loosely it said something like ‘A fortune in gold for our hero’s souls; their widows shed tears of glittering ice.’ ”

		“ ‘Glittering ice,’ ” I repeated, my voice mocking. “No such thing as coincidences, right?”

		He simply returned my gaze, his expression flat.

		“And you think that’s enough evidence to prove that the diamonds were real and part of the treasury?”

		“I’m positive. After I saw the trunk, I took a trip to the University of Texas at Austin, where they have a large collection of Davis’s papers. I found a letter he wrote to General Lee before Davis fled from Richmond, stating how he had the means to support Confederate widows regardless of the outcome of the war. I was pretty sure what he was implying, and that I had discovered the validation needed to prove that the diamonds existed.” He paused and shoved his hands in his pockets,  reminding me of the photo on the back cover of his last book, and I had a fleeting thought that the pose wasn’t meant to be arrogant or self-assured; it was simply the man I thought I had come to know hiding behind the author. If I hadn’t hated him so much at that moment, I might have found it endearing.

		Jack continued. “And that’s when I decided what my next book would be about.”

		I unclenched my jaw. “Because you needed something really big to resurrect your career. To make up for the fiasco of your previous book. The book that made you an object of public ridicule and caused your publisher to not renew your contract.”

		Jack’s jaw shifted. “Yeah. Something like that.”

		“And Colonel Vanderhorst’s town house. Where was it?”

		He leaned over in his chair, his forearms resting on his knees, and when he looked up, he looked as miserable as I felt. “Here. At Fifty-five Tradd Street.”

		I nodded, then kept nodding like a dashboard bobblehead, not seeing anything or thinking any coherent thoughts. The idea of Marc possibly deceiving me registered like a leaf falling on a lake in comparison to the feeling that was now taking over—a feeling that reminded me of walking into my mother’s closet and finding all of her clothes gone.

		“So when we first met and you told me about the book you were working on, it had nothing to do with Louisa and Joseph Longo. That was just a convenient story for you to gain access to my house.”

		He nodded, his face completely serious for the first time since I’d met him. “Yes, although at the time I was pretty sure that the two mysteries surrounding your house might be related. I still do. I think the disappearance of Louisa and Joseph is connected to the diamonds somehow.”

		“So you’ve been lying to me since the day we met.” My voice shook, and I hoped he thought it was from anger instead of those damned tears in my throat that wouldn’t leave me alone.

		He stood and began walking toward me, but my father stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for it to get this far. What I’d heard of your reputation . . . well, I wasn’t sure you’d give me carte blanche to scour your new house for a bunch of priceless diamonds. I figured a more personal connection to Mr. Vanderhorst would soften you up, make it easier for me. I planned on just getting the information I needed and then leaving. Even if I discovered the diamonds, I would have given them to you. I just needed them as proof that I’d found them.”

		I turned away, not able to look at him anymore. “When I showed you Mr. Vanderhorst’s letter, you must have jumped up and down at how easy I had made it for you.” I stopped for a moment, chewing on my lip and listening to the gentle tick of the clock. “I would have given you access, anyway, you know. If you’d told me why solving this mystery was so important to you, I would have understood. You didn’t have to lie at all.”

		“I know that now, Mellie. But I didn’t know you then. And this was so all important to my career that I acted like an asshole and didn’t stop to think how it might affect you. I figured I’d be in and out so fast that you wouldn’t even care.”

		I threw back my head and laughed, except it wasn’t a real laugh. It sounded more like a hurt bird or a disappointed child. A thought niggled at the back of my brain, and I turned to face him. “That bet you had with your mother—the one you lost. That was about this, wasn’t it?”

		He nodded, and if I’d had any emotion left at all, I suppose I would have admired his honesty. “She told me to be straight with you right from the start, but I didn’t listen. I promised her that I would tell you right away—just as soon as I figured out how receptive you’d be.” He stopped, as if unsure how to continue.

		“So what was the bet?”

		“That I’d wait so long to tell you the truth that eventually I couldn’t.”

		My crossed arms were pressed so tightly against me that they were starting to tingle from loss of circulation. “But why not? After you got to know me, why not tell me?”

		A light flickered in his eyes for a moment and then was gone. “Because I ended up liking you too much to let you know that I’d lied to you. Because I was afraid that you would hate me and throw me out on my ear. And because I knew that losing your friendship would be worse than losing my book contract.”

		I bit down hard on my lip, concentrating on the pain so I couldn’t think about the implications of what he’d just said. With a fortifying breath, I said, “Well, guess what. You were right. I do hate you right now.” I faced my father. “So you knew all along? I’m the only one who’s been kept in the dark?”

		“No, Melanie. Jack just told me—out of concern for you because of this Marc Longo fellow. I even tried to persuade Jack to let me tell you that I was the one who found out about the diamonds. But he wanted you to know the truth.”

		“And Sophie and Chad?” I asked.

		“Nobody else,” Jack said quietly. “Except for Marc Longo.” He took a step toward me, then stopped. “Mellie, I’m sorry. I know that sounds inadequate, but it’s true. But regardless of how much you might hate me right now, you need to listen to me about Marc. He’s desperate and could be dangerous. I don’t think you should be alone with him. Remember the vandalism and the break-in when you were here? Even the phone calls. I wouldn’t be surprised if he were responsible. He’s desperate, Mellie. And desperate men have been known to do desperate things.”

		I ignored him, my mind busy replaying the events of the last few months since Jack had come into my life. “So your insistence about the alarm system wasn’t about your concern for me at all, was it? It was about these mythical diamonds that may or may not exist. And your idea to move in here was to protect them—not me.”

		His jaw clenched. “You’re wrong, but I don’t expect that you would believe me now.”

		“No, I wouldn’t.”

		My father stepped forward. “Melanie, there’s more. And this is probably a rotten time to tell you, but it’s all related and might help you figure out what to do next.”

		My reputation as a hard-ass in the real estate business, while not duplicated in my personal life, was well earned. I blocked out any emotion that didn’t involve getting my own way or sealing the deal and faced my father with a hopefully calm demeanor. “What?”

		“I’ve spent the last two days crunching numbers, using Sophie’s predictions of expected costs for the work that still needs to be done.”

		I felt my calm demeanor slip slightly. “And?”

		He swallowed but didn’t break eye contact. “It . . . uh . . . well, it  looks like we’re going to run out of money before all of the work is completed.”

		“How is that possible?” My voice wavered slightly, but I didn’t shout.

		“Simple, really. The roof replacement took up more than twice what the budget allowed because we originally thought we’d only have to replace part of it and patch others, and the foundation repair, while essential to the rest of the restoration, was completely unexpected. And Sophie’s methods”—he shrugged—“well, there’s no doubt she knows what she’s doing and everything is first-class, but the money is flying out faster than either one of us expected.”

		The French toast and coffee I’d consumed for breakfast threatened to come back up. “So what are you saying, exactly?”

		“That we need those diamonds. If they’re found on this property, they will belong to you. So if anybody finds them, it will need to be us.”

		I waved my hands in front of me, as if I could erase everything that had been said. The lies, the diamonds, the shortage of money—all these thoughts ricocheted around my head like a ball in a pinball machine. I was either going to throw up or cry, either option as equally humiliating as the other. “I can’t deal with this now, Dad. I just can’t. When Chad and Sophie get here, tell them that they’re getting a day off. We’ll sit down and talk with Sophie later but not now. I’ll let you know.” I turned around for the last time, pausing again in the doorway with my back to them. “Jack, I want you packed and out of here within the hour. And I don’t ever want to see you again.”

		“Mellie, stop. Please listen. You could be in danger. Your house has already been broken into twice, remember? Please. It’s not about the book anymore. Or my career. It’s you I’m concerned about now.”

		I didn’t stop to listen to any more. I made it to the bottom step before I paused. “Just leave. Please. I don’t want to hear anything else you have to say.” I made it up one step before I paused once more. “And stop calling me Mellie,” I called out before running up the stairs, careful to hold in my stupid tears until I’d made it to the safety of my bedroom.

		
			 
I nearly tripped over one of Louisa’s albums as I entered the room, barely catching my balance by grabbing on to the armoire. The album  lay neatly on the floor, faceup and open. Ignoring it, I slid down the door until I’d reached the floor, using the heels of my hands to stanch my tears. Eventually I stopped and even managed to open my eyes. Something empty and pulsing inside my chest interrupted my breathing as I sat staring at the open album.
		

		Both pages were filled with amateur photographs of a growing Nevin. In one, I recognized the piazza, where Nevin sat on a rocking chair, his index finger pointed at the invisible photographer, his face creased with laughter. It was slightly blurred, as if the subject had failed at sitting still for the picture, but the spirit of the child had been captured perfectly.

		I remembered the Brownie camera that Jack had found in the attic and how Louisa had written that it had been a gift to her from her husband. Even if I hadn’t known that, I would have assumed from the look on little Nevin’s face that it was his mother behind the camera.

		I closed my eyes, not wanting to see the face of the boy I had failed. Regardless of whether the diamonds existed—and even if they did, I was pretty positive that if they were in the house, we would have found them by now—I was no further along in my search for finding out what happened to Louisa than I had been when I’d first sat in the drawing room with Mr. Vanderhorst and ate pralines from the rose china. Without Jack I wasn’t sure I’d be able to dig up anything else; I simply didn’t know where to look. I felt numb, as if my nerve endings had been scattered into the wind like a dandelion, leaving a bare stem of simple weariness.

		Opening my eyes, I stared again at the pictures, at the happy boy who had grown up to be a lonely man wondering why his mother had abandoned him. And who had entrusted me with his house and his dream of finding the truth.

		I curled my legs up to my chest and rested my forehead on my knees. There was one thing I could do that I hadn’t done yet—something I hadn’t done since my grandmother had died and I’d realized that my imaginary friends weren’t real but something else entirely.

		I took a deep breath through my nose and held it, then slowly exhaled from my mouth, trying to exorcise Jack with the outgoing air. With another deep breath, I looked at the pictures again of the smiling little boy and then around the empty room. “Louisa? Are you here?”

		The clock chimed downstairs and then all was silent again. I remained where I was, listening.

		“Louisa?” I asked again. I rubbed the heels of my hands into my eyes. “Please let me help you.” I kept my hands pressed into my eyes, so all I saw were red spots against my eyelids. “Why would you leave your son when you loved him so much?”

		I shivered, and when I opened my eyes, I could see my breath. The dry rustle of paper brought my attention to the album, where the pages were flipping slowly as if blown by an invisible wind. They settled on a double layout of pictures of Louisa’s garden, focusing on her roses and a pergola that had since been replaced by the fountain. I sniffed, smelling the roses as if I were sitting in the middle of them on a hot summer day. The pages rustled again, fluttering like moths around a lamp, and a yellowed newspaper clipping caught the current of moving air, twirling twice before landing on the floor at my feet.

		
			The article was dated December 30, 1930, and the small headline read, Two Prominent Gentlemen End Their Longtime Association. My eyes scanned down to read the entire article.
		

		
			
				 
A spokesperson for the esteemed legal practice of Vanderhorst and Middleton reported today that the firm is being dissolved. Assurances are being given that existing clients will continue to be handled in the manner in which they are accustomed, albeit by the lawyer of their choosing. Clients have been notified and can reach the firm at the current address until the first of February.
			

			No reason was cited as to the dissolution of the firm, but many speculate it could be related to the recent disappearance of Mr. Vanderhorst’s wife, Louisa Gibbes Vanderhorst. Her whereabouts are unknown as of present, as is her reason for abandoning her husband and eight-year-old son, Nevin.

		

		
			 
I stared at the article for a long time before sticking it back into the album. I slowly shut the cover and slid the album to the floor before dropping my head in my hands. Very quietly, I spoke to a woman who had long ago left this house but now seemed reluctant to leave it again. “I know all of this, Louisa. I know about your roses, and how my  grandfather and your husband were friends and partners and had a falling-out.” I grabbed two fistfuls of my hair in frustration and tugged. “What I don’t know is why you left and where you went and why you’ve come back.”
		

		Slowly, I struggled to my feet and stood, smelling now the tangy scent of old roses left too long in a vase. Wrinkling my nose, I reached under my bed and pulled out my suitcase and began packing up as many of my belongings as I could. I wouldn’t stay another night in this house, where everywhere I looked I saw my failures. I wasn’t used to failing: I’d been the top seller at my agency for the last five years, and a person didn’t get to that level by failing. My success was the one thing that kept me from looking backward and seeing a gawky girl whose own mother couldn’t find enough in her to love.

		I wasn’t sure how my desertion would affect the codicils of the will, but I figured I had a little time before I’d have to contact the lawyers. Before that, they wouldn’t have to know. My father, who had the most dealings with the lawyers, wouldn’t tell them without asking me first. Regardless of all of his other failings, disloyalty had never been one of them.

		As I was zipping up my bulging suitcase, I spotted the yellow rubber gloves on the dresser. I hadn’t left them there, and wondered who had. My cheek creased in an unwanted smile as I remembered the first time Jack had seen me wearing them.

		My eyes then settled on the photo albums holding all the pictures of an amateur photographer who had once taken pictures of her beloved family, her garden, and her house, and then gone away one day and didn’t come back. I felt a rush of anger at someone who would go away and never once contact the little boy she left behind—the little boy who never stopped waiting for her to come back. What sort of mother did such a thing to a child?

		My anger was irrational, and I’m sure on some level I realized it. But the dark feelings seemed to be leeching from the walls of the old house, feeding my anger like rain on parched soil. The anger made it easier to pack my suitcase, easier to leave this house with its warped floors, hand-carved mantels, and hidden secrets, which looked as if they would remain hidden. With more force than was necessary, I threw the yellow  gloves into my suitcase, slammed the lid down, then jerked on the zipper until it was closed.

		I’d already heard Jack’s departure and then my dad speaking with Chad and Sophie before watching my dad’s car leave, so I knew that when I opened my bedroom door I would be greeted only by silence and the incessant ticking of the grandfather clock.

		Struggling with the heavy suitcase, I made it down the stairs and out the front door. I closed the door behind me for the last time, making sure the dead bolts were secure before dropping my keys into the bottom of my purse. Letting myself out the front gate, I crossed the street to where my car was parked at the curb and threw my suitcase in the trunk. As I fumbled with my car keys, gooseflesh erupted on the back of my neck. I turned back to the house, staring at the upstairs window of the bedroom I had just left, bringing back the feeling of anger that had dissipated when I left the house. There, outlined in the warped handblown window glass, was the dark shadow of a man.

		My keys dug into my palm as I clenched my hand into a fist, my skin raw with fear. I backed up against my car, my hands fumbling for the door latch, because I didn’t have the courage to turn my back on the dark entity in the window. I had an odd feeling that to do so might prove fatal.

		I slid into the driver’s seat, managing to stick my key into the ignition after the third try. My tires squealed as I peeled away, my hands still shaking as they gripped the steering wheel. I paused in the middle of the street, realizing that I’d forgotten to write a note for Mrs. Houlihan. And that the sweet aroma of roses had not appeared to dispel my fear. It was almost as if by abandoning her house, Louisa had abandoned me.

		A thickness grew in my throat as I moved slowly down the street, glancing back in my rearview mirror as the house on Tradd Street grew smaller and smaller until I couldn’t see it at all.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 18
		

		For the first time in my life, I called in sick to work. I thought I’d called early enough so that I wouldn’t have to speak with anybody and could just leave a message on the machine, so when Nancy picked up on the second ring with a bright and cheerful greeting, I was speechless for a moment.

		“Hello?” she repeated. “Is anybody there?”

		“Sorry, Nancy. It’s me—Melanie.”

		“Oh. Are you here? I didn’t see your car, and Ruth said she hadn’t seen you this morning when I stopped in for coffee.”

		“Um, no. I’m still at home. In bed, actually.” I wondered for a moment if I should fake a cough and then decided against it. “I’m sick, so I won’t be coming in today. I was hoping you could cancel all of my appointments.”

		There was a long pause. “Hang on. I’ve got to take these golf ball earrings off because it’s too hard to hold the receiver to my ear, and I can’t find my headset.” The phone clattered on her desk, and I waited for a moment before her voice came back. “I’m sorry. I thought you just said that you were calling in sick.”

		“Yes, that’s right. And I was hoping you could cancel all of my appointments.”

		“Are you with a man?” She was whispering now.

		“No, of course not. I just . . . don’t feel good.”

		“It’s Jack, isn’t it?”

		“No, Nancy. It’s not a man. I’m a little under the weather, that’s all.”

		“Well, you’ve never called in sick before, and as far as I can recall,  you’ve never had a date, either, so I thought that somehow they might be related.”

		“Nancy?”

		“Yes, Melanie?”

		“Would you mind keeping those thoughts to yourself?”

		“Sorry. You know I’m only here to help you. Besides, I knew it wasn’t Jack.”

		“You did? How?”

		“Because he already called here this morning to speak with me.”

		I frowned into my phone. “With you? What about?”

		“You. He wanted to know if you were okay, and when I told him I hadn’t seen you yet this morning, he said that I might not. He told me that you’d received some bad news and would need a little TLC today. That’s why I went by Ruth’s—your bag of favorite doughnuts is sitting on your desk.”

		My cheek reluctantly creased into a half smile at Jack’s thoughtfulness until I recalled that he was responsible for the crappy way I was feeling. “Thanks, Nancy. I appreciate it. But you can go ahead and eat them. I won’t be coming in today.”

		“Hang on. That’s my other line. But don’t go away.”

		Music piped in while I waited, my eyes skirting the once comforting walls of my condo—the white, empty walls without cornices or wide baseboards, the large main room devoid of a fireplace or anything that might be even loosely called ornamental. The focal point of the room was the flat-screen television I had bought myself for Christmas the previous year. I watched little on it except for old black-and-white romantic movies on AMC and the Weather Channel. The hardwood floors were prefabricated without any signs of wear and tear, their pristine condition evidence that feet from nearly two hundred years of people hadn’t walked across them, leaving heel marks and scratches as a sign of history’s passing.

		The recessed lights on the ceiling left no room for elaborate chandeliers and spotlighted only stark white walls instead of oil paintings of Charleston Harbor and of people who’d once had breakfast at a mahogany dining room table and slept in the same bed as I had.

		The chrome-and-glass furniture, which I had hand selected with excruciating thought, now seemed cold and out of place. Everything  seemed new and pristine, as if the person living here had no past. It all felt wrong somehow, as if I were a temporary visitor and my real home was elsewhere.

		I mentally shook myself, then forced my brain to remember the backbreaking, grueling work my body had been made to endure over the past four months. My nails were nonexistent, my hair a disaster, and I knew more about stripping paint from an assortment of surfaces than any thirty-nine-year-old single woman had any business knowing. If I focused on those things long enough, I might start thinking that a condo with as much personality as a hotel room could actually be a place to call home.

		My caller ID clicked in, and when I checked to see the small screen in the receiver, I saw it was my dad. I stared at the number for a long time and listened to two more clicks before they finally stopped and the number disappeared from my screen.

		“Melanie? Are you still there?” Nancy’s voice piped through the receiver.

		“Yes, I’m here. I don’t have anything else to add—just please cancel my appointments.”

		“I’m going to cancel them for the rest of the week, too. You’ve been working too hard and need some good old-fashioned R and R. I’m looking at your schedule now, and if I move a few things around and push a few appointments into next week, you should be fine. I’ll tell Mr. Henderson that you have the flu or something.” I could hear Nancy tapping her pencil against her desk, undoubtedly impatient to get back to practicing her chip shot.

		“But . . .”

		She cut me off. “But nothing. And don’t accuse me of trying to mother you. This was all Jack’s idea. Wait—there’s my other line again and I’ve got to take it. Enjoy your week off.”

		I held the phone in my hand, listening to the dial tone, wondering if I should be angry or relieved. I really didn’t think I wanted to have anything to do with houses right now, regardless of whether they were old or new. But to know that it was Jack’s idea irked me enough to make me want to stomp into the office. Or worse—into the house on Tradd Street with a bucket of paint.

		Then I remembered the diamonds and Jack’s lies and my father telling me that we didn’t have the money to finish the restoration, and my anger melted into something that seemed a lot like disappointment. So, instead, I crawled back into bed, threw the covers over my head, and went back to sleep.

		I spent the next three days in bed, mostly sleeping. I only crept out from under the covers to pay the pizza delivery boy or retrieve my iPod, and then I returned to my cocoon, where I could wallow in my own misery. I purged my address book on my BlackBerry, reorganized my CD collection by title instead of by artist’s last name, then created a work sheet that cross-referenced them. I even sorted out my makeup drawer by season, grouping eye shadows with lipsticks. But for some reason, my reorganization didn’t give me the same sense of satisfaction it had always given me in the past.

		The phone rang incessantly, an unending circle of Sophie, Jack, my dad, and Marc. Even Amelia Trenholm called once, and my hand hovered over the receiver for a long while until the phone stopped ringing. I wasn’t angry with her; she’d tried to get Jack to tell me the truth from the beginning. And even I recognized that it was Jack’s truth to tell, not hers. Still, I didn’t want to think about anything hurtful, and speaking with her would remind me of all the work we’d done on the house on Tradd and all the work that still needed to be done. And how the first man who’d showed me any interest in more than a year had only been interested in that damn house.

		Eventually, they all decided to call Nancy, assuming correctly that she was my gatekeeper, and were all informed that I was under the weather and didn’t want to be disturbed. Jack was the only one who continued calling, but only once a day. He never left a message. It was almost as if he was making sure I knew he was there, and I found an odd comfort in that. Just not enough to actually pick up the phone and speak to him.

		On my first day back to work, I felt no more rested or clearheaded than I had the day I’d told Jack I never wanted to see him again. I left explicit instructions with Nancy that I didn’t want to see anybody until I’d had at least half a day to clean off my desk, so I was surprised when she buzzed me in my office to let me know that Marc was in the reception area waiting for me and that he wouldn’t take no for an answer.

		I met him at Nancy’s desk, my tongue feeling thick and swollen either because it wasn’t used to talking or because I didn’t know what to say.

		He stepped forward and took my hands before kissing my cheek. “I’ve missed you. I hope you’re feeling better.”

		I stared into his dark eyes, trying to see any subterfuge, but all I saw was genuine concern.

		“A little,” I said.

		“Good. I was afraid . . .” He looked up at Nancy, then lowered his voice before speaking again. “I was afraid that you were avoiding me.”

		I looked down at his Gucci loafers in case he could read the truth in my eyes. Dropping my hands from his, I said, “Let’s go outside for a moment so we can talk.”

		He nodded, then followed me outside.

		We walked down Broad Street toward the Old Exchange Building, which was said to be the most haunted building in Charleston because of its years of use as the provost dungeon. I wasn’t going to publicly dispute this fact on account of me being reluctant to provide evidence contrary to popular belief, but I’d seen more lost souls wandering the gardens and halls of my grandmother’s house on Legare than I’d seen lurking under the barrel vaulted ceilings in the old prison.

		We stopped in front of an empty iron-and-wooden bench and sat down. I smiled to myself as Marc held up his hand for me to wait while he wiped my seat with his pocket square. Then he sat down next to me and reached for my hands. After realizing that mine were already safely tucked beneath me, he placed his own on his thighs.

		“So what’s this all about, Melanie? I thought we . . . were enjoying getting to know each other.”

		My eyes met his, and I blushed a little, remembering how good a time we’d actually had getting to know each other. Being a businesswoman had taught me to cut to the chase, and I decided to do it now before I completely lost my nerve. “When you said you had to go out of town, did you mean Las Vegas for a high-stakes poker game?”

		If he was startled or disappointed, he recovered quickly. “Yes, I was.” He breathed a heavy sigh. “My younger brother, Anthony, has a gambling problem. Whenever I hear that he’s headed to some big game, I sign up for it, too, to keep an eye on him. To make sure that he doesn’t gamble more than he can afford to lose.” He shrugged slightly. “I didn’t mention this to you because we try to keep our family problems private.” His eyes narrowed as he regarded me. “Is that what your silence is about? That you disapprove of gambling?”

		I shook my head. “No. It’s more that I disapprove of lying, and misrepresenting yourself to get what you want.”

		He turned his body so that he was completely facing me now. “What are you talking about?”

		I looked for any shift in his gaze or any admission of guilt but saw none. “Are you familiar with the legend of the Confederate gold?”

		He seemed confused. “Sure, isn’t everybody? Jefferson Davis took the gold with him when he retreated from Richmond at the end of the Civil War. It mysteriously disappeared at some point, and nobody knows what happened to it. But what has that got to do with you and me?”

		I refused to bend, having already traveled this far. “Have you ever heard that part of the treasury might be hidden in my house on Tradd?”

		“Gold? Hidden in your house? With all the reconstruction going on, don’t you think it would have been found by now?”

		I shook my head again. “Not gold—diamonds.” I watched his face to see if any of this was registering with him, but his expression seemed to be that of genuine confusion. I continued. “The sultan of Brunei purportedly gave six valuable diamonds to the Confederates, and they were part of the missing treasury. An ancestor of Mr. Vanderhorst was the last person who had contact with them, but he died in the war. No one has seen or heard of them since.”

		A small smile touched Marc’s lips. “Just like Louisa and Joseph.”

		“What would make you say that?”

		He shrugged. “It’s just that historical events with perfectly logical explanations tend to become legends as the years progress. It’s much more romantic to assume something magical or mystical than to admit that a housewife got bored with her marriage and ran off with another man, or that a respected Charleston gentlemen embezzled a failing government for an infusion of cash to make sure his family survived the hard times he knew were coming.” Marc shrugged again, the smile back on his face. “It’s called life. Not mystery.”

		“So you’ve never heard of the sultan’s diamonds?” I persisted.

		Marc managed to extract one of my hands wedged between my legs and the bench. “Look, Melanie. Your friend Jack is probably the  one who has filled your head with these ideas. By nature of his occupation, he has an overactive imagination and thinks zebras when what he’s really hearing is horses. His career depends on taking normal events in history and making them exciting enough to write a book about. Good for him—we all need an escape from reality now and again. But we can’t lose sight of the fact that it’s all based on conjecture gleamed from flimsy research at best.”

		I didn’t respond, still waiting to see if he would answer my question.

		With another sigh, he said, “Like with every legend involving Charleston, I’ve probably heard them all at one time or another, so it’s completely possible that I heard the one about the diamonds, too. What you’re getting at, I assume, is whether or not I believe in it enough to pursue you so that I might gain access to your house.”

		I looked down at his well-manicured hand holding mine, remembering how nice his hands had felt on other parts of me. I had to force myself to meet his eyes again. “Did you?”

		He closed his eyes for a moment, genuinely hurt. “The other night—did that seem fake? Did it seem as if I were forcing myself to make love to you?” He let go of my hand and stood. “And do I seem to be such an incompetent businessman that I couldn’t find an alternative to acquire your house—if I truly thought it hid a fortune—than dating you?”

		I had to admit to myself that everything he said made perfect sense. Even what he’d said about Jack had a ring of truth to it—made even more plausible by the fact that I was ready to believe the worst about Jack if only to get me to stop thinking about him.

		I stood, too, and placed my hands on his shoulders. “I’m sorry, Marc. It’s just that . . .” I paused, not yet ready to confide everything. Raising my gaze from the charcoal-colored wool of his lapel, I met his eyes and saw only concern and warmth. “It’s just that . . . well, things aren’t going well with the restoration, and I just needed to know that I wasn’t going to be surprised with more bad news.”

		He stroked my cheek, sending nice warm flutters down my arms. “What’s wrong, Melanie?”

		“The restoration is costing us a lot more money than we originally budgeted, and I’m not sure if we’re going to be able to afford to complete it.”

		He raised an eyebrow. “But you don’t even particularly like the  house. Didn’t you once refer to it as the ‘goiter on the neck of your life’?” He gave me a soft smile, but his gaze remained intense.

		“Yeah, I probably did. But I’ve invested so much time and energy into it that I can’t stand to think that all the work might have to be abandoned.”

		“And then what would happen?”

		
			“I’m not sure. I need to talk to my dad. As trustee, he’ll have to figure it out. I’m assuming, though, that if I move out permanently and abandon it, ownership will revert to somebody else for failure to pay the property taxes. Regardless, I’d end up with nothing.” A house is a piece of history you can hold in your hands. No matter how hard I tried, I still couldn’t get Mr. Vanderhorst’s words out of my head.
		

		“Which isn’t such a bad thing since you never really wanted it in the first place.”

		“True,” I said, and wondered if he could hear the hollowness in my voice, too.

		“Unless you find those elusive diamonds hidden inside. Then all of your problems would be over.”

		I jerked my gaze up to meet his and saw that he was smiling. “Yeah, something like that,” I said, smiling back. I shook my head. “I feel so stupid.”

		He placed his hands over mine. “You’re not stupid. You’re incredibly intelligent—but perhaps easily misled by people you trust. And I forgive you for jumping to conclusions. I understand that this whole renovation project has left you a little more stressed than you’re used to. So,” he said, leaning forward and kissing me on my forehead, “why don’t we plan a destressing weekend at my beach house again? I promise you won’t have to think about any of it for two whole days. You don’t even have to get dressed if you don’t want to.”

		I let myself blush this time and felt no reservations raising my lips to his. “I’m not positive about that last part, but I’m definitely up for the destressing weekend.”

		Marc’s BlackBerry in his coat pocket beeped, and he moved back to answer it. When he was done, he said, “I’ve got to go now. I’ll pick you up on Friday at four o’clock, if that works for you.”

		I gave him the address of my condo in Mt. Pleasant, then kissed him goodbye. As I watched him walk away, I noticed for the first time  the occupant of a nearby bench. The man, dressed in the full Confederate uniform of a cavalry officer, was watching me calmly, and I thought for a moment that he might be a Civil War reenactor—of which the city had plenty—until I realized that I could see the slats of the bench through his torso. Before I could turn away to show him that I wasn’t interested, he vanished, leaving only a small breeze that rustled a few fallen leaves on the sidewalk to show that he’d been there at all.

		
			 
Three days later, I was at Victoria’s Secret picking out coordinating lingerie for my weekend trip when my cell phone rang. I almost didn’t pick up after seeing that it was Sophie. I hadn’t seen her since that disastrous last night at the house on Tradd, although I’d had a conference call with her and my dad to discuss a temporary halt to the renovations. She hadn’t really said anything at the time, and I wondered if she was somehow angry with me. As if everything was somehow all my fault.
		

		I flipped open my phone while comparing the silk of one nightgown to another. “Hey, Soph.”

		“Hi, Mewanie.”

		“Soph? Is that you? You sound like you’ve got a cold.”

		“Just a dog awergy.” She sniffled.

		“I thought Chad had General Lee.”

		There was only silence and the sound of sniffling coming over the receiver. Then the sound of low voices and the soft yap of a dog.

		“Is Chad over there now, Sophie? What about you being a Gemini and him being a cruciform?”

		
			“That’s Capricorn, Melanie. And he’s only here because he bought me the complete DVD set of Scooby-Doo, and I invited him over to watch it with me. He had to bring the dog because General Lee gets lonely when left alone too long and begins to howl. Chad said that neighbors have started to complain. Right now, his landlord allows dogs in his rental, but Chad thinks if he’s not careful, he might change his mind.”
		

		I picked the turquoise silk nightgown off the rack and draped it over my arm. I had a sinking feeling I knew what was coming next. “Do you need me to come get him?”

		“No. I just took an antihistamine, so I should be okay. I was calling  you to remind you of my haunted walking tour this Saturday night—Halloween. You bought a ticket, remember?”

		It took me a while to insert consonants and translate nasal vowels to understand what she was saying. I froze. “What? It’s this Saturday?”

		“It’s always the third Saturday in October, Melanie—you know that. I was calling to see if you wanted to meet me for drinks beforehand.”

		I stared at the gorgeous turquoise silk nightgown draped across my arms. “Um, well, I, uh, I’ve made other plans.”

		There was a dead silence on the other end—not counting the labored breathing through a clogged nose—and I started to get nervous. The last time I’d backed out of Sophie’s haunted walking tour, she had added my name to the mailing list of every used-clothing boutique in the state of South Carolina, in addition to putting me on the short list as a potential speaker for the national vegan conference.

		“You pomised you’d be there.” Her accusation was followed by more sniffles.

		“I’m sorry, Soph. I forgot. And I’ve made plans to go away for the weekend.”

		“With Marc Longo?” Even with all of Sophie’s congestion, her reproachment came through quite clearly.

		“Yes, as a matter of fact. With Marc.”

		“After all that Jack told you?”

		As much as I wished Jack would disappear from my life, it was abundantly clear that my friend had no such desire. “Jack told you about the supposed diamonds?”

		“He did, Melanie. And a little more about Marc Longo. I think you’re being incredibly stupid if you don’t listen to him.”

		“I did. I listened as Jack told me himself that he’s been lying to me since the moment we first spoke on the telephone.”

		“And how do you know that Marc isn’t?”

		I sighed, trying not to remember how many times I’d asked myself the same question. “Because I asked him. And he told me no.” That wasn’t exactly true, but basically that was what Marc’s response had boiled down to. Not to mention the look in his eyes, which was definitely nothing but sincere.

		“Right.” I listened as she pulled the receiver away from her and then blew her nose. “And you believed him but not Jack. That’s very  interesting psychology, Melanie. Maybe we should schedule another meditation session so that we can analyze this further.”

		I grabbed a handful of silk panties from the bin by the register and tossed them on the counter next to the nightgown. “I don’t need to be analyzed. I just need to be left alone and allowed to make my own decisions.”

		“Like deciding to blow off your best friend. The one who came to your aid regardless of her own workload when you told her you needed a little help with an old house you’d inherited.”

		
			
			Ouch. She was playing the guilt card now—something she didn’t do often but at least, in this case, was fully justified. I held up my hand to the salesgirl, who was starting to fold the nightgown in soft pink tissue paper. Wait, I mouthed to her. Talking into my phone again, I said, “Is this going to be one of those times where you sign me up for a nude-beach vacation or to model at one of your friends’ all-plastic fashion shows if I don’t show up?”
		

		“Possibly.” There was no hint of a smile in Sophie’s voice.

		I sighed heavily. “Fine. What time do I need to be there?”

		She gave me the details, and I hung up. I thanked the salesgirl and told her that I had changed my mind. I then gave one last lingering look at the turquoise silk nightgown before heading out the door. My only hope was that this year Sophie would heed my advice about dressing more conservatively. On her yearly Halloween walks, she pretended to be a psychic who could channel dead spirits, and I took it as a personal affront when she’d dress as a witch or something with fangs. Seeing as how she’d coerced me into giving up a weekend away to attend her faux haunted walk, the least she could do would be to dress like a real psychic and follow my fashion example.

		
			 
The large group of people clustered like grapes around the gates of St. Philip’s cemetery stared openmouthed at the black-robed hooded creature carrying a scythe and wearing a tour guide license around her neck. When the figure took a step forward, and I saw the striped stockings and Birkenstocks, I knew it was Sophie.
		

		She’d taken me to dinner first and given me a ride into town, but she’d dropped me off on King Street to do some shopping while she got  ready, so I hadn’t had a chance to see her costume yet. Before letting her drive away, I reiterated what I’d said about dressing appropriately, but I was still worried. And with good reason, apparently.

		At least she wasn’t dressed as a witch or sporting fangs, but I thought the scythe was taking it a little too far.

		Other groups stood nearby, but Sophie had commandeered the best spot closest to the grave of Sue Howard Hardy and the site of the city’s most talked-about ghost sighting. Supposedly Mrs. Hardy spent a lot of time bent over her child’s grave, grieving for a stillborn baby delivered more than one hundred years ago. I knew differently, of course, having spoken with the grieving woman once while out walking with my mother when I was a little girl. My mother had pulled me away from the arm reaching through the gate before the pale white fingers could grasp my coat sleeve. It wasn’t until later that night, after my mother had tucked me into bed, that I realized my mother could see her, too.

		Sophie acknowledged me with a lifting of her scythe, and I rolled my eyes while keeping my distance from the gates in case anything within wanted to get my attention. I looked around at a few of the other tour groups, feeling justified when I noticed that most of the guides were not in costume. Sophie had tried to explain that dressing up attracted more people to her group, which meant she raised more money for the college, but I wasn’t completely convinced. I told her that telling accurate stories would probably be more of an incentive to attending her tour instead of one of her competitor’s, but she’d remained doubtful.

		Sophie began to speak. “It was here at this spot in nineteen eighty-seven that an amateur photographer took the picture that has made this cemetery the focus of many paranormal investigations. Unbeknownst to the photographer, a former resident of Charleston, Mrs. Sue Howard Hardy, dead of heartbreak over a century before, sat keening over the grave of her stillborn baby. He was very surprised to find the image when he developed his film.” Sophie’s voice, while still more nasal than usual, took on a tremulous tone, and I almost laughed out loud.

		“It almost sounds like she knows what’s she’s talking about, doesn’t it?”

		I turned around to defend my friend, then froze. I jerked away when I saw Jack, bumping into a large lady in a Salty Dog T-shirt behind me. “Jack—what are you doing here?”

		“Same as you. Supporting the College of Charleston, as well as learning something new about my city.”

		I looked up into his sparkling blue eyes and had to admit to myself that he looked good. Not good enough for me to ever forgive him or allow him anywhere near me, but still good enough to admire from afar. Very afar. “Good for you, Jack. But while you’re listening, please try not to stand anywhere near me. I don’t want to see you again, remember?”

		I started to make my way to the outside edge of the crowd, but Jack put a hand on my arm. “You haven’t returned any of my calls.”

		“And you’re surprised by that?” I tried to tug my arm away, but he held fast. I could tell that the woman in the T-shirt was paying more attention to us now than to Sophie, so I stopped struggling.

		“No,” he said, lowering his voice. “But I am surprised that you’re not giving me a chance to redeem myself.” He dropped my arm, then leaned toward me, his face almost touching mine. “I thought we were friends.”

		“I thought we were, too,” I said, stepping back. “And there’s nothing you can do to redeem yourself in my eyes, so just go away and leave me alone.”

		I turned around and began to make my way through the crowd gathering around Sophie, who was now waxing poetic about the spectral spirits that roamed the streets of Charleston at night, completely unaware of the pirate with the noose pulled tight around his neck hanging from the tree behind her inside the cemetery’s fence.

		Jack followed doggedly behind me. “I can find the diamonds for you. Think about what that would mean. At the very least you’d be able to finish the restoration on your house.”

		I stopped at the edge of the crowd and faced him. “It’s not my house. It never was—not really. And all it’s meant to me has been an endless round of frustration. So I’m through. Through with the house and through with you. Just please leave me alone.” I turned around to face Sophie, showing my back to Jack and pretending to concentrate on what Sophie was saying.

		He kept his voice low, the perfect pitch to hear him over the sound of Sophie speaking. “What about Louisa and Nevin? You’re going to abandon them along with the house? Because I think you know as well as I do that Louisa loved her son. That something horrible would have had to happen to her to make her leave him. And that for some reason  a smear campaign was set up in the media to make it look like she ran off with Joseph Longo. But you and I both know that’s not true, don’t we? Remember that photograph in the frame that keeps getting thrown across the room? It’s Louisa and Nevin doing that—and don’t you dare try to deny it. You and I both know there’s something not normal in that house. And that Louisa and Nevin want the truth to be known.” Jack tugged on my arm until I faced him. “They need you to help them tell the truth.”

		“What do you know about the truth?” I yelled, noticing all the heads turning in my direction at the same time I realized that Sophie had just asked the crowd if anybody had ever had a supernatural experience.

		Sophie lifted her cowled head and looked in my direction. “The young lady in the back. Did you have an experience you would like to share?”

		I looked at her in horror, seeing the pirate again who was now swinging in the night wind. I could hear the creak of rope against tree bark, reminding me of a child on an old wooden swing. “Um, no.” I coughed. “Not really.”

		“Are you sure?” Sophie was frowning hard at me, shifting her eyes like a signal that I was supposed to recognize.

		“I’m sure.” I watched as several pirates appeared and began to cut down their buddy from the tree, using long, glinting swords.

		Sophie persisted. “Because it seemed like you had something to say earlier.”

		I gave an inward groan. “Fine. All right. I once got a phone call from my grandmother.”

		The big lady in the T-shirt scowled. “That’s not a paranormal experience.”

		I turned to her and looked into her eyes. “My grandmother had been dead for over twenty years.”

		The lady stepped back as I heard several snickers in the audience as well as a few remarks like “It was probably a prank call.” I looked at Sophie and shrugged.

		The crowd turned en masse and followed Sophie down Church Street, to the corner where it intersected Queen Street and stopped in front of the venerable and supposedly haunted Dock Street Theater,  currently undergoing a massive renovation. I felt Jack walking silently beside me, but I didn’t turn to acknowledge him.

		As soon as the crowd had settled around Sophie, she began to speak. “A woman in a dark red dress slowly floats through the halls and along the outside balcony of this building’s second floor, and has been seen by night managers, as well as theatergoers.”

		Something brushed against me, and I jerked toward Jack to tell him again to leave me alone. But Jack was staring straight ahead, listening attentively to Sophie, and completely unaware of the woman who stood behind him resting her head on his back. With a translucent finger, she smoothed an errant wave of black hair off of his ear. Jack reached up as if to shoo away an annoying bug, then stopped with his hand suspended in midair and instead let his hand cup the space where the woman’s hand had been. Then, almost as if he were unaware of what he was doing, he tilted his head as a lover might do to hear the quiet whisper of his beloved.

		
			I heard her voice inside my head, although her lips didn’t move. And though her eyes were closed, I knew her words were meant for me. Tell him. Tell him I love him. Tell him that my love for him gave me no choice but to leave. Tell him what you know. Her eyes opened then, but behind the lids was only empty space. And then she was gone.
		

		I felt a soft tug on my sweater, and I looked down to see a chubby boy around eight years old.

		“I saw her, too.”

		“Who?” I asked nervously.

		He looked at me with eyes that were older than he was. “You know.” He leaned forward and whispered, “I’m not supposed to talk about it, but I figured if you saw it, too, then I’ll know that I’m not really crazy.”

		My heart broke a little bit as I remembered me at his age being chased on the playground all because I said that Mary Lou Watkins had spent the night with me at my house when everybody knew she’d been killed in a car crash. “You’re not crazy,” I said to the boy. “And if you’re lucky, you might grow out of it.”

		“You didn’t.” He looked at me accusingly.

		“No, I didn’t. But a lot of kids do.”

		“I hope I don’t,” he said, then gave me a small smile before rejoining his mother.

		“Who was that?” Jack asked, turning around.

		I shrugged. “Just a boy. He thought he’d lost his mother.”

		Jack frowned, leaning forward to look closely into my face. “You look like you’ve just seen a ghost.”

		With my nerves still raw from the encounter, I barked out a laugh, causing the group to turn around and look at me again. Sophie turned toward me, and I had a fleeting thought that if she asked me to tell another true experience I would throw up.

		“I’ve got to go. Tell Sophie she did a great job, and I’ll call her tomorrow.” I didn’t stop to think how I’d get a ride home.

		“I’ll come, too. We’ve got to resolve this thing between us, Melanie. We can’t just leave everything as it stands.”

		“Yes, we can,” I said, surprised to find my hands and voice still shaking. I began to walk off down Church Street toward Broad, thinking I’d call Nancy for a ride.

		I heard his cell phone ring, and he stopped but I kept going. I had almost reached the next block when I heard him call my name again.

		“Melanie, please wait.”

		I stopped in the middle of the street, my hands on my hips. I thought about telling him about Emily then, to hurt him as much as he’d hurt me. But then I remembered the way he’d tilted his head and the way she had touched his hair, and I knew that I couldn’t. He had to know. I just needed to figure out how I could tell him without destroying us both.

		“What, Jack? What part of no are you not getting?”

		When he reached me, he didn’t stop but grabbed my arm and kept walking. “That was your dad.”

		“Is he all right?” I felt an edge of worry nudge my conscience. I never worried about my father anymore. I’d filled that quota years ago.

		“After you told him that you grandfather’s name was on the deed to Magnolia Ridge, he decided to go through your grandfather’s effects to see if he could find out anything more about your grandfather Gus and his connection to the Vanderhorsts.”

		“And did he?” I asked, breathless because we were almost running.

		“He found a locked humidor that had belonged to Gus. He broke the lock and said that we need to come see what he found inside.”

		I tried to dig in my heels to make him stop, but that only succeeded  in dragging me for a few steps until I could start running again. “Stop it, Jack! No more, remember? There’s no more mystery to solve.”

		He didn’t reply but continued to drag me down Church Street, capturing the attention of two people dressed up as salt and pepper shakers walking together on the opposite side of the street.

		“Jack, stop. I don’t care. None of this matters anymore. Not to mention the facts that I’m pissed at you and my father because I told you to get out of my house and that I never wanted to see you again. And now I find that the two of you have continued to work on this supposed mystery behind my back.”

		We’d reached his car where he dropped my arm and glared at me. “Let’s pretend for one minute that it’s not about you or me anymore, all right? That maybe this whole project meant a lot more to your father than either one of us could have guessed. And that without it to focus on, he’s a little . . . lost.”

		My anger dissipated quickly, replaced by the heavy weight of dread. “What are you trying to tell me, Jack? Is my dad drinking again?”

		Jack opened the passenger door of his car. “That would depend on how fast we get there, I suppose.”

		“Get where?”

		“To Blackbeard’s. He’s sitting at a table now with a glass of gin in front of him.”

		I slid into my seat without another word, wishing that I didn’t feel so disappointed and wondering why, after everything I had grown up knowing, I’d still managed to find a small sliver of hope.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 19
		

		The drive to East Bay was short but seemed to take place in slow motion. I kept dialing my father’s cell phone, hanging up each time it went to voice mail. My emotions bounced among anger at Jack, worry over my father, and a little nudge of hope that maybe he really had discovered something about Louisa and Nevin.

		We parked in the same place we had when we’d been there for our date, then raced into the restaurant. Several waitresses turned and gave Jack a greeting, which he apparently didn’t see or didn’t care to acknowledge as his eyes swept the patrons in the bar area. We spotted my father at the same time, sitting at a wooden table in the far corner under a Ford Motor Company neon sign. The middle of the table was occupied by a burl walnut humidor, and next to my father’s right hand sat a full glass of gin, straight up, the way he liked it. I knew that because he’d taught me how to measure two shots for him when he was too drunk to hold the bottle steady. Being a military man, he always had to have it measured precisely, regardless of the fact that drinking from the bottle would have been equally as effective.

		Jack pulled two chairs from another table, and we sat down. My father didn’t once look up at us, preferring instead to stare at the clear promise of oblivion offered by the glass of gin.

		“Daddy?” I said, not realizing until after I’d said it that I’d reverted back to the old name I’d called him when I was little. “Are you all right?”

		He acted as if he hadn’t heard me. “It’s amazing, isn’t it, how something so small can take all your troubles away while at the same time making them so much worse?”

		I traded a worried glance with Jack. “You shouldn’t be here, Jim,” Jack said.

		My dad didn’t move his head, but his eyes looked up at Jack. “You think I don’t know that?”

		“How much have you had?” I was proud that my voice was steady, as if I were making a real estate offer on behalf of my clients.

		He turned his eyes to me and I saw that they were clear. “Not a drop. Yet.”

		I sat back but without any relief. He’d turned his fixed gaze on the glass again.

		Jack also sat back, feigning a relaxed attitude while both of us watched my dad and the glass like a cat would watch a mouse hole. We didn’t say anything else, as if we both realized that my dad needed to talk first, regardless of how long that might take. A waitress appeared—an older woman who apparently didn’t know Jack but was still taken with his charms as she made sure to lean down enough to show off her ample cleavage. We each ordered Cokes, then returned to silence as we waited for my dad to speak.

		We were halfway through our Cokes before he spoke again. Without looking at either one of us, he said, “What is it with mothers leaving their children? Can there be anything more devastating to a child?”

		I felt every muscle and bone go rigid in my body, feeling like a riverbed that had suddenly been sucked dry of water. We didn’t talk about my mother’s absence. Never. After she’d left, I’d have a screaming fit if anybody mentioned her name. And as I grew older, it began to seem as if she’d never been there at all, and my father and I were content to pretend it was true.

		“Daddy, I don’t want to talk about that now. This is about you, all right? Jack and I are here to help you.”

		“But that’s it, don’t you see? My drinking, and your mother’s disappearance, and you—it’s all related. There can’t be one without the other.” He laughed softly. “There I was, in the spare room where I keep all the junk I’ve accumulated over the years, holding that box and seeing what was inside of it, when it just hit me.”

		“What, Daddy? What are you talking about?”

		He rubbed his eyes with his hands, still avoiding looking at me. “I  don’t think I can kick this thing if we can’t go back to that one thing that changed our lives.”

		“Daddy, I don’t . . .” Jack’s hand over mine made me stop.

		“I need to tell you a few things, Melanie. Things that won’t be easy to hear, but things you need to hear, nevertheless. I can’t help but think that once I get all of it out of me, this compulsion to destroy myself with gin might not be as strong.”

		“And you figured this out by looking inside this box?” I heard the dismissive tone in my voice and cringed, but neither Jack nor my dad said anything. It was almost as if we were all in agreement that I was due a bit of skepticism and recrimination.

		“Yep. I did. We’ve got two stories of missing mothers. And I can’t help but think that if we figure out one, we can figure out the other.”

		Jack squeezed my arm and I looked between him and my father, feeling like a Catholic in the confessional, and not at all sure if my penance would be easier to bear than the weight of my sins. I couldn’t speak, but simply nodded, then checked for the nearest exit just in case I had the urge to run away as fast as I could.

		“When you and your mother first moved in with your grandmother, it was because of me. We were . . . arguing. It was stupid, really, because it was about your imaginary friends. I didn’t think it was healthy but your mother seemed to be encouraging it. But it wasn’t really about you at all, you see? Ginette was growing away from me. Her career was starting to take off, and she was getting all sorts of publicity. I wasn’t comfortable with that at all, and I made her suffer for it by picking fights and telling her that she wasn’t a good mother.” He shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “I blamed her for socially isolating you by encouraging your reliance on these imaginary friends that existed only in your head.”

		He stopped to swallow hard, and I glanced at the back door that I’d spied before, gauging how long it would take for Jack to catch up to me if I ran.

		“But she was a good mother, you know. She loved you more than anything. More than her career. More than me. And I was okay with that because I loved you, too. You were a sweet child, Melanie.” He turned to Jack. “As hard as you might find that to believe, she really was.”

		I sent my dad a reproachful look. “Sorry, Melanie, but I just want to make sure Jack is on the same page with us.” He continued. “But that night, when we were arguing . . .” He shook his head. “I’d been drinking. I’d always been a social drinker, never really had any trouble keeping in control. But that night I’d read an article about your mother in the paper, about how Charleston couldn’t contain such a talent anymore and that it was time for her to spread her wings and show the world what she could do. There was a picture of her. With her manager. I knew there was nothing to it, but the gin got to talking so that by the time she came home there was nothing she could do or say that would make me think otherwise.”

		He touched the glass for the first time, and began spinning it in a circle on the table. Neither Jack nor I took our eyes off of his fingers as the glass made its etching sound on the wood. “I loved her, you see. Maybe too much. But I didn’t want to share her with the rest of the world when all I ever wanted her to be was mine.”

		He stilled the glass, both palms pressing against its sides. “We fought and said some ugly words to each other. And then . . .” His chin dropped down to his chest. “Damn. I don’t . . .” He looked back up at us and his eyes were wet. I’d never seen him like this before. It was honest, and pure and undiluted by alcohol, and I wanted to crawl up in his lap and lay my head on his shoulder as I’d done when I was a little girl.

		He took a deep breath. “I told her to leave. To go away. That we didn’t need her anyway.” He shrugged. “So she did. But she took you with her, and that was the biggest heartbreak of all.”

		Jack tapped my arm and handed me a paper napkin. I touched my cheek, unaware that I’d been crying and embarrassed to have been caught.

		“And then, just when I thought we were working things out, she . . . left. Just left. Leaving you with me.” He let go of the glass and leaned his forehead against the heels of his hands and was silent for a long moment. “What I’m trying to say is that her leaving was about her and me—not about you. And that you shouldn’t blame her for what she did. I told her that we were better off without her and maybe something happened that made her believe it. I don’t know. I never gave her the chance to explain.”

		“You never talked to her? You just let her go?” For the first time in my life, my loyalty was divided evenly between my parents.

		He returned his focus to the glass of gin. “She tried to talk to me, to call me. I wouldn’t see her, and I wouldn’t take her calls. I was too angry, too hurt. She’d made up her mind, and it didn’t matter what I wanted. And I’d started drinking more. Not enough that anybody would notice but enough that I couldn’t feel the pain anymore.”

		“But why didn’t she call me? Why didn’t she come to see me?”

		My dad’s eyes met Jack’s before turning to me. “She did.”

		“What?” I stared back at him, incredulous. “Then why did I never see her again or speak with her?” My words slowed like a child’s ball that had reached the bottom of the hill, as I realized I’d known the answer before I asked it.

		I stood abruptly, ready to leave, but neither one of them made a move to stop me. It was almost as if we all realized that maybe I had finally grown up, and it was time to face the truth.

		“I told her you didn’t want to see her because it upset you too much. And when she called, I told her the same thing. After a while, it became the truth—remember? Remember how you’d scream if anybody mentioned her name? So then it seemed to me that I wasn’t lying anymore. Not that it mattered because I was too busy medicating myself with gin to see how much you must have been hurting.”

		Stiffly, I sat down again. “How long did she keep trying?”

		My dad looked down at his hands, unable to meet my eyes. “Until you went to college. I guess she figured you were adult enough then to call her yourself.”

		Somehow, Jack had managed to move his chair close enough so that he could put his arm around me. I was too numb to even try to pull away, much less to remember why I wanted to. I indelicately blew my nose into the napkin and then crumpled it into one of my balled fists. “She . . . she tried to reach me. To see me. And you wouldn’t let her.”

		His shoulders slumped as his hands slipped to the edge of the table. “We acted like children, and not like the parents you needed. We wanted to hurt each other—not you. But it seems like that’s what ended up happening.” Leaning forward, he took both of my frozen hands in his, the skin callused from his months of digging holes and  laying bricks. “Never—not ever—did either one of us stop loving you. We never did.”

		I didn’t pull away, but sat feeling my father’s work-roughened hands, imagining each brick and each plant he’d placed in my garden as a sort of penance for a sin committed long ago. I wasn’t ready to forgive him; I wasn’t sure if that was what he was even asking. But maybe, under all of my hurt and loss, I owed him my understanding.

		“She still left me. Does it really matter why?”

		He shook his head. “She told me she was doing it for you. And that’s the last time I allowed her to try and explain anything to me.”

		I shook my head. “Why are you telling me all this now?”

		Slowly, he let go of my hands and slid the humidor closer to him, which at the same time shoved the gin glass out of his direct line of vision. “Because it occurred to me—this whole house thing, and the disappearing mother and the son who never forgot her—I think it all ended up in your lap for a reason. Losing a mother is a horrible thing—not ever knowing the truth is worse still.” He rested his hands on top of the polished wood box. “Maybe, in finding out the truth about Louisa Vanderhorst, you might find some understanding of your own past.”

		I sat back in my chair, feeling the hard wood against my back. I pressed into it, concentrated on feeling the hardness that grounded me to the chair. Because without that, I felt that I might float away, leave that person I had always known as Melanie Middleton, abandoned child, because I no longer thought that I knew her.

		“So you don’t believe Louisa ran away,” I said, staring at the humidor.

		He shook his head. “And neither do you. There’s too much evidence to the contrary from what Jack has told me.” He turned the box around so that I could see the front and the splintered wood where he’d broken the lock. “But we’ll never find out unless you allow us to keep looking.”

		Jack pressed a glass of ice water into my hands. I hadn’t been aware of him asking for one, and I think I thanked him for it. I pressed the icy-cold glass against my cheek before taking a long drink. “And what if I find out that Louisa did just leave with Joseph?”

		“Then we’ll know the truth. But I think, if we dig deep enough, we’ll find out that things aren’t always what they seem. That maybe  people act in ways contrary to what they are because they don’t think they have any other choice.”

		I reached toward the box and pulled it to my side of the table, touching the smooth wood under my outstretched palms, feeling as if I were being presented with a gift—a gift not just for me but for my father as well. Thirty-three years was a long time to be paying penance. “I’ll consider it. But first, you need to promise me three things.”

		He raised an eyebrow.

		“I need you to promise that you won’t come back here. And that if you feel the urge to drink, I want you to call me first and then Jack.”

		“Deal,” he said. “And what’s the third?”

		Locking eyes with my dad, I said, “That you won’t make me work with Jack on this.”

		He smiled his old smile and I relaxed a bit. “Only if you want to. But he’s the one with all the research connections and the know-how. I think it would be foolish to exclude him.”

		I refocused my gaze on Jack and was silent for a long moment. “I’ll let you work on this with us only if you promise to stay away from me as much as possible.”

		He had the audacity to not even look offended. Instead, he gave me his back-of-the-book-cover smile and saluted. “Yes, ma’am. You’re the captain, and I’m the sailor, and I will take orders from you without meeting your eyes.”

		“Whatever,” I muttered before turning back to the box, tapping my fingers against it.

		“Go ahead and open it, Melanie,” my dad said gently. “I’m not sure what any of it means, but maybe the three of us can put our heads together and figure it out.” His eyes met mine and he added, “For Nevin. And Louisa.”

		
			Without allowing myself to think, I lifted the hinged lid, the aroma of old cigars and something else wafting out of it. I sneezed twice, then peered inside the box. Scattered throughout were dried rose petals, detached from the stem most likely from movement of the box. Nestled amid the petals was a canister of old 120 roll film and beneath it an ivory envelope, still sealed. After hesitating briefly, I reached in and pulled it out, breathing in deeply when I saw the underlined name on the front,  written in the bold handwriting of a male. Nevin, it read. And then, in the bottom right hand corner, was the date January 15, 1931.
		

		I glanced up at my dad, not even sure how to formulate my question.

		“I’m thinking that maybe Nevin’s father gave this to my father for safekeeping.”

		“In case anything happened to him, perhaps?” Jack pulled his chair closer. “But I thought they had a falling-out shortly after Louisa disappeared in 1930. This is dated a year later.”

		I nodded. “They did. They even dissolved their law practice. So why would my grandfather have this in his possession when he died?”

		We all looked at each other. Finally, Jack said, “Open the letter, Melanie. Maybe that will answer our questions.”

		I looked at my dad for confirmation, and he nodded. “All right,” I said. “I suppose when Mr. Vanderhorst left me his house, he was bound to expect that I’d have access to his personal effects.” With a deep breath, I slid my finger under the flap and began to tear. The letter was folded in half, the ink now browned with age. I cleared my throat, my eyes sliding from my dad’s face to Jack’s, then read out loud.

		
			
				 
My precious son,

			
				 
You are too young to read this now or even to understand all that is contained in this box. That is why I’m giving it to my friend, Augustus Middleton, in case something should happen to me before you are old enough to know the truth of things.

			
				
				Be vigilant in all that you do, and be secure in the knowledge always that you were greatly loved by both of your parents and all who knew you. Remember what your mother used to call you, and never have any doubt. Cerca Trova.

			
				Your Loving Father,
			

			
				Robert Nevin Vanderhorst
			

		

		
			 
“How cryptic,” I murmured, feeling the soft ivory vellum between my fingers.
		

		
			
			“ ‘Cerca Trova’?” my father asked.
		

		Jack frowned for a moment. “Seek and ye shall find. And that’s weird because I know I’ve seen that recently. It’ll come to me.”

		I read the letter again to myself. “But why didn’t Robert get the box after Gus died?”

		“They died within hours of each other, probably without realizing the other was gone,” said Jack. “I found that in my research.”

		My dad took the letter from me and read it to himself. “I’ve never even gone through his things. My father died when I was pretty young, and I was raised by an aunt. I’ve had his stuff in storage ever since I was first sent to basic training camp. I never thought . . .”

		I touched his arm. “It’s not your fault, Daddy. Nobody could ever have suspected that Grandpa Gus was hiding anything like this. At least you kept it and didn’t throw it all away.”

		Jack was examining the rose stem. “Something tells me that this is a Louisa rose.”

		I took it from him, feeling the frailness of the dead flower as if the stale air of the old box was being transferred to me like the air from an ancient tomb. “I’ll ask Sophie if she knows anybody at the college who could identify this for us.”

		My dad reached in and took out the roll of film. “What about this? Is it even possible that the images might still be developed?”

		“My dad is good friends with Lloyd Sconiers,” Jack said. “He buys and sells old cameras and equipment in his store in North Charleston. He’s a bit of an oddity but really knows his stuff. I could take these to him and see what he says. Might even be able to develop them himself.”

		“Great,” I said, trying to keep my growing excitement in check. “First thing, I’m going to go see Sophie and bring the rose. What time does Mr. Sconiers open his shop?”

		Jack twisted his mouth as if he were trying hard not to smile. “Probably ten o’clock. Would you like to make out a work sheet for us?”

		I sent him a withering glance, then slid back my chair. As I slipped my purse onto my shoulder, my father surprised me by putting his arms around me and giving me a hug. I stiffened at first, remembering the old hugs that were meant more to disguise the fact that he couldn’t stand unassisted.

		“Thank you,” he said quietly into my ear.

		I pulled back, looking into his face. “For what?”

		“For not giving up. Even when you pretended to get on with your  life, you always made sure that your cell phone number was programmed into mine. I didn’t deserve it. And for coming tonight and letting me be a part of all this. It’s given me something to look forward to.” He scratched the back of his head. “And it’s given me a chance to see the person you’ve become in spite of me. I’m proud of you.” My father coughed in embarrassment, then stepped back. “Yes, well, I guess we should all go home now. We’ve got to be up and at ’em tomorrow.”

		I started, a brief sensation of déjà vu settling over me. “Who’s Adam?” I asked, smiling softly.

		His eyes softened. “You remembered.”

		“Yeah. Hard to forget something I said every morning.” I laughed out loud, remembering my genuine confusion as a child as to why my dad wanted me to get “up and Adam.” Even after he’d explained it to me, I stubbornly persisted on asking who Adam was.

		“It wasn’t all bad, was it, growing up with me?”

		I reached for him and hugged him tightly, noticing how he didn’t seem so tall or strong anymore. Then I buried my face in the soft wool of his jacket so he couldn’t see my tears. “No, Daddy,” I said, my voice muffled. “Not all of it.”

		He patted my back clumsily until Jack interjected, “Okay, okay, you two. You’re going to make me cry and ruin my reputation.”

		We broke apart, still feeling strained and awkward in each other’s company, but no longer like the polite strangers we’d been for so long.

		We put everything inside the box again, and Jack handed it to me to carry. Then the three of us walked outside onto the sidewalk, and I shivered, feeling the chill of the autumn night yet warmed somehow, too. I turned to my dad. “Will you be all right to go home by yourself ?”

		“Thank you. I’m all right now.”

		Impulsively, I leaned forward and kissed him on his cheek. “I’m glad.”

		He touched his cheek, a boyish grin on his face, which made it obvious to me what it was that must have once attracted my mother.

		Jack and I walked him to his car, and he paused for a moment. “There’s one more thing, Melanie.”

		“What?”

		“You really need to move back into the house. Not only to keep everything legit, but because I also think there must be more clues in that house that we haven’t found yet. And we’ll have a much better chance of finding them if you’re there.”

		I stared at him, wondering if there was any hidden meaning behind his request. But his eyes were level and clear, and I had a flash of memory of his reaction when I told him I’d been speaking on the phone to my grandmother, and I knew he’d only meant what he’d said.

		“He’s right, Melanie. The bathrooms are working, and so is the kitchen, so it won’t be too horrible living there.” Jack elbowed me gently in the arm. “You can’t really call it roughing it if you’re in a house on Tradd Street, you know?”

		I rolled my eyes but couldn’t help smiling. “Yeah. Probably not.” I sobered quickly, feeling only sadness instead of the anger at Jack or my practiced ambivalence for the house. The sadness surprised me, and I wondered if in some small way it was because Mr. Vanderhorst’s dream of restoring the house to its former grandeur would most likely not happen as long as I owned the house. I had less than a year to go—seven months and three weeks to be exact—and then I could sell it to someone who thought that restoring an old house might be fun. But instead of getting excited about the idea of selling the house and returning to my condo, I felt only the persistent bruise of regret.

		My dad said goodbye; then we watched him drive off before going back to Jack’s Porsche. Starting his engine, he turned to me. “So, I guess you wouldn’t want to go somewhere for a drink with me. Or dessert?”

		“Absolutely not. Just because we’re working on this little mystery together does not make us friends or coworkers or whatever else you want to call it.”

		“Sort of like barely civil strangers.”

		“Exactly.”

		“Who’ve been working side by side for about four months, sharing countless meals, meeting each other’s parents, and almost kissed twice.”

		“Once,” I corrected before clamping my hand over my mouth. “I think,” I added between my fingers.

		“Right,” he said, his dimple showing in the light from the streetlamp. “Barely civil strangers.”

		We didn’t speak for the entire ride across the river to Mt. Pleasant. When he slid into a space in front of my building, he turned to me, his eyes serious. “I can’t tell you how very sorry I am. About lying to you. That’s not the sort of person I am at all—not that I expect you to believe it. It’s just . . .” He ran his hands through his hair, making pointy ends stick up behind his ears. “I don’t know. I guess Emily’s departure made me too cynical. Made me not want to trust anyone. But that’s no excuse, and I know that. I just wanted you to know how sorry I am. Sorry that I disappointed you. Sorry that I was such a jerk.”

		
			I hesitated, just for a moment, my hand on the door handle. Tell him. Tell him I love him. Tell him that my love for him gave me no choice but to leave. Tell him what you know. I opened my mouth to tell him what I’d learned, not because I forgave him but because he needed to forgive himself. “Jack, there’s something . . .”
		

		His cell phone rang and he looked down at the number. “It’s my friend at the library.” He gave me an apologetic smile. “Would you like me to walk you up?”

		“No, thanks. I’ll just see you tomorrow. Don’t want to keep you from your library friend.” I smirked.

		“Was there something you were about to say?”

		I shook my head. “Nothing that can’t wait. Good night.”

		“Good night,” he said, the phone already up to his ear. I exited the car, walking quickly as if trying to escape the accusing stare of a woman I couldn’t see but could feel nearby. I listened as Jack’s car sped away, then let myself in at my front door, closing it softly behind me.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 20
		

		
			I lay in bed looking up at the plain white ceiling illuminated by the bright white streetlight from outside, feeling completely and totally wide-awake. I was in the middle of doing an estimate in my head of what it would cost to add a ceiling medallion and cornices when a niggling thought interrupted my ruminations. I sat up, startled at the urgency of the thought and half aware that the thought hadn’t come from me. It was almost as if someone had whispered it from behind me, sort of like subliminal advertising. Look at the christening photograph in the album.

		I quickly slid from bed and crossed the room in the dim light, only to remember that I was in my condo with the plain ceilings and that I had left all of Louisa’s albums at the house on Tradd Street. Standing in the middle of my room, I closed my eyes, picturing the photo of Louisa with Nevin in his christening gown, trying to remember the details. Mother and child had been radiant, and both dressed in white, the intricate lace of Nevin’s gown trailing over Louisa’s arms, hiding her hands. Her dark hair had been pulled on top of her head, and she wore no earrings.

		
			My eyes flew open. She wasn’t wearing earrings, but she wore a necklace. I reached the phone by the side of my bed in one quick step and picked up the receiver, only to hang it up immediately when I saw the bright readout on my alarm clock that said it was three fifteen in the morning. Not one to analyze my feelings, I didn’t stop to think why my first thought had been to call Jack and not my father or Marc.
		

		I sat on the edge of my bed, all thoughts of finding sleep now completely gone. I figured I could either stay awake all night, tossing and  turning, or I could throw on some sweats and head out to Tradd Street now. It was my house, after all, and I was allowed to come and go as I pleased.

		Without thinking any further, I tossed on my clothes, brushed my teeth, then made my bed before heading out to my car. Traffic was light, and I found myself pulling onto Tradd Street not even twenty minutes later. Someone had left the outside lights on, as well as a light in a downstairs window so the house didn’t seem as dark and foreboding as I remembered from the last time I’d seen it. Almost as if I were expected.

		
			I scanned the upper windows, willing my heartbeat to slow when I neither saw nor sensed anything staring back at me. I glanced at the light in the lower window, realizing that it came from the first-floor drawing room and that all the furniture and lamps and been taken out over a month ago. Thanks, Louisa, I said to myself, feeling comforted by her presence and fortified enough to go inside the empty house.
		

		I unlatched the garden gate and headed up the steps of the piazza, smelling fresh paint and noticing that the missing bricks in the steps had been replaced. I unlocked the front door, satisfied to hear the warning beeps from the alarm before punching in my code 1-2-2-1.

		The sleeping house sat still and quiet, the only sound that of the ticking grandfather clock, like a heartbeat. I stepped into the foyer and flipped on the light, noticing that the scaffolding and drop cloths had all been removed. For a moment I thought it was because the work had been abandoned. And then I saw that the wallpaper no longer drooped and the corkscrew spindles all gleamed with fresh paint. Curious, I stepped toward the drawing room and saw the large chandelier hanging from its old spot on the ornate ceiling, its cleaned crystals sparkling and reflecting the gaslight from outside. As I had expected, there was no sign of a light in the room that would have shone from the window.

		I spun around the room, smelling the fresh paint and seeing the gleam of the newly waxed and polished hardwood floors, remembering that Chad had once told me he was an expert with an electric floor sander. Apparently, the restoration work had continued in my absence, with Sophie, Jack, and Chad using whatever resources they could find. I was touched but saddened at the same time, oddly wishing that I had been a part of it.

		
			I turned to go upstairs, and my foot kicked something soft, sending it skidding across the freshly polished floors. It was a stuffed dog, dark brown with black spots, and it had pointy, triangular ears and a long, thick tail. Its tail appeared gnawed, and I wondered if somebody had bought General Lee a toy. A red button on one of its paws read Press Me, so I did and was rewarded with the dog saying, “Ruh-Roh.” It was life had continued in this house without me, with my friends working on the house and even buying toys for my dog. All without my knowledge or participation. As if everybody had been invited to a birthday party but me.
		

		Feeling foolish, I placed the dog on the bottom step and climbed the stairs to my room. I hesitated only for a moment before I turned the knob and let myself in, reassured by the warm temperature of the room that I was alone. I spotted the stacked albums on the dresser, where I’d left them, the last one I’d looked at—the one with the christening photo—on top. Realizing too late that I’d forgotten my gloves, I reached for the album, feeling the resulting tingle of anticipation race up my arms. I made it to the bed and sat down, opening the album on my lap.

		I smelled summer grass and Carolina jasmine, and thought I could feel the soft give of earth underneath my feet as I leaned forward to push the wooden swing. Soft bubbles of childish laughter filled the room along with the summer air, and I felt myself smiling although my face didn’t move. A tall, dark-haired man faced me, holding the Brownie camera. I felt the rope through my kid leather gloves as I gently stopped the swing so we could gaze together into the camera. The man told us to smile and we did, capturing the beautiful perfection of the summer day.

		I looked down and saw the scrapbook again, the long-fingered hand I’d grown used to seeing gripping a fountain pen as it scrawled across the page.

		
			
				 
August 31, 1929
			

			My darling Robert is becoming as much of a camera buff as I am and can hardly resist taking photographs of me and our darling Nevin. I don’t mind, as I can’t imagine ever having enough pictures of our son. However, I do believe we have plenty enough of me, but Robert insists and I humor him. He is  so good to us, and is very insistent that the troubled business affairs of most of our friends and neighbors and the high rate of bank closures will not affect us. I do worry, as I feel these difficult times have forced Robert into business associations he would not have considered in the past, but I trust that he will help us all weather this storm. He is a Vanderhorst, after all, as am I now, and this is merely a trifling matter compared to what our ancestors have had to face, and what sacrifices they were forced to make to save our beautiful home here on Tradd Street.

		

		I slid the scrapbook off of my lap and onto the bed, feeling the relief as I slipped back into my own body again. I then used a corner of the sheet to flip through pages filled with photographs of Louisa and Nevin, and still more of the house and garden and even a few of Robert himself, until I stopped on the christening photograph. It might have been my imagination, but it seemed as if Louisa’s expression was less serene this time. It was almost as if she were looking at me from behind the camera, an earnestness behind her eyes that made me look closer.

		
			I squinted as I pressed myself forward, studying the necklace with the huge stone around her neck. Jack was right. I looked again, just to make sure, but now that I knew what I was looking for, it was fairly obvious that the jewel hanging around Louisa’s neck was a very large brilliant-cut diamond.
		

		I reached for my phone to call Jack, assuming it must be at least dawn now, remembering as I did so that the plumber had needed the phone in another part of the house. My purse, with my cell phone inside, had been left on the hall table, where I’d dropped it when I’d entered the house.

		
			
			Damn, I said to myself as I got to my feet and glanced at the clock. The soft white glow of the numbers read four thirteen. It didn’t matter. I needed to call Jack, and I wasn’t about to hold this in for two more hours. I blinked my eyes, wondering if it was exhaustion that was fogging my vision. I breathed out, a large puff of white air clouding the space in front of me, and I shivered in the sudden cold.
		

		
			Warily, I started for the door, walking past the dressing table with the large mirror above it. A movement near the mirror made me spin around to face it as my breath left my lungs in a strong whoosh,  sending out a cloud of white frost. I am stronger than you. I am stronger than you.

		A dark figure of a man peered out at me from the mirror. He stood behind me, and if I could have moved, I would have been able to reach behind me and touch him. His features weren’t clear, his eyes hidden by the shadow of a hat’s brim. Evil radiated from him like reflected light in a dark well, and I held my breath, not wanting to show my fear.

		His reflection began to shimmer as if I’d been staring into a pond and somebody had dropped a stone, warping the image into something more grotesque. I opened my mouth to shout, coughing instead as I inhaled the thick, pungent aroma of smoke. The overhead light fixture flickered once, then twice, then dimmed gradually as if somebody was slowly covering up the bulbs with a black cloth And then they went out completely.

		I launched myself at the door, having the forethought to feel the handle first to test for heat before throwing it open. Thin wisps of smoke drifted through the upstairs hallway like clouds from the night sky, the acrid taste of it thick in my nose and mouth. I coughed before bringing the bottom of my sweatshirt over my mouth in an attempt to breathe easier.

		I peered over the banister into the foyer below, seeing that the darker, heavier smoke was coming from the back, in the direction of the kitchen. Running down the stairs I became aware of the dreadful silence in the house except for the faint crackling and popping of burning laminate and wood coming from the kitchen and the incessant ticking of the grandfather clock in the front room. The smoke alarms, wired directly to the fire station, were completely silent.

		Choking and gasping for air, I stumbled to the front door, unwilling to give in to panic and taking the time to methodically unlock the dead bolts. After ensuring that I’d done them all, I turned the handle and pulled. Nothing happened. Moving faster now, I checked all of the dead bolts again, making sure they were all unlatched and pulled again. The door stuck, as unmovable as if somebody was holding it closed from the other side.

		Spots formed in front of me, and I clenched my eyes shut to get the spots to go away, jerking them open again as soon as I realized how  very much they wanted to stay closed. I tugged on the door again, slipping down the door to my knees. I gasped again, my lungs desperate now for oxygen, and succeeded only in hyperventilating. The spots danced in front of my eyes again, like a hypnotist’s pendulum, begging me to go to sleep.

		
			
			Wake up, Melanie. Help is on the way. I forced my eyes open, wondering if I’d really heard the woman’s voice or if the smoke was getting to my brain. Using the doorknob I struggled to a stand, feeling small hands on my back as if to prop me up. Groggily, I turned to look behind me, then froze as I saw only a dark figure of a man hovering behind the smoke in the drawing room, red pinpricks of light where his eyes should be.
		

		I tugged on the door harder, but I was crying, feeling the helplessness of panic taking hold of me. Exhausted, I let go of the doorknob and slid down the door again, too sleepy to try anymore. I knew that if I could just go to sleep, everything would be all right.

		I was vaguely aware of the sound of sirens in the distance gradually growing louder. My head, feeling heavier than I thought possible, dropped down to my chest, and I simply let go of the house and the smoke, and even the incessant woman’s voice calling my name over and over, telling me to wake up.

		Something hard hit my hip as a chilled breeze brushed my face. I moaned and tried to remember where my hip might be so I could rub it.

		“Melanie? Melanie? Are you here?”

		A hard and solid object that could have been a shoe jabbed my ribs and then warm fingers were touching my face. It felt nice, and I tried to turn my cheek into the seeking fingers, pretending that they were Jack’s but knowing that they couldn’t be. He wouldn’t be touching me like that. Unless he thought I was Emily. I groaned and tried to roll over, away from him.

		Then strong arms were lifting me up. I fought against my rescuer, wanting the warm cocoon of sleep and the sense of carefree peace it had brought to me. The sirens were louder now, and I tried to move my hands over my ears to drown out the noise so I could go back to sleep, but my hands had become leaded weights, and my arms rubber tubes that weren’t connected to my body at all.

		Cold, prickly grass tickled my skin as I was laid in the garden, and  I thought to myself that this would be a lovely place for them to bury me—here amongst the roses and camellias, where the sweet scent of the Confederate jasmine would remind me each year that spring had arrived.

		“Melanie, can you hear me? Melanie, wake up. It’s me—it’s Jack.”

		
			
			Jack. I wanted to open my eyes to see him again, to see his beautiful blue eyes with their wicked sparkle that I thought was a lot brighter since we first met. I felt Emily close by, and Louisa and the small hands of a child touching my hands as if trying to hold me down on the grass so I couldn’t float away into the night sky.
		

		
			
			Open your eyes, Melanie. It was my grandmother Prioleau’s voice, and I wanted so badly to see her again that I did open my eyes. But I wasn’t lying down looking up, I was floating above, looking down at me and Jack, and standing around us was a crowd of people I didn’t recognize—except for the gentleman in front, a Confederate cavalry officer who stood respectfully with his hat held over his heart.
		

		
			My grandmother was kneeling by my head, her hand on my forehead, but she was looking up at me and shaking her head. It’s not your time, sweetheart. You need to come back to my garden and have tea with your mother again. Open your eyes, Melanie. Open them.

		I saw Louisa, too, recognizing her by the dress she wore and the diamond necklace around her neck. She was kneeling in front of the fountain, pushing the grass back as if to expose something around the base, and I saw the Roman numerals that Jack and I had spotted before.

		I watched as Jack bent over me, and I felt his warm lips over mine. And then he blew into my mouth, his breath into my body, and it felt like the incoming tide on parched sand, feeding the parts of me that had been shriveled for so long. I closed my eyes, disappearing into the warmth of Jack’s breath, feeling like the sun dripping into the night’s ocean.

		And then I opened my eyes, and it was just Jack and me in Louisa’s rose garden, and his face was close to mine, the taste of his lips still lingering on mine.

		“Thank God,” he said, resting his forehead on mine, his breaths short and quick.

		I filled my lungs with air, as if to make sure that I still could, and coughed trying to get the burn of smoke out of them. Then I focused  on Jack’s face and smiled up at him. “That didn’t count as a second kiss, you know.” My voice sounded odd, like the words had been rubbed with sandpaper.

		And then Jack smiled back at me, his eyes warm and bright, and I knew that everything was going to be all right.

		
			 
They made me stay in the hospital overnight to treat me for smoke inhalation and for observation. My dad, Jack, Sophie, and surprisingly, Chad, stayed in the waiting room all night, and crowded around me first thing in the morning as soon as my oxygen mask had been removed. I knew it was against hospital policy to have so many visitors at once, and I assumed Jack had charmed the nurses into allowing it, but was surprised when Jack gave all the credit to my dad, who must have treated the medical staff as if they were new recruits.
		

		Chad and Sophie stayed only a short while to say hello and make sure I was all right before Chad left to go feed General Lee and take him out. I watched with amusement as Sophie left with him, muttering some lame excuse about wanting to borrow Chad’s yoga mat. But first she kissed me on my forehead, her hemp necklace tickling my nose, and promised that she’d read my tarot cards for me just as soon as I was released. Obviously, we had missed something big, and she wasn’t about to let it happen again.

		I pulled on her hand. “And one more thing. Remember my grandfather’s box that I told you my father found? It contained a shriveled rose in it. We’re thinking it might be a Louisa rose, but we were hoping you knew somebody at the college who might be able to identify it. I left it in my car at the house because I was going to bring it to you this morning.”

		She patted my hand. “Don’t worry about a thing. I still have the car key you gave me when you went on vacation three years ago. I’ll go get it and find out what I can.”

		Sophie and Chad left, and then Jack pulled up a chair close to the head of the bed. “So, Melanie, what happened last night?”

		I’d already told my story to the police and even I was surprised by how short and simple it had become. My voice still felt raw and raspy as I spoke. “I was upstairs in my bedroom and smelled smoke. I went  downstairs and couldn’t open the door—I guess the smoke made me confused, and I must not have unlocked all of the dead bolts. I passed out on the floor in front of the door until you came and took me out of the house.”

		My dad squeezed my hand. “You are one lucky girl. You probably don’t remember, but you somehow managed to call the fire department and Jack before you passed out.”

		I looked at Jack. “I didn’t call anybody. I didn’t have a phone in my room, and I’d left my purse and cell phone downstairs.”

		I watched as my dad and Jack exchanged glances before Jack spoke again. “The fire chief told me that the call came from inside the house and that it was a woman—a woman who didn’t identify herself.”

		My dad cupped my hand between his. “Maybe you forgot. Maybe you called first from another room before you came downstairs. It’s not surprising that your memory is a little foggy. Smoke inhalation is a serious thing.”

		I turned my attention to Jack. “But who called you? Did you recognize my voice?”

		A muscle ticked in Jack’s jaw. “Actually, nobody said anything. Whoever it was kept calling and calling, hanging up when I answered, and then calling again. But it was your cell phone number. I know because I have it programmed into my phone, and your name popped up every time.”

		“See, Melanie? You must have made the phone calls before you passed out.” My dad patted my hand but I could tell that he wasn’t completely convinced.

		“Is the house okay? Was there extensive damage?” Even I was surprised by my question. It hadn’t been that long ago that the house burning down to the ground would have solved all of my problems.

		Jack shook his head. “Not really. The fire chief says that the fire originated in the kitchen, probably faulty wiring, and they got there fast enough to contain it. The kitchen is pretty much destroyed—not such a bad thing since it needed to be gutted anyway—and not too much smoke damage in the rest of the house because most of the rugs, furniture, and window hangings had already been removed. He thinks you’ll be able to go back in a couple of days—after airing it out—but Mrs. Houlihan is going to have to find another kitchen.”

		I frowned. “Did he have any idea why the smoke alarms didn’t work?”

		“No. And he checked them and verified that they were all wired correctly and all had working batteries. I’ve called the alarm company to check it out tomorrow. But it’s a bit of a mystery right now.”

		“The good news,” my dad said, straightening, “is that we’ll be able to make an insurance claim for the kitchen damage. I guess Mrs. Houlihan can create her dream kitchen, after all. Just to warn you, though—she’s partial to granite and stainless steel.”

		I looked back at Jack, who was frowning down at me. “What were you doing at the house, Melanie? When I dropped you off at your condo, I assumed you were going to bed.”

		“I thought I was, too. But then I remembered something I’d seen in one of Louisa’s scrapbooks. A photograph of her and Nevin. I was lying in my bed, and all of a sudden I remembered the picture.”

		I looked from Jack to my dad before continuing. “In it, Louisa is wearing a necklace that Robert gave her. And it looks like there’s a large diamond hanging from it.”

		My father looked alarmed. “Were the albums damaged in the fire?”

		I shook my head. “I left them up in the bedroom, so they should be fine. We can go look at them later.”

		Jack leaned toward me. “You know what this means, don’t you? That at the very least her husband knew about the diamonds, and not only knew about them but had access to them, too.”

		I remembered something else I’d seen in the album before and hadn’t considered significant enough to tell Jack. Until now. “Jack, do you have any idea what Joseph Longo’s middle name was?”

		“As a matter of fact, I do. It’s a family name they use in each generation.” He smirked a little. “It’s Marc.”

		
			
			JML. “Chances are, then, that Joseph Longo was aware that the Vanderhorsts knew where the diamonds were. He sent Louisa a newspaper copy of the photo. Nothing was written on it—it was just folded up in his monogrammed stationery.”
		

		“JML.” Jack’s eyes met mine, and I dared him to say anything about Marc being aware of this but thankfully he remained silent on the subject. He put his elbows on his knees, then steepled his fingers. “Well, now. This is getting interesting.”

		My dad stood and began pacing, his back straight, as if he were doing a military review. “Let’s go over what we know. The legend of the diamonds might actually not be a legend because we have quasi-proof—in the form of a necklace Louisa Vanderhorst was photographed wearing—of their existence. Apparently Joseph Longo—or whoever sent the newspaper clipping—realized this, too, and wanted to let the Vanderhorsts know that he was on to them. We know Longo was heavily involved in bootlegging at the time, and Jack has also found that Magnolia Ridge had more than one still and Vanderhorst might have been either a business rival or an associate of Mr. Longo’s. We know that the Vanderhorsts didn’t suffer financially during the Depression—either because of the diamonds, or because of his illegal business enterprises. Or maybe both. Either way, I can’t imagine that Mr. Longo would be happy to let Vanderhorst not only have the famed Confederate diamonds, but also a stake in what he probably considered his private enterprise.”

		“And don’t forget Louisa,” I said. “I think Joseph’s losing her to Robert Vanderhorst would have been far more personal than anything to do with money.”

		My father nodded. “Assuming he really lost her at all. Maybe she married Robert just to find out about the diamonds for Joseph, then ran off with Joseph and took the diamonds with her.”

		“No,” I said. “I guess it’s possible, but I know that’s not the truth.”

		They both looked at me as if waiting for an explanation, but I remained silent. I couldn’t explain to them how I felt transported into Louisa’s body every time I touched one of her albums, feeling the overwhelming love she had for her son, her husband, and their house, any more than I could explain to them that the previous night I had left my body and spoken with my grandmother again.

		Jack looked at his watch. “Let’s all ponder everything for a while, and we can discuss it later.” He turned to me. “They’re going to be releasing you in about half an hour. If you’d like, I’ll stick around and take you back to your condo.”

		I could tell there was something else he needed to talk about—something he wasn’t sure I wanted my dad to hear. “Yes,” I said. “Thanks. I appreciate it. But what about going to see Mr. Sconiers this morning?”

		My dad stood, obviously taking the hint. “I’ll go see him myself.  I’ve got the roll of film, so hopefully I’ll have some answers by tonight.” He leaned down and kissed me, and I was touched by the moisture in his eyes. “I’m glad you’re all right, sweetpea. You had me scared there for a while.” He kissed me again. “I called your mother to let her know you’re all right. She would have been worried when she saw it on the news.”

		I was softened by the use of my childhood name. “That’s fine, Daddy,” I said, squeezing his hand.

		He said his goodbyes, then left, and then the doctor came in so that I could be released, and within an hour I was sitting in Jack’s Porsche, an odd silence between us.

		Jack’s voice was strained and oddly solicitous. “You’ll probably just want to go to sleep for the rest of the day when I get you home.”

		
			Considering that my lungs thought they’d swallowed a smoke bomb, I felt pretty good. “Actually, I want to go back to Tradd Street. I need to . . . I want to . . .” I stopped when I realized what I was about to say. I want to make sure that the house is all right. And it had nothing to do with the possibility of the hidden diamonds. It had more to do with the fact that the house and all of its contents, and all of its history, were mine. Not that I owned it—I don’t think anyone truly ever owns an old house, but I was its caretaker and I wanted to make sure that I hadn’t failed it in that capacity.
		

		“I understand,” Jack said, and I smiled out the window so he couldn’t see, and I knew that he did understand.

		He parked at the curb behind my car, still where I’d left it the day before. Yellow tape fluttered around the back of the house, where the kitchen was, and my father’s garden appeared trampled and unsettled but still somehow beautiful in its wildness. The rosebushes, a few blooms still tenaciously dangling from their stems despite the lateness of the season, sat clustered together behind the dry fountain, like children on a playground, waiting for someone to throw them a ball.

		My eyes traveled to the upper story, to the front window where I’d seen the figure of the man. Then I felt my breath escaping when I saw that he wasn’t there.

		Jack turned off the ignition but didn’t move to exit the car. “I need to . . . I need to tell you something . . . strange. Something that happened last night.”

		I turned to him, my face deliberately blank.

		“I know you didn’t make those phone calls. A fireman gave me your purse and your cell phone was inside, turned off. I don’t think that during the fire you would have had the forethought to not only turn it off but also to put it neatly in your purse.”

		I remained quiet, waiting for whatever he was going to say next.

		He focused on his hands gripping the steering wheel. “And when I came to the door and I tried to open it, it felt like somebody was holding it closed from the other side. It gave a little and then snapped shut, so I know it wasn’t locked. And when I looked through the sidelights next to the door, I saw . . . I saw a woman staring at me. I heard her telling me to hurry although she was inside and I was outside and couldn’t have really heard anything. When I tried again the door opened easily, and I found you and brought you outside.”

		Jack faced me, his skin a little pale. “I got the distinct impression last night that there were two people in the house with you—somebody who was trying to hurt you and a woman who was trying to protect you. It was almost as if once the woman asserted her presence, the other one fled.”

		I chewed on my lower lip, waiting for the inevitable question.

		“So tell me, Melanie”—he took a deep breath and then looked steadily into my eyes—“is your house haunted?”

		“Wouldn’t it be a lot easier to just believe that you imagined all that and everything had a logical explanation?”

		“Yeah, that would be easier. But it wouldn’t be the truth, would it?”

		“I don’t—”

		“Melanie, what are you afraid of? That I’ll laugh at you? I won’t, you know. Wouldn’t even occur to me. I actually think it’s a pretty amazing gift.” He paused for a moment. When I didn’t say anything, he asked again, “Your house is haunted, isn’t it?”

		Slowly, I nodded. Without meeting his eyes, I said, “There’re three more prominent ghosts in the house—a woman and a little boy, and a man who is wholly evil. I’m pretty sure the woman and the boy are Louisa and Nevin, but I don’t know who the man is. I keep thinking that maybe he’s Robert Vanderhorst, but I’m pretty sure it’s not. Robert was taller, and Louisa loved him. She wouldn’t have loved somebody evil.”

		Jack raised an eyebrow. “And you know all this because you see dead people.”

		
			I looked away, toward the house, noticing as if for the first time its graceful lines and symmetrical perfection, and I felt a small stab of what I could only call pride. It’s a piece of history you can hold in your hands. I sighed, knowing I would tell Jack the truth. He wouldn’t laugh at me because he thought what I had was an amazing gift, and the thought made me smile. “Yes, Jack. I do. I always have. Ever since I was a little girl.”
		

		He just nodded and stared out of the windshield for a long moment. “Do you think you could just ask Louisa about the diamonds?”

		I laughed, but with my smoke-roughened voice, it sounded more like a bark. He looked at me with a worried frown. “It just doesn’t work that way, Jack. Honestly, I wish it did. Because I could just ask these people why they keep following me around and be done with it already.”

		“Must get annoying.” He gave me a crooked grin.

		“Yeah, sometimes.” My own grin softly faded. “Mostly I can ignore them. But not when I’m living in a house with them.” I looked down at my hands, recalling something my mother had once told me. “It’s a blessing. And a curse. I can’t help all of them, because with each one I listen to, each one I help, it takes a little something from me.” I looked into his eyes and saw only interest, not the ridicule or disbelief that I’d grown used to.

		“Do they ever scare you?”

		I remembered the weeks following my grandmother’s death when my mother and I lived in the house on Legare, and dark shadow people began appearing as suddenly as a November storm. I had thought at the time that they were relegated to my nighttime dreams, until my mother woke me in the middle of the night and took me out to my grandmother’s garden and told me that she saw them, too. And that they weren’t there to ask for my help; they were there to make me one of them. That was when she’d told me that I was stronger than them, and that if I repeated it often enough, I would begin to believe it.

		“Yes,” I said. “Sometimes they do.”

		“Like that guy in there.”

		I nodded, then looked away toward the house again and knew I couldn’t put it off any longer. “Emily loved you, Jack. She never  stopped.” I listened at his sharp intake of breath but couldn’t bring myself to look at him.

		“You’ve . . . seen her?”

		“A few times, always around you. That’s how I figured out at first that it wasn’t Louisa. She . . . she wanted me to tell you that she only left because she loved you. And that she loves you still.”

		I watched as he swallowed and turned away. “Did she tell you why?”

		“No. I found that out on my own. When your mother told me that Emily had moved north to New York, I had a suspicion. So I made a few phone calls.”

		He faced me, his eyes meeting mine, and his face looked like the ones you see on TV of survivors interviewed following some unforeseeable calamity.

		“The Mayo Clinic is in Rochester, New York.” I stopped for a moment to let that sink in, but his face remained impassive. “I found out from her boss at the paper that Emily had a cousin who lived near Rochester, and that’s where Emily went after she left Charleston.” I was quiet for a moment. “Her cousin told me that Emily had lymphoma, Jack. By the time her doctors here discovered it, it had already spread inside of her. She went to the Mayo Clinic to see if she could participate in a few clinical trials or investigational treatments.” I reached for his hand and felt how cold it was. “There was nothing they could do for her. I’m pretty sure after her original diagnosis she knew she wasn’t going to make it, which is why she left you so badly. She didn’t want you to suffer, so she tried to make you hate her.” I fought back my own sob as I thought of my mother and how I’d never been able to get over losing her. “Hate’s a lot easier to get over than love.”

		He kept his gaze focused on the windshield, a vacant stare seeing something I couldn’t. “I did my own research and found out about the cousin in Rochester. That was about the week after she left when I was still so angry. And then I realized that I didn’t want to know where she was. She didn’t want me anymore, so it didn’t make any difference whether she was here in Charleston or someplace else. There was only so much humiliation I could take. It just didn’t occur to me that she could be . . .” He squeezed the steering wheel so tightly that it made  his knuckles turn white, and then he let his hands drop to his sides. “Do you know where she’s buried?”

		I shook my head. “I don’t. But I could find out if you like.”

		“Maybe later.” Jack sat absolutely still, as if by moving he would shatter into tiny pieces. I knew that feeling, so I did the only thing I could—knew it because it was the one thing I missed the most after my mother left. I reached for him and held him in my arms as his body shook with unshed tears. I couldn’t take the pain away, but maybe in the sharing of it, I could at least help him begin to heal.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 21
		

		I left Jack in the car, unsure what he would do next but knowing he wanted to be alone. He’d brought my purse to me at the hospital, so I dug to the bottom for my house keys, then stood in front of the door for a full five minutes before finding the courage to unlock it and step inside.

		The acrid smell from the electrical fire hung heavy in the air, soot and dust covering the flat surfaces like an explosion of ash. Footprints had beaten paths through the grit on the floor, calling to mind the footprints of history that had marched across this same floor, and the thought made me smile. It wasn’t that long ago that I would have only seen the dirt and the expense involved in hiring extra people to help Mrs. Houlihan in the cleanup. I frowned, realizing that I still needed to do that, but that the money would most likely have to come from my own pocket for now.

		I stood in the middle of the foyer and looked up the graceful stairway to the large chandelier hanging above the two stories. “I’m glad you’re all right,” I said quietly to the house, feeling something thick and heavy in the pit of my stomach as it dawned on me how very close I’d come to losing all of it.

		“Me, too,” said Jack from behind, and I whirled to face him. “I’m glad you’re all right,” he repeated.

		The color had returned to his face and a little of the sparkle in his eyes, too. I smiled tentatively at him. “I haven’t had a chance to thank you for last night.”

		“I get that a lot,” he said, the old familiar grin splitting his face.

		I punched him gently on his shoulder. “For saving my life,” I said. “Thank you.”

		“I’m glad I could help.” His face sobered as he narrowed his gaze, making me want to step back from the intensity of his eyes. “But I need to thank you, too. In a way, you’ve saved my life, too.” He paused, his eyes seeming to darken as he peered at me. “I’ve always listened to family members of missing people talk about how not knowing is almost worse than knowing the truth, and I never believed them. I do now.” He rubbed his hands over his face, bristling the hair around his forehead, giving him a look of vulnerability that I’d never seen before on him. It warmed me, seeing this softness in him, but I realized I could never let him know.

		Jack continued. “It’s sort of . . . freeing in a way. Like I’ve finally been given the go-ahead to grieve and to move on.” He looked at me oddly. “It was strange, hearing you tell me something I must have already known. Like my mind had accepted it long ago, and I’d already gone through the five steps of grieving—but I needed to hear it from somebody else before I could give myself permission to move on with my life.”

		“Good,” I said, smiling up at him. “I’m glad I could help.”

		He stepped a little closer. With a low voice, he said, “The whole time I was sitting in my car, with all of this going through my mind, I couldn’t help but think about how your eyes turn from hazel to green when you’re annoyed—which happens a lot. Or excited—which doesn’t happen enough.”

		A slow, steady curl of heat unfurled in my stomach, washing into the rest of my bloodstream like a wave heading onshore. Without even realizing what I was doing, I closed my eyes and tilted my head back, waiting to taste his lips again and wondering if it could even be better than when he was giving me mouth-to-mouth.

		A loud cracking noise followed by the sound of wood slapping against wood brought my eyes full open in time to see Jack’s eyes up close and in a similar state of surprise.

		“What the . . . ?” Jack grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the drawing room, where the noise had come from. There, lying in front of the tarp-covered grandfather clock, was the perfectly dust-free picture of Louisa and Nevin. The same framed photograph that I had stored with the other accessories from the room in one of the bedrooms upstairs.

		I bent to pick it up. “It’s Louisa, I’m sure.” I paused, sniffing the air. “Do you smell the roses? That means she’s nearby. She’s been trying to tell me something for a while now, but I just can’t seem to figure it out. Something to do with her and Nevin—I just don’t know what.”

		“Or maybe,” said Jack, beginning to roll off the dusty tarp covering the clock, “it has something to do with the grandfather clock since that’s what it keeps hitting.” He strained to get the cloth over the top of the clock, dropping it in a blue puddle at our feet.

		“What do you mean?” I asked.

		“Do you remember those photographs I’ve been taking of the clock? I finally picked them up at the developers.”

		I felt a little tinge of excitement, and wondered if my eyes were turning green. “Your mother was pretty sure that the face wasn’t original to the clock, so it’s possible somebody in the Vanderhorst family had it changed. But why?”

		“Exactly what I thought, so I was a little surprised when the photographs turned up nothing. The little demilune inset showed only a series of signal flags, apparently in a random order which couldn’t be made into a message no matter what combination I tried. Anyway, my mother said that all of the other Johnstone clocks had dairy scenes, but this one was replaced with a maritime theme—showing the firing on Fort Sumter.” He grinned at me. “That was where the first shots were fired in the Civil War.”

		I crossed my arms over my chest. “I know that.”

		“Well, you once told me that you were blissfully ignorant of history, so I wanted to make sure.”

		I rolled my eyes. “I’m from Charleston. I’m required to know about Fort Sumter—all native Charlestonians have to, or they throw you out of town.”

		Jack snorted. “Yeah, something like that. Anyway, at first I thought this had probably been done just to commemorate a part of history this house and its inhabitants had witnessed. But when I examined the face more closely,” he said as he twisted the small brass knob and pulled open the glass door over the clock’s face, “I realized that a large number of lines that are worked into the painting are three-dimensional, raised up from behind just enough that they can be detected by feel but not by sight.”

		Tucking the frame securely between my arm and my side, I moved  to stand next to him, and ran my index finger over the mast of a large ship where he indicated, and felt the telltale ridge. “You’re right. But what would be the purpose of doing that?”

		“I bought some art paper and a wax stick, removed the hour and minute hands, and rubbed the wax over the ridges.

		“Like a tombstone rubbing,” I said.

		“Exactly.”

		“So what did you find?” I was getting impatient. “Did it tell you where the diamonds are? Or what happened to Louisa?”

		He gave an exaggerated sigh. “You remember how I asked you if you could just ask the ghosts your questions and let them answer? And you said something like it’s not that easy? Well, it’s the same thing here. If it were easy, we wouldn’t be trying to figure this out now because somebody else would have figured it out a long time ago.”

		“Good point,” I said, slightly mollified. “But what did it say?”

		“Gibberish, actually.” He pulled out a piece of paper from his back pocket. “I copied it here.”

		
			I unfolded the page and saw a string of thirty-two letters from the English alphabet, without spaces and without any discernible order: IFANKRNGMFEFIVEEMNROQNPDKNIASRKE. I looked up at Jack. “Is that supposed to mean something?”
		

		“It’s a substitution cipher—a basically simple one, as long as you know the key word that makes the code work. Every spare moment I’ve been trying different words to see if any of them work, but nothing seems to fit.”

		“So that’s what all those cipher books were about in the attic—and why you wanted to borrow them.”

		“Pretty much.” He had the decency to look sheepish. “If I’d discovered anything, I would have told you, you know. Even if I’d known you would be pissed off at me for the rest of my life.”

		I looked at him with as much hurt and recrimination as I could muster but didn’t say anything.

		“Anyway, the books are all from the last century, which makes me think it was Robert Vanderhorst who changed the clock face.”

		“Which means that whatever is revealed by the clock could be about either Louisa or the diamonds.”

		“Or both,” said Jack, carefully closing the clock face again. “And  there’s one more thing.” He turned the old key in the wood casing of the clock and pulled the heavy hinged door open. “I found a secret compartment inside here.”

		“And you didn’t think to show this to me earlier?”

		“I didn’t see the need. It’s empty.” He knelt in front of the opening that revealed the clock’s inner workings while I peered behind him. Reaching to the far left side, he pressed a button that was flush with the inside cabinet, and made of wood. It had been invisible to the bare eye and most likely could be found only by touch. A small door popped open, and Jack moved back, allowing me to see better.

		I stuck my hand in and felt around the inside of the small compartment, knocking on the bottom and sides. The top was open, a dark tunnel going up inside the clock. “I guess you’ve already figured out that there’s no space between the walls of the compartment and the outside of the clock.”

		“Yep. And I’ve stuck a flashlight in the hole at the top, and it looks like it goes straight up to the pediment. I’m thinking that if this was ever used to hide the diamonds, they’re long gone now.”

		I stood up and shut the hidden compartment, then closed the glass door, turning the key slowly until it latched. “There’s something else—something I remember from last night when you were giving me CPR in the garden.”

		He raised an eyebrow but I didn’t take the bait. “I saw her . . . Louisa. She was kneeling by the fountain, pushing back the grass, as if to show me those Roman numerals. Since the fountain didn’t exist when Louisa lived here, I’m assuming Robert had it built. And that the numerals meant something to him.”

		“I think you’re right. I’ve been playing with the numbers, and so has your dad.” He sent me another apologetic look. We’ve been trying to discover if they correspond with any birthdates, ages, dates in history, or anything significant to the Vanderhorst family. And nothing. We’ve found absolutely nothing.” He ran his hands through his hair, something I began to suspect he did a lot of when trying to work through a problem. I imagined he did it a lot while he was working, like a writerly habit, and I found it just a little bit attractive. He turned to me. “I’d like to see the picture of Louisa and the diamond while we’re here. I might be able to tell from the size and shape whether it’s what we’re looking for.”

		“Assuming they’re still around to be found. But, sure—the albums are upstairs. I’ll show you before we leave. And I’d also like to see what you have as far as the clock cipher is concerned. I’m actually pretty good at puzzles.”

		“Have at it,” said Jack. “I’d be more than happy to show you my wax rubbings.”

		I made a move to elbow him, forgetting that I still held the framed photograph pressed between my elbow and my side, where I’d tucked it to touch the clock face. The frame fell to the floor, the backing separating from the picture and glass. As I bent to retrieve it, I noticed lying under the glass a torn piece of paper that had evidently been stuck between the photograph and the backing of the frame.

		“What is it?” asked Jack as I picked it up and straightened.

		
			“I’m not sure. It looks like part of an envelope.” The side with part of the flap still intact was blank but when I turned it over, a name and partial return address was scrawled on it: Susannah Barnsley, and then the words, Orchard Lane. I held it up for Jack to see. “Neither name rings a bell for me.”
		

		“Me, neither.” He flipped it over several times, apparently deep in thought. “I’ll bring this to my friend at the library to see what she can figure out. Who knows: Maybe this Susannah might still be living.” He frowned. “But now I’m left to wonder if it wasn’t the clock at all that Louisa was trying to draw our attention to.”

		“It’s not always apparent what a spirit is trying to say. And sometimes they’re not trying to say anything at all and just want attention.”

		“Great. So that piece of envelope could just be something to make the picture fit better in the frame and mean nothing.”

		“Or this Susannah Barnsley, whoever she is, and assuming she’s still among the living, could know where the diamonds are. Or where Louisa is.”

		“Or maybe we’re both just crazy for believing that dead people can make contact with the living.”

		I raised an eyebrow.

		“Or not,” said Jack with his trademark grin. “Why don’t you take me upstairs and show me the picture of the diamond? Then I’ll head out to the library while you get some rest. Hopefully, by the time I get back, we’ll have heard from your dad and Sophie.”

		“Sounds like a plan,” I said as I headed toward the stairs while Jack followed behind me. I stopped and turned around to face him. “Why are you calling me by my full name?”

		His eyes widened innocently. “Because you told me to.”

		“Oh. I did, didn’t I?” I chewed on my bottom lip for a moment as we continued to watch each other closely. Finally, I turned around and headed toward the stairs. “Well, you can stop it now. It sounds . . . odd coming from you.”

		I heard the smile in his voice. “Yes, ma’am.”

		We walked up a few steps, then Jack spoke again. “By the way, that was almost kiss number two, just in case you’re still counting.”

		“I’m not,” I said as I made my way up the stairs, feeling Jack’s eyes on me the entire way to the top.

		

		•   •   •

		I was exhausted by the time Jack left after having seen the picture and verifying that the diamond Louisa wore was most probably one of the fabled diamonds. The near-sleepless night caught up to me as I opened up all the windows upstairs to create a cross breeze, and then, instead of driving back to my condo, I curled up on the sofa—feeling somewhat safer in the light of day—in the upstairs drawing room and fell into a dreamless sleep.
		

		I’m not sure how long I slept, only that when my father shouted my name, I slid off the couch in a panic, hitting my head on the TV tray set up in front of it. Rubbing my head, I sat on the floor and scowled up at my father. “Daddy, I’m not a recruit. Please don’t ever do that to me again.”

		“Sorry, sweetpea.” He smiled apologetically, offering me his hand. “I guess I’m a little out of practice. And I was a little too excited to wait for you to wake up on your own.”

		Feeling my own excitement, I let him pull me up and sat on the couch. “What did you find out?”

		I noticed the humidor tucked under his arm and watched as he placed it on the table. “Mr. Sconiers was able to develop the roll of film while I waited—probably because there were only three photographs exposed on the entire film.” He opened the lid and withdrew three black-and-white two-and-one-quarter-inch-square photographs, just  like the ones I’d seen in Louisa’s albums. He handed them to me. “Tell me what you think.”

		The first photo was of the fountain. The grass was shorter in front, the Roman numerals plain to see behind the clipped grass. “The only thing I’m noticing about the fountain is that there’s no water in it. It was dry when I came to see Mr. Vanderhorst, too, and my plumber can’t seem to get it to work.” I met my father’s eyes. “Maybe that means something.”

		My dad pulled out a pocket-sized spiral notebook. “I’m writing down everything we find out. Even if nothing makes sense now, we might find something once we get it all together.”

		“Good,” I said, flipping to the next photograph of the grandfather clock, the growth chart on the wall beside it barely visible. I looked at the clock face, noticing that it wasn’t the same one that was on the clock now. Feeling disappointed, I said, “Well, we’ve already figured that one out—Robert replaced the face with one that has some sort of code that Jack’s been trying to solve. I hope the third picture is something new.”

		I flipped to the next photograph and paused. It was a portrait of a beautiful young woman, with light brown skin and pale eyes, seated on a piano bench. She was looking somberly at the photographer, a sad smile on her full lips. “Who do you think this is?”

		My dad took the picture. “She’s got a copy of sheet music for ‘Oh, Susannah’ on her lap. I wonder if that means anything.”

		“I think it might.” I reached into the back of my jeans pocket—the first pair of jeans I’d ever owned and purchased at the urging of Sophie, and Jack who were tired of my Lily Pulitzer capris—and pulled out the torn envelope.

		“ ‘Susannah Barnsley,’ ” my dad read. “The name doesn’t ring a bell for me at all, and I’ve gone through all of the archived papers on this house and am pretty sure I haven’t seen that name.” He continued to stare at the photograph, humming a few bars to the song.

		“Jack has a friend at the library. He’s gone to see today if she can find out anything in the archives.” I must have put an emphasis on the word “friend” because my dad looked at me carefully.

		“Friend, huh? I’m assuming it’s a girl, then.”

		I shrugged. “Don’t know. Don’t care.” To change the subject, I said,  “Let me hang on to the letter written to Nevin, too. I’d like to go over it again, see if there’s anything we’re missing.”

		My dad took the letter from the humidor and handed it to me. Before he could say anything else, my cell phone rang and I picked it up when I saw it was Sophie. “Hey, Soph.”

		“Hi, Melanie. You sound better. How are you feeling?”

		“Fine.” I heard a baby crying in the background. “Where are you?”

		“I’m at the health clinic here on campus. I’m getting a shot that should help me with my dog allergies.”

		“But you don’t own a dog.”

		There was a pause. “No, but you do, Melanie, and we spend an awful lot of time together.”

		I thought for a moment. “But General Lee has spent maybe thirty minutes in my company in the last five months.”

		Sophie didn’t answer right away, and when she did, it was about another subject entirely. “I found out about your rose. My friend would need to do more scientific tests to be absolutely positive, but looking at the structure of the petals, he’s pretty sure it’s a Louisa rose. Does that help you at all?”

		“I’m not sure. We seem to have a lot of pieces right now but none of them really fit together.”

		“How’s the house?”

		I could hear the apprehension in Sophie’s voice. “It’s fine. The kitchen’s gone, but the rest of the house will be fine after a good airing. And thank you.”

		“For what?”

		“For continuing to work on the house while I was having my little pity party. It looked beautiful.”

		There was an edge to Sophie’s voice. “Why are you speaking in the past tense?”

		“Well, there’s soot over everything right now. Give it a few days before you come back over, all right?”

		“Sure. Is there anything else I can do for you in the meantime?”

		“Yeah, you can tell Chad that I’ve lined up four more condos for him to see and that I need him to call me back.” I was about to say goodbye when I thought of something else. I figured it was a long shot,  but Sophie Wallen was often full of surprises. “One more thing—have you ever heard of a Susannah Barnsley?”

		She didn’t even pause before answering. “Of course. Or at least I know her house. It’s on one of the architecture tours I give.”

		I felt a little thrum of excitement flare in my chest. “Her house? Where is it?”

		“On Chalmers—in one of those completely renovated neighborhoods. She was a mixed-race woman who was put up in a nice house by her white benefactor.”

		
			My heart sank. Robert had a mistress? “Does she still live there?”
		

		“No—the house and the whole neighborhood were pretty much abandoned by the nineteen fifties. It’s only because of the Historic Preservation Society that they didn’t fall under the wrecking ball.” I heard the outrage in Sophie’s voice and, for the first time in my adult life, could almost identify with it. “Did I help you at all?”

		“You might have. I’ll let you know after I speak with Jack.”

		A muffled name was shouted out in the waiting room. “They just called me, so I’ve got to go. I’ll call you later.”

		“Bye, Soph,” I said, but she’d already hung up the phone.

		“Jack’s here,” my dad said as he looked out the window that faced the side of the house. “What’s all that stuff he’s bringing with him?”

		I moved to stand by my father, and peered out the window as Jack removed two suitcases, a box of books, and most surprising, a large potted orchid.

		“How did he know that’s my favorite flower?” I muttered.

		“Is it?” my dad asked, and we both stared at each other as we let the implications pass.

		“He must have called Nancy,” I said as I admired the play of muscles as Jack lifted both suitcases with minimal effort and managed to balance the orchid, too.

		“Looks like he’s moving back in,” my dad observed.

		I didn’t answer but turned to jog down the stairs in time to throw open the door before Jack could open it himself. I stopped in the threshold with my mouth poised to speak. Marc stood next to Jack on the porch, holding an identical potted orchid.

		When I eventually found my voice, I greeted them both before stepping back to allow them inside.

		Without a word, Jack placed his orchid on the hall table, then made his way up the stairs toward his old bedroom, his suitcases knocking the treads every few steps.

		Marc placed his orchid in front of Jack’s, then kissed me on both cheeks. “I heard about last night and thought your favorite flower might cheer you up. I was so worried, but Nancy told me that you would be fine.” He sniffed the air. “It was an electrical fire?”

		I nodded. “Yes. Luckily only the kitchen was destroyed. The rest of the house is okay.”

		He grinned. “As beautiful as this house is, having it burn to the ground wouldn’t have been such a bad thing for you, would it?”

		I remembered the sense of outrage in Sophie’s voice when she’d spoken earlier, and I had to work hard not to duplicate it in my own. “Actually, I think I would have been pretty devastated.”

		Marc looked at me with surprise. “Ah, so that’s the way it is now. I’ve been told that these old houses can be contagious.”

		“What’s contagious?” My dad was coming down the stairs, the humidor under his arm.

		“Old houses,” said Marc. “I think Melanie here has caught the bug.”

		My dad reached the bottom of the stairs and stood in front of us. “Well, that would make sense, wouldn’t it, Melanie?”

		I sent my dad a warning glance but obviously knowing my favorite flower wasn’t the only blip on my personal radar that he had overlooked.

		“Really?” Marc seemed genuinely interested.

		“Yes. Melanie spent a lot of time in her grandmother’s house on Legare. Guess that’s where her love of old houses comes from.”

		I wasn’t sure if I needed to defend myself or just agree, so I remained silent.

		My dad eyed Marc for a moment. “You’re a Charleston native, aren’t you? Maybe you’ve heard the name Susannah Barnesly.”

		Marc wrinkled his brow in concentration for a long moment. “No, it’s not ringing a bell with me. Is this somebody I should know?”

		“No, actually,” said my father as I kept my eyes on Marc. “Although it might be somebody my father used to know. I found what we’re guessing to be her picture in a box of my father’s things.”

		Marc shook his head. “I’m sorry. Don’t think I can help you.” He  paused for a moment. “Wasn’t your father good friends with Robert Vanderhorst—one of the former owners of this house?”

		“Yes. They were best friends and business partners for a long time.”

		“I thought I remembered that correctly. Can’t remember what I ate for breakfast most days, but I always seem to remember pieces of trivia I’ve picked up along the way.”

		My dad laughed. “Ain’t that the truth! And just wait until you get older—it gets much worse.”

		Their shared laughter was interrupted by Jack tramping down the stairs before approaching our group in the foyer. Marc appraised Jack with a dismissive glance. “I might be mistaken, Jack, but it looked like you were moving in.”

		“Well, Matt, your powers of observation would then be almost as strong as your cologne.”

		I admired Marc’s restraint when he said nothing and turned to me instead. “They’re having fireworks tonight at Patriot’s Point for Veterans’ Day, and I thought you might like to go.”

		“I’d love to,” I said, meaning it. We hadn’t spent a lot of time together since I’d canceled our trip to Isle of Palms. If what we had was supposed to be called a relationship, then we needed to go watch fireworks or anything else that would bring us together to move our relationship along. Regardless of how many times I found myself recalling Jack’s almost kisses and how I had almost wanted him to. Or how the truth about Emily hadn’t changed anything, really. He was still Jack—too irreverent, too comfortable in his own skin, too easy on the eyes, and way too hard on the heart.

		“Great,” he said, kissing me on the lips, and I wondered how it was possible to not even feel a kiss. “How about we do dinner first at Jestine’s? I’m craving coconut cream pie. I can pick you up at seven.”

		“Sounds perfect,” I said, walking him to the door. He kissed me again, lingering longer this time, then left.

		I walked back toward Jack and my dad in time to hear Jack mimicking Marc, “ ‘I’m craving coconut cream pie.’ Come on, who uses the word ‘craving’ anymore?”

		“Grow up,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “What were the suitcases for?”

		“I’m moving back in to my old room. After last night, I figured you needed the protection.”

		Not only did I completely agree with him, but I also knew it was useless arguing, so I just put my hands on my hips and said, “All right, but I expect you to follow my rules. First, keep—”

		Jack interrupted. “I know, I know. Keep the toilet seat down, and no girls in the house after ten p.m. Got it.”

		I had to force myself not to smile back at him. “Good. Glad you remembered.”

		“I only need to be told once, Mellie.” He grinned. “So, did you find out anything new?”

		“Sophie called and confirmed that the rose in the box was most likely a Louisa rose. What it means, I have no idea. And my dad was able to get the pictures developed.”

		My dad opened the box and took out the pictures before handing them to Jack, who stared at them for a long time. “What do you think is the purpose of the picture of the clock?”

		“I’m not sure, but I’m thinking it’s to draw attention to the different face—but we’ve already figured that one out. And I’m not sure about the one of the fountain, either, other than the fact that it’s dry. But look at the other picture. What do you make of that?”

		Jack studied the photograph of the woman closely. “Any idea who this is?”

		“We’re not sure. But my dad pointed out that on her lap there’s a copy of ‘Oh, Susannah.’ ” Very carefully, I added, “Somebody once told me that there’s no such thing as coincidences, so I’m taking a leap here and guessing that the woman’s name is Susannah.”

		Jack looked at me sharply. “Glad to know that I’ve been rubbing off on you.” He glanced over at my father. “And I mean that very respectfully, sir.”

		My dad gave him a mock salute, then continued watching us.

		Jack continued. “So this might be the elusive Susannah Barnsley?”

		I nodded. “It’s certainly possible, I guess. And the best part is that Susannah Barnsley had a house on Chalmers—it’s on one of Sophie’s architectural tours, which is how I found out. That might be a place to start. What about you?” I asked. “Did you find out anything at the library?”

		Jack shook his head. “I haven’t been there, yet. I needed to pack and  move my stuff over first. I was thinking that you could come with me, and then we could head over to my place so I could show you my etchings.”

		“He means the wax rubbing he made of the clock face, Daddy.”

		My dad shook his head. “Watching the two of you is like watching a tennis match. I’m going to head back home and see if there’s anything else in my father’s stuff that might shed some more light on this muddle. I’ll get back to you later.”

		
			Jack and I followed my father out, making sure to first dead-bolt the door. Then we returned to Jack’s car. I pulled out the letter Robert had written to Nevin and read it again out loud, concentrating on the last paragraph. Be vigilant in all that you do, and be secure in the knowledge always that you were greatly loved by both of your parents and all who knew you. Remember what your mother used to call you, and never have any doubt. Cerca Trova.
		

		
			
			“Cerca trova,” Jack repeated.
		

		“You’ve plugged that one into the ciphers right?” I asked.

		He raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything.

		“Right?” I repeated.

		“Maybe,” he said, looking annoyed. I laughed as he stepped down harder on the pedal, making my stomach jump.

		“I still haven’t forgiven you for lying, you know.”

		“I know,” he said, taking a corner sharply and sending me into his side. “But Emily would have wanted me to keep trying.”

		I faced him, the long afternoon shadows shooting orange light into the car. “Emily would?”

		He remained focused on the road in front of him. “Yeah. That’s why she came back, I think. For forgiveness. For both of us.”

		I sat back in the leather seat and closed my eyes, realizing that I hadn’t felt Emily’s presence around Jack since I’d told him the truth in the car. The heavy scent of camellias, the harbinger of autumn in the Lowcountry and what I would bet money on had been Emily’s favorite flower, floated into the car and wrapped the air around us before it slowly disappeared. I smiled to myself, knowing he was right.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 22
		

		Jack’s condo was on Queen Street in an area known as the French Quarter due to the fact that it had historically been the location of a high concentration of French merchants. It was also known for how close it had come to falling under the wrecking ball in the nineteen seventies, and it might have except for the efforts of the Save Charleston Foundation and the donations of Americans from around the country. Sophie, and many others of her preservationist ilk, spoke with reverence when mentioning the entire incident. As Jack and I took a left at Vendue Range, I cringed a little, remembering something I’d once said to Sophie about how a wrecking ball might have solved a lot of the parking issues in the area.

		As we walked toward the elevator in the converted nineteenth-century rice warehouse, I caught myself admiring the restoration work that had been done to sensitively convert old warehouse space to hip new condominiums. I caught Jack watching me with a knowing grin, and I quickly averted my gaze to focus on the functional metal elevator.

		Jack threw the door open to his unit, and I paused in the entryway, wondering if he had mistakenly let me into his neighbor’s condo. The space had all the exposed brick, tall windows, and soaring ceilings with wood beams that made converted condos such a hot commodity in the real estate market. But the beautiful art and furniture—an eclectic mix of urban sleekness and rich antiques—almost made me do a double take to see if I was an inadvertent guest on a reality TV show.

		“What’s the matter?” Jack asked, his keys dangling in his hand.

		“I’m just . . . surprised.” I looked around and saw the typical piles of  mail on the kitchen bar, old newspapers scattered under a glass-and-chrome coffee table, and a spread of open sports magazines on the leather sofa that made me itch to go straighten them, and figured that I had to be in the right place.

		“Surprised?”

		“Yeah,” I said, facing him. “Did your mother do all of your decorating?”

		He tossed his keys in what looked like a Herend bowl on a Beidemeier chest in the entranceway. “No, actually. I did it myself. She helped me make a few purchases at auctions, but besides that it was just me.” He moved into the open kitchen and went to the stainless steel refrigerator. Taking out a nonalcoholic beer, he held one up to me, but I shook my head.

		I moved to a wall in the living area and looked at what appeared to be a Degas ballerina pencil drawing. “Are you sure you aren’t gay?”

		He stood next to me and took a long draw on his longneck bottle. “Pretty sure. I’ve just always known where to place the stray ottoman or how to mix Chippendale with Craftsman. Must be in the genes.”

		I remembered his silent perusal of my own condo, and I shook my head, trying to erase the memory. “Let’s look at those ciphers,” I said, eager to focus on business instead of my lack of decorating finesse and Jack’s apparent knack for it.

		He led the way into a partitioned space separated from the living area with a Japanese screen. The large mahogany partner’s desk, with a Mac computer perched in the middle of a mound of paper, took up most of the area, the brick walls covered in modern steel bookshelves filled with books. A muted Persian rug covered the wood floor, warming the space and making it the perfect writer’s retreat. A suede camelback couch was pushed against one wall, and I assumed this must be his napping spot when he had writer’s block—assuming he ever did. The Jack Trenholm I knew never seemed to be at a loss for words.

		“Over here,” he said, indicating the couch. He picked up a roll of art paper and unfurled it before placing it on the floor. He kneeled on one side and held down two corners, and I did the same on the other side. “This is the actual rubbing I did of the clock—and, as you saw before, none of it makes sense.”

		
			I looked at the crinkled paper at the top and the black crayonlike  marks of various letters in no apparent order: IFANKRNGMFEFIVEEMNROQNPDKNIASRKE.

		“As you can see, at the top here I placed the letters in columns according to the order they appeared on the face. Starting at twelve o’clock—which is logical, considering it’s the beginning of the day.”

		I examined the paper, noticing this time that at the very bottom was the actual alphabet written from beginning to end across the width of the paper. The paper beneath these letters was nearly rubbed through with erasing from, I assumed, Jack’s attempts to find a workable keyword.

		“How does this work?” I asked, thinking it looked familiar. My grandmother had loved puzzles of all kinds, and she’d enjoyed making up her own for me to solve. My room in her house had been filled with puzzle books, and I had missed them for a long time after I’d gone to live with my father. I assumed my puzzle books were either somewhere in a box in the attic in the house on Legare or they’d been thrown away long ago.

		“If you know the keyword, you simply write it below the alphabet, starting with the letter ‘A’ so that each letter of the key word has a corresponding letter in the alphabet. Then, after you write the keyword, you start the alphabet right after it—skipping the letters already found in the keyword.”

		
			I watched as he picked up a pencil from his desk and wrote “CERCA TROVA” beneath the alphabet, being careful to line up the letters in each column. “You’re not supposed to have any repeating letters in the key word, but I’ve seen it done where you just eliminate the repeating letter the second time it appears.” He crossed off the “A” at the end of “TROVA” since it had already appeared in the first word, “CERCA,” and wrote the rest of the alphabet following it, making sure not to repeat any of the letters used in the keyword. When he was done, he looked up at me expectantly. “All right, read out the letters from the clock to me slowly, one at a time.”
		

		I glanced at the top of the art paper, where Jack had written the jumbled letters and read them out loud to him. “I, F, A, N, K, R, N, G . . .”

		
			“Hang on, let me catch up.” He began to transpose the letters into the cipher by finding the letter in the actual alphabet, and then finding its corresponding letter in the new alphabet he’d created using the  keyword “CERCA TROVA.” I bent over his shoulder to see if I could make out any words. BTCIFMIO stared up from the page. Jack tossed the pencil down. “Damn. It’s not the right code word. None of these letter combinations make a single word.”
		

		“Maybe Mr. Vanderhorst scrambled the letters so that after the cipher was solved, whoever had solved it had to unscramble it to get the real answer.”

		“That could be it, but this message is too long and without any spaces between words, which would make it almost impossible. And this was meant for his son—to keep it from prying eyes and not trip up a cryptologist.” He scratched his head. “I’ll finish the rest of the letters in the cipher just in case we have to come back to it and see if we need to do some jumbling.”

		“Scootch over,” I said, moving books to the corners to hold down the paper and sitting down next to Jack. “Let’s just sit here and think of as many words or phrases as we can that Robert Vanderhorst might have used. We’re bound to turn up something.”

		“Fine. Let me get another beer first. Can I get you one? There’s no alcohol in them, but they’re pretty good.”

		“Might as well, but just one. I can’t imagine this will take very long.”

		He raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything, just left to go to the kitchen and grab a couple of beers.

		Three hours and three beers later, Jack and I had scribbled on every notepad in the office, using every possible keyword we could think of up to and including “piazza,” “Civil War,” “Magnolia Ridge,” “Louisa,” “Nevin,” and even “General Lee.”

		Jack sat on the floor, his back against the bookshelves, and threw his pencil across the room. “We’re bound to turn up something, huh?”

		
			I rubbed my tired eyes with the heels of my hands. “Maybe we do need to unscramble the letters we got when we used cerca trova.”
		

		Jack shook his head, then closed his eyes. “Where did I see those words before? It’s driving me nuts.” He looked at his watch. “It’s getting late, and the Historical Society library closes at four. Let’s head out and maybe something else will pop out at us.”

		“Sounds good to me,” I said, allowing him to pull me up. I wasn’t excited about meeting his library friend, and my brain was beginning  to hurt, but I continued to see Mr. Vanderhorst’s face from that last time I’d seen him, and I felt an urgency that had eluded me until now.

		“Where are we going?” I asked a short while later as he pulled the car up to the curb on Market, nowhere near the vicinity of the Historical Society.

		“I’ve got to get flowers. Yvonne loves them and will be disappointed if I show up empty-handed. I’ll be right back.” He winked at me before stepping out of his car.

		I crossed my arms over my chest and mimicked the name “Yvonne” silently in the privacy of the car.

		Jack brought back a bouquet of yellow roses and asked me to hold them. “Yellow’s her favorite color,” he added helpfully.

		I held the flowers on my lap until we reached the Fireproof Building on Meeting Street, where the South Carolina Historical Society was located. Jack’s luck at always finding a parking spot at the curb ran out, and we had to park in a garage. I was still carrying the roses as we approached the Palladian-style building with the imposing Doric porticoes. We were halfway up the steps before I realized it and pushed the flowers at Jack to take.

		The interior was hushed, and smelled of polish and old books. A cantilevered three-story stone staircase dominated the oval stair hall and was lit by a cupola at the top. I silently applauded myself for not only recognizing but knowing what “cantilevered” and “cupola” meant, thanks to Sophie’s books. It also didn’t pass my notice that I was actually admiring the beauty of the architecture in a structure that was built prior to the twenty-first century.

		“There she is,” said Jack, and I waited and watched as he approached a woman with her hair held back in a bun sitting at a long table, studying a large, open book. “Yvonne,” he said as he reached her. She turned to him and smiled one of those genuine smiles you rarely get when you surprise an acquaintance in a place you wouldn’t expect to see them. He handed her the flowers, and she pressed her nose into them.

		Jack pulled back her chair and helped her stand, then beckoned for me. I nearly stumbled as I made my way over, noticing for the first time the cane leaning against the table within arm’s reach. “Yvonne Craig, I’d like you to meet Melanie Middleton.”

		Yvonne stuck out her hand and I took it, amazed at the strength of  her grip. She was petite and beautifully dressed, and she had sparkling, intelligent brown eyes. She was also about eighty years old. She smiled, displaying perfect white dentures. “So you’re the lucky one who inherited Nevin’s house. I always wondered what he would do with it after he passed on. Middleton, did you say?”

		“Yes,” I said, eager to avoid the next inevitable questions regarding my parents. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” I said. “Jack’s told me so much about you.”

		Yvonne surprised me by snorting. “Ha! I bet he led you to believe I was some young thing after his affections. Not that I wouldn’t jump at the chance, of course, but I think his energy would kill me, if you know what I mean.” She winked and I couldn’t help but laugh. “Hand me my cane, will you, sweet boy?”

		
			As Jack handed her the cane, I mouthed behind her shoulder to him, Sweet boy? He just waggled his eyebrows.
		

		“Yvonne likes to pretend she’s an old woman, but everyone who knows her agrees that there’s a feisty twenty-year-old lurking very near the surface. I’ve been waiting for years to get my chance, but the throng of suitors is too much competition for me.”

		Yvonne swiped at his leg with her cane. “Remember, young man, that flattery will get you everywhere.”

		“Yes, ma’am,” Jack said. “So, were you able to find out anything about Susannah Barnsley?”

		“Yes, actually, I was. And I’m sorry it took me so long but somebody came in this morning and used the book I needed and then shelved it themselves—which they’re not supposed to do,” she said to me with a sidelong glance. “And the ignorant person shelved it in the completely wrong place—just pure laziness, if you ask me. I found it by some miracle as I was looking up something else for another patron. And there it was, stuck in between bound eighteenth-century maps, of all things.”

		“Probably some kid,” said Jack, absently.

		Yvonne shrugged. “I have no idea since I wasn’t here this morning. I only know somebody was here looking at it because Priscilla told me when I asked her if she’d seen it.

		“This way,” she said, indicating a table in the corner of the room with several thick leather-bound volumes stacked on top. We made our  way over and waited until she’d opened up the book on top. “You’re very lucky, you know. Some kind soul about seventy-five years ago decided he wanted to find the descendants of all the slaves who once lived at Barnsley Hall plantation down by Dauphuskie. He was the grandson of the blacksmith, and I suppose he wanted to find out if he had any relations still living. Because of Susannah’s last name, I figured this would be the first place I should look.” She winked. “And, as usual, I was right.” She gently opened what appeared to be a ledger book, and we found ourselves staring at impossibly tiny handwriting filling every line in the book.

		“Don’t panic, dear,” she said to me. “I already found the information you needed and photocopied it for Jack’s file. It’s not really detailed—just who her grandparents and parents were—most notably that her grandfather was white. She grew up in North Charleston, where her mother was a laundress. That’s all we know about her childhood. The last bit of information was the most relevant, I believe, as it stated that at the age of nineteen she moved to Charleston and lived in a house on Chalmers. A nice house, considering she was a woman with no education and little means.”

		Yvonne pursed her lips. “Since you’d already given me her last known address, I didn’t have any trouble searching the ownership records for the house. And this bit of information might be a little . . . titillating if I do say so myself.”

		She slid a manila folder across the table to me. “I think that Miss Middleton should be the one to see this first.”

		I looked at Jack, and he nodded. I flipped open the cover and saw within photocopied pages filled with laborious handwriting.

		“It’s the one on top, I believe,” said Yvonne.

		I picked up the top page and studied the document. “It’s a lease agreement,” I said, scanning down to the bottom, where the lines for signatures were. And there, in thick black ink, was the signature for Augustus Middleton.

		I jerked back and Jack took the paper from me. “That’s . . . that’s my grandfather. Why would he be signing a lease for Susannah Barnsley’s house?”

		Both Yvonne and Jack looked at me with identical expressions of surprise mixed with amusement. I blinked as the reason dawned on  me. “Oh. He. Oh, I see.” My first reaction was one of relief—relief that Robert Vanderhorst hadn’t had a mistress. On the other hand, I hadn’t known my grandfather and felt neither embarrassment nor surprise to learn that he’d had at least one vice.

		“They were apparently together for ten years—that was when the house was leased to somebody else, at any rate. She moved out in September of nineteen thirty.”

		Jack placed the paper back inside the folder. “Any idea where she might have gone?”

		Yvonne smiled brightly. “I knew you were going to ask me that—so I already did a little bit of research on my own to see what I could find out.” She smiled like a Cheshire cat, and I knew that she’d hit the mother lode. She picked up the folder and began to flip through the pages. “Just because we’re all about South Carolina here at the Historical Society, doesn’t mean there haven’t been plenty of times that we’ve had to ask for information—and likewise—from our sister societies around the country. And it’s a good thing, too.”

		“Why is that?” Jack prodded.

		“Well, first I checked the post office records for any forwarding address. Nothing there—which in itself is interesting. Made me think she was trying to hide or something. Anyway, I thought that most places require a security deposit and that you get it back when you move out. It was worth a try, anyway, to see if a check was mailed after Susannah moved out. Chances are it was sent to Augustus, since he paid for the place. But what if it wasn’t? She’d lived there for ten years. Maybe the landlord thought the money belonged to her.”

		“So, what did you find out?” Jack sat on the corner of the table, his impatience visible only by the tick in his jaw.

		“Lucky for you, the landlord kept meticulous records—including the addresses where he sent any correspondence to former tenants.” She gave us a self-satisfied smile as she riffled through the pages in the folder, and pulled out a plain piece of copy paper with a handwritten address. “I thought you might like to have it for easy reference, so I copied it down for you. While I was waiting for you to come, I went online and looked up her phone number. I took the liberty of calling it and asking for Susannah. The woman who answered must be a nurse or companion or something because she told me that Susannah was taking a nap  but could call me back later. I told her no, thank you, and hung up.” Her eyes sparkled brightly. “I guess that means she’s still alive.”

		Jack took the paper from her and looked at it. “Susannah Barnsley, one-oh-two Orchard Lane, Colchester, Vermont.” Our eyes met, and I knew we were both remembering the piece of envelope we’d found in the picture frame, the part of the envelope that had Susannah’s name but only the words “Orchard Lane” on it.

		Still clutching the piece of paper, Jack slid off the table and enveloped the old woman in a huge hug—something she apparently liked, judging by her soft smile and the way her fragile hand patted his shoulder. “You’re amazing, Yvonne. It would have taken me weeks to find any of this information.” Jack settled her back down on her feet.

		“You just need to know where to look, sweet boy.” She glanced up at him and actually fluttered her eyelashes. “I think this means you owe me dinner.”

		“Blossom again or would you like to try something new?”

		“Blossom, it is. I’ll call you with my schedule.” She winked at me. “And Miss Middleton is more than welcome to join us.”

		“I’d like that,” I said, taking her hand in both of mine and squeezing. My cell phone began ringing in my purse, and I excused myself so Jack and Yvonne could say goodbye, and left the building to answer it.

		By the time I got outside, the call had switched to voice mail. I hit the button to replay and listened to Marc’s voice as he asked for a rain check for our date later that night because of a last-minute out-of-town trip that had come up. His smooth voice was so different from Jack’s. Much more controlled and sexy, but almost deliberately so. I snapped the phone shut, wondering why in the world I was comparing their voices.

		As I was putting my phone back into my purse, Jack emerged from the building. “Marc just called,” I said. “He has to go out of town and had to cancel our plans for tonight.”

		“What a shame,” said Jack, his voice and expression saying anything but. “I guess that gives us more time to work on the cipher. And to make plans for our trip to Vermont.”

		“We’re going to Vermont?”

		“Well, I guess you could stay here, but you might find it more interesting meeting Susannah in person than hearing me telling you all about it later.”

		“True, but can’t we just call her on the phone?”

		“We could, but my years of research have taught me that you learn a whole lot more visiting your source. It’s up to you if you want to come with me, but I’m definitely going.”

		I thought for a moment, recalling that I didn’t have any pressing business and that Marc would be out of town, too. “Sure,” I said as I followed him down the steps toward the street, realizing that the thought of solving the cipher and meeting somebody who might have known Louisa and Robert, and who had definitely known my grandfather, was a whole lot more exciting to me than having dinner and watching fireworks with Marc. “I hear the foliage is lovely this time of year in New England.”

		Jack winked at me. “That’s my girl. Now let’s go back to my condo and get busy.”

		I raised my eyebrow as he opened the passenger-side door for me.

		He shook his head in mock indignation. “To work on the cipher, of course. Get your mind out of the gutter, Mellie.”

		“I think I’m going to have to ask for dinner at Jestine’s in return for my help, though.”

		“Have you been talking to Yvonne behind my back?”

		“Not at all,” I said, concentrating on the street in front of us. “I’ve just developed a sudden craving for coconut cream pie.”

		He snorted. “Me, too,” he said, and I laughed as he headed down the road back to Queen Street.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 23
		

		Have you tried ‘Holy City’?” I asked Jack as we sat in a Delta jet on a runway at Charleston International. Before and after our artery-clogging meal at Jestine’s the night before—which included a basket of fried chicken and corn bread covered with honey butter—we had worked on the clock’s cipher, once again plugging in every word or phrase we could think of. For a break, we’d played with the Roman numerals on the fountain and had reached the same result: nothing.

		“Yep. And Saint Michael’s, Saint Philip’s, and the Battery. Next I’m going to try Jihad, Hussein, and Iraq.”

		I looked at him, completely perplexed. “Whatever for?”

		“Because I think those are the only words in the dictionary that we haven’t tried yet.” He sent a sidelong glance at me. “I’m kidding, you know.”

		“I knew that,” I said, returning my focus to the notepad in front of me as I plugged “White Point Gardens” into the cipher.

		We spent the next five and a half hours of our trip—with the exclusion of our connection in Atlanta—alternating between working on the cipher and sleeping. We arrived in Burlington, Vermont, around nine o’clock in the evening, rented a car, and booked two rooms in a nearby motel, figuring we could drive the short distance to Colchester in the morning before catching our return flight to Charleston.

		I slept fitfully, kept awake by working codes in my head and wondering if Jack was also thinking about tomorrow’s meeting with Susannah Barnsley. Jack had spoken to her briefly on the phone, explaining who we were and asking if we could come see her. She seemed reluctant at first until he explained that I was Augustus Middleton’s granddaughter.  She’d agreed to the meeting but hadn’t said anything more, and I was filled with doubts that she had anything to add and that our trip had been a waste of time.

		I felt grumpy and rumpled the next morning as we grabbed a fast-food breakfast and coffee before heading north to Colchester. Jack was chipper and looked well-rested, which made me offer him nothing more than a grunt when he wished me good morning.

		We plugged Susannah’s address into the rental car’s GPS and followed its directions through the chilly Vermont countryside. I was pretty confident that the scenery was lovely and colorful but I was unable to appreciate any of it through my puffy and irritated eyes. Jack had the good sense to keep quiet.

		The house we pulled up to wasn’t at all what I had expected. I had supposed Susannah would have wanted a traditional Southern home like the one in which she’d lived in Charleston, and not the neat and brilliant white Cape Code Colonial with the white picket fence and black shutters that I now stood in front of. I knew, however, that we were in the right place when I saw the walled garden in the back. Being Vermont in late autumn, the bushes and beds were stripped bare of color, but the sheer extensiveness of it made me think that a Charlestonian must live there.

		We stood on the neatly swept brick step, and Jack rang the doorbell. Quick footsteps sounded from inside before a neatly dressed woman in her midfifties answered the door.

		“Hello,” she greeted us. “I’m Mrs. Marston. I look after Miss Barnsley.” She opened the door wider. “Come on in. We’ve been expecting you.”

		The house was furnished with antiques—but not the sparse utilitarian Ethan Allen style one would expect of a Vermont country house. Instead, these were elegant pieces that would have been completely at home in the house on Tradd Street.

		A roaring fire greeted us as we entered the front drawing room, and I nearly missed seeing the diminutive woman propped up with pillows in a huge winged-back chair near the fire. Despite her age, which I had calculated as being ninety, I recognized her immediately from her photograph. She had few wrinkles in her light brown skin, as if she’d  spent a lifetime taking care of it, and her green eyes were wide and vibrant, belying her years.

		“You look just like your grandfather, you know,” she said, her voice strong and still carrying with it the soft consonants and gentle cadence of Charleston. It made me feel at home.

		“Do I?” I asked, as I moved forward to take her offered hand. Her grip was strong as I shook it before introducing her to Jack. I could see by the brightening of her eyes that Jack’s charms weren’t lost on her. Remembering Yvonne’s similar reaction to Jack, I made a note to myself to tell him that if his writing career didn’t pick up, he could always be the social director at a nursing home. Or a gigolo.

		Mrs. Marston took our jackets before Jack and I sat down on a love seat facing Susannah, the warmth of the fire permeating my chilled body. Because I’m a native South Carolinian, anything under sixty degrees Fahrenheit is too cold for me. Mrs. Marston left to get a tea tray, leaving us to talk in private.

		Jack spoke first. “Thank you, Miss Barnsley, for allowing us to come visit. It must have seemed odd to you to get a call from Charleston from out of the blue.”

		“Not so odd, actually. Yours was the third in as many days.”

		“Really?” I asked. “Anybody you knew?”

		“Well, the first two Mrs. Marston told me were just hang-ups, so I don’t know for sure. She recognized the Charleston area code, though, which is how we knew. When you called, I figured the first two times had been you as well.”

		I remembered Yvonne telling us that she had called to see if Susannah was still living and I assumed that she had called twice and just forgot to mention it to us.

		Jack leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. “Well, I’m glad you had some warning beforehand, since I’m sure seeing Melanie brings back some memories for you.”

		
			“Yes, indeed. It sure does. Mostly good, though.” She smiled, but her eyes seemed turned inward toward another time and place. I felt dizzy for a moment, as if I traveled with her, and we were both back in Charleston and all that was there in her heart was my grandfather. She loved him very much, I thought. She faced me again and her eyes sparkled,  and I had a fleeting thought that she had sensed me inside her head. “So what is it you would like to know?”
		

		I opened my purse and pulled out the photograph of her that I’d kept between two pieces of cardboard. “Is this you?” I asked.

		She held it in her hands, the nails neatly trimmed with clear polish. Her hand shook a little as she examined it. “Yes,” she said quietly. “That’s me. Or it was me, I should say. Gus had that taken. I only saw it once—he said he liked to keep it with him.”

		“So, as far as you knew, it was always in Gus’s possession,” Jack interjected.

		Susannah nodded. “As far as I know, it was.”

		I watched Jack as he nodded, presumably ascertaining that Robert and Augustus must have collaborated on the contents of the box.

		Jack continued. “How well did you know Robert Vanderhorst?”

		“Not very well at all. Of course, times were different back then. Now folks of all colors are free to walk in any social circles. But back then, my place was not where the Vanderhorsts and Middletons were.”

		“But you were Gus Middleton’s mistress, correct?”

		She didn’t appear taken aback or disturbed by Jack’s bluntness. Instead, she smiled at him. “Yes, I was. He even wanted to marry me but I knew that was foolishness, and not just because I was eighteen years younger than he. I knew how he felt about me, and I didn’t need a ring to prove it. He would have had to give up everything—his friends, his law career, his social standing—to marry me. And that would have been our undoing. One day he would have realized that he missed all those other things, and there would be no way to get them back.” She shook her head. “No, no. We were content with the way things were. For a time, anyway.”

		“So why did you leave?” I asked, wondering how my grandmother Middleton had felt about all this. But she had been much younger than my grandfather, and it occurred to me now that they hadn’t been married until nineteen forty or forty-one—about ten years after Susannah had left Charleston forever.

		Susannah looked down at her small hands, neatly folded on top of the knitted blanket on her lap. “Because Gus asked me to.”

		Her words lingered in the still room for a moment. “Do you mind if I ask you why?” I felt a tinge of excitement. Her departure coincided  closely with Louisa’s disappearance, and I thought for the first time since I’d been trying to solve the mystery of what happened to Nevin’s mother that I was the closest I had ever been to finding out the truth.

		Mrs. Marston entered the room with the tray filled with small sandwiches, pastries, and tea. Susannah poured for us, her hands remarkably steady, considering how thin and frail her wrists were. After ensuring that we had everything we needed, Mrs. Marston again left the room, closing the door behind her.

		I placed several pastries and a sandwich on my plate and began eating, stopping myself in midchew when I noticed Susannah watching me with a half smile. “Your grandfather loved his sweets, too. Yessirree. He sure did love his sweets. It’s good to see a young girl these days with a healthy appetite.”

		I heard Jack snicker but I wasn’t sure if it was the comment about my appetite or me being called a “young girl” that he found amusing.

		Susannah dabbed daintily at her mouth. “Before I answer your question, I hope you don’t mind if I ask a few of my own first.”

		I noticed that Jack was staring at my leg, and I watched in horror as it bounced up and down in uncontrolled impatience. I pressed my folded hands against my calf to make it stop, then smiled at Susannah. “Absolutely. We’ll answer any questions you have.”

		The old woman took a slow sip of her tea, and I pressed my hands harder against my agitated leg. “How did you find me?”

		Jack motioned for me to answer. “My father, James Middleton—Gus’s son—found your picture in a humidor, along with a letter for Robert’s son, Nevin, and a roll of film.” I grimaced. “It’s all a bit of a mystery, I’m afraid. We’re hoping all of these clues will lead us to Robert’s wife, Louisa. And . . .” I looked at Jack for confirmation, and he gave me a quick nod. “And maybe even a clue as to what happened to six flawless diamonds rumored to have been in the possession of the Vanderhorst family.”

		“Ah, so that’s what this is all about.” She sounded disappointed.

		
			“Actually, no. It isn’t.” I thought for a moment, trying to remember when my last few months had stopped being about restoring an old house to make money from its sale and had instead become all about finding a young boy’s missing mother to tell the world that she hadn’t abandoned him. I realized with a small start that that was really what  it had been about for me from the very beginning, when I’d read Nevin’s letter to me. It was almost as if I had challenged myself to prove to the world that not every mother who abandoned her child did so willingly. I thought of the words of his letter that I had long since memorized: Maybe fate put you in my life to bring the truth to the surface so that she might finally find peace after all these years. I cleared my throat and met Susannah’s eyes. “Mr. Vanderhorst—Nevin—died without ever knowing the truth about what happened to his mother. I aim to find out and clear her name so that they can both rest in peace. Because I know with all certainty that Louisa loved her husband and her son. She wouldn’t have left them willingly.”
		

		Susannah’s face drooped a little. “So Nevin is gone. It seems wrong, somehow, that he would be gone before me.” She shook her head. “As far as Louisa ever deserting her son, though, never. He was her life.”

		I looked at her hopefully. “So you knew her?”

		“Not socially, no. But I knew of her from the society pages and from Gus. She was what we called ‘real quality’ in the old days. A true lady. And I didn’t for one minute believe what the papers were saying about her running off with that no-good Joseph Longo.”

		“So . . . you don’t know what happened to her?” I felt my shoulders slumping. The coincidence of the date of Susannah’s departure with Louisa’s disappearance had me hoping they had both gone north together.

		Susannah shook her head. “I’m sorry, dear, but I don’t know. Gus knew, but he wouldn’t tell me. He said that the fewer people who knew the better off we’d all be. He said it was the kind of knowledge that could get a person killed.” Her bright eyes lighted on me and then Jack. “I guess that means it’s my turn to answer your questions.”

		She sat back and rang a small bell sitting on a low chest by the side of her chair. Mrs. Marston appeared immediately, almost as if she’d been waiting outside the door. Susannah gave her a small nod and Mrs. Marston abruptly left the room. I put another pastry in my mouth and listened.

		Susannah continued. “I don’t know all the details—just what I heard from Gus—but I think it will be enough to answer your questions.” Jack and I waited while she took another sip of her tea. My foot gave a little kick of impatience, but I reined it in with my clasped hands.

		“The night Louisa disappeared, Gus came to see me. He told me that something bad had happened—he wouldn’t tell me what but that I needed to leave town right away. I didn’t want to go, of course. I didn’t want to leave him. I loved him more than my own heart, you see.” She glanced away for a moment. I watched as the pearls on her sweater rose and fell like the vagaries of time, and waited until she was ready to speak again.

		“Gus told me that he needed to give me something to take with me, and that nobody must ever find it. Not ever. He knew that whoever wanted it wouldn’t think of me at first, and if they did, I would be long gone. Gus told me that if this . . . thing that he was to give me was discovered, it would mean certain death for him and for Robert. And even little Nevin.”

		She gave us a shaky smile, and Jack stood to get a clean napkin from the tea tray for her. She touched the corners of her eyes and took a shaky breath. “He promised me that he would take care of me, that he would make sure I had a beautiful house to live in for as long as I liked and unlimited funds in a local bank. I would never want for anything if I agreed.” Her face crumpled like a drying rose. “But he was wrong, you see, because all I ever wanted was him.”

		“But you said yes,” Jack promptly softly.

		She nodded. “Yes. I knew Gus wouldn’t ask me if it wasn’t a life-and-death situation. For ten years he had given me everything, and I’d had nothing but my love to give him in return. I thought that I could at least do this one thing for him.”

		There was a brief tap on the door, and Mrs. Marston entered the room again, but this time she held something in her hand. I stood when I recognized my grandfather’s humidor. Jack stood, too, then motioned for me to sit down again. “It’s not the same one, Melly. Look, the lock is still there.”

		Jack held out his hand for the box, and when Susannah nodded, Mrs. Marston gave it to him. We both sat down again and waited for Susannah to speak. “Gus helped me pack my things, then took me to the train station. He bought my ticket and waited with me until the train arrived. And then . . . he kissed me goodbye and gave me that box. Gus told me that he had a business associate who would meet me at the train station in Atlanta and purchase my next ticket and send me up north. Gus didn’t  want to know my final destination in case . . . well, in case whoever it was he was afraid of would want to come after me. He said this associate—I never learned his name—would take care of my finances and travel with me to help me procure a house. Gus gave me a small package to give to him, explaining to me that his payment for assisting me was inside. I assumed it was money, but I can’t be sure.”

		I felt a lump in my throat. “Did you ever see him again?”

		Her eyes were cloudy as she regarded me. “No, dear. I never did.” The room was silent except for the gentle crackling of the fire. “He loved me—I knew that. But he loved his friend and his godson, too. He did the only thing he could think of that would keep us all safe, and I understood that.” She shrugged. “And I knew, too, that our time together was coming to an end. You see, family was so important to him. One day soon he’d be wanting a wife and some children, and I couldn’t help him with either one of those things. And he was such a man of principles that he never would have considered continuing his relationship with me while marrying another woman. Other men would, but not Augustus Middleton.”

		Her chest rose, as if filled with pride. “No, I never saw him again. So that was my parting gift to him: not only to help him save the lives of those he loved, but also in helping him say goodbye to me.”

		Jack’s fingers were white against the box. “And you have no idea who Gus was afraid of.”

		Susannah shook her head. “No. And he made me promise to never show this box to anybody except for Nevin. Not anybody. He said that when Nevin was older, he would be told the truth, or at least be led to the truth, and he would find me here. I suppose what you found in Gus’s box was supposed to lead Nevin to me.”

		Jack nodded. “Yes. We’re guessing that Augustus held the box for safekeeping for Nevin, in case something happened to his father before Robert decided it was safe to tell Nevin the truth. But Robert and Gus died only a few days apart without Nevin ever knowing anything. And then the first box sat in Gus’s effects until one day last month when Mellie’s father found it.”

		The old woman’s head drooped so that her chin nearly rested on her chest. “I didn’t find out about Robert dying until later, but I knew about Gus. I received a newspaper clipping of his obituary that was in  the Charleston paper. The envelope had an Atlanta postmark, so I assumed it was from his business associate. I remembered that I cried all day but it wasn’t all from sadness. Oh, no—there’s lots more people like me that have a great deal more to cry about. And I had ten good years with him.” She glanced up and our eyes met. “I think I was crying because of all the years I’d missed him and how I’d always pretended he was dead. And then he was, and I had to miss him all over again.”

		“How difficult for you,” said Jack.

		Susannah surprised us by smiling. “Not really. You see, I feel him here, in this house. With me. When I go to sleep, I see him. It’s like he’s waiting for me.”

		I looked away, afraid that I might cry if I didn’t. “So the clues have been here all this time, and Nevin never knew. He died without ever knowing.”

		“That’s not true, dear,” Susannah said gently. “He knew his mother loved him. And he knew enough to leave his house to you. He must have been pretty sure that you would continue searching for his mother.” She smiled. “And that’s why I decided to give the box to you and not that other fellow.”

		Jack sat up straight. “There was somebody else here asking about Louisa?”

		Susannah wrinkled her forehead. “Yes—late yesterday afternoon. He was only here briefly, which is probably why I forgot about it until now.” She shook her head. “I’m sorry—my memory isn’t what is used to be, I’m afraid.”

		Something cold and heavy gripped my gut. “Do you remember his name?” My voice sounded strangled, as if I were struggling to get the words out from my tightening neck. I recalled Marc canceling our date because of a sudden out-of-town trip, and the person at the Historical Society’s library who’d misfiled the book we needed that would lead us to Susannah Barnsley. And the hang-up phone calls Miss Barnsley had received from Charleston that weren’t from us. I felt Jack’s eyes on me, but I didn’t look at him.

		Susannah tapped her fingernails against the arm of her chair. “It will come to me, just a moment.” She continued tapping her fingers, her brows creased in a deep frown.

		Jack cleared his throat. “What did he look like?”

		“Oh, that’s easy. I always notice a nice-looking man. He was very tall, taller than you. He had very dark hair and dark eyes. And he wore an expensive suit. That’s something Gus taught me, you know—how to recognize good tailoring.” She chuckled. “It’s funny, isn’t it, that I can remember things like that from a long time ago but I have trouble remembering what happened yesterday?”

		Jack hesitated, and I knew he was going to wait for me to ask the question or not ask it at all. Feeling almost as if my voice was coming from another person, I asked, “Was his name Marc Longo?”

		Susannah’s frown smoothed and her face brightened. “Yes, that’s it exactly. I should have at least remembered the last name. Joseph Longo is who Louisa was supposed to have run away with. Not that I ever believed it, of course.”

		I opened my mouth to ask the next question and found that I couldn’t. Jack spoke instead. “Was he asking about Louisa and Joseph?”

		She frowned again. “You know, I’m not sure if he did. But I do remember that he asked me about the diamonds. He asked me several times if Gus had sent me away with them.”

		“What did you tell him?”

		
			Susannah smiled sweetly. “I told him no, of course. That I had never heard of the diamonds. Which wasn’t true—I had heard of them, but I didn’t know anything about them. Not that I would have told him, anyway. There was something I didn’t like about him. Something . . . untrustworthy.”
		

		Jack had the decency not to say anything.

		I managed to find my voice. “Would you like us to open the box now?”

		She appeared to consider my question for a moment, but then shook her head “No. I don’t think so. It was never for me, you see. I’ve kept it and not told anybody but you about it for all of these years, just like I promised Gus. I don’t want to break my promise now.”

		Jack nodded slowly, then stood. “I think we’ve taken up enough of your time, Miss Barnsley. I can’t thank you enough. You’ve been enormously helpful.”

		I stood, too, my knees shaky, still not sure if the frozen ball in my stomach was going to be too heavy to walk with. I moved to Susannah’s  chair and knelt in front of her. “Yes, thank you. Thank you for trusting me with the box.”

		She touched my hair, and then my cheeks and smiled. “I’m so glad we met. It’s nice to see a part of Gus after all these years. You’ve made an old lady very happy.”

		I placed her hand between mine. “Then that alone was worth the trip. Is there anything we can send you from home? Anything you need?”

		She squeezed my hand. “Gus is gone now, so there’s nothing on this earth that I need. But I want you to promise me one thing.”

		“Sure. Just name it.”

		“Promise me that you’ll set it right—for not just Louisa but for all of them.”

		“I will, Miss Barnsley. I promise.”

		“Good,” she said, squeezing my hand again before glancing up at Jack. “Is he your beau?”

		“Definitely not,” I said at the same time Jack said, “I like to think so.”

		Susannah surprised me by laughing. “I understand. He’s a bit like Gus, that one. You’ll resist him and you’ll resist him, and then one day it’ll be like a bucket of water being thrown over your head, and you’ll wonder how you ever lived without him.”

		I stood and grinned wryly. “More likely the bucket will have to hit me in the head hard enough to make me lose my senses.”

		Jack nudged me with his elbow as he leaned down to kiss Susannah’s cheek. “Goodbye, Miss Barnsley. It was a pleasure meeting you. I hope we’ll have the chance to meet again.”

		“Me, too,” she said as Mrs. Marston appeared with our coats to escort us to the door.

		
			 
Wordlessly, Jack and I got into the rental car, and Jack handed me the box. As if in mutual agreement, we maintained the silence until we reached the highway and Jack spoke. “Do you want to talk about it?”
		

		I shook my head.

		“Fine.” He drew a deep breath. “Any ideas on how we’re going to open the box?”

		I looked outside the window at the vast countryside passing by, the greens and blues of summer hidden beneath the reds and golds of autumn. “Pull over.”

		Jack had the good sense not to question me and pulled the car over onto the shoulder of the two-lane highway. I jumped out of the car with the box, and Jack followed me to the edge of a field. “Help me find a big rock.”

		Realization dawned in his eyes as he turned away from me, and we began combing the edge of the field for anything heavy enough to break the lock. We’d been looking for only about five minutes before Jack called out to me, holding up a chunk of rock a little bigger than his fist. He approached and reached for the box.

		“No,” I said. “Let me do it.”

		He didn’t argue and handed me the stone. I knelt in the grass beside the box, steadying it with my left hand while I brought the rock up above it with my right. It took me three tries before the metal lock pulled away from the wood.

		Jack picked up the box and examined my handiwork. “Hell hath no fury, I guess.”

		I sent him a warning look. Again exercising good sense, Jack bent to the task of removing the remnants of the lock from the wood before handing the box back to me. “I think you should do the honors.”

		“Thank you,” I said. While he held the box, I slowly opened the lid and peered inside.

		“Well?” asked Jack impatiently.

		“Oh,” I said. “I certainly didn’t expect this.” I put the box down so we could examine the contents together.

		“This is a surprise,” said Jack as he reached in and took out a small revolver and began to examine it. “It’s a Remington derringer,” he said, checking the two barrels. “It can only hold two single rounds and both barrels are empty.” Our eyes met for a moment considering the implications before I reached in and pulled out an envelope identical to the one from the other humidor.

		“Go ahead and open it,” Jack urged.

		Nevin’s name was scrawled on the front of the envelope in the same handwriting as the first one, but this time I didn’t hesitate to open it.  The letter was three pages of neat script, and I cleared my throat before beginning to read.

		
			
				 
September 1, 1930

			
				 
My precious son,

			
				If you are reading this, then I am probably already gone from this world, having never had the chance to tell you the truth of what happened the night your mother disappeared. I regret that this is how you find out, but hope you realize that I had no choice and that every decision I made was made out of love for you and for your mother. I’m hoping also that your own memories of that terrible night will come back after you have read this letter so that you will have corroboration of what I’m writing, and know that it is all true.
			

			
				On the night your mother disappeared from our lives, we had a visitor to the house—a business associate of mine, Joseph Longo. First, allow me to explain that he was not a business associate by choice. His family was deeply involved in bootlegging and other illegal activities in Charleston at the time and sought to control all avenues of vice in the city.
			

			
				Never having involved myself in this area before, I was quite naive when I started my own bootlegging enterprise out at Magnolia Ridge in an effort to prevent our family from going bankrupt following the stock market crash of ’twenty-nine. It was quite a profitable venture, allowing us to keep our home and send you to a better school than we could have otherwise afforded. Unfortunately, being profitable meant bringing my enterprise to the attention of Mr. Longo. I knew he was in the pockets of the authorities, and there would have been no purpose in turning him in, but I had no such protection.
			

			
				
				He threatened to ruin me both financially and socially by alerting the authorities to my illegal activities unless I agreed to give him something in exchange for his silence. Regrettably, I had unknowingly given him the one weapon he needed to coerce me. You see, many years ago, following the War of Northern Aggression, our family obtained ownership of six very valuable diamonds. These diamonds remained hidden until I accidentally discovered them several years ago. Not guessing at the implications, I had a necklace made for your mother using one of them—a necklace she wore for a photograph that appeared in the newspaper. Longo knew of the diamonds, and thought them legend until he saw the photograph. I was prepared to go to jail rather than let that man have what I’d always considered as your inheritance, and your children’s. But he knew of your mother’s weakness where you and I were concerned, and played on her conscience by telling her how hard jail would be for me, and how unprotected she and her son would be. Seeing no other choice, she capitulated, and gave him her necklace—since she never knew the location of the other diamonds—and that appeased him, but only for a while. Longo went to Europe and gambled the proceeds, and it wasn’t long before he was back asking for more.

			
				On the day your mother disappeared, Joseph Longo—knowing I would be at work, and most likely also knowing that Wednesday was our servants’ day off—came to the house to see your mother to demand another diamond. She told him that he would have to talk to me because she didn’t know where the diamonds were. He rightly assumed that I would never give him another diamond, so he began to threaten her, assuming she was lying. As she pleaded with him to believe her, you, dear Nevin, must have heard the commotion and entered the room.
			

			
				Unfortunately for Joseph Longo, I had just returned from my office to retrieve several documents that I had inadvertently left at home. I spotted Mr. Longo’s automobile parked outside and knew there would be trouble. Following your mother’s cries, I rushed to the drawing room and saw Mr. Longo pointing a revolver at you. My entrance distracted him, and your mother saw her chance to protect you. She ran to you, and as Mr. Longo turned back around, he fired his pistol. I believe the bullet was meant for you, and instead it found your mother.
			

			
				Your beloved mother died instantly, as the bullet pierced her heart. Do not grieve, dearest Nevin. She would not have survived if you had been harmed. She died as she had lived, loving us both completely, and I am assured by my faith that we will see her again.
			

			
				
				I’m not sure of the exact order in which things happened next. I was in a fury such as I had never experienced before. I threw myself at Longo, and he could not protect himself from my rage. I wrested the pistol from his grasp and shot him once in the chest without thinking twice about the consequences. He, alas, did not die immediately. And I watched him die a long and agonizing death. I was glad of it; he deserved to die for what he had done. But I knew the truth of this scene could never be told.

			
				Mr. Longo’s business associates and relatives were numerous and well connected. I feared that if the truth should be discovered not only would my life be in peril, but yours would, as well. They are merciless, and would not think twice about killing a child. Since your mother gave her life that you should survive, I could not let her death be in vain.
			

			
				I called my good friend and law partner, and your godfather, Augustus Middleton, for assistance. I was a wreck by then because of my grief at losing your mother and almost losing you, and he had to be the one to think, as I was incapable. He helped me hide the bodies so that they couldn’t be found unless you knew where to look. He also orchestrated the idea behind the two humidors to keep our secret from prying eyes, but to allow you access in the event that something happened to both myself and Gus before we’d had a chance to explain everything to you. And, as you know now, he gave this last box to Miss Barnsley for safekeeping.
			

			
				Augustus also thought it best to send to the newspapers an anonymous tip stating that your mother had run away with Mr. Longo. It killed me to think of such slander being directed at your mother, but I also knew that it was the only way we could keep you safe. I also believe that your dear mother would agree with anything to protect you.
			

			
				The only piece of the puzzle that wouldn’t conveniently fit was you, dear son. The events of that tragic night wounded you in a way I had not anticipated—a way that was both a blessing and a curse. You woke up the following morning asking for your mama, not having remembered the incident of the previous night. I believe this is how your mind is dealing with this tragedy, by blocking it from your conscious memory, and for that, I am grateful.
			

			
				Be assured, dear Nevin, that you were always deeply loved by both of your parents. As you are reading this letter, you will look back on your life and know this is true.
			

			
				Until we meet again, dear son,
			

			
				 
Your loving father.

			
				Robert Nevin Vanderhorst
			

		

		
			 
I slowly folded the letter and placed it inside the envelope. “Poor  Louisa,” I said, fighting back tears. “And poor Nevin. She died saving his life, yet he grew up believing she’d abandoned him. How very sad.”
		

		Jack placed his arm around my shoulder, and I let him because I needed a place to hide my tears. “But at least we know the truth now. And we can let the rest of the world know. That should make us both feel better.” I nodded, knowing he was right, but I couldn’t quite stop seeing the forlorn look on Mr. Vanderhorst’s face as I said goodbye to him in the doorway of his house. An unsettled feeling lingered, as if we weren’t completely finished with the story of Louisa and Nevin.

		Jack rubbed my back. “There’s still so much that needs to be answered. Like where were Louisa and Joseph buried? And where are the rest of the diamonds—assuming any are left?”

		I pulled away, rubbing my eyes and staring everywhere but at Jack. There was one last object in the box, and he reached inside and pulled out a faded red velvet pouch closed at the top with a gold drawstring, a fringed tassel that had long lost its gold coloring dangling from the string. A tingling sensation erupted down my back, and I shivered. I remembered my mother once telling me that the feeling was similar to what ghosts felt when somebody walked on their grave, and I shivered again, trying to focus on Jack. He loosened up the top of the pouch, and I felt compelled to hold out my hand, the palm turned upward in a small cup. He tilted the small bag over my hand, and we watched in surprise as a large, seemingly flawless diamond slipped effortlessly into my hand.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 24
		

		The sun hit the brilliant-cut stone, prisms of light exploding from the gem like a shout of freedom. “Well, that answers part of your question,” I said, my fingers closing over the diamond as if still wanting to guard Robert Vanderhorst’s secret.

		“Sort of. But we’re still missing three diamonds. We know about three others: Louisa’s necklace that was sold and gambled away, we have this one here, and I would bet Marc Longo’s Italian suit collection that a third diamond was sold to finance Susannah Barnsley’s abrupt departure from Charleston.”

		My jaw twitched at the mention of Marc’s name. “So those three remaining diamonds were either sold long ago, or they’re still hidden where Robert put them.”

		“Exactly.”

		I looked down at the diamond in my hand. “But at least we know that Louisa and Joseph are dead, and that Louisa didn’t abandon her son. You have no idea how relieved I am to say that.”

		Jack gave me a half smile. “I have a pretty good idea.” He opened the pouch, and I reluctantly slipped the diamond inside it.

		“I wish I knew where Louisa is buried. I think we need to find that out before she can rest in peace.”

		Jack nodded. “We’ll need to work harder on those ciphers.” He replaced the pouch and the gun into the box, but I kept the letter with me, not yet ready to part with it. We walked back up the shallow embankment and got into the car.

		Jack started the engine. “We’ll have to stop at a Wal-mart or something so we’ll have a suitcase to check on the plane. We won’t be able  to bring the gun in our carry-ons, and I don’t want to have to explain that diamond.”

		“We can’t check that—what if it’s stolen?”

		Jack pulled out onto the highway. “It won’t be. We’ll buy a Dora the Explorer bag so it looks like it belongs to a child, and some clothes to wrap around it. Trust me—no one will touch it.”

		“Really?” I asked, still feeling uneasy.

		“Really,” he assured me. “Have I ever led you wrong?”

		I wasn’t sure if he was referring to my lack of judgment where Marc was concerned, so I just looked away without answering. “Who’s Dora the Explorer?”

		“Just a cartoon character who’s popular with the preschool crowd these days—a little more educational than the Scooby-Doo cartoons we used to watch.”

		“I never watched Scooby-Doo, remember? And how do you know about Dora the Explorer?”

		Jack shrugged. “Sometimes I watch Yvonne’s grandkids when she’s doing research for me.”

		I couldn’t reconcile the playboy image I had of Jack with that of him sitting on the floor with little children, so I turned the conversation back to where it had begun. “I’m thinking the whole break in Robert and Gus’s relationship was manufactured to distract the Longos from looking closer at Gus and his associates for answers.”

		“Good deduction, Dr. Watson,” Jack said, his trademark killer grin on his face. “You know, we work so well together, we should do this again.”

		I sent him what I hoped was a scathing look of disbelief. “I think I would almost rather slice off an appendage with a pocket knife and without anesthesia than suffer through the agony of these last months again.”

		He looked genuinely hurt. “Was it really all that bad?”

		I thought back to all that had happened since we’d first met, and knew that I couldn’t honestly say that it had been. If I were to be completely up front with him, I would have to tell him that I hadn’t laughed as much in my whole life as I had in the last few months, and that seeing my hard work on the restoration of the house come to fruition had been one of the big highlights of my life so far. Even being  forced to face my ghosts had been an illuminating experience, and most likely something that wouldn’t have happened if I hadn’t met Jack Trenholm. I smiled to myself. Either I’d had a rather sheltered life, or I really had been enjoying life for the first time—and I had Jack to thank for most of it. But then again, he had lied to me, and if I didn’t think too hard about it, I could also blame him for me being so determined to go after Marc Longo. So I hedged my answer.

		“Not all of it, of course.”

		He pursed his lips and nodded. “I’m assuming you’re not blaming me for the Marc Longo fiasco, too.”

		“I told you that I didn’t want to talk about it.”

		He flipped on his blinker and changed lanes in front of an SUV filled with children in soccer uniforms and driven by a harried mom drinking from a Starbucks cup. “I know. I’m sorry. All that I’m going to say about the whole disaster is that at least you didn’t sleep with him.”

		I remained silent but felt my cheeks flood with warmth.

		He looked at me with an expression that was a confused mix of horror and surprise. Somebody honked, and Jack jerked the car back into the middle of his lane. “That sonuvabitch,” he muttered under his breath.

		We spent the rest of the trip in a strained silence punctuated briefly by polite conversation and potential words for our ciphers, all endeavors turning up nothing more than frustration. We arrived back at the house on Tradd Street a little past ten o’clock that night. All of the lights were off, and I was pretty positive I wouldn’t have considered going into the house if Jack hadn’t been with me, although I would never tell him that.

		As we walked through the garden gate, Jack stopped me with a hand on my arm. “Do you hear that?”

		I listened to the quiet night, and there amid the hum of distant traffic was the distinct sound of a rope swing creaking against tree bark. I smiled in the darkness. “Yes, I hear it. It’s Louisa and Nevin. They’re letting us know that they’re there.”

		“Oh,” he said, and I thought I felt him shudder next to me.

		“They won’t hurt you, you know. They know we’re trying to help them. Besides . . .” I hesitated, trying to remember what Nevin Vanderhorst had told me.

		“Besides what?”

		“Well, Louisa only appears to those she approves of. So far, that would be me, General Lee, the plumber, and you.”

		“The plumber?” he asked.

		“Yeah. He’s seen her, too.”

		“I’m honored,” Jack said as he climbed the steps to the piazza before pausing by the front door. “Do you feel that?” he asked.

		I nodded, my teeth chattering. The temperature had dropped about twenty degrees between the time we’d entered the gate and climbed the piazza steps. “I think we’ve got company.”

		“The good kind of company?” he asked nervously.

		I shook my head. “No. If it were Louisa, we’d smell her roses. If you just feel cold and nervous, it’s . . . the other entity I’ve seen several times. He’s not very nice.”

		His white teeth glowed eerily in the moonlight. “Great. So what do we do?”

		“You just keep telling yourself that you’re stronger than he is, and that works most of the time.”

		“Most of the time? What about the rest of the time?”

		“Then he sets the house on fire and traps you inside.”

		There was a long pause. “So why are we standing here, trying to get in instead of getting the hell out of here?”

		I took a deep breath. “Because now I know his strength. Before, I was trying to ignore him and Louisa no matter how much they tried to get my attention. That’s been my MO for a long time—ignore them and eventually they’ll go away. But now it’s personal—I need to listen to them. And right now the bad guy is telling me to leave. Which means, of course, that we need to go inside. There’s something in there he doesn’t want us to find.” I straightened my shoulders. “We just need to pay attention and not get separated. And if you smell roses, that’s good—it means Louisa’s there and the bad guy can’t hurt us.”

		“Do you know who he is?”

		“I thought at first that it might be Robert. But Robert wasn’t evil, and this guy is definitely a bad SOB. Now that I know that Joseph Longo was killed in this house, I think I can make a pretty good guess that it’s him.”

		“Ah, well, that makes it easier, then.”

		“It does?”

		“Yeah. Picturing how you’re going to pulverize a guy who tried to kill an innocent little boy makes your adversary a little easier to deal with—ghost or not. It all comes down to: I’m the good guy and he’s the bad guy. And that’s all I need to know.”

		I held up the door key, the glint of streetlight on the metal like a hypnotist’s pendulum. “Are you ready?”

		“Let’s roll,” he said quietly as I found the keyhole and turned the key.

		To our surprise, the door opened without resistance. I quickly walked inside and slid my hands over the wall until they hit the light switch. I was grateful for the glow of yellow light that fell on us. I glanced around in surprise. Apparently Mrs. Houlihan had been very busy in my absence. The grit and dust that had coated every surface had been removed, leaving sparkling wood and glass and the distinct smell of floor polish.

		“It’s not cold anymore,” Jack remarked.

		“I think he knows that we’re not afraid of him. And that Louisa is near.”

		We both gravitated into the drawing room, where the grandfather clock chimed the half hour. We turned on all the lights we passed to erase the eerie darkness. I moved to the side window and peered out into the night to where the oak tree stood, and saw nothing. But I knew they were there, felt them watching and waiting. For what, I wasn’t sure.

		
			
			“Cerca Trova,” Jack said. He stood in front of the clock, the glass door over the face opened. “I knew I’d seen those words before. They’re here—written on one of the signal flags. I probably forgot where I’d seen it because it’s not always visible.”
		

		I moved to stand by his side. “Those were the words in the first letter to Nevin. Seek and ye shall find.”

		“But we’ve examined every inch of this clock, and I’ve found the secret compartment.” Jack thought for a moment. “Does that mean that they’re gone, that the three missing diamonds were gone before Robert ever found the hiding place?”

		“I don’t know. And we won’t know unless we can figure out the ciphers.”

		Jack continued staring at the clock face, his brow furrowed in concentration. I was about to suggest that we go upstairs to bed when I heard a scratching sound, like pencil on paper. Or fingernails on plastic.

		“Do you hear that?” I asked.

		Jack nodded. “Mice?”

		
			I shook my head. “No. Termites, yes. Rodents, no.” I moved to where the sound seemed to be getting louder. It was coming from the wall next to the clock, where the long draperies had once covered Nevin’s growth chart. It was now protected by a thin sheet of Plexiglas, and as I kneeled in front of it, the scratching stopped. I carefully examined all the measurements written on the chart, looking for something unusual, as my gaze traveled upward until I’d reached the top and I stopped, my breath stuck in the back of my throat. There, in Louisa’s careful handwriting were the initials MBG. My best guy.

		I straightened, my heart pounding rapidly. “Jack, what did Robert say in that first letter to Nevin, something about his mother. Something about what she called him.”

		“Yeah, yeah: ‘Remember what your mother called you.’ Why? Are you thinking of something?”

		“My best guy—that’s what she called him, remember? It’s written right here on the wall.” I knelt on the floor and pulled out the notebook, which I’d almost filled with failed keywords, and opened to a fresh page. Quickly, I wrote down the letters of the alphabet and then below it the words “MY BEST GUY” directly under it, omitting the last “Y” and following the phrase with the alphabet starting with the letter “A” and moving on toward “Z” without repeating any letters.

		
			Jack knelt next to me and began to repeat to me the string of thirty-two letters we had both memorized by sheer repetition from the clock’s cipher. After I’d written them down in a line, I took a deep breath before looking back at the pad of paper. Slowly, I began filling in the letters from the new keyword alphabet: A,T,M,I,D,N,I,G,H,T,S,T, A,R,S,S,H,I,N,E,L,I,K,E,D,I,A,M,O,N,D,S. I looked down at what I’d written and read it out loud. “At midnight, stars shine like diamonds.” Our eyes met. “Oh, my gosh,” I said as we scrambled up together to go examine the clock.
		

		Jack opened the clock face again. “At midnight . . .” He turned to  me. “Remember the photos from the film roll? The one of the grandfather clock shows both hands pointing to twelve.”

		“But we’ve both been in this room at midnight more than once, and nothing happened.” I fought back my disappointment. “Do you think we can move the hands now to force them both on the twelve and see what happens?”

		Jack glanced at his watch. “It’s a little past eleven o’clock now. I don’t want to do anything that might alter whatever is supposed to happen. Why don’t we get ready for bed and meet back down here at midnight?”

		I nodded, understanding his caution but not being able to completely override my impatience. We grabbed our bags, and Jack allowed me to carry the Dora the Explorer overnight bag. I assumed he thought it was because it contained the diamond, but it was more to do with the letters, and the last words of a father to his son that were never read. The tragedy of their story weighed heavily on me and finding out the truth had not ended their story. I felt their hidden presence in the house now, watching us as we climbed the stairs. I stopped at the top, feeling as if I could touch the anticipation that seemed to swell and pulsate around us.

		“Do you feel that?” I whispered.

		Jack shook his head. “Feel what?”

		I frowned, trying to identify the sensations that were brushing against me and rubbing my skin. “They’re watching us. Waiting.”

		“Who’s they?” he asked, impressing me with the firmness of his voice.

		I listened to the whispers that were growing stronger now. “Louisa. Nevin.” I paused, feeling the flesh crawl down my back. “And Joseph.”

		The lights flickered and dimmed, then flicked back on again. “I’m stronger than you. I’m stronger than you,” I muttered under my breath.

		Jack put his hand on my elbow and guided me down the hall to my room. “Keep saying that, okay? It makes me feel better.” He pushed my door open and flipped on the switch. “I’ll stay here while you get ready for bed, and then we’ll go downstairs together to wait.”

		I was too relieved to argue with him about my privacy and the  house rules that included him never being allowed to step foot in my room. I went into the bathroom and washed my face and brushed my teeth before throwing on a pair of sweats and my bathrobe. I avoided looking in the mirror, afraid of what I might see behind me.

		When I came out of the bathroom, Jack was sitting on my bed, a large book opened on the bedspread in front of him. At first, I thought it was one of Louisa’s albums, but when I got closer I saw that it wasn’t.

		
			“Where did this come from?” he asked, showing me the cover. I read the title: Ciphers and Codes of the Ancient World.
		

		I shook my head. “I’ve never seen it before.”

		“But it was on your bed.”

		My eyes widened. “But I didn’t put it there.”

		“Then how did it get here? I’m pretty positive it wasn’t with the rest of the cipher books in the attic, because I’ve gone through all of those and this one wasn’t with them.”

		“Welcome to my world,” I said as I sat down on the bed on the other side of the book. “From past experience, I would have to say that somebody wants us to see it.” We looked at each other, and I became aware that we were alone in my bedroom and on my bed. I watched a small flicker pass through his eyes and thought he might be thinking the same thing.

		Abruptly, I stood and pulled the desk chair over beside the bed. “Have you found anything yet that looks promising?”

		His eyes took in my robe and sweats before returning to the book and flipping a page. “Not yet, but I only just started. Maybe it’ll give us another way to decipher the word ‘midnight,’ just in case . . .” His hands froze on the opened page.

		“What is it?” I asked, standing to look over his shoulder.

		He held the book up. “This,” he said, pointing to a picture of a grid that consisted of five columns and five rows. Outside the top row and beside the far-left column were the numbers one to five, in order, and inside the grid, starting in the top left box, was each letter of the alphabet, with “Y” and “Z” sharing the last box. “It’s called a polybius checkerboard. I saw it before, in one of the other cipher books, but I dismissed it as being too easy.” He sent me an apologetic look. “I forgot  what you said about the ciphers being used to keep the secrets away from prying eyes—and not to stump Nevin.”

		“But how does this work, Jack? If we’re trying to find another meaning for the word ‘midnight,’ it will transpose into a number, not another word.”

		He took a pen out of his jacket while shaking his head. “Wrong cipher, Mellie. This is a substitution cipher that transposes numbers into letters. In other words, the code is a series of numbers that, when solved, becomes a word.”

		“Oh, right—the fountain!”

		“Exactly,” he said. “Do you remember the numbers?”

		I nodded. “Yes—but not in any particular sequence.”

		“Not a problem—there’s only three of them, and we can sort them out if we need to.”

		I closed my eyes, recalling the Roman numerals etched into the side of the fountain. “Forty-one, forty-three, and twenty-four.”

		I watched as he solved the first number, XLI, by finding the number-four row first, then moving across to the number-one column and writing down the letter in the corresponding box—“P.” He continued this same pattern for the other two letters, coming up with the letters “R” and “I.”

		“P-R-I?” I asked.

		Jack stared at the letters he’d written down, understanding clear on his face. “You have to move the only consonant in the middle for it to make sense.”

		I looked at the letters again, instantly eliminating the first word I came up with and finally settling on “RIP.” I sat back down on the bed. “Rest in peace,” I said quietly. “That’s what you usually find on a tombstone.”

		“Yes, it is,” Jack said, placing his pen down on the book. “I guess we know where Robert and Gus put the bodies, then.”

		“And why the fountain’s never worked—it’s probably not even hooked up. Robert built the fountain as a monument to his wife, but was afraid of workmen finding the bodies if they ever dug deep enough to install water pipes.” I shook my head, remembering the times I’d been in the garden and felt Louisa’s presence. And now I knew why.

		“We’ll need to call the police,” Jack said.

		“I know.” I frowned, uncomfortable with the peace of the garden being destroyed, even if just temporarily. “Can we wait until morning? I think Louisa likes it there. I’d like to give her one more night in her garden.”

		“Sure.” Jack turned his head. “Hey, do you smell that?”

		The pungent odor of fresh roses enveloped the room, filling our nostrils with their sweet scent. “Yes,” I said, smiling. “I think Louisa’s saying thank you.”

		The clock began chiming downstairs and Jack stood. “It’s a quarter till. I think we should go downstairs now so we don’t miss anything.”

		I nodded and followed him to the door. We had almost reached it when it slammed shut in front of us. Jack leapt for it and tried to turn the handle. “I think it’s locked. Do you have the key?”

		“No,” I said, smelling that other odor now as it mixed with that of the roses.

		“God, where is that smell coming from?” Jack asked, scrunching up his nose. “I’ve smelled it before, and I never expected to smell it again in my lifetime.”

		“What is it?” I asked, almost gagging as the scent of the roses was completely obliterated by the foul odor.

		He stared hard at me for a long time, and I recalled what I’d read about his military service, and I wished I hadn’t asked. “It smells like dead bodies that have been left out in the sun. It’s a smell you don’t easily forget.”

		I turned away and closed my eyes to make them stop stinging. “He’s trying to scare us. Don’t let him or he’ll win. And remember that Louisa is on our side.” It was scant comfort, but it was all I had to offer.

		Jack turned the handle and tugged on the door. At first it wouldn’t budge, and then suddenly the force holding it shut let go, sending Jack flying backward into me as the door gave way. The lights flickered again and Jack reached for my hand. “Don’t let go of my hand, Mellie. He wants us separated.”

		
			I wasn’t about to argue and clutched Jack’s hand like a drowning person would grab a piece of floating wood. The lights all began to turn brighter and brighter, the house filled with the sound of humming until one by one we heard the pop-pop of lightbulbs shattering. A blast of cold air engulfed us, frigid enough to make my fingers and nose numb. I shivered and Jack squeezed my hand as the last lightbulb burst and we were thrown into complete darkness.
		

		“Close your eyes, Mellie—that way you’ll rely on your other senses until your night vision kicks in.”

		I nodded and shut my eyes, envisioning the upstairs hallway as I began to follow Jack toward the stairs. As he headed toward the top step, I tugged on his arm. “He tried to push me down them before, remember? Sit down and let’s work our way to the bottom that way.”

		“Good idea,” he said as he sat, pulling me down next to him. Slowly we made our way down, step by step. We were near the bottom when Jack let out a muffled cry, and I felt him yank on my hand.

		I stopped. “What’s wrong?”

		He was breathing heavily and trying hard not to gag on the odor, which was stronger now, and which, in the dark with our eyes closed, made me think of an old grave. “Something just kicked me hard in the back. I’m okay. It just took my breath away. Keep moving.”

		We made it down one more step. As I turned to Jack to ask if I could open my eyes yet, icy fingers wrapped themselves around my throat and began to squeeze. I let go of Jack’s hand and reached for my neck, feeling nothing but empty, cold air. I struggled to breathe; even the fetid air would have been welcome if I could just open my airways to let it in.

		“Mellie, are you all right?”

		I felt Jack’s warm breath on my face, and I thawed slightly. Something guttural erupted from my mouth, and then Jack’s hands closed over mine as he struggled to pull them from my neck.

		“Remember—you’re stronger than he is. Keep saying that, Mellie. Mellie, can you hear me?”

		I kicked my foot out, striking nothing. Spots formed behind my eyelids, and heat seared my lungs. Jack’s voice sounded very far away. “Mellie, you’re stronger than he is—say it! Come on, Mellie, come back to me.”

		
			I latched on to Jack’s voice and his breath on my cheeks. And then I saw my mother’s face, and she was telling me that I was strong, that no spirit could hurt me unless I let them. Mama, I thought, and she was there,  touching my hair, telling me that she loved me. I opened my eyes in shock at the memory and gasped a lungful of air, bringing me back to the present. I’m stronger than you, I shouted in my head. “I’m stronger than you,” exploded from my mouth as I broke the hold on my throat before throwing myself down the remaining four steps.
		

		The clock chimed. “Hurry, Jack. It’s almost midnight.”

		He came from behind me, grabbing my hand and pulling me into the drawing room in time to hear the third chime. Hazy light spilled into the room from the streetlamp and the full moon, highlighting the dark bulk of the clock and the filmy haze that seemed to float in the air around it like the old hopes of a small boy.

		We stood in front of the clock, our hands still clasped together, as a cold wind passed through us. I began to smell the roses now, slowly obliterating the putrid smell of decay and death. The clock chimed again and then again, for the eighth time.

		“Listen,” said Jack as he opened up the casing. The clock chimed nine and then ten times as we stared into the darkened hollow of the clock, the brass pendulum ticking away the minutes, reflecting the hazy light. “Do you hear that?”

		I knelt next to Jack and listened carefully. I heard the sound of the clock’s chime mechanism, but there was something else, a faint clicking noise coming from inside the clock. “It’s in the secret compartment,” I said, my voice high-pitched and raspy. With a shaking hand, I reached inside and fumbled for the secret button and pushed. Nothing happened. The clock chimed for the eleventh time, and I pushed harder on the button, hearing the click as the hidden panel opened. Jack moved his head back to allow the outside light to shine in just in time for me to see a small wooden box begin to raise itself like a small elevator into the clock. I jabbed my hand inside and closed my fist around something soft and bulky.

		Yanking my hand out, I watched as the little box slowly raised itself into the top of the clock, until the bottom of it made a false top to the secret compartment. The whirring and clicking stopped, the clock silenced until the next midnight started the show all over again.

		I sat back on my heels, feeling dizzy.

		“Did you find anything?” Jack’s voice was hushed although we were  alone now. Even the spirits had gone, leaving only the fading scent of roses.

		I opened my hand so we could see a pouch identical to the one we’d found in Gus’s humidor. I looked at Jack and he smiled. “I think my next book is going to have a happy ending.”

		As we’d done before, Jack took the pouch from me and unfastened it, then tilted it over my cupped hands. We watched as three large diamonds fell into my palms, winking at us in the light from the windows.

		A crack of thunder shook the foundation as a sudden wind gust pushed at the house, making the eaves howl. A loud crash brought us rushing to the side window to peer out into the midnight garden. A flash of lightning illuminated the side yard for a moment, showing a branch from the oak tree that had fallen on the fountain, neatly splitting it in two. A dark hole appeared beside the fountain like spilled ink, and a shapeless form emerged from the blackness, terrifying in its opaqueness.

		
			The wind moved the leaves and branches of the tree, but the form stood still, as if waiting for something. Then another dark form appeared from beneath the fountain and I recognized the man with the hat I’d seen peering at me from the upstairs window. Joseph. The howling began again, but this time I realized it wasn’t coming from the wind. The shapeless form seemed to be absorbing Joseph, like two funnel clouds merging into one. Lightning crashed nearby, traveling through the ground and up through my legs, making my bones tingle. The garden was illuminated for a brief moment, long enough for us to see the hole close in on itself, leaving only the broken fountain and the old oak tree to guard the garden’s secrets.
		

		The house sighed, and I leaned into Jack. “It’s over,” I said and I began to weep. Not for me, but for a mother who had never stopped loving her son, and for the son who finally knew the truth.

		That night, Jack and I slept on the floor by the clock, the diamonds crushed between us, finally waking from dreamless sleep when dawn pierced the sky and the Charleston sun streamed into the windows of the house on Tradd Street.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 25
		

		When Sophie and Chad along with General Lee appeared later that morning, they were greeted with yellow police tape encircling the garden and a county coroner’s ambulance waiting at the curb.

		“Whoa, dudette,” Chad said as I met them at the garden gate. “Did you do something to Jack?”

		“No,” I replied with a half grin. “Although now that I know how to hide a body for almost eighty years, I might consider it.”

		Sophie touched my arm. “So you found her?”

		Her nose was red and swollen, and I tried not to stare as I answered. “Yes. It’s a long story, but both Louisa and Joseph were buried in the garden. I’ll tell you the specifics later—things are kind of hectic right now.”

		Sophie blinked at me through exceptionally unattractive John Lennon glasses. “I guess your trip to Vermont was a success, then.”

		“In more ways than one. We found the diamonds, too.”

		Sophie tightened her rainbow scarf—the one that matched her Mork suspenders currently attached to a pair of oversized painter’s pants. “That’s great, isn’t it? That means we’ll be able to finish the restoration.”

		I watched as my dad tried to guide the police excavation to spare as much of his garden as possible. From my vantage point it appeared the police shovels were winning. “I hope so. I’m hiring a lawyer to make sure that I get to keep them, but from what Jack tells me, I own the house, so technically they’re mine. I’m thinking that I’ll send a large donation to the Daughters of the Confederacy, seeing as how Jefferson Davis  wanted the funds to go to the widows and orphans of soldiers. But not to worry. There will be plenty left over for the restoration.”

		Chad raised his hand and high-fived Sophie. “Great,” she said as she took General Lee’s leash off of her wrist and handed it to me. “Now you can afford to hire a dog sitter.”

		I looked at Chad in confusion and he shrugged. “Soph here is allergic and the Leester can’t come with me when I move into Sophie’s house.”

		“You’re moving in with Sophie?”

		Sophie patted my arm again. “It’s only temporary—and just as roommates. I’m trying to help him out because his current lease expires at the end of the month, and you haven’t found him the right house yet.”

		I wanted to point out that the reason I hadn’t found the right house for him yet was because he kept canceling our appointments to go see one. But I still had visions of being godmother to their firstborn so I didn’t mention it. Instead I asked, “But what do I do with a dog?”

		“It’s easy,” said Chad, thrusting a bag of dog food at me. “He’ll let you know what he needs.”

		“Great,” I said, looking down at soulful brown eyes and a wagging tail. “Maybe Jack wants a dog.”

		General Lee looked up at me, and I could have sworn he frowned before giving a little bark.

		Sophie sneezed. “We’re going to be late for yoga—I’ll call you later. Maybe we can try breakfast at that new place, City Lights, and you can fill me in on everything, and I can tell you what my next projects will be for the house.”

		“Fine,” I said. “But the first thing we’re going to do is repair the fountain and garden. I think my dad might cry if it stays like that for too long.”

		“Fair enough,” said Sophie. “I’ll talk to you later, then.”

		I watched them walk away, with Sophie hitching up her pants every few steps as Chad guided her away from sidewalk cracks and other obstacles.

		My smile faded as I recognized Marc’s car pulling up to the curb. I considered turning and running in the opposite direction, but then I  remembered Louisa facing down a gun, and it gave me the courage to stand my ground.

		Marc’s face became serious as he approached. He must have seen from my expression that I wasn’t happy to see him. He glanced over at the police activity in the garden. “Are you all right? What’s going on here?”

		“We’re digging up your grandfather and Louisa Vanderhorst. The police can fill you in. Right now, I’m going to go walk my dog.” I placed the bag of dog food on the sidewalk next to the gate and wrapped the leash around my hand.

		General Lee had begun to snarl at Marc, doing his best to seem ferocious and managing to look like nothing more than a furball with teeth.

		Marc reached for my arm to stop me, and I pulled back. “What’s wrong, Melanie?”

		I pasted a smile on my face. “How was Vermont, Marc? Did you do any sightseeing while you were there, or was it all about trying to see if Susannah Barnsley had the diamonds?”

		He dropped his hand. “Oh. So you know.”

		“Yes, Marc. I know. I know that you’ve been lying to me since we first met. At least Jack had the decency to admit it when I confronted him. But you continued to lie to me.” My voice remained surprisingly strong, and I was able to keep the tears at bay.

		He looked convincingly remorseful. “I’m sorry. You don’t know how sorry I am.” He took a step forward, then stopped. “I do care for you, Melanie. I care deeply. Please . . . can you let me explain?”

		General Lee continued to snarl, so I picked him up. “You have two minutes, and then you need to leave.”

		He looked like he was about to argue for more time but decided against it. “Fine. About a year ago, I came across a safe-deposit box that had belonged to my grandfather. In it was an old newspaper article about the Confederate diamonds and a later newspaper announcement of Nevin Vanderhorst’s christening. There was a picture with the announcement of Nevin’s mother wearing a diamond necklace. I put two and two together and figured that somehow Robert Vanderhorst must have had access to the diamonds.” He scratched the back of his neck. “I’ve been having a few financial difficulties lately, and I thought if I  could find those diamonds, I could pay back some loans and get back on my feet.”

		“And that’s when you bought Magnolia Ridge since this house was still privately owned. Unfortunately, all that was left at Magnolia Ridge was the remnants of an old still. Then Vanderhorst died and left me the house, and you saw your opportunity.”

		A stricken expression crossed his face, and it made me feel a little better. “But that’s not the whole story, Melanie. Yes, initially, I was just after the diamonds. Then I got to know you better, and everything changed.”

		A new realization dawned on me. “And the vandalism and break-ins—that was all you, wasn’t it?”

		He closed his eyes. “They weren’t going to hurt anybody. And you weren’t supposed to be home the time you surprised the intruder. Look, it was stupid but I was desperate. But I’m not that guy anymore. You’ve changed me.”

		Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Jack emerge from the front door and spot Marc and me on the sidewalk. With a tight expression on his face, he approached through the garden, avoiding the police activity.

		“Matt, it’s great to see you again. How was Vermont?”

		Marc narrowed his eyes. “If you don’t mind, Melanie and I are having a private conversation.”

		“Actually,” I said, “I think we’re done here.” I put General Lee down and began to cross the street.

		“Wait, Melanie, please. Let me make it up to you.” Marc grabbed my arm, and when I tried to pull away, he didn’t let go.

		“If you know what’s good for you, Matt, you’ll let go of the lady’s arm.” Jack’s voice had a hard edge to it that I hadn’t heard before.

		Marc continued to hold me back. “Please, Melanie, give me another chance.”

		Jack stared patiently at the sky. “I’m warning you. I’m not going to ask you again. Now let go of the lady’s arm.”

		Marc didn’t let go. “Melanie?” he pleaded.

		“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Jack pulled back his arm, and in one quick motion, he slammed his fist into Marc’s jaw. Marc lost his balance and fell to the ground. He sat where he landed, rubbing his jaw, but didn’t get up.

		General Lee had begun to bark in earnest now, and I saw that one of the policemen was straining to see what was causing the commotion. Jack took General Lee’s leash. “Come on, Mellie. I have something to show you that I think you need to see.”

		Without a backward glance, I followed Jack into the house. Already, the atmosphere inside seemed lighter, the sunlight in the windows brighter as if a dark veil had been removed. The whispering had stopped, and I welcomed the silence. I followed Jack into the drawing room, where he stopped in front of the wall beside the grandfather clock.

		“Last night, while we were sleeping, I heard more scratching on the wall. It only lasted less than a minute, and I guess I dozed off and forgot about it when we woke up this morning. About an hour ago I remembered it, and came to take a look.”

		
			He stepped back so I could see. I squatted down on my haunches to be at eye level with the chart behind the Plexiglas. I was about to ask Jack what it was I was supposed to be looking at, when I saw the words scrawled at the top, above the MBG in a childish hand. Thank you.

		My eyes stung and I reached up to touch the words. I looked at it oddly. “But it’s under Plexiglas.”

		Jack nodded. “This is one of those ‘welcome to your world’ moments again, isn’t it?”

		I sniffed and brushed my hand across my eyes before standing. “Well, if you ever want to work with me again to solve an old mystery, you’re going to have to get used to it.”

		“Oh, so you’ve changed your mind?” A single eyebrow went up.

		“Not at all. Just giving you another reason why you wouldn’t want to.”

		Jack flashed his back-cover grin again, and I had to turn away. “Maybe I think talking to dead people is sexy.”

		It was my turn to send him a raised eyebrow. A shadow passed across the window that looked into the garden, compelling me to move toward it. Jack followed, his hand lightly on my back. My gaze traveled beyond the ruined fountain to the ancient oak, its leaves fluttering in the wind like a child’s laughter. The wooden rope swing hung empty, swaying gently as if someone had just gotten off. Behind it stood Louisa and Nevin, staring intently at us.

		“Do you see them?” I whispered.

		Jack nodded. “Why do you think they’re here?”

		“They’re saying goodbye.” Alternating grief and joy flooded the space where my heart beat as I said a silent goodbye. “There’s nothing holding them here anymore.”

		We watched as they turned around and began walking toward the gate, where I’d first seen them, fading gently like the colors of the earth at sunset, until the wind enfolded them in a gust of air and nothing remained except the faint scent of roses.

		We were quiet for a long time, staring at the spot where mother and child had vanished. Eventually, Jack turned to me, his face very close to mine. “So, what’s next?”

		I shrugged, pretending to be nonchalant. “I guess I’m going to move in here full-time. It’s silly to be paying rent for a condo I’m not living in. Plus my condo association doesn’t allow dogs.”

		We both eyed General Lee, who had collapsed at our feet and was now looking up at us innocently.

		Jack reached down and scratched General Lee behind the ears. “Yeah, a dog’s a good reason to move.”

		“What about you? What are you going to do now?”

		“Well, now that I’ve completed all my research on the Confederate diamonds, I need to finish writing the book. I’ll probably need to come back to the house and maybe get together with you a few times for more details. If that’s all right with you, of course.”

		I tried to hide my relief. Jack had become such a large part of my life that I was having a hard time imagining it without him. Even if he was annoying and bigheaded most of the time. “Sure. I don’t mind.”

		He smiled. “Guess you wouldn’t be interested in finding another ghost or two who know a few secrets, hmm? I’m always thinking about my next book.”

		“Running naked through glass sounds more fun. I think I’ve had enough mystery solving and ghost talking to last me a lifetime. You’ll have to do your research the old-fashioned way in the future. It was a short-lived career, but I’m retiring.”

		Jack laughed. “Gee, Mellie, tell me how you really feel about it.” His face sobered. “But I understand. None of this could have been easy for you.” He looked past me, toward the men working in the garden. “I’m going to go outside now and see where they are in the excavation. I’ll keep you posted.”

		“Thanks,” I said, his face hovering very close to mine. “And thanks for defending my honor today.”

		His eyes crinkled at the corners. “It was the least I could do, seeing as how my own behavior wasn’t exactly exemplary in the gentleman department.” He continued to stare into my eyes, not moving back.

		“No, it wasn’t,” I agreed, my eyes half closed as he began to close the distance between us.

		His lips hadn’t even made contact when my cell phone rang, and he drew back. I dug into the back pocket of my jeans and pulled out my phone, not recognizing the area code or the number.

		“Hello?” I said.

		“Hello, Mellie.”

		I froze. Only one person besides Jack ever called me that. “Hello, Mother.”

		“I realized that if I waited for you to call me back, I’d never talk to you. So I asked your father for your cell phone number.”

		I couldn’t think of anything to say.

		“I learned that your grandmother’s house on Legare is for sale, and I want you to be my Realtor and help me purchase it.” There was a brief pause. “I’m coming home, Mellie. I’m moving back to Charleston.”

		I held the phone close to my ear, hearing the rushing of my blood thundering through my head. “Don’t, Mother. Please don’t. I’ve been fine for so long without you. Please don’t come back.”

		She spoke in a rush, as if she knew I wasn’t going to give her enough time to say everything she wanted to. “I don’t blame you for saying that. But there are things you need to know before it’s too late, Mellie—about your grandmother. About her house and why I had to let it go. There are secrets in our family you should know. . . .”

		I cut her off, having had enough family secrets in the last four months to last a lifetime. In light of my recent experiences, which included being nearly choked by a ghost, I was surprised at the fear and angst I felt at merely hearing my mother’s voice. But, I reasoned, ghosts couldn’t hurt me because I was stronger than they were. I’d proven that. But mothers always could.

		“No, Mother. I’m sorry. I just can’t.” Before she could answer, I closed my phone and turned it off.

		Jack raised his eyebrows. “Not good news?”

		I took my time sticking my cell phone back in my pocket. “She wants to move back to Charleston and buy my grandmother’s house. She claims there are family secrets I should know about. Something about my grandmother.”

		“And?” he prompted.

		“I told her I wasn’t interested.”

		“Uh-huh,” he said. “Or maybe my next book is about to write itself for me again.”

		“Don’t bet on it,” I snorted, trying to hide how shaken I really was by my mother’s phone call.

		Jack picked up General Lee’s leash and led him outside, with me following close behind.

		Without turning to look at me, Jack said, “I believe that was near-kiss number three. If we keep this up, we might have a world record or something.”

		He headed down into the garden before I could think of something clever to say. I remained on the top step, surveying Louisa’s wounded garden and wondering again if it could ever be put right. I crossed my arms, recalling my conversation with my mother with the same uncertainty I considered the garden. Weeds could be pulled and new seeds planted, hardened soil tilled and watered to make a fertile bed. Water could be piped in to make an old fountain cascade for the first time. Perhaps my relationship with my mother could be tended in the same way, with care and patience used to rebuild the bedrock of a mother-child bond that had been broken nearly thirty-three years before.

		
			
			Or not, I thought as I watched a small bulldozer take a chunk out of the newly bricked path that encircled the fountain. The cherub seemed to wink at me, and I blinked, wondering if it had been a trick of the light.
		

		
			I turned around and crossed the piazza to the front door. I’m home.  The thought struck me from nowhere, and when I considered it, I realized how very true it was. I turned the handle of the magnificent door with the Tiffany windows and pushed it open, noticing how nothing barred my way this time. I breathed in the smell of beeswax and polish, and smiled to myself as I gently closed the door behind me.
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			To Claire White Kobylt, who’s known me longer than just about everybody, 
and who likes me anyway. Thanks for your friendship.
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			CHAPTER 1
		

		The milky glow of winter sun behind a sky rubbed the color of an old nickel failed in its feeble attempt to warm the November morning. I shuddered in my wool coat, my Charleston blood unaccustomed to the infrequent blasts of frigid air that descend on the Holy City from time to time to send yet another reminder of why we choose to live in this beautiful city, whose inhabitants—both living and dead—coexist like light and shadow.

		I yanked open the door to the City Lights Coffee Bar, the wind behind me threatening to close it again before I’d gone through it. Glancing around, I spotted Jack at a table by the front window, a latte with extra whipped cream and a large cinnamon roll already sitting on the table across from him. Immediately suspicious, I approached the table with caution.

		“What do you want?” I asked, indicating the latte and cinnamon roll.

		He looked up at me with a pair of killer blue eyes that I’d spent the last six months of my life trying not to notice. His look of innocence would have made me smile and roll my eyes if I didn’t still have the lingering aura of dread that had dogged me all the way from my house on Tradd Street to Market. It had been a strong enough feeling to make me pause outside the café for a moment longer than necessary, hoping to identify whatever it was. I wanted to think it was my grogginess, caused by a phone call at two o’clock in the morning after which I’d been unable to fall asleep. That would have been an acceptable explanation, but in my world—where phone calls from people long dead weren’t as unusual an occurrence as most people would expect—I wasn’t satisfied.

		“Good morning, Melanie,” Jack said cheerfully. “Can’t a guy just want  to buy breakfast for a beautiful woman without expecting anything in return?”

		I pretended to think for a moment. “No.” I unbuttoned my coat and folded it neatly on the back of my chair before sitting down, noticing that all of the women in the restaurant—including the gray-haired woman with a walker at a table by the bar—were staring at Jack and regarding me with narrowed eyes. Yes, Jack Trenholm was way too good-looking to be a writer, especially a writer of historical true-crime mysteries. He should have been bald with a gray beard, wearing thick turtlenecks that protruded over his paunch, his teeth tobacco stained from his ubiquitous pipe. Unfortunately, like so much about Jack, he didn’t even try to fit the stereotype.

		“So, what do you want?” I asked again as I took out the bottle of hand sanitizer from my purse and squirted a dollop on my palm. I offered the bottle to Jack, but he shook his head before taking a sip of his black coffee. Emptying two packets of sugar into my latte, I looked up at him again, then wished I hadn’t. His eyes were certainly bluer than they needed to be, their intensity not needing the help from the navy blue sweater he wore. But something flickered in his eyes as he regarded me—something I thought looked a lot like concern—and it made me squirm in my seat.

		“How’s General Lee?” he asked, ignoring my question and glancing out the front window, then down at his watch.

		I swallowed a bite of my cinnamon roll. “He’s fine,” I said, referring to the small black-and-white dog I’d reluctantly inherited along with my historic home on Tradd Street.

		“Are you still keeping him in the kitchen at night?”

		I avoided his gaze. “Um, no. Not exactly.”

		A wide grin spread over Jack’s face. “He sleeps in your room now, doesn’t he?”

		I took a huge bite of my roll to avoid answering, annoyed again at how astute Jack could be where I was concerned. After having failed to foist General Lee off on my best friend, Dr. Sophie Wallen—who’d turned out to be allergic—I’d sworn to all who would listen that I wasn’t a dog person and had no intention of actually keeping the animal.

		“He’s sleeping at the foot of your bed now, isn’t he?” Jack couldn’t keep the glee from his voice.

		I took a long sip of my latte, studiously avoiding looking at him.

		Jack crossed his arms over his chest and slid back in his chair, a smug look on his face. “He’s on the pillow next to you, too, right?”

		“Fine,” I said, slamming down my coffee mug. “He wouldn’t sleep anywhere else, okay? He’d cry if I left him in the kitchen, and when I brought him up to my room he’d sit next to the bed staring up at me all night until I brought him up there with me. Sleeping on my pillow was his idea.” I slid the mug away from me. “It’s not like I actually like him or anything. He just seemed . . . lonely.”

		Jack leaned forward, his elbows on the table. “Maybe I should pretend I’m lonely and look up at you with sad puppy eyes and see what happens.”

		I stared at him for a moment, suppressing the unwanted trill of excitement that settled somewhere near my stomach. “You’d end up in a crate in the kitchen.” I pushed my empty plate away and signaled the waitress for another.

		Jack laughed, then shook his head. “You know, one day those calories are actually going to stick to you, and you’ll have to watch what you eat like the rest of us mortals.”

		I shrugged. “I can’t help it. It’s hereditary. My maternal grandmother was as slim as a reed until the day she died, and she ate like a linebacker.”

		“Is your mother the same way?”

		My eyes met Jack’s and I saw he wasn’t smiling anymore. “I wouldn’t know, would I? I haven’t seen her in more than thirty years.” This wasn’t precisely the truth. I had accidentally spotted the famous soprano Ginnette Prioleau several times while surfing channels on the television, the remote control in my hand unable to flip quickly enough from the PBS station broadcasting a production of the Metropolitan Opera. The exact truth was that my mother was still as slender and as beautiful as she’d been when she abandoned her seven-year-old daughter without a backward glance.

		The darkness that had been hovering over me all morning now seemed to descend on our corner table, obscuring the light as if someone had hit a dimmer switch. I fought a wave of nausea as the hairs on the back of my neck rose, and I looked at Jack in panic to see if he’d noticed  a change, too. But he was too busy staring past my shoulder to notice anything else.

		“You look a lot like her, you know.” Jack’s eyes slid back to mine and I saw his look of concern quickly switch to one of apology.

		“Oh God, Jack, you didn’t!” I made a move to stand but he placed a hand on my arm.

		“Melanie, she said it was a matter of life or death and that you wouldn’t see her or return her phone calls. I was her last resort.”

		I looked around blindly, searching for an exit other than the door through which I’d entered, and wondered if I could run through the kitchen before anybody noticed me. A small gloved hand gripped my shoulder as a bright light seemed to pop in front of me like a curtain being pulled back from the window to reveal a sunny day. The darkness dispelled as she squeezed my shoulder and dropped her hand, but the light remained, leaving me to wonder if the sigh and whisper I’d heard as the darkness dispelled had been only in my imagination.

		I looked up into the face of the woman who’d once been the world to me, when I was too small to understand the vagaries of human nature and that calling somebody “Mother” didn’t always mean what you wanted it to.

		“Hello, Mellie,” she said in a soft, melodious voice that had haunted my dreams for years until I’d grown old enough to believe that I didn’t need to hear my mother’s voice anymore.

		I winced at the sound of the nickname she’d given me—the nickname I’d never let anybody call me until I’d met Jack, who persisted in calling me Mellie regardless of whether I wanted him to.

		I faced Jack, and my fury easily turned on him. “You set this up, didn’t you? You knew I didn’t want to see her or talk to her but you set this up anyway. How dare you? How dare you involve yourself, uninvited I might add, in something that has nothing to do with you and something I explicitly made clear to you that I wanted nothing to do with.” I paused just for a second to catch my breath, ignoring my mother’s presence completely since that was the only way I could remain relatively calm. “I don’t want to see you again. Ever.”

		He raised his eyebrow, and I knew we were both remembering another time when I’d said the exact same words. I leaned forward and  pressed my finger into his sweater-covered chest. “And I really mean it this time.”

		I stood, intending to make a graceful exit, but managed instead to bump the table and spill the remainder of my latte in addition to two tall glasses of water. I slid to the next chair to escape the deluge, and while a busboy and our waitress were cleaning up the mess, my mother used the opportunity to slide into my vacated chair, effectively holding me hostage between her and the window.

		She faced the side of my head because I refused to look at her. “Please don’t be angry with Jack. I’ll admit to using my friendship with his mother to coerce him into helping me. It’s hard to say no to Amelia Trenholm, even if you’re her son.”

		I knew Amelia, and even liked her, but it didn’t stop the need I had to get out of that restaurant and away from my mother as fast as I could. Staring down at the wooden tabletop, I said, “I haven’t had anything to say to you for over thirty years, Mother. And I don’t think anything has changed. So if you’ll excuse me, I need to go. I’m meeting clients at nine to show them houses in the Old Village and I don’t want to be late.”

		She didn’t move and I was forced to continue staring at the darkened wood of the tabletop because I didn’t want to look across from me and see the reproach in Jack’s eyes.

		My mother folded her hands on top of the table—still wearing her gloves—and I wondered if she wore them out of habit now or still out of necessity.

		“I need your help, Mellie. Your grandmother’s house on Legare is for sale again and I need your professional help in purchasing it. Everyone says that you’re the best Realtor in Charleston.”

		Finally, I faced her for the first time, seeing the dark hair swept back in a low ponytail, her flawless skin and high cheekbones, and the green eyes I had always wanted instead of my father’s hazel ones. Only the hint of fine lines at the corners of her eyes and around her mouth showed that she had aged at all since the night she said good night to me when she really should have said good-bye.

		“There are hundreds of other Realtors in Charleston, Mother, all as qualified as I am, and a hell of a lot more willing, to help you purchase a home. In other words, no, thank you. I don’t need to make a buck that bad.”

		To my surprise, she smiled. “You haven’t really changed all that much.”

		“How would you know?” I asked, needing to wipe the smile from her face.

		I heard Jack suck in a breath. “Mellie, I know you’re hurt, and I wouldn’t have had any part in this if I thought your mother was here just to make you feel worse. But there’s more, and I think you need to listen to her. She believes you might be in danger.”

		I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “Right. Well, tell her that I can take care of myself. I’ve been doing it for more than thirty years, after all. And I’m not speaking to you, remember?”

		My mother spoke quietly beside me. “I’ve been having dreams. Every night. Dreams about a boat at the bottom of the ocean rising to the surface after many years. There’s something—evil about it.” Her eyes met mine and darkened. “And it’s looking for you.”

		My throat tightened as a lungful of air escaped through my mouth. I recalled the phone call I’d received the night before and the feeling of dread that had followed me all morning, and I had the odd sensation that I had just fallen through thin ice into freezing water. I swallowed, giving my voice time to find me.

		“It was a dream, Mother. Only a dream.” I slid on my coat and fumbled with the buttons with shaking fingers before giving up on them. “And I really must go. If you need a recommendation for a good Realtor, call our receptionist, Nancy Flaherty, and she’ll put you through to somebody.”

		“I tried to reach you, after I left. I did.”

		I thought of all the things I wanted to say to her—all the things I’d rehearsed saying to her if I ever saw her again—but they all seemed to fall short now that I had the opportunity. Instead, all I said was, “You should have tried harder.”

		To my surprise, my mother slid out of her chair and stood, a printed card held out to me between two gloved fingers. “Take my card; you’re going to need it. This isn’t the first time it’s sought you out, you know. But it is the first time you’re old enough to fight it.” She paused. “We are not as we seem, Mellie.”

		Again, I was consumed with the feeling of plunging into icy water, and I couldn’t speak. I stared at my mother without making a move to  take the card. After a moment she laid it on the table, and with a brief good-bye to Jack she walked away, leaving the lingering scent of orchids and stale grief behind her.

		I turned to Jack again but he held up his hand. “I know. You don’t want to speak to me or see me again. I get it. But I think you need to listen to your mother. Her psychic abilities are well known and she knows what she’s talking about. Sure, she could be wrong. After all, you have the gift too, right? And you’re not seeing anything. But what if she’s right? What if you’re in some kind of danger? Don’t you think you should know?”

		“Why would you care?” I began to move away but he grabbed my wrist.

		“I care a lot more than you’d like to think.”

		Our eyes met briefly but I found I couldn’t hold Jack’s gaze. He dropped my arm and I turned around and headed for the door. I didn’t have to look back to know that he’d picked up my mother’s card and was now carefully placing it inside his wallet.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 2
		

		I was nearly numb by the time I made it to Henderson Realty on Broad Street. I yanked open the door—my anger not completely cooled by the cold—then let it slam behind me.

		“Damn.” Our receptionist, Nancy Flaherty, stood with a phone headset on her head with one hand on her hip and the other on a pitching wedge. She frowned at me, having apparently missed a chip shot due to my loud arrival.

		“Sorry to interrupt your chipping practice, Nancy. I’ll be more careful next time,” I said as I swept past her, yanking a hanger off the coatrack, my sarcasm completely lost on her. She assumed everybody agreed that golf should replace baseball as the national pastime and would therefore understand that her pursuit of perfection in the game of golf should take precedence over everything else. Including her job. “Do I have any messages?”

		She didn’t look up from where she was aligning another shot. “Just your nine o’clock. They’re running a bit late and will be here at nine thirty.”

		I squared the shoulders of my coat on the hanger before buttoning up the front so that it would hang straight. “Great, thanks.” I headed toward my office, then turned around and stopped in front of Nancy again. She looked up at me, her club held in midswing.

		“One more thing. If Jack Trenholm calls, I’m not here. I don’t want to speak to him. Ever.”

		“Again?” she asked, lowering her club and focusing on the ball again.

		“Excuse me?”

		“Right. You’re not here if he calls or stops by. Got it.”

		I started walking but she called me back. “And you’re still not here if your mother calls.”

		“Exactly. But if she does call and she says she needs a Realtor, transfer her to Jimmy.”

		This time Nancy put her club down and turned to me. “Now, Melanie, that isn’t nice.”

		“To Jimmy or to my mother?”

		Nancy shook her head. “He’s back on medication, you know, following that streaking incident at the Dock Street Theater.”

		“Was that before or after he painted his naked body purple and orange and ran out on the field at the last Clemson-USC game?”

		“After. He’s a nice guy, but he needs to channel his energy to more productive avenues, I think.” She shook her head. “And even though he somehow manages to be a great Realtor, I certainly don’t think he’s really ready or skilled enough to mix with polite society right now.”

		“I know. That’s why I thought he and my mother would be a good fit.” I didn’t wait to hear an answer but instead strode back to my office and shut the door, leaning against it and drawing deep breaths.

		
			Now that I was alone, the enormity of what had just happened at the coffee bar began to sink in. I made my way to my desk chair and fell into it, using my hands against the desk to steady myself. Thirty-three years, I said to myself. It had been thirty-three years since I’d last seen my mother, and then all of a sudden, on an otherwise normal day, she had reappeared in my life. I leaned back in my chair, closing my eyes. I wanted to forget the whole episode—the way she looked, the sound of her voice. But her last words kept swirling around my head like a fallen leaf that got swept up into a wind, unsure where to fall. We are not as we seem. I had heard those words before, of course. Recently even, in a phone call, those exact words had been spoken to me by a woman who’d been dead for more than three decades.
		

		The phone on my desk rang, jarring me and reminding me where I was. I picked it up on the third ring.

		“Melanie, I have a prospective client on line one for you.”

		“Who is it?” I asked, eager to speak to somebody about anything other than dreams, mothers, or phone calls from the dead.

		“Her name’s Rebecca Edgerton. She says she’s an old friend of Jack’s. But don’t hold that against her,” Nancy added quickly. “I don’t think she realizes that you’re not on speaking terms with him. Again.”

		I sighed heavily into the phone. “Fine. Put her through. Maybe I’ll like her anyway.”

		I heard a click and then a soft female voice with definitive Charleston inflections. “Hello? Is this Melanie Middleton?”

		“This is she,” I said, curious as to how she knew Jack.

		
			“I’m a reporter with the Post & Courier. I wouldn’t normally call a potential source out of the blue like this, but our mutual friend, Jack Trenholm, said that you were very approachable.”
		

		I raised an eyebrow. “Did he now? So can I assume this isn’t about real estate?”

		“Um, no. Not exactly. I’m actually doing a piece on famous Charlestonians of the last fifty years, and I wanted to ask you some questions about Ginnette Prioleau Middleton. Your mother.”

		I was too surprised to realize I should hang up the phone and instead said nothing.

		“To be fair to Jack, I will tell you that he told me that you and your mother have been estranged for a number of years and that you might not be receptive to answering any of my questions. But then Jack told me to mention the readership the paper gets and how people reading that you’re related to the famous opera singer might bring in a lot of business for you.”

		My cheeks flamed red at how accurately Jack could read me. My career had been my number one priority for a long time. But he was wrong about this one thing. “Go on,” I said through a tightening throat.

		“Even though my story will be about your mother, I thought getting your perspective first would make this an eye-opening piece for my readers. I mean, sure, she’s a world-renowned opera star. But at what personal cost? I understand she abandoned you when you were a little girl to pursue her singing career. That must have made a mark on you.”

		
			
			We are not as we seem. I swallowed, struggling hard to sound normal. “That’s not—that’s not why she left.”
		

		There was a short pause. “Really? That’s not what I’ve heard. So, why did she leave?”

		I thought back to the days after my grandmother Prioleau’s death following a fall down the stairs in her house on Legare Street, and how a darkness had descended over the house and garden, silencing the summer sounds as if we’d suddenly been submerged in water. And then I remembered my mother putting me to bed, her tears hot on my forehead as she leaned over me. She told me that there were things I was too young to understand and too weak to fight, and that sometimes people had to do the right thing even if it meant letting go of the one thing they loved most in the world. I remembered the sound of hushed voices from people who weren’t there; I remembered them because that was the last time I heard them. Then my mother told me that she loved me and kissed me good night. I went to sleep immediately afterward and awoke in the morning to find my father in my room, packing my things and telling me that my mother had gone and that I was going to live with him on an army base in Japan.

		I forced myself back to the present. “I don’t know,” I managed. “You’ll have to ask her yourself.”

		I was about to hang up when Rebecca spoke again. “Actually, I did. And she told me I should ask your maternal grandmother, a Sarah Manigault Prioleau. But records indicate she’s been deceased since 1975. Do I have that wrong?”

		I paused—unsure how to answer—and finally decided on the truth. “No. That’s right. My grandmother died when I was seven years old.”

		“Then why would your mother suggest . . .”

		“Good-bye, Ms. Edgerton. I’m sorry I can’t help you.”

		I hung up the phone, my hand lingering on the receiver for a long time as I wondered why, after all this time, my mother had come back—and why she’d brought my grandmother with her.
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		Despite a productive meeting with my new clients and two accepted counteroffers on houses South of Broad and on Daniel Island respectively, I returned home grumpy and out of sorts. As I pulled into the old carriage house that had been converted into a garage behind my house on Tradd Street, a feeling of calm came over me. Not that I would admit  it to anybody, but the dramatic restoration in progress gave me an enormous sense of pride and accomplishment. Having reached this point by accident and by the sheer force of the will of my preservation-minded friends, I was loath to admit to anybody that I actually liked the house and felt at home in it. And that I looked forward to whatever the next project might be.

		I spotted Sophie’s lime green Volkswagen Beetle at the curb and smiled to myself. As a professor of historical restoration at the College of Charleston, Dr. Sophie Wallen was not only my best friend, but she was also my right arm in the restoration work on my house. My smile slipped a little as I realized that in addition to being my right arm, she was also my conscience. She would no doubt worm out of me—if Jack hadn’t already told her—what had happened with my mother that morning and then admonish me for not asking my mother to come stay with me while I worked on the purchase of the house on Legare.

		With a sigh, I made my way through the garden gate, then up to the front door of the Charleston single house, the buttery light from the fan window above the door spilling onto the floor of the covered front porch like a warm welcome mat. Before I got my key out of my purse, the door flung open and Sophie—her untamed hair swarming around her head like wild bees and covered in what looked like white paint flecks—stood in front of me. “You’re home. Just in time!”

		She threw the door open wider and General Lee bounded toward me, yapping excitedly. I dropped my briefcase and purse and swooped him up in my arms, reluctant to concede that the little fur ball had grown on me as much as the house had. There was certainly something to say about living with a guy who was always happy to see you, never argued, didn’t leave the toilet seat up, and could keep you warm in bed at night. At almost forty, I’d pretty much reconciled myself to a life of singleness, and I found the companionship of a dog a fair trade-off.

		Sophie sneezed. “Sorry—I’ve been keeping him in a different room from me so I wouldn’t have an allergic reaction. It’s not so bad, though.” She sneezed again, accenting her point.

		“Let me go put him in the kitchen with Mrs. Houlihan. She always saves a soup bone for him.” I walked to the back of the house and pushed open the kitchen door, depositing General Lee and greeting my  housekeeper, yet something else I’d inherited from the home’s former occupant.

		I returned to Sophie, who was dabbing at her streaming eyes with the hem of the tie-dyed T-shirt she wore over a long, quilted skirt that brushed the top of her Birkenstocks. Of all the things I liked and appreciated about Sophie, her sense of style wasn’t one of them. I reached over and plucked a paint chip out of her hair. “What’s this?” I asked, holding it up between my fingers.

		“You need to come see the upstairs drawing room. You’d hardly recognize it. I’ve been scraping away over a hundred years’ worth of paint from the ceiling cornices and it’s like I’ve discovered heaven.”

		I blinked a couple of times, trying to equate ceiling cornices and heaven in my mind before giving up. Instead I just said, “Great. What’s next on the agenda?”

		“Refinishing the floors in the whole house. They’ll need to be hand stripped, so it will probably take a while, but I don’t want to see a machine tearing up the wood grain on those beautiful floors.”

		I looked away, pretending to study the elegant mahogany balustrade I remembered staining by hand and the numbness in my lower back that had lasted for weeks afterward as a reminder. Throughout the restoration, I’d snuck in sanders, heat guns, and an assortment of other contraband modern conveniences behind Sophie’s back to preserve my own. I intended for both the house and me still to be standing by the end of the restoration.

		“Whatever’s best,” I said noncommittally as I leaned forward to stare at an imaginary smudge in the stain.

		“Uh-huh,” she said as she blew her nose on a wadded Kleenex before shoving it back into the pocket of her hideous skirt. She walked past me to the large main staircase and I followed behind her.

		“How’s Chad?” I asked, referring to another professor at the college who had originally been my client until he’d met Sophie and decided to move in with her. As just roommates, or so they both claimed.

		“Don’t change the subject, Melanie. We were talking about your mother.”

		I stopped. “Actually, we weren’t. And we’re not going to, either. Did Jack call you?”

		“No, your father did. Jack called him.”

		I slapped my hand against the banister. “Great, so now all of you can condemn me for being so unfeeling. The point you all seem to be missing is that I’m the victim here.”

		Sophie paused at the top of the stairs and waited for me to catch up. “You’re only a victim if you choose to be.”

		
			“I didn’t choose to be abandoned by my mother, in case you didn’t notice. And yes, my dad recently told me that she tried to speak with me many times while I was growing up but that he interfered. But it doesn’t change the fact that she just left me without saying good-bye and without a reason why. I’ve gotten over it and made my own life. And there’s no room in it for her.”
		

		Sophie regarded me for a long moment. “Did you ever think that there might have been a really good reason for her to leave? Have you ever asked her?”

		I swallowed, knowing her questions had been my own for a child’s handful of years until all my grief and hurt had finally buried even the tiniest glimmer of hope that my mother’s reason for leaving had been about anything else but me.

		Instead of answering, I walked past her to the double doors that led into the upstairs drawing room. “Come show me those amazing cornices.”

		I heard her following behind me. “Ignoring the problem won’t make it go away, you know. It’s always the problems we try our hardest to ignore that eventually end up biting us on the butt.”

		Facing her, I said, “Well, then. I guess I don’t need to worry about it, do I? I don’t have a problem; therefore my butt can’t get bitten.”

		Sophie opened her mouth to say something but was interrupted by the doorbell.

		As I headed down the stairs I heard her say under her breath, “Or maybe that butt bite might happen a little sooner than we expected.”

		I glared at her over my shoulder before I opened the door and saw my father standing on the threshold, a bouquet of pink roses cradled in his arms like a newborn.

		“Hi, Dad,” I said as I kissed him on the cheek. His robust appearance still hit me softly around the heart despite nearly six months of  getting used to his being sober. I’d never known him this way, and we’d both been wading into unfamiliar territory as we renavigated the father-daughter roles that had been reversed when I was a child. We were like new coworkers, still trying to determine which of us got the desk by the window.

		I noticed he was looking over my shoulder, and I stepped back to allow him to enter. “Come in. Are you here for dinner? I could ask Mrs. Houlihan to set an extra place.”

		Sophie’s voice sounded a little forced. “Hello, Colonel Middleton. I’ve got a stack of receipts for you, so don’t leave without getting them from me.”

		My dad, the trustee for my former client Nevin Vanderhorst’s house and estate—of which I was the only beneficiary—was responsible for overseeing the costs of the restoration. And for playing referee between Sophie and the rest of us mortals working on the house—whose need to employ authentic materials and processes wasn’t nearly as rigid as hers.

		I glanced from one to the other, realizing an undercurrent of communication was going on between them, their forced words making it clear that they didn’t want me in on the secret. I looked at the roses. “Are these for me?”

		“No,” he said at the same time Sophie said, “Yes.” I closed the door behind me and put my hands on my hips. “What’s going on here?”

		Again, they exchanged glances, confirming my suspicions. Finally, my father cleared his voice and spoke. “Pink roses are your mother’s favorite.”

		I stopped to think for a moment. “Why on earth would you be bringing Mother roses here?”

		I stepped between them so that they couldn’t make eye contact and faced my father. “What did Jack tell you that would make you think Mother would be at my house?”

		Sheepishly, he placed the bouquet on the hall table. “I spoke to him this morning before he met you for breakfast. He was pretty sure that after you listened to what your mother had to say, you would invite her here to stay with you. I, uh, assume things didn’t work out the way Jack thought?”

		“That would be a real good assumption.” I stepped back to include Sophie. “And you bought into this, too?”

		“Your mother convinced Jack that you were in danger. We all thought that would make you listen to her.”

		I walked across the marble foyer, heels clicking with my agitated steps, and into the restored drawing room with the stately mahogany grandfather clock that dominated one side of the room. I flopped down into a French sofa with faded yellow silk upholstery—returned from storage to be reupholstered—then stood again to fluff the cushions. “You all thought that after more than thirty years of avoiding her I might forgive her in fifteen minutes and invite her to live with me? Are you all out of your minds?” I walked around the room, straightening pillows, dusting off the tops of picture frames with my index finger, and rewinding the clock—anything to keep from using my hands to squeeze the breath out of somebody’s throat.

		Sophie sat down on a Chippendale chair, her Birkenstocks looking out of place next to the delicately carved ball-and-claw legs. Quietly, she said, “I saw the phone out in the hallway, Melanie. Something’s up, isn’t it?”

		Sophie was one of exactly two people—Jack being the other—I’d confided in about my peculiar “gift.” My ability to communicate with the dead never felt like much of a gift because it had caused more trauma in my life than anything else, but it was reassuring to know there were others out there who believed you when you told them that your dead grandmother liked to call you on the phone to let you know there was trouble in the air. Unfortunately, my father was not one of them.

		“Wait a minute,” he said. “Nobody mentioned any hocus-pocus. Your mother told me she’d been having disturbing dreams. That’s all, nothing about phone calls from dead people. You know how I feel about that, Melanie. It’s not healthy to think that stuff’s real.”

		
			I sat down in a chair identical to the one Sophie had chosen and put my chin in my hands. “Dad, I’m not having this conversation with you. Especially when I should be asking you about those flowers. Mother left you, remember? She dumped me with you and then left. So if you’re bringing her flowers because you still have feelings for her, I think I might have to throw up.”
		

		My father cleared his throat again, something he always did when he was nervous, and managed to look hurt. “I brought them because I  thought they might help a bit with dealing with what happened to her mother’s grave.”

		Both Sophie and I turned to him. “What are you talking about?” we asked in unison.

		“Oh, you haven’t heard? It was on the twelve o’clock news this afternoon. They said somebody vandalized St. Philip’s cemetery this afternoon. I was about to change the channel when I heard them mention the name Sarah Manigault Prioleau. Apparently, hers was the only grave that was disturbed.”

		Sophie stood. “That’s your grandmother, right, Melanie?”

		I nodded, the odd sensation of drowning sweeping over me again. I turned my head, catching the pungent smell of salt water. It faded softly, making me wonder if I’d smelled it at all. “Do you smell that?”

		Both my father and Sophie shook their heads. “Smell what?” my father asked.

		“Never mind.” I faced my father again. “Do they know who did it?”

		“No. The tombstone was toppled but no other damage was done to it or other graves.” He shook his head. “They interviewed somebody on the grounds committee of the church who said that the tombstone could not have been lifted out intact except by some kind of construction equipment, but there was no sign of anything despite it being broad daylight.”

		I felt Sophie staring at me. “Was there anything unusual about the tombstone, Melanie?”

		Shrugging, I said, “I don’t know. I’ve never seen it. I went to her funeral, but I left with Dad for Japan right afterward and never saw the tombstone my grandmother selected prior to her death.”

		“You mean you haven’t been to visit since you came back to Charleston?”

		Embarrassed, I focused on standing and refluffing the seat cushion. “No. I just . . .” I stopped, then tried again. “It would have reminded me too much about a period of my life that I preferred to pretend never happened.”

		My father moved toward me. “Like how your mother always told you that your grandmother’s house on Legare would one day be yours and then sold it after your grandmother died?”

		I looked at him in surprise. “You never said anything to me about that. I never thought you knew. Or cared.”

		He gave me a half smile. “Oh, I knew. And I cared. But there was nothing I could have done about it. And you made it very clear that you didn’t want to talk about it or your mother. Even drunk, I couldn’t take your screaming fits. So I just let it go.”

		Sophie approached and put her arm around my shoulder. “I’m thinking you need to go to the cemetery. I’ll come with you if you want.”

		“Me, too,” said my father, although I could see he was uncomfortable. Things had always had to be black or white to him. The shady area between light and darkness that my mother and I inhabited didn’t exist for him. I had long since learned to skirt the issue with him, and he developed his own “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy as far as my sixth sense was concerned.

		
			
			We are not as we seem. I closed my eyes, trying to block out the words and the distant voice on the telephone. After Jack and I had spent half a year eradicating the ghosts that had haunted my new home, I had hoped that my days of ghost hunting were over. Disembodied voices on a telephone made it obvious that perhaps they weren’t. A sliver of apprehension crept up my spine and wedged its way into my false bravado despite my efforts to minimize the implications.
		

		I straightened my shoulders, trying to shake the feeling of unease. “Thank you both, but I think I can handle this. I’ll go first thing tomorrow morning to pay my respects and take care of anything that needs to be done to repair the stone so my mother doesn’t have to. But then I’m through. That’s it. And don’t think for one minute that any of this means that I’m going to be forging a relationship with my mother now because I’m not.”

		I pretended that I didn’t notice Sophie and my father exchanging glances with each other and instead marched toward the kitchen, the smell of salt water suddenly heavy in the air.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 3
		

		Since I was a young girl, I’d learned to avoid hospitals, battlefields, and cemeteries. At first I’d thought everybody could hear the cacophony of voices, but it was only after I realized that they were calling my name that I learned how very different I was. I was the only child in elementary school who consistently missed every field trip to historic sites due to sudden onsets of stomach pains and headaches against which my father was powerless. Even back then I knew that revealing I was different would have been social suicide, and thus a lifetime of avoidance and denial was launched. The fact that my mother and I shared this odd gift coupled with my father’s insistence that whatever I saw was in my imagination gave me even more reason to pretend otherwise.

		I parked my car on Church Street about a block down from St. Philip’s cemetery, where my grandmother was buried. Even though I didn’t remember exactly where she’d been interred, and the yellow police tape notwithstanding, I would have known approximately where to find her as only those who were born in Charleston were allowed to be buried on the same side of the street as the church. Even famed statesman John C. Calhoun was buried across the street, since he’d been born in Clemson, South Carolina. I remembered my mother gleefully mentioning that his wife, a true Charlestonian, was buried in a separate grave—across the street and nearer the church—as if even in death being a Charlestonian was more important than being Mr. Calhoun’s wife.

		I heard the babble of voices as I neared the cemetery gates, though I was experienced enough by now to know not to look around to see who was talking. Taking a deep breath, I focused on the sidewalk in front  of me and sang the words to ABBA’s “Dancing Queen” under my breath to keep from hearing my name called over and over. I knew that if I kept walking—and kept ignoring them—they would eventually stop. My mother once told me that we were beacons of light. It wasn’t until after she left that I figured out to whom, but by then I’d only ever seen myself as a moving target, eager not to get hit.

		My grandmother’s grave was toward the back of the cemetery, near the fence. I remembered now standing here with my mother and father feeling the scratchy starchiness of my new black cotton dress, the high humidity of summer, and the oppressive scent of too many flowers making me sigh in the heat. My father had taken me up in his arms and that’s when I’d seen all of the people crowding around the empty grave—not all of them breathing. Most disconcerting of all was that they all were looking at me.

		I stopped outside the yellow police tape that surrounded the grave site—my breath blowing fat puffs of steam into the chilly air—and noted the neatly trimmed grass and the white marble tombstone that looked like it had been gently pulled from the sucking earth and laid to rest on the cool grass. There was no disturbance of the nearby grass or graves, and the hole in which it had stood lay a foot in front of it as if to clarify that the stone hadn’t just toppled over but had been deliberately placed.

		
			After first glancing around to make sure nobody was watching, I stepped over the yellow tape and walked closer to the stone so I could get a better look. In carved lettering, I read my grandmother’s birth and death dates as well as her complete name, Sarah Manigault Prioleau. Then my eyes widened as I read the inscription beneath:
			
				
					When bricks crumble, the fireplace falls; 
When children cry, the mothers call. 
When lies are told, the sins are built, 
Within the waves, hide all our guilt.
				

			

		

		
			I read the words two more times, trying to make sense of them. Then my gaze shifted back to the woman’s name to make sure that I was at the right grave. Within the waves, hide all our guilt. I recalled the scent of salt water wafting through my house and drops of ice slipped down my back.
		

		“I don’t know what it means, either, if that’s any consolation.”

		
			I jerked my head around to see my mother standing behind me wearing a black mink coat with matching hat, her gloved hands clutching the neck closed against the bitter cold. Always the gloves.

		“It’s not,” I said coolly.

		She moved to stand next to me and gazed down toward the stone. “It’s odd how spirits choose to manifest themselves, isn’t it? She’s trying to tell us something.”

		“You think so?” I asked, using sarcasm to hide the brief shimmer of hope I’d felt when she’d used the word “us.”

		Her eyes met mine and she smiled. “What I don’t know is what we’re going to do about it.”

		I shoved my hands deep inside my pockets as much because of the cold as because I needed to tighten them into fists. “There’s no ‘we’re’ about it. I’m going inside now to find out if I need to pay to get it fixed or if they have insurance for this kind of thing.”

		I made a move to go past her, but she put her hand on my arm. “Mellie, this is serious. I think this is related to my dream, and if it is, then you’re in more danger than I thought.”

		“Then I’ll deal with it. Alone. Like I have for thirty-three years.” I shook my arm free and stepped over the tape.

		“Do you remember the day your grandmother died?”

		I stopped, an old memory pushing at my brain like a scar that hadn’t faded enough to let you forget what caused it completely. “Yes,” I said. “She fell down the stairs.” Slowly, I faced my mother. A look of relief passed over her face, and I realized that she hadn’t expected me to stay.

		She continued. “She was still alive when I found her at the bottom of the steps.”

		“That’s not what the police report said. She tripped on her high heels and fell. She died immediately.” I only knew this because of some perverse curiosity that had made me search through my father’s papers once when he was on yet another drinking binge. In a childlike rage, I had hoped to find the reason my mother had abandoned me documented somewhere. As if by seeing it in black-and-white, I could find a way to defend myself. But all I’d found were my parents’ divorce papers stating the reason as irreconcilable differences and a copy of the police report concerning my grandmother’s sudden death.

		My mother raised an elegant eyebrow but didn’t ask me how I knew. It was like I was a little girl again and she knew all there was to know about me, which always made it that much harder to handle her abandonment. Everything she knew about me wasn’t enough to make her stay.

		She dipped her head and I could see her struggling for composure. “I held her head in my lap while she died. I heard her last words.”

		My lips were numb from the cold and something else I didn’t want to name. “What did she say?”

		Her eyes met mine. “We are not as we seem.”

		I shivered inside of my coat, the old memory pressing at my brain again. “What does that mean?” My voice was swept away by a gust of wind, and I realized again that my mother didn’t need to hear me to understand what I was saying.

		She looked past me, toward the toppled gravestone. “I don’t know. But there’s something in that house. Something evil. A presence in the house that’s been there since I was born.”

		I swallowed. “Is that why you sold it?”

		She nodded but didn’t meet my eyes.

		“Then why do you want to buy the house back? If it’s haunted by an evil presence, why?”

		My mother didn’t answer right away but didn’t move her gaze from my face, either. “Because it’s our house, Mellie. Because it was in our family for over two hundred years.” She paused. “And I’m stronger now. I can fight it now.” She closed her mouth tightly, as if she were afraid unguarded words would leak out, and I knew right away that she was hiding something. The nuances of a mother’s face are never lost on her children, even long after a child may have wanted to forget.

		My hands balled into fists again. “Don’t stress yourself on my account, Mother. I have my own house now, so it’s immaterial to me what you do with the house on Legare. Just don’t try to pretend that you’re concerned about my legacy, because we both know that would be a lie.”

		She took a step in my direction, her breath fanning out toward me like a web. “There’s so much you don’t understand, Mellie, and I don’t expect you to sit down with me and listen while I try to explain it to you. Just know that my dreams and what’s happened here and what’s written  on her gravestone are all related. Your grandmother needs us to stand together on this, to face what’s coming.”

		I looked at her for a long moment, seeing only a stranger. I watched as the wind blew the fur around her face and flattened the winter grass like a giant’s footprint and knew there was more to why she was here. But like her reasons for leaving, her reasons for returning were no longer important to me.

		“I’m pretty good at facing things alone, Mother. You taught me that, after all. And it would take a lot more than just a riddle on a tombstone and a silly dream to make me spend any time with you at all.” I drew my hand out of my pocket to look at my watch, realizing that I couldn’t tell the time because my hand was shaking so badly.

		I continued, forcing my voice to remain calm. “I’m going inside to talk to the person in charge, and then I’m heading back to the office. If I don’t see you before your trip back home—wherever that is—have a nice flight.”

		She didn’t try to stop me this time as I turned on my heel and headed toward the church. I’d almost reached the front doors before she finally spoke. “I’m sorry, Mellie. I’m sorry I had to leave. I know you don’t believe that now, but I had to go.”

		I kept walking, feeling the tears freeze in my eyes.

		“I smell the ocean, Mellie. And I know you do, too.”

		I pulled open the door and stepped inside, the babble of voices rising behind me like the tide. I let the door bang shut behind me but not before the wind blew in the pungent scent of the sea.
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		The rest of my day didn’t go any better. Two of my offers were rejected—one without a counter—and another house I had under contract in Ansonborough failed the inspection. Repair estimates were hovering around ten thousand and the buyers were balking.

		I was in a foul mood when I returned to my empty house and the cold turkey potpie Mrs. Houlihan had left for me in the oven. I ended up feeding half of it to the dog, and then, in a moment of desperation, I decided to take him for a walk.

		The day had warmed up considerably, and even now—with the sun setting in wintry pinks and oranges on the horizon—the temperature was bearable. I pulled on my coat and gloves and dressed General Lee in the new argyle sweater Nancy Flaherty had knitted for him and headed out the door. I was embarrassed to be seen with him, having never before been offended by dog nudity, but he’d begun shivering uncontrollably when the thermostat hit below sixty. Nancy told me I could either buy him a condo in Florida or I could accept the sweater.

		As usual, I allowed General Lee to decide which route we’d take and we headed out at a brisk trot, the dog a couple of feet in front of me, his nose leading the way, pausing now and again to sniff a front step or growl at a stranger. General Lee had taken it upon himself to become my guard dog, attempting to keep strangers at bay until he had a chance to inspect them. Even then, he was picky about whom to make friends with and would continue to growl if they didn’t pass his inspection. Unfortunately for him, despite having the heart and soul of a police dog, he appeared about as threatening as an argyle-draped sofa cushion.

		
			I was so busy thinking about counteroffers and inspection reports that I didn’t realize where General Lee was taking us until it was too late. He stopped in front of a set of wrought iron gates on Legare Street, and I had to blink twice before I realized where we were. My gaze swung to the house number stenciled in gold on the mailbox attached to the gate and I blinked again: Thirty-three Legare.

		The square brick Georgian house with the two-tiered portico dominated the garden that grew up around it, which had been brightly colored and intricately designed like jewelry for an already-beautiful woman. I remembered having tea in these gardens with my grandmother and I felt the old sadness return.

		Eager to leave, I tugged on the leash but General Lee seemed adamant about staying. I was about to pick him up and carry him back home when I realized we weren’t alone. Startled, I turned to examine the lone figure standing about ten feet away from me near the fence, her study of the house apparently interrupted by our arrival. As usual, I wasn’t wearing my glasses—my one nod to vanity—but I was struck by how familiar she looked.

		The stranger began to walk toward me, giving me a better chance to  see her in the fading light. She was shorter than my own five feet eight inches and slender—what most people would call petite. Her wavy blond hair hung loosely around her shoulders and Burberry overcoat, and I saw as she grew closer that she carried a notepad and pencil.

		“Do I know you?” I asked, studying her more closely, trying to place where I’d seen her before.

		“Not in person,” she said, stepping closer so I could see the long lashes over clear blue eyes.

		I froze, finally realizing why she seemed so familiar. “Emily?” I whispered, my throat tight with shock.

		She looked at me oddly. “I used to get that a lot.” She bent down and scratched General Lee behind his ears, and I belatedly noticed that he hadn’t let out a peep and was trying to roll onto his back to allow this stranger to scratch his belly.

		I tugged on his leash to bring him closer to me. “Who are you?”

		She stood and faced me and I felt the shock course through me again. Sticking her hand out toward me, she said, “I’m Rebecca Edgerton. We spoke briefly on the phone. About your mother.”

		Absently, I shook her hand, unable to tear my gaze away from her face. And then the word “mother” brought me back to attention. I yanked my hand away. “Oh, the reporter from the newspaper. I remember.”

		“I thought I might come see the house she grew up in. Start at the beginning of her story.”

		I continued to stare at her, unable to shake my first impression. “You look so much like . . .” I couldn’t say the name again.

		“Emily. I know. I’ve let my hair grow so I guess the resemblance is even stronger now, but when Emily and I worked together at the paper we would get confused for each other all the time. People used to say that when Jack stopped dating me and started dating Emily he wasn’t even aware that he’d switched girlfriends.” She laughed, the sound broken, pierced like a veil.

		I took a deep breath, more relieved than I could explain.

		Rebecca’s brow wrinkled. “I didn’t realize you knew her.”

		“I, um, I didn’t, actually.” I thought for a moment, trying to come up with a better way to explain that I knew what a dead woman looked like because I’d seen her ghost. “Jack must have shown me a picture.”

		She nodded. “Oh, well. That explains it then.”

		There was something in her expression I couldn’t read, something unexpected that made me take a step back. “Well, it was nice meeting you.” I pulled on the leash, annoyed to notice that my dog had made himself very comfortable by nestling at her feet. “Come on, General Lee. Let’s go home and eat dinner.” He stared at me blankly, not moving.

		Rebecca took the opportunity to close the distance between us. “Since you’re here, maybe you could answer a few questions. Nothing too personal, I promise. Just enough to get me started. If I say anything out of line, just tell me and I’ll stop.”

		The dog was looking up at Rebecca with adoring eyes, and I figured it had to be the blond hair. He was male, after all. “I really don’t think so. We’re estranged, and I’m afraid your story will have a negative tone if you start with me. I’m sure you wouldn’t want that.”

		“I want the truth; that’s all. I hope to get enough interviews to make it a balanced article, but I’m beginning to think that I can’t write it at all without insight from her only child.”

		“Unfortunately, you’re going to have to. I know very little about my mother. The truth or otherwise. She left my father and me when I was only seven years old.”

		Rebecca looked down at her notebook and flipped a page. “Yes. I’ve got that. It was right after your mother’s trip to the emergency room. A miscarriage, I believe.”

		“A what?” I stared at her blankly, not sure I’d heard correctly.

		She glanced up at me. “A miscarriage. A serious one. She almost died according to the hospital records. I guess you would have been about six or seven at the time because it was after your parents separated. You and your mother were living here with your grandmother when it happened. I assumed . . .” She shrugged. “I’m sorry. I thought you would have known.”

		The back of my mouth tasted like rust. I remembered my father showing up at my grandmother’s house and my excitement when I thought he was there to take us both home. But he’d left me there and carried my mother to the car in his arms like a baby. Later my grandmother told me that she’d had appendicitis and needed to stay in the hospital for a couple of days but would be fine. And I had believed her despite  how thin my mother looked when she returned or how a baby’s crying had been added to the litany of sounds I chased but never found in my grandmother’s house.

		I shook my head. “No. I didn’t know.” I tried to smile. “They probably thought I was too young to understand how babies were made”—my smile dropped—“or lost. How did you find out?”

		She shrugged but her gaze remained intense. “It’s part of my job. I just know where to look and who to ask. I saw an old newspaper article in the archives about your grandmother’s death, and there was a brief mention of how it followed on the heels of your mother’s hospital stay. It didn’t say why she was there of course, but I have an anonymous source at the hospital who looked through the records and found out about the miscarriage. All confidential, of course.” She paused for a moment. “The information you need is always there if you’re willing to be persistent and look hard enough.”

		I felt we weren’t talking about my mother’s illness anymore. Suddenly uncomfortable I took a step back. “I really need to get home now. . . .”

		She looked disappointed. “I understand. But just one more thing—please. I want to show you a picture. I promise I will only take one more minute of your time.” She smiled, and she looked so much like the dead Emily that I paused, giving Rebecca her chance to whip an enlarged photo of my mother at an opera charity event in New York from her oversized purse.

		“You look a lot like her.”

		I didn’t say anything. I’d always hated it when people told me that—mostly because it wasn’t true but also because I liked to pretend that we weren’t even related.

		Rebecca held the picture closer to my face. “She’s wearing the most beautiful necklace and earrings in this photo. Do you know anything about them?”

		I stared down at the photo, at the diamond-and-sapphire collar necklace and matching chandelier earrings. I remembered my grandmother allowing me to play dress-up with them, sometimes using her silk bath-robe as my gown as I paraded up and down the hallways. “Yes,” I said. “They were my grandmother’s. My mother must have inherited them when my grandmother passed.”

		“So they’re family heirlooms?” Her eyes narrowed slightly.

		“I suppose you could call them that. I do know my grandmother said that they had once been her mother’s. How much further back they go I have no idea. To be honest, I think they’re a bit gaudy and if they were mine, I’d probably sell them.”

		“Like your mother sold this house.”

		I jerked my head up to meet her eyes. “I think I’ve answered enough questions.” I yanked hard on the leash this time, forcing General Lee from his reclining position at Rebecca’s feet, and began to walk away, pulling the reluctant dog. “Good night, Miss Edgerton. It was nice meeting you.”

		“You can call me Rebecca.”

		I continued to walk away. “Fine, but I don’t think we’ll be seeing each other again. Good night.”

		I was about to turn the corner when I heard her say, “Don’t bet on it.”

		Pretending not to hear her, I tugged on the leash and pulled General Lee around the corner with me, wondering what it was about Rebecca Edgerton, besides her resemblance to Jack’s dead fiancée, that made me so uneasy.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 4
		

		The rest of my week seemed to pass in slow motion. With the high drama at the beginning of the week—marked by my mother’s sudden appearance and my grandmother’s bid for attention from the grave—I suppose it was inevitable. But even at work time crept by, my usual enthusiasm for my job somewhat muted as if I were being forced to view my life through half-closed eyes.

		On Friday morning as I dragged myself into the office, Nancy Flaherty met me at the door, her golf ball earrings swaying in time to her movements. “You look terrible,” she said as she took my coat and briefcase.

		“Thank you, Nancy. And how are you?”

		She draped my coat over her arm, then reached behind her to the receptionist’s desk and picked up a steaming mug of coffee before pressing it into my hands. “I’m thinking your grumpiness lately is because you’re missing Jack.”

		“Because I’m what?” My indignation was forced, mostly because I had the sneaking suspicion that she could be right. “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s been kind of peaceful without him barging into my house to do research at all hours of the day and night,” I said, referring to the book he was currently writing about the former residents of the house I’d inherited. “And I don’t have to put up with any of his ridiculous observations or silly comments.” I took a sip of my coffee, studying it carefully so I wouldn’t have to meet Nancy’s knowing eyes. I would never admit to her, or anyone, that despite the presence of Mrs. Houlihan, my dad, Sophie, and Chad, the house had seemed a little empty without Jack’s overwhelming presence. Even General Lee hadn’t been able to fill the void.

		I raised my head, narrowing my eyes. “And why are you being so overly nice to me this morning?” I asked, indicating the coffee and my coat, which was still slung over her arm. “What’s wrong?”

		She pursed her lips as if deciding whether to lie to me or just blurt the truth out. Apparently deciding on the latter, she said, “Mr. Henderson’s waiting in your office. He wants to speak with you.”

		Although Dave Henderson was technically my boss and the owner of the company, he spent most of his time playing golf—which was what accounted for Nancy’s continued employment. There were few other employers who could put up with such a marked devotion to the game of golf to the exclusion of just about everything else—including running a business. Dave had been forced into an early retirement by his wife and cardiologist, which produced a collective sigh of relief by every employee of Henderson Realty. The relief was temporary at best, though, seeing as how he made a point of showing up at the most unexpected times, making sure everybody knew he was still the boss and keeping an eye on productivity. Mostly I saw Dave at sales awards dinners and the weekly sales meetings, where he served as main cheerleader and lead butt kicker. But he was rarely in the office on a nice day—even in the freezing cold. If the sun was shining, Dave was on a green.

		I put the coffee mug down, feeling suddenly ill, the donuts and latte from Ruth’s Bakery that I’d wolfed down earlier threatening to make a reappearance. “Any idea why he wants to see me?”

		Nancy gave me a nervous smile. “I’m not sure. But I think it has something to do with Jimmy. They were in his office yesterday and there was a lot of yelling going on.”

		“Oh, crap,” I said, picking up my briefcase and mentally girding my loins. If Dave Henderson was waiting in my office instead of on a green somewhere, it couldn’t be good.

		
			I stood outside my closed office door for a full minute, finding my composure, before turning the handle and standing on the threshold with a bright smile. Dave was sitting at my desk, reading the latest edition of the Post & Courier. My Day-Timer calendar, which I kept closed on the corner of my desk, was open as if he’d just been going through it. He wore a golf shirt under a warm Windbreaker and khakis, like he’d been  yanked off of the sixteenth hole somewhere, and my mood shifted from simple apprehension to sheer terror.
		

		“Good morning, Dave. It’s so good to see you.” I plastered a smile on my face so he wouldn’t know I was lying.

		
			He continued to read the paper without looking up. “Interesting story in today’s paper. They’re going to raise that sailboat they found off of Sullivan’s Island a few weeks ago. The divers they sent down discovered the name of the boat, apparently one that’s been missing since the earthquake of 1886. It’s in a relatively shallow area and they’re thinking they can raise it intact. If not, they’ll just salvage what they can.” He rattled the paper as he turned the page. “People are almost as excited as they were when they discovered the Hunley.”
		

		“Interesting,” I said, entering my office slowly and putting my purse and briefcase on a chair before sitting down opposite him. I had no idea what he was talking about, since the only thing I used the newspaper for was to examine the real estate listings.

		
			“You are familiar with the Hunley, right?”
		

		
			I forced myself not to roll my eyes at him. One could not be a Charlestonian and not know about the Confederate submarine that had sunk almost one and a half centuries before and had recently been raised to great fanfare. I might not know how many points the Dow average had plummeted in the last weeks, but I knew about the Hunley.
		

		I glanced down at my opened calendar and began to feel a little annoyed. I flicked my eyes up, realizing that Dave was watching me.

		“You’ve got a pretty busy schedule this week, Melanie.”

		Maybe this wasn’t such a bad thing after all. I smiled, keeping my lips from quivering. “Yes. I do. Business has been very good, despite the real estate market not being what we’d want it to be right now. I’ve already met my sales quota for the month and we’re only halfway through.”

		He began folding up the newspaper, making deliberate sharp creases as he folded it smaller and smaller. I began to feel nervous again. He slapped the newspaper on my desk and stood. I stood, too, not wanting to give him the advantage of towering over me. With heels, we were on an even keel.

		“But you’d still be able to fit in a new client or two,” he said, examining me closely with brown eyes that were rumored to have made grown men cry.

		I swallowed. “Of course. I pride myself on being organized and diligent, and I’m more than capable of handling a fairly large workload. You know that, Mr. Henderson.”

		He put his fists on my desk and leaned toward me, his face flushing a little. “Then why would you send a celebrity client to Jimmy Thorn-hill instead of taking her on yourself ? Especially when she’s your own mother?”

		I drew myself up to my full height, my anger greedily taking over my apprehension. “Because Jimmy needs the boost of confidence a big sale could give him. My mother knows the house she wants, so it wouldn’t stress him very much. She just needs somebody to handle the paperwork for her.” I glared at him. “And why should it matter to you? Henderson Realty gets credit for the sale regardless of who handles it.”

		He came around the desk so that he stood in front of me. “I care when a potential client has to call me personally to ask for another Realtor.”

		I swallowed, forcing myself to make my voice sound strong. “My mother called you?”

		“Yes. We’re acquaintances from years ago. She was almost in tears when she called me, wondering why you wouldn’t help her.”

		“And what did you tell her?” My two donuts and latte fell firmly into the pit of my stomach.

		He smiled his closing smile—the smile I knew meant that business was over and he’d won. “I told her that you would call her this morning to schedule a showing of the Legare Street property.” He straightened. “Unless, of course, you’re not strong enough to look past your differences with your mother to clinch this sale. You’d grab the top sales award for the month for sure.” He reached over to my credenza and picked up his golf glove.

		“Of course, I could let Wendy Wax handle the sale. Her numbers are pretty close to yours, you know.”

		“But what about Jimmy? He could really use the sale.”

		Dave shrugged. “Too soft. The Texan who owns the house on Legare is a real tightwad. I’ve met him a few times at the club. Never buys his  round of drinks, if you know what I mean. We need somebody real sharp for this deal. And Wendy can handle it if you’re too busy.”

		I couldn’t stand the thought of my coworker’s smugness if she handled this deal instead of me. I knew I’d been played but I couldn’t stop myself. “No. That’s fine. I’ll handle it.”

		He saluted me with his golf glove. “That’s the Melanie I know. Well, I’m glad we had this discussion and we’re all in agreement here. I’ll expect a call from you to let me know the status on the sale.”

		Without even a good-bye, he left my office, leaving the door open behind him. I sat back down in my chair, my feet tapping nervously. But I wasn’t sure if the nerves were from how unfairly I’d just been treated by my boss or from the thought of being alone again with my mother in the house on Legare.
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		The house was dark except for a single lamp in the downstairs living room when I let myself in after work. I’d stayed at the office longer than I’d planned, researching recent real estate sales on Legare Street as well as information on the current owners to get a better idea of how desperate they were to move. I prided myself on knowing as much as I could so that when I made an offer on a client’s behalf, I knew how much leeway we had for negotiations and at what point we’d walk away. I half hoped that my mother would balk at the current asking price, considering it represented a three-hundred-percent increase over the price at which she’d sold it over three decades before.

		The only bright spot in my entire afternoon had been the phone tag I’d played with my mother, each of us taking turns leaving messages so that we’d made an appointment to meet the following morning without once having had to speak with each other.

		I pushed open the door and heard the dog bark from the kitchen where Mrs. Houlihan usually left him with a soup bone when she went home. Flipping on the lights as I walked into the foyer, I noted the new addition of scaffolding that reached up to the gold-leaf cornices that Sophie was in the middle of having restored. One of the bracing rods of  the scaffolding blocked the stairs and would require I flatten myself to crawl under them if I had any desire to actually use the upper floors of my house. Or sleep in my bedroom. I wondered if Sophie had considered that and just as quickly dismissed the thought.

		I paused, my keys held in midair above the hall table. The soft tread of footsteps coming toward me from the living room made me clench a key between two fingers to use as a weapon. Of course, in this house there were no guarantees that any unwanted visitors were the living, breathing kind. Although three of the ghosts had recently been exorcised from the house, both General Lee and I still sensed the presence of several others. But we pretty much stayed out of each other’s way and tolerated each other because we were all content to be where we were and not at all eager to leave.

		
			The lights flickered and I spun around toward the light switch, seeing only empty space. My lungs seemed to crystallize as I gulped in a breath of frigid air, the temperature suddenly plummeting as the stench of rotting fish permeated the air, making me gag. I let the keys drop to the table, knowing they wouldn’t help me. My breath slowed and stuttered, matching the bubbles of fear that ransacked the skin along my spine. I am stronger than you. I am stronger than you. My mother’s old mantra came back to haunt me, and I almost smiled at the irony.
		

		I took one step toward the living room and stopped, the sudden jangling of the phone on the hall table jarring in the still air of the quiet house. I froze and stared at it, my breath visible now in chilly puffs. I let it ring six times—three more times after it should have been picked up by my answering machine—before lifting the receiver. My frozen fingers felt scalded by the plastic of the phone and I dropped the receiver, the sound of it hitting the wood of the table unnaturally loud. With shaking fingers, I picked it up again, making sure the heat was only in my imagination before I held the phone to my ear.

		“Grandmother?” The line was empty, as if the person on the other end were using a phone in the next room. I held the receiver in two hands now to keep it from shaking. I heard no noise, no breathing on the other end—just silence, as if I’d been plunged into a black hole that absorbed all light and sound like a cosmic sponge.

		
			Melanie.
		

		I strained to hear, not sure if I’d heard my name or not. One thing I knew for sure was that whoever had said my name, it hadn’t been my grandmother.

		
			
			Melanie, I heard again, and I pressed the receiver closer to my ear, fighting the impulse to hang up. The voice was soft and airy and most likely female, assuming it was even human.
		

		“Hello? Who is this?”

		
			The black hole began to pop and crackle, erupting something vile and unholy through the telephone line. I held the phone away from me, then slammed it down. But not before I’d heard the voice again. I am coming for you, Melanie. I am coming for what is mine.

		General Lee barked in the kitchen and began scratching on the door, interspersing his barks with high-pitched whimpers.

		The front door opened and I jumped, knocking over the hall table and sending the phone and my keys clattering to the floor. I spun around and saw my mother and Jack standing in the doorway, Jack holding up the house key I’d given him when he was living there with me to help fend off its ghosts. His gaze took in the toppled hall table and the broken phone. “Are you all right?” He stepped forward and placed his hands on my shoulders, looking carefully into my face. “I’m sorry we didn’t knock, but your mother insisted that we needed to get to you right away.”

		“I’m fine,” I said, wondering if they could hear the heavy thudding of my heart, which seemed loud enough to rattle the chandelier above me.

		“No. You’re not,” said my mother, whose face was pale and drawn—as if she’d actually spared a moment worrying about me. She shivered, rubbing her hands on her arms. “It’s freezing in here,” she said, her clear gaze focused on me.

		“It’s an old house. Old houses are drafty.” I shivered despite the fact that the temperature was quickly returning to normal. I pushed Jack away and held out my hand. “And you can give me that key now since you won’t be needing it anymore.” All three of us looked at my hand. It was shaking so much that it could have sifted flour.

		“You need to sit down, Mellie.” My mother’s concerned expression was almost fooling even me.

		“I don’t . . .” Before I could finish, my knees buckled and Jack grabbed me just in time.

		With his arm supporting me, he led me into the living room and settled me in a chair while giving directions to my mother on where the kitchen was so she could bring me a glass of water.

		“What happened?” Jack asked after we’d heard my mother’s heels click across the foyer. Jack squatted in front of my chair to look me in the face. “Is he back?”

		I shook my head, understanding his meaning. Jack had helped me exorcise a nasty ghost by the name of Joseph Longo that neither one of us wanted to see again. “No. It was female. I’m not sure how I know that; it was more of an impression. And the odor was different. Like . . . fish. Old, rotting fish.”

		He sat back on his heels. “I guess that would make sense, then.”

		“What do you mean?” I asked, feeling light-headed again. Slowly, I leaned forward and rested my forehead on my knees.

		I felt Jack’s hand on the back of my neck, surprisingly tender as he rubbed the base of my skull. “The boat they found off Sullivan’s Island—they released the name of it today.”

		“And?” I felt so sleepy.

		
			“It was called the Rose.”
		

		He looked at me expectantly, as if the name should ring a bell. I shook my head, too tired to form a sentence.

		“For a true Charlestonian, you know very little about your ancestors. Rose was the name of your maternal great-grandmother. The sailboat was owned by your great-great-grandfather and he named it after her.”

		I sat up straight, suddenly alert, hearing my mother’s approaching footsteps. “Are you saying that the boat they’re thinking about raising to the surface once belonged to the Prioleaus?” I shuddered, recalling again the stench of rotting fish.

		My mother stood in front of me and pressed the glass of water in my hand. I gulped it down, postponing the inevitable. Sooner or later my mother and I would have to talk. I just wasn’t ready for it to be sooner.

		“Just like my dream,” she said softly. “And if they raise the boat, something evil will be released.”

		I remembered the voice on the phone and my hand began to shake again, the water in the glass sloshing up on the sides. “It already has.”

		“I thought so,” she said, taking the glass from me. She looked contemplative for a moment before speaking again. “Some spirits aren’t tied to any particular location; some are attached in some way to a person”—she raised a dark eyebrow—“or a family.”

		“Great,” I said. “Just when I think I’ve laid all of my ghosts to rest, you bring me more to deal with.”

		“Sweetheart, it found you without my help.”

		I didn’t know if I was more surprised to agree that she was right or by the endearment, and I felt a small spark of anger. “I’ve seemed to manage quite a bit without your help.”

		“Ouch.” Jack stepped between us. “Ladies, we have a problem here. And nothing’s going to be resolved if we can’t form a truce and just get to the facts.” He turned to me. “When we arrived, what was going on here? You were obviously scared out of your mind.”

		I took a deep breath, wondering how in less than a year I’d gone from being in complete denial about my psychic abilities to being able to talk openly about them to a select group of people the way normal people talk about what they had for breakfast. I knew Jack was responsible, but it wasn’t always clear to me if I should thank him or blame him.

		“I felt a presence. Something horrible and definitely not a benign presence like the other ghosts in this house.”

		“You hadn’t sensed him before?” Jack asked.

		I shook my head. “She,” I corrected. “And, no, she was definitely new.”

		“Did she say anything to you?” my mother asked, her voice wary, and again I felt that she knew something—something she didn’t want to share.

		I nodded, feeling sick again. “The phone rang right before you came. It was—a voice on the other end. It said . . .” I closed my eyes, smelling the rotting fish again, feeling out of breath as if my head were being held underwater. “It said, ‘I’m coming for you, Melanie.’ ” I paused, wondering if I should continue. Slowly, I said, “ ‘ I’m coming for what is mine.’ ”

		My mother’s hand flew to her throat, and I saw she still wore her gloves. They were her trademark, but only I knew the real reason why she rarely took them off. Jack pulled a chair closer to her and she sat down.

		Jack said, “And the voice on the phone definitely wasn’t your grandmother’s?”

		I shook my head. “Definitely not.”

		We both looked at my mother, whose lips were pressed tightly together. “I don’t understand any of this. But I have no doubt that whatever it is will make it very clear to us eventually. Which means Melanie and I need to stay together. To fight it. Two against one is always better odds.”

		I stood, looking down at my mother, my fear giving strength to thirty years of loss. “Or you could just leave again. None of this would have happened if you hadn’t come back.”

		She stood, too, facing me, and I realized that we were the exact same height. “It’s too late.”

		I didn’t like the sound of her voice. Her tone was ominous, holding something back—something that pricked at the back of my brain like an itch that couldn’t be scratched.

		She continued. “Whatever it is, it’s connected to my great-grandfather’s sailboat. And if they raise it, which they will, it’s going to be bad for us.”

		I stared into the face that I’d lain awake at night as a child trying to remember so I wouldn’t forget it. And now I felt no relief that I hadn’t left out a single curve or the exact shade of her eyes. She was a deliberate stranger—someone who chose to be absent from every birthday past my seventh year—and had spent every milestone of my life so far as the ghost whose presence was always visible as the blank spot next to me in photos.

		“There’s no ‘us,’ Mother. If I need to exorcise a spirit, I’ll get Jack’s help. We’ve done it before. But it will be a cold day in hell if I ever ask for your help.”

		She raised her eyebrow, but showed no emotion other than surprise. Jack stepped closer to me and put his arm around my shoulders. “Mrs. Prioleau, Ginnette, I don’t see things the way that you and Mellie do, but I’ve seen enough to understand that when either of you senses trouble, I listen. Which is why I agree with you that Mellie shouldn’t be alone until we figure this out.”

		I was about to argue, but he squeezed my shoulders, silencing me. “I think I should move in again, so you won’t have to deal with it alone.” He grinned the grin that always did funny things to my stomach. “Just like old times.”

		I frowned at him but was thankful for the escape he was offering, regardless of how conniving his suggestion was. I allowed his arm to rest on my shoulders and turned to my mother. “That’s right. Jack and I have experience with this sort of thing, so don’t worry about me on that account. We won’t be needing your help.”

		“Ah,” she said, her gaze traveling from me to Jack and then back again. “I see.” She reached down and picked up her purse from the floor by her chair. “I guess you’ve got it all under control, so I’ll just leave then.” She began walking toward the foyer but stopped and turned around. “Don’t forget our appointment tomorrow at nine o’clock. I’ll meet you in front of the Legare Street house.”

		The relief I felt at her departure dissipated and was quickly replaced by dread. “You still want to buy that house? Don’t you have a career in New York you need to get back to?”

		She smiled a half smile and for the first time I saw my resemblance to her and it saddened me. “I’m retiring, Mellie. It’s better to retire when you’re at the top of your game so you won’t be remembered as a has-been with a failing voice.” She glanced around at her surroundings as if finally noticing them. “I love what you’ve done with the place,” she said, her gaze taking in the mismatched furniture and the empty windows.

		Annoyed, I said, “I’m in the middle of the restoration. We’ve moved most of the furniture out until we refinish the floors and repair all of the plaster. Otherwise, it might get ruined.”

		Her eyebrow arched again as she regarded us. “Good. So you know a lot about renovation and restoration. Just the person I need to help me after I buy my house.”

		Before I could say anything, she’d turned on her heel. “See you at nine o’clock tomorrow morning.”

		I listened as the door latch turned, followed by the soft click of the door shutting behind her.

		I yanked myself away from Jack. “She’s got a lot of nerve. Like I would help her at all unless my boss forced me to.”

		To my surprise, Jack was trying hard to hold back laughter.

		“What’s so funny?”

		“You. You’re just like her, you know. You always have to get the last word in.”

		I opened my mouth to protest, then remembered my mother’s smile and the way she’d said the word “us” and realized that Jack maybe wasn’t so wrong after all.

		Instead of answering, I began to walk back toward the kitchen. “I’m taking the dog for a walk.”

		“I’ll come with you,” he said as he followed behind me.

		As we walked toward the kitchen, I said, “I met an old friend of yours the other day.”

		“Really? Who?”

		“Rebecca Edgerton.”

		“Ah. She said she was going to contact you about the article she’s working on about your mother. I told her that you weren’t exactly—close.”

		I pushed open the kitchen door and paused. “Well, that didn’t exactly stop her from contacting me.”

		He stopped in the doorway, and he was near enough that I could smell his cologne. “It’s amazing how much she looks like Emily, don’t you think?”

		“I don’t think I ever noticed,” he said, brushing past me into the kitchen.

		“Hm,” I said, not convinced but unwilling to pick a fight. Dealing with my mother was enough friction for one day.

		I watched as Jack put the collar on General Lee; then I led the way out the back door. I was glad for Jack’s company and relieved that I wouldn’t be staying in the house alone, but I was also aware that both he and I knew I’d never admit it to him in a thousand years.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 5
		

		True to his word, Jack spent the night in the third-floor guest room without my having to acknowledge his presence. I did leave fresh sheets and clean towels outside his room to demonstrate that his being there was appreciated if not quite welcome. But even though he was sleeping on a separate floor, I knew he was sleeping under the same roof I was—the way a dog knows you’re hiding a treat in your pocket.

		I left the house early the next morning to avoid him and because I couldn’t sleep anyway. I spent two hours in my office drinking sugared coffee and organizing my office supplies as I waited for nine o’clock. I also made a phone call to Sophie, knowing that the prospect of her getting inside a historic home South of Broad would more than make up for the fact that I woke her from a dead sleep hours before she planned on being ambulatory. She didn’t ask me why I wanted her there with me while I showed my mother her childhood home. And that’s why Sophie Wallen was the person I liked best in this world.

		I arrived first, at eight fifty. I despised tardiness almost as much as bad table manners and unpolished shoes. This was probably a throwback to my years of being raised by a military father, albeit an alcoholic one, who taught me the rules if only so I could make sure he was dressed properly before being propelled out the door in the morning with a strong cup of coffee.

		I stood on the sidewalk in front of the gate tapping my foot. I would forgive Sophie for being late; it was as much a part of her personality as her Birkenstocks. But I would only give my mother until five after nine and then I was out of there.

		I spotted Sophie’s bright green Volkswagen Beetle and waved to her as she found a spot at the curb across the street. I stared as she exited the car, for once not transfixed by what she wore but instead by the rows and rows of tiny braids with multicolored beads that cascaded down the sides and back of her head. While the hairstyle itself wasn’t so bad, it made Sophie’s tiny head look like a specimen found in a shrunken-head collection I’d once seen in a potential client’s personal library.

		“What happened?” I asked, waiting for her to approach. “I hope you’re at least pressing charges.”

		She smiled broadly as she stepped up on the sidewalk. “One of my students offered to do it and I let her. Chad loves it.”

		I raised my eyebrows but was stopped from saying anything else by her look of wonder as she took in the house behind us. “You are the luckiest human being on the planet, I want you to know. First you inherit the Vanderhorst mansion on Tradd through sheer luck, and then your mother shows up to buy your family home—another architectural masterpiece—giving you access to two of the most beautiful and historic residences in Charleston. And to think you used to rent a condo in Mt. Pleasant.”

		“Did it ever occur to you that I might have actually preferred that condo? I can vaguely recall days when I didn’t have to spend all my time, energy, and fingernails scraping paint from ancient plaster. Or schedule my days around various craftsmen. I now spend more time with carpenters and painters than I do with my manicurist and masseuse.”

		She smiled again, a dreamy expression on her face as she looked up at the three-story Georgian double house whose two-story portico projected over the sidewalk, casting us both in shadow. As if I hadn’t spoken, she said, “This house is a classic. It was built around 1756, I think.”

		I crossed my arms over my chest. “It was 1755, actually. And the two-story portico with the Ionic columns was added in 1826, showing the neoclassical tastes of the owner during a time when the Federal style was all the rage.”

		Sophie turned to me, her self-satisfied smile even broader. “Maybe there’s hope for you, after all. You should probably come talk to one of my restoration classes at the college now that you actually know what you’re talking about. To give a perspective on a real restoration. You might  even impress them if you throw in that word ‘neoclassical’ a couple of times.”

		I snorted but was secretly pleased. I had once been a “tear-down-the-old-dilapidated-building-and-put-up-a-much-needed-parking-garage” kind of girl before becoming a reluctant home owner. Although I wasn’t officially an old-house hugger, I was definitely not the same person I’d been before I inherited the house on Tradd Street. I realized now that living in a white-walled, ornamentation-free condo prior to inheriting the house had been a form of self-preservation created by a young girl who’d seen the house in which she and six generations of her family had been born sold to a couple from Texas who’d made their fortune in scrap metal.

		“What’s with the garden?” Sophie asked as she peered through the garden gate.

		“It’s hideous, isn’t it?” I said, swinging it open. “But wait until you see the interior. The listing on the Internet has a lot of pictures, and all I’m going to say is that I hope those were just really bad photos and don’t do it justice. According to the listing agent, the wife didn’t use a decorator for most of the house, saying she liked to use her own style.”

		Sophie frowned, staring at the cement and glass blocks whose only claim to art appeared to be the pedestals they’d been set upon. She paused in front of a rusted metal sculpture that looked remarkably like an old car door from Detroit’s better days. “What is this?”

		“A car door from a Cadillac Seville. I’d say circa 1977.”

		We both turned to see my mother in fur coat and leather gloves scrutinizing a garden that no longer resembled the one she and I had tea in with my grandmother. The parterre herb garden was gone, as were the Confederate jasmine vines and the boxwoods, and I could see from the frown lines on my mother’s face that she was seeing what wasn’t there anymore, too. “This is a disaster, isn’t it?”

		
			Sophie stuck her hand out and shook my mother’s gloved one. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Prioleau. I’m Sophie Wallen; I teach historic restoration at the college. The recording of you singing the part of Isolde in Tristan and Isolde at the Bayreuth Festival is always on my CD player. I’ve practically worn through it I’ve listened to it so much.”
		

		My mother actually blushed, her gaze taking in Sophie’s braids.  “Thank you. I’m flattered, especially coming from you. I’ve been studying up on some of the recent restorations in the city and I’m very familiar with your work. Very impressive. You have such an eye for detail and beauty.” She glanced over at me. “I’m assuming that’s why Mellie has brought you here for the showing?”

		Feeling almost nauseous at the fanfest between my mother and Sophie, I stepped between them. “Actually, Sophie’s a good friend of mine. I wanted her with me in case I needed a witness.”

		My mother smiled but didn’t say anything. I pointedly glanced at my watch. “It’s four minutes after nine and I’ve got another showing after this one so let’s get this over with.” The two of them followed as I walked quickly to the marble steps flanked by wrought iron railings.

		“I figured you wouldn’t want to wait more than five minutes, so I hurried through breakfast to get here.” My mother’s voice wasn’t completely clear of sarcasm.

		My cheeks flushed with her accurate assumption and I fumbled for the key in the lockbox. “Some people take their responsibilities seriously. Mine include not being late. If one morning appointment is late, then it makes me late for all of my appointments for the rest of the day. It’s not a good way to run a business. Or a life,” I added as I took the key from the box and turned the lock to open the front door.

		We crowded into the wide center hall that ran the length of the house, the large formal entertaining rooms scattered on either side of the impressive entry. I had resisted setting foot inside the house until I had to, relegating my research solely to what I could find from the Internet and the listing agent. This meant, of course, that I was as surprised as Sophie and my mother.

		“Oh,” said Sophie, seemingly at a loss for a better word.

		I waited for the rush of grief and loss to roll over me like an oncoming tide. Instead, I stared at the room before me, looking for remnants of my grandmother and my life with her. But I saw only a faint likeness—like the ghost image left on your eyelids after the flash from a camera.

		We stood gaping at the marble-tiled floor with the faux-zebra shag area rug galloping down the middle of the hall. The elegant egg-and-dart carved cornices had been painted black to offset the fuchsia hue of the walls. Lime green beanbag chairs with legs offered seating to anybody  with enough taste to make their knees go weak upon viewing the psychedelic colors of the hallway.

		“She did all of her own decorating,” I reminded them.

		My mother spun around, taking in the Italian gilt-wood chandelier that had managed to escape the paint gun and the framed portraits on the walls that looked like they could have been done by the owner’s grandchildren. Or monkeys.

		Sophie moved over to a pink lacquer hall table and pulled on the drawer knob, which responded by falling off in her hand. She delicately put the knob back on the shiny surface and backed away as if whatever the table had was contagious.

		“What—style would you say this is?” I asked Sophie.

		“Early Garage Sale Revival, I believe,” my mother responded with a straight face. I turned away so she wouldn’t see my smile or know that she’d said exactly what I was thinking.

		“Wow,” said Sophie, who had wandered into one of the formal rooms that flanked the hall. “I’ve seen this window from the outside, but it’s even more amazing from the inside.”

		I hesitated briefly before joining her in the room. This room had been my favorite—the room I spent the most time in with my grandmother playing cards or reading with my feet tucked up on one of her priceless antique sofas. If the weather was bad, we’d have our tea in here and Grandmother Prioleau would allow me to pour, regardless of her Aubusson rug. It was a room in which I’d felt loved and cared for—instead of the object of constant friction I was when I was with my parents.

		Most of all, I loved the huge window that had been installed in the late 1800s. It was an odd window, not really in keeping with the style of the house or the style of the Victorian period. If anything, it appeared almost contemporary, the two female figures not clearly discernible unless you knew where to look—and how to look at the glass. Wisteria vines ran through the window, intersecting at will like a huge road map leading to nowhere. Although its inspiration and meaning had doubtless been known at one time, both had long since been lost to the past.

		I walked over to Sophie so that I stood in the shaft of sunlight that the window transfixed into a buttery yellow. Turning my face up to the  warmth, I felt my grandmother’s presence as if the sun were her hand on my skin.

		Sophie clucked her tongue. “It’s a good thing that whoever installed this didn’t have to face the Board of Architectural Review or he’d never have gotten it approved.” She smiled at me. “And for the first time in my life, I can actually say that was a good thing.”

		My mother’s voice interrupted my reverie. “And it’s also a good thing that the current owners didn’t see the need to change the window to suit their tastes.” She pointedly glanced around at the orange shag carpet, wild daisy wallpaper, and mirrored-plate chandelier.

		Sophie ran her hand over the hideous wallpaper. “They’ve covered up all of the beautiful cypress wood paneling that this house is famous for. What were they thinking?” She shook her head, her braids mimicking the movement as if in agreement. “Luckily, they don’t seem to have made any structural changes. Just really horrid cosmetic ones. Whipping it back into shape and returning it to its former glory shouldn’t be a problem.”

		“That’s good to know,” my mother said, and I felt her eyes on me.

		Remembering my job and what I was supposed to be doing, I turned to the large doorway surround. “Please note the widened door openings from the hall and the door surrounds that echo the neoclassical shapes of the portico. They were added at the same time as the portico and date back to the 1820s.”

		“And this mantel,” said my mother—who had moved to the end of the room to stand in front of the fireplace—“is molded from a composition using a mold design by Ramage and Ferguson of Scotland. Only the best for our ancestral Prioleaus.” She smiled at me.

		Furrowing my brows, I said, “I still don’t understand why you needed me here. It’s not like you’ve forgotten anything about the house. Wouldn’t it have saved us both a lot of time and energy if you’d just made an offer and signed the papers?”

		“I suppose it might have been easier,” she said, slowly walking around the room and taking in the architectural beauty that had been forced to share company with the garish colors and metallic fabrics that were as out of place in this house as a whore in church. “But then I wouldn’t have the chance of seeing how it felt to be in it with you after all these years.”

		I watched as Sophie casually walked out of the room, her ruffled  denim skirt skimming the wood floor behind her. I frowned after her, willing her to return, but I was pretty sure that her exit hadn’t been unintentional.

		Turning back to my mother, I said, “Well, now that you know, why don’t we leave and go back to my office so I can prepare an offer?”

		“We haven’t finished looking, Mellie. I want to see the kitchen.”

		I paused, remembering that the back of the house had a completely different feel from the front. As a child, I had resisted venturing past the front rooms alone, noticing how the whispering grew louder there, the brushes against my skin bolder. But there was one presence I remembered vaguely—a warm presence in whose company I felt safe. He was my protector, and I navigated the house in peace as long as he was with me. Until I’d made the mistake of mentioning him to my father, who told me it was all in my imagination and that my visits to my grandmother’s would have to be limited if I didn’t stop talking about it.

		Even more than the fear of not seeing my grandmother, I was afraid that something might really be wrong with me. So I stopped seeking out my imaginary friend and instead stayed in the front rooms, ignoring the whispering of my name that called me to the back of the house.

		“I’ll stay here,” I said.

		Sophie appeared in the back hallway that led to the kitchen, rubbing her arms. “Not to ruin a sale or anything, but I think something’s wrong with the heat back here. It’s like twenty degrees colder than the rest of the house.”

		I met my mother’s eyes, then reluctantly followed her back to the kitchen.

		The space had been recently updated and, despite poor color palette and wallpaper choices, the design was solid as were the cherry cabinets and stainless steel appliances.

		“My guess would be that she used a decorator in here,” said my mother.

		Sophie nodded. “I know that for a fact because I remember being consulted on this job by the designer.” She pointed to the far corner of the room where a beautiful fireplace with an Adams mantel had once been and where a wall now stood with the mural of a longhorn cow painted on it.

		“Oh my gosh,” I said. “Even I think that’s sacrilege.”

		
			Sophie tucked a braid behind her ear. “I told Debbie, the designer, to leave the fireplace and just cover it up without damaging the woodwork. The mantel was kept intact and stored in the attic. But to remove the whole thing really would have been sacrilege. Hiding it was gross stupidity, but happily reversible gross stupidity.”
		

		My mother walked over to an open door across from the mural. “Let’s take these back stairs to see the upper levels.”

		“No.” The word came out before I could stop it. Both Sophie and my mother looked at me, but only Sophie’s expression held a question.

		“Her grandmother died falling down these stairs,” my mother explained. “But look, Mellie. They have hand railings on both sides now, so it’s safer.”

		I knew Sophie should hear the truth and I would tell her; I just couldn’t seem to get my jaw to work properly. I had never been on that stairwell without my protector, and I’d known either from him telling me or from sensing it myself that I should never attempt it otherwise. There was something up there at the top of the stairs. Something not of this world. Something evil.

		“I’ll stay here.” I started to back away and felt something gritty on the floor under my shoe. I lifted my heel and saw what appeared to be large grains of salt. Like sea salt.

		My mother walked toward me, her eyes searching my face. “You feel it too, don’t you? It’s always been here.” She stopped in front of me. “But it’s about to get stronger.”

		Sophie joined us, but we didn’t break eye contact. “What’s going on?”

		My cell phone rang, making me jump. Thankful for the distraction, I dug into my purse to retrieve it and saw it was Jack’s cell number. “I’ve got to take this. You two go on up and check out the other two floors.”

		Reluctantly, Sophie followed my mother up the stairs and I shuddered as I watched them go.

		“Hello?” I said into the phone.

		“Hi, Mellie. It’s me, Jack.”

		“I know. I saw your name on my screen.”

		I heard the smile in his voice. “So that means you never deleted my numbers from your cell phone.”

		“My bad,” I said, wishing he could see me roll my eyes. “And just because we’re speaking again, doesn’t mean we have to.”

		His tone changed. “I know. But I needed to tell you something important before you read it in the newspaper.”

		I stared at the kitchen floor, seeing what looked like a trail of salt crossing the ceramic tiles. With shortened breaths, I said, “What is it?”

		“Are you all right? You sound out of breath.”

		“I’m fine,” I managed. “Just tell me.”

		“Well, you remember the news reports about the sailboat that was found off of Sullivan’s Island and how they discovered it was your great-great-grandfather’s boat? And that it had been missing since 1886?”

		“Yes.” The word was more breath than speech.

		“Before attempting to raise it, the salvage company sent divers down to bring anything interesting out of the boat up to the surface.” He stopped. “Maybe I should come see you to tell you all this.”

		“No,” I said. “Go ahead and finish.”

		He paused for a moment. “Well, they found a steamer trunk and brought it up yesterday. Today, they opened it.”

		I felt nauseous all of a sudden, and had to sit down on the floor. “And?” I prompted.

		“They found human remains inside.”

		I didn’t respond. I was on my knees following the trail of salt, realizing too late that the grainy spills resembled footprints. I held my breath as if preparing to dive into water, and stopped when I saw that the trail of salt led to the back stairway.

		“Jack?” I whispered. “I think we have a problem.” And then I dropped my phone and started to scream.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 6
		

		I wasn’t really sure how I ended up in Jack’s Queen Street condo. I just remembered sitting on the kitchen floor in my grandmother’s house, my screaming stopped by the feeling of not being able to breathe—as if my head were being held underwater. I must have passed out because the next thing I remember was Sophie and my mother helping Jack put me in the passenger side of his car. I seemed to recall flashbulbs going off and two news vans from local stations parked in front of the house, hulking like vultures.

		
			I lay on Jack’s leather couch with an ice pack on my forehead, vaguely aware of my surroundings. The elegant and tasteful furnishings of Jack’s condo never ceased to amaze me. It was incongruous how a guy like Jack, who had no compunction about putting his feet up on my coffee table or leaving his dirty dishes on top of the television set, would live in a place that looked like it belonged on the cover of Architectural Digest. True, there was the genetic component—his parents owned an exclusive antique shop on King Street—but still.
		

		Quiet voices drifted from the kitchen, Jack’s and a soft woman’s voice. I knew it wasn’t Sophie or my mother. I’d heard them tell Jack they would head in the opposite direction from us in case the newspeople were going to follow. I took the ice pack off and lifted my head.

		Amelia Trenholm, Jack’s mother and one of my mother’s oldest and closest friends, walked toward me, her graceful manner and petite figure at home in the elegant surroundings. She sat down on the sofa next to me and placed a warm hand on my temple.

		“You’re still a little flushed. Are you feeling better?”

		I nodded and tried to sit up, but she put a hand on my shoulder and made me lie down again.

		“I want you to eat something before you try standing again, all right?”

		Jack appeared behind her holding a tray filled with chocolate-covered cream-filled donuts. My stomach grumbled as Mrs. Trenholm wrapped one in a napkin and handed it to me. “Jack went out and got these. He said they were your favorites.” Her voice was dubious.

		I took a bite and nodded, realizing how famished I was.

		She smiled and shook her head. “You’re just like your mother. You inherited her metabolism and both of your parents’ addiction to sugar. That’s really not fair, you know.”

		I took another bite, too hungry to take exception to her comparing my mother and me.

		Mrs. Trenholm pushed my hair back. “Reporters are staked out at your house and your office, too. We finally turned off your cell phone because there were so many calls from the paper and television stations. And David Henderson called three times. The first was to congratulate you on the publicity. The second was to make sure that you had the Henderson Realty SOLD sign in the front garden of the Legare Street house.”

		“What was the third one?”

		Amelia pursed her lips. “I didn’t answer it. That’s when I turned off the phone.”

		“Good move,” I said, taking another bite of my donut and already feeling better. “But why does anybody care about human remains that have apparently been in a trunk since 1886?”

		Jack sat on the rolled arm of the couch behind my head. “Because the Prioleau name is a prominent one. It’s not common for it to be mentioned in the same sentence as the word ‘murder.’ Let’s face it: Whoever is in that trunk didn’t get there on their own.”

		I sat up, my head feeling clearer. “But I didn’t put them in there.”

		“No,” countered his mother. “But you’re one of only two living descendants of someone who might have. They’ll want to know if you know anything, and once you tell them that you don’t and no new leads are found, they’ll go away.”

		“Do you really think so?” Despite having spent many of my growing-up years elsewhere, I was still a Charlestonian and held to the belief that a lady should only appear in the paper three times in her life: when she is born, when she is married, and when she dies.

		“Are you quite sure . . .” Amelia said as she and Jack and exchanged a glance before they both looked back at me.

		“What?”

		Jack placed a hand on my shoulder. “Mellie, are you sure you don’t know anything? We can’t discount your mother’s premonition and your recent contact with your grandmother. And then what happened today at your grandmother’s house? There was something spread all over the floor that your mother said looked a lot like salt but she didn’t know how it got there. And there was a puddle of water by the back stairs.”

		My eyes met Jack’s and a shudder of fear raced up my spine. “I swear I don’t know anything. I think my mother does, more than she’s letting on, but you’ll have to ask her.” I swallowed thickly, the last bit of donut stuck somewhere in my throat. “I do think it’s related to whatever it was in my house that night you and my mother were there. It’s the smell—like seawater. My mother smelled it, too.”

		The doorbell rang, and when Jack opened the door, my mother stood in the threshold, as if summoned.

		“How is she?” she asked as Jack helped her out of her coat. She kept her gloves on as she approached me on the couch. Amelia stood and greeted my mother with a kiss on the cheek before Ginnette took her spot next to me. “I was worried about you.”

		I didn’t have the energy to dispute the facts. Instead I said, “I’m fine. I just . . .”

		Her gloved hand brushed my arm. “I know. I saw.”

		I looked into her eyes, seeing for the first time not the mother I resented, but a person who actually understood that the shadows I saw and the voices I’d been hearing all of my life were real. My father’s aversion to all things unexplainable had started me on the road to denial and for once I could be allowed to step off that path. Without looking away, I said, “I have a feeling that whatever was there before, the presence at the top of the stairs I remember, was the same—thing—that came yesterday. But if the boat’s been underwater for over one hundred years, how was it here before, when I was a little girl?”

		My mother looked down at her gloves, then carefully took them off before picking up my hand and holding it. I didn’t jerk away and I think that surprised us both. “Yes. You’re right. It’s been around since I was a girl. But it was only a shadow then, just like it was when you lived there. I think it needed someone with a psychic ability to project itself into our lives, and I think that’s why there weren’t any more reports of hauntings in the house after we moved out. But now . . .” She shrugged. “I’m afraid that disturbing the remains has brought it back, but in a form that doesn’t need someone like us for energy. I think that’s what she—or it—was showing us today in the kitchen. And that’s why she followed you to your house. I don’t think she’s going to leave us alone until she gets what she wants. Or we destroy her.”

		Our eyes met again. “So you believe they’re connected. Your dreams, and the ship being raised, and whatever we’ve always known to be lurking in Grandmother’s house—they’re connected in some way. To us.”

		My mother nodded and looked away, but not before I saw her eyes darken.

		“What is it?” I asked. “What aren’t you telling me?” I squeezed her hand and we both realized at the same time that it was the first time I had touched her since I was seven years old. I withdrew my hand and laid it on the cool leather of the sofa.

		“That’s all I know about the spirit. I avoided it when I lived in the house. As I know you did.” She smiled a little. “Your grandmother probably knew more, and I have a strong suspicion that if we listen closely, we’ll hear what she’s trying to tell us.”

		
			
			We. I didn’t want that one small word to affect me so much. And maybe I didn’t have to let it. My mother and I shared a connection through our psychic abilities if nothing else. I was accustomed to working with people in a professional relationship without necessarily liking them. Surely I could do this one small thing—working with my mother to exorcise a spirit. And then, like after signing a contract with a client at a closing, we could go our separate ways.
		

		I sat up straighter and Jack took my napkin. “So you want me to help you get rid of this spirit.”

		
			My mother raised her eyebrow, something I was getting used to seeing. “Actually, I would be helping you get rid of it. It seems to be focused  on you.” She gave an elegant shrug. “And maybe in return you could help me restore the Legare Street house after I buy it. As Sophie said, it’s mostly cosmetic so it shouldn’t be as exhausting as your own house. But I would appreciate your knowledge and expertise since you already have so much experience.”
		

		I felt as if my head were being squeezed in a vise. For a woman who prided herself on her independence, I was somehow finding myself for the second time within a year without many choices.

		I thought for a moment, my gaze focused on my mother’s hands and aware of Jack and his mother in the background trying to pretend as if they weren’t listening to every word. I hadn’t known my mother long, but it was long enough to learn that she was a great manipulator—apparently a trait that seemed to run in the blood along with the ability to see dead people.

		Trying to keep myself from smiling, I said, “I think I can do that. But I can’t take on the restoration of another house all by myself. I’ll need some help.”

		My mother nodded. “Of course. I assumed you’d solicit your friend Sophie and whoever else has been helping with your house. And I can pay for their time, of course. I’ll also ask Amelia to help me with the furniture. I’m fairly certain that I won’t want to stick with the fraternity house décor that’s there now.”

		This time I did smile as an idea crept its way into my brain—an idea that seemed like perfect retribution for allowing my mother to have gotten her way. “Actually, I wasn’t thinking of Sophie but yes, now that you mention it, I will need her help. I was thinking of my father. He restored the garden on Tradd Street. I’m sure he’d love to take this one over, too.”

		Her own smile faded. “I don’t think . . .”

		“It’s a deal breaker, Mother. Either he gets involved in this or it’s a no-go. Your choice. Remember that Jack and I have gotten rid of a nasty ghost before and I’m sure we could do it again. But I don’t think you’ve ever restored a house on your own.”

		My mother looked over at Amelia Trenholm, whose face remained impassive. Jack excused himself to go get a nonalcoholic beer from the fridge. But I stopped short of giving myself a mental pat on the back for a blow well delivered. Because some part of me desperately wanted her to say yes.

		Ginnette turned back to me. “I have a feeling I will live to regret this but I see no other choice. Besides, if he’s working in the garden I won’t really have to deal with him all that much.”

		In response, I mimicked her by raising my eyebrow.

		“Fine,” she said, standing and pulling her gloves on. “If that’s the way it needs to be. And now I think we should prepare a little statement for the press to make them go away. Something to the effect that we know nothing, which is true. We can say that whatever happened over one hundred years ago bears no weight whatsoever on today.”

		Jack held a hand out to me to help me stand and I took it. “Right. And we know how true that is.” He put his arm around me and I leaned into him, remembering the ghost of a little boy who’d compelled us to solve a mystery from the past to clear his mother’s name.

		My mother took note of Jack’s arm before looking back at me. “I didn’t say it was the truth, only that’s what I’d be telling the press.” She picked up her purse. “You’ll excuse me if I don’t shake hands on this deal.” After Ginnette kissed Amelia good-bye, Jack opened the door for her. “You’ll be hearing from me,” she said. “I’m staying at the Charleston Place Hotel on Meeting for now. I’m eager to be back in my house again.”

		Apprehension skittered through my blood like sand in an hourglass, slowly at first and then more quickly, hurtling me toward some unknown deadline. “I’ll call you in the morning to go over the details of your offer.”

		“Fine. Good night, Mellie.”

		I looked at Jack for help, unable to respond with the same words I had last uttered to my mother on the night she left all those years ago.

		Jack reached for the door, holding it open. “Good night, Ms. Prioleau.”

		She sent him a warm smile as I groaned inwardly, and then Jack let the door shut softly behind her.

		

		
			[image: ornament]
		

		Although it was a Saturday, I was already up, showered, and dressed by six thirty and busy organizing my underwear drawer by color and style when  the doorbell rang. It wasn’t that I didn’t have other things I should have been doing. The paperwork on my mother’s offer needed to be completed, there were proposals for two prospective clients, my car needed washing, and General Lee—currently curled up on top of my pillow—needed to be taken to the groomer. But years of therapy had shown me that organizing was my method of regaining control of my life, and my life had flown so far off the rails in the last week that I wasn’t sure if I’d ever be able to pull it back.

		I peered out of my window, looking for another media van but saw only a red Audi convertible. Despite my mother’s predictions, her statement to the press had been like a swat at a nestful of angry hornets. Reporters had been buzzing around me, my office, my house, and my mother, giving me a brief moment of sympathy for Britney Spears.

		Pressing my face against the window again, I strained to see further down the block and spotted Jack’s Porsche directly behind the Audi. The doorbell rang again and I ran down the stairs, then cautiously walked toward the door. Through the leaded-glass window I could make out the forms of two people, one male and one female. I wasn’t sure who the woman was, but the man was unmistakable.

		“Jack?” I asked as I pulled the door open. “It’s six thirty in the morning.”

		“Sorry,” he said, looking anything but. “I must have left my key in my room. But I knew you’d be awake, probably up alphabetizing your coffee table books or something, and would welcome the interruption.”

		I opened my mouth to argue but shut it abruptly and not just because of how close to the truth he actually was. My gaze strayed to the blond woman next to him and I stared at her in surprise.

		“Mellie, you might remember meeting . . .”

		“Rebecca Edgerton,” I said coolly. “I remember. She’s a reporter, you know.”

		“Yes,” he said, indicating for Rebecca to enter ahead of him. He blew on his hands, then rubbed them together before quickly shutting the door, leaving a chilly reminder of the cold weather outside lingering in the foyer.

		I stood and stared at them, waiting for an explanation.

		“Why don’t we go into the kitchen and I’ll make some coffee,” Jack said. “Then we can talk.”

		“I’d love that,” said Rebecca. “We’ve been up all night and I could really use the caffeine.”

		I shot Jack one of my mother’s looks with the raised eyebrow before turning to lead the way back to the kitchen. “All night, hmm?”

		“I had my cell phone on, Mellie. All you had to do was call if you needed me.”

		“We were just catching up,” Rebecca interjected. “Jack and I haven’t seen each other in a few years, so there was a lot of ground to cover.”

		“I bet.” I went to the pantry and pulled out a large can of coffee. Jack appeared at my elbow and took it from me.

		“You go sit down and let me do this.” Softly he said, “I don’t want you near anything that resembles a weapon.”

		I did as he suggested, if only not to give Rebecca anything to write about, and pulled out a chair at the kitchen table across from her. General Lee entered the kitchen, then promptly moved to the table and parked himself at Rebecca’s feet, tilting his head to make it easier for her to scratch him behind the ears. I glared at him before turning to Rebecca. “So, you and Jack used to date before he met Emily.”

		Rebecca smiled sweetly. “Yes. And then after Emily—left—we sort of lost touch. I guess the life of a famous writer keeps a person busy.”

		Jack put a scoop of coffee into the filter. “Oh, that and other things.” He slid a glance at me and an unwelcome tingle erupted in my toes. “Which brings me to why we’re here.” He hit the ON switch on the coffeemaker and joined us at the table. “I think Rebecca can help us.”

		“Help us?” I asked. “With what?” I stared at Jack, ignoring Rebecca. Out of the corner of my eye I saw her lift General Lee onto her lap, and the little traitor actually licked her cheek.

		“Eradicating your mother’s house of its ghosts,” Rebecca said.

		I threw my hands up. “Great, Jack. Why don’t you just broadcast the fact that my mother and I belong in a freak show? I have a business reputation to uphold, you know.”

		Rebecca touched my arm. “He confided in me as a friend, not as a reporter, although I think my connections could help as well.”

		“We don’t need any help, thank you. Jack and I have had some success in this area before, and with my mother’s assistance, I think we’ll have this problem solved very quickly.” I moved away from her, uncomfortable not  only with her proximity but with her knowledge of my psychic abilities. It wasn’t how I identified myself. Rather, it was more like a genetic quirk such as curly hair or protruding ears. To be known as the woman who can see dead people was humiliating at best.

		Jack leaned forward, his eyes serious. “You really think so, Mellie? Everything we’ve experienced so far has indicated that we’re dealing with a whole different ball game. It would appear that this—whatever we want to call it—has been hanging around the house for a long time, waiting for you.”

		I swallowed. “That could be true. But, as my mother said, the two of us together should be enough to fight it.”

		He didn’t drop his gaze. “Mellie, the two of you once lived in the house with your grandmother and the three of you weren’t enough. That’s what’s worrying me. That”—he narrowed his eyes—“and the thought that your mother isn’t telling us everything she knows.”

		The same thought had been tugging at the back of my brain like a fly buzzing around my ear, but I kept swatting it away. I didn’t want to believe there was more to this story. Despite what others might believe, I was afraid of the supernatural. I wasn’t afraid of all spirits, of course, but certainly those that made threatening phone calls and physically attacked me. Just because I could see them or communicate with them did not make them my friends, which is why I needed to believe that my mother and I could make it go away and that there wasn’t anything else to worry about.

		“I don’t think . . .” I began.

		Rebecca interrupted. “I already told Jack that anything I eventually write about your mother will get her approval first. I understand that knowing about her psychic abilities, as well as yours, is privileged information and I won’t betray your trust. This is just one of those opportunities that could really make my career.” She regarded me hopefully, and once again I was struck by how familiar she looked—and not just because of her resemblance to Emily.

		“Rebecca’s a bit psychic as well,” Jack added, and I could tell by Rebecca’s expression that she hadn’t wanted Jack to tell me. But when Jack looked back at me it was apparent that he knew how she felt and wanted me to know anyway.

		He continued. “Not to the extent you are, though. She doesn’t see dead people, but she’s scary good at premonitions.”

		Silently, I regarded Rebecca and was curious if she’d known about Emily’s illness and her subsequent death, but had chosen to keep it from Jack. And I couldn’t help but wonder if her reappearance in Jack’s life now had more to do with their past romantic involvement than any interest Rebecca might have in my family.

		Rebecca splayed her fingers on the wood surface of the table—her skin pale, her fingernails polished a shiny petal pink. They, too, seemed familiar. “It’s in my family. My mother, aunt, and grandmother have it, too.”

		“Rebecca’s already started doing research, finding out the names of both family members and close friends to help determine who the person found on the boat might be. Her sources would be a really great asset for you.”

		I sat back in my chair, watching Jack closely and trying to understand why he so desperately wanted Rebecca to help us. Maybe it had something to do with her strong resemblance to the woman he’d loved and lost. “So what have you discovered so far?”

		
			She smiled smugly. “When they brought up the Hunley submarine after one hundred and thirty-six years underwater, there were still skeletal remains as well as viable DNA. They used it to find the crew members’ descendants. It might be possible to determine, at the very least, if the person found on the boat is related to you.”
		

		
			Rebecca raised an eyebrow and I almost told her to stop doing that before I realized how irrational I’d sound. She continued. “The difference here is that the Hunley crew members were covered in silt, which worked toward their preservation. I think in addition to teeth and hair, they found brain matter, too. The body in the trunk wasn’t so well preserved, and with all those years in warm salt water, they’ll be lucky to find enough bones to piece together to figure out a definitive sex and age. It won’t give you a name, but the information could certainly narrow down the list. That’s where I come in.” She paused as if waiting to see if I was going to let her continue or stop her absurd assumption that she could help me. Even General Lee had stopped his licking and was looking at me intently to see what I would do.
		

		Rebecca continued. “I can at least narrow the list by researching birth and death dates and their connection to the Prioleau family. I’ve done so much research on your family that I probably already have the information we need.” She smiled at Jack and I wanted to tell her to stop doing that, too. “I’ll share everything I find with Jack, who might be able to use it in his next book. You never know”—she looked back at me—“what Jack will decide to write about next. And if this mystery is juicy enough, I can imagine it will be a great follow-up to the Vanderhorst story he’s working on now.”

		“Really?” I asked. It was my turn to raise an eyebrow. “And you two have already talked about this?”

		“Not exactly,” Jack said.

		“Yes,” Rebecca said at the same time.

		Jack stood and began pouring coffee into our mugs, and I noticed how many sugars and how much cream he put into Rebecca’s mug without having to ask her. “What I meant to say is that Rebecca mentioned it to me and I’ll certainly keep it in mind.” He carried the three mugs over to the table and put them in front of us. “But I’d never write a word without your permission.”

		I didn’t say anything, stalling for time by blowing on my hot coffee. I wasn’t crazy about the idea of working with an outsider, but adding another person to the mix might make the whole ordeal go faster. This would mean my mother could live in peace in her house without requiring my presence in her life for very long, I wouldn’t have to enter my house in fear that something was waiting for me, and it would keep Jack hanging around for a while longer. Not that I was interested in him romantically, of course. It was just that he knew a lot about furniture placement and could hang a painting straight.

		I took a sip from my mug and savored it for a long moment. “We could certainly give it a trial run,” I conceded. “See how we work together.” I took another sip. “But one last thing . . .”

		Rebecca watched me carefully.

		“If you need to make any mention of my mother’s past penchant for telling fortunes at parties, say that it’s ‘intuition.’ That my mother’s what they call ‘an intuitive.’ ”

		After a short pause she said, “Fine. I can do that.” She drained her  mug, then waited for Jack to pull out her chair before she stood, cradling General Lee like a baby before gently putting him on the floor. Instead of running to me, he sat at her feet, and I thought he might even have sent me a defiant look.

		I stood, too—without assistance—and pointedly looked at Jack, who seemed to be fixated on Rebecca.

		“I’d better go now. Thanks for the coffee,” she said to me before turning to Jack. “And thanks for last night. I had fun. I’ll give you a call later.” She kissed him on the cheek, lingering a little longer than necessary, and I found myself studying the wood grain of the Shaker table.

		After Jack helped her into her coat, she stood still for a moment, her expression thoughtful. “Have you been up to the attic yet in your mother’s house?”

		I shook my head. “It’s not her house yet. We’re working on it. Why?”

		“I think you need to. I believe it’s still filled with Prioleau family things and there’s something up there you need to see. A portrait, maybe.”

		“And you know this—how?”

		Jack leaned on the table. “She has dreams. Sometimes they make sense, and sometimes they don’t.”

		Rebecca nodded. “That’s right. And I saw—something, maybe a painting or photograph, in the attic that I felt in the dream would mean something to you.”

		I studied her doubtfully. “We’ll be doing a few walk-throughs. I’ll make sure there’s access to the attic and go take a look.”

		“Great,” she said before looking at Jack. “I’m afraid I’ll get lost in this big old house. Would you mind walking me out?”

		“Not at all,” we said in unison, and I couldn’t help but smirk at him as we led Rebecca to the front door.

		We had made it as far as the front porch when I realized I had another question for her. “That picture, or whatever it is—the one in the attic. What made you think I’d be interested in seeing it?”

		She narrowed her eyes a little as she regarded me, turning her head to the right as I remembered seeing Emily do, and I wondered who had copied whom. “Because the subject of the portrait looks exactly like you.”

		Something cold brushed the back of my neck, and I twisted to look at Jack. But he was staring at Rebecca as if he, too, had seen a ghost.

		“Good-bye, again,” she said, and she appeared to be lingering as if waiting for Jack to go with her. I picked up General Lee to prevent him from defecting, too.

		“Good-bye,” I said, reaching for the door and swinging it shut before she could say anything else.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 7
		

		I stood in the light of the stained-glass window in the house on Legare Street with my eyes closed, seeing behind my lids only the beautiful window and remembering the way the room had looked when my grandmother lived here. I stayed there for a long time in the silence, knowing that when I opened my eyes again I’d be assaulted with faux animal prints, psychedelic colors, and furniture made from plastic.

		I had been amazed at how quickly the owners had accepted my mother’s offer. We asked to be able to go through the attic before closing to determine if there were any family heirlooms we wanted to keep with the house. When the owner had said it was all old junk and we were welcome to all of it, I knew that we would probably find a treasure trove of antique furniture and priceless art, which was why I was standing now in the house by myself, waiting for my mother and too afraid to venture past the front rooms. I’d thought about waiting on the sidewalk outside, but the temperature had dipped back into the twenties and I disliked being cold even more than I disliked nasty ghosts.

		The sound of a footfall came from the foyer and my eyes flickered open. It was a heavy step, like that made from a boot, and I stilled—waiting. I was soon rewarded with the sound of a second booted foot hitting the stairs, and I turned and walked quickly to the foyer to face the sweeping staircase. I knew who it was before I saw him—the specter of my childhood, my imaginary friend and great protector. My father had told me he was a figment of my imagination, and I think at some point I had come to believe him. But in the small corner of my mind where childish hopes cling like cotton candy, I knew he was real.

		“Hello,” I said into the dust motes that danced like iridescent fairies in the triangle of light from the window over the door. I sensed him rather than saw him, aware of the outline of a tall man leaning against the mahogany banister. I peered at him through the corner of my eye, never directly at him. As a child I’d learned that if I looked directly at him he’d go away, leaving only the trace scent of gunpowder and the lingering thought that maybe my father was right after all.

		“It’s been a long time,” I said, and I felt him smile. Metal clinked against metal, and I pictured his long musket brushing against the large brass buttons of his dark green military jacket. I had the impression of a tricorn hat, large red cuffs on his jacket, and black leather gaiters with shiny buttons marching up the sides. He was back, my protector. Or maybe he’d never left. And I found myself wondering if he ever tired of carrying his musket for over two hundred years.

		He began walking down the stairs toward me, his hand outstretched, and I tilted my head slightly, trying to get a better glimpse of him. I paused and felt the oddest sensation of heat warming my cheeks. Although he hadn’t changed in the intervening years, I obviously had. Whereas he had once been the invisible playmate of a seven-year-old child, I now saw him as a young and very handsome soldier. I’m sure he must always have been handsome, but seeing him now through the eyes of a thirty-nine-year-old woman, I registered his height, the blond hair that curled out from under his hat, the eyes that seemed almost black but were lit with what I could have sworn was a sparkle of amusement. There was a sadness there, too, a sadness I didn’t remember noticing as a child but seemed now to be as much a part of him as the uniform he wore.

		He reached the bottom step and I felt his hand brush my arm, but I wasn’t afraid. I’d never been afraid when he was there. Still feeling the heat in my cheeks, I raised my hand but hesitated when I heard the sound of one car door slamming shut followed by another. In surprise, I turned my head and looked directly at him, realizing my mistake as soon as I saw him fade like the smoke from an extinguished candle.

		The sound of quick footsteps coming up the walkway preceded the front door being thrown open. My mother stood there with her gloved hand on the door handle, her cheeks pink and her eyes a vivid green. They settled on me and she frowned.

		“Why is that man here? You said he’d be working in the garden and that I wouldn’t have any contact with him. And why . . .” She stopped speaking as her eyes widened and her gaze focused on the spot behind me where the soldier had been.

		I turned around and stiffened with surprise. My soldier stood there—in solid form—so clear I could see the beard stubble on his chin and his thick eyelashes. He too seemed surprised, his gaze widening as it settled on me and then moved to my mother. There was recognition in his eyes and in my mother’s as he slowly put a leg forward, swept his hat from his head, and gave her a courtly bow before completely disappearing.

		My questions stilled on my lips as my father filled the doorway behind my mother, his brows knitted together in annoyance. “And good morning to you, too, Ginnette. We can at least be civil to each other, can’t we? Or are you too much of a diva now to be cordial to the father of your only child?”

		“Mellie.” My mother tried to shut the door behind her but my father stepped forward, blocking it from closing. “Would you please explain to your father that he’s supposed to be working outside in the garden and that I have nothing to say to him?”

		Still stunned by the solid presence of the soldier and my mind racing with the possibilities of why he would choose this moment to appear, it took me a few moments to process what my parents were saying.

		Not willing to wait for my reply, Ginnette faced my father. “I think we said everything that needed to be said thirty-three years ago, and I have no desire to revisit one of the most difficult times in my life. So”—she crossed her arms over her chest and tapped a foot, diva-like—“why don’t you go dig a hole in the garden or something so Mellie and I can do what we came here to do?”

		To my surprise, my dad smiled one of the smiles I remembered from my girlhood—before our lives had unraveled—a smile that engaged his eyes along with his mouth and had always been reserved for my mother alone. After she left, it had gone too, and I’d imagined it packed away with the boxes in the attic with the rest of the detritus of their marriage that he no longer cared to revisit.

		“I think you’re more beautiful now than you’ve ever been, Ginny.”

		Caught off guard, my mother struggled to retain her anger. Finally she said, “Nobody calls me that anymore. I prefer Ginnette.”

		He just stood there, smiling. “But I still think of you as the Ginny Prioleau who swept me off my feet and stole my heart. I’m too old now to think of you as anything other than my beautiful Ginny.”

		I tried not to smile, horrified as I was to relive a similar conversation I’d had with Jack when I’d tried to convince him that he wasn’t welcome to call me by the nickname my mother had given me. I was pretty sure that my mother would have as much luck convincing my father as I’d had with Jack.

		
			Her chin quivered and then her cheeks pinkened even more. Could she be blushing? “Don’t flatter me, James. I’m only two months younger than you so we both know how old that makes me.”
		

		Despite her words, she kept peering up at my father through thick eyelashes, and I fought the urge to gag. “Okay, you two. I think I’ve heard enough.” I moved between them and faced my father, my eyes widening to show him my disapproval of his consorting with the enemy. “Dad, why don’t you go outside and look around and jot down some ideas and a few ballpark estimates of the cost involved in implementing your proposed changes.” I grabbed hold of his elbow and led him to the door. “I’ll call you later to discuss.”

		I opened the door and he stepped out. “Thanks, Dad. Later.” He opened his mouth to say something, but I didn’t hear what it was because I’d already closed the door.

		My mother had regained her composure by the time I turned around. She’d taken off her coat and thrown it on one of the beanbag chairs but still wore her gloves. Leading the way to the stairs, I said, “Let’s go up to the attic. Follow me.” She didn’t ask why we were going the long way around since taking the back stairs would be quicker. She didn’t need to.

		We climbed the stairs to the third floor, then walked around the upstairs hall that encircled the stairwell until we made it to the door to the attic stairs. I’d been up here once with my grandmother and remembered it as a place where the unwanted items of a family with pack rat tendencies discarded items long past their usefulness. Sort of like a pasture for old horses but not as scenic.

		Grandmother had gone in for less than a minute to grab a floor fan for my bedroom and then marched me out before I’d had the chance to remove one dust cover but not before I’d heard the cacophony of voices  that always seemed to accompany old things. She’d picked up the fan and then ushered me out before any of the voices recognized me and called me by name.

		I stood for a moment with my hand on the doorknob, focusing on the task at hand and turning my thoughts inward to block out anything I didn’t want to see or hear. I didn’t have to look behind me to know that my mother was doing the same thing. Slowly, I turned the handle and headed up the attic stairs, my mother behind me, her gloved hand sliding up the banister.

		Pale gray light filtered through the oval window on the front of the house, gently illuminating the specters of shrouded furniture and piles of miscellanea. I grabbed what looked like a dismembered chair leg and swatted at the collection of spiderwebs that had gathered in the corners before succumbing to age by sagging into the walkways somebody had once designed by pushing back furniture.

		I lifted the flashlight I’d stashed in my purse and flipped it on to peer into the dark recesses of the attic space. “The current owners aren’t interested in taking anything that’s up here, so if you want it just say the word. Otherwise, they’re going to hire somebody to dispose of it.”

		She nodded, her hands held tightly together in front of her. When I was small, I’d asked her why she always wore gloves and she’d told me it was because she was always cold. It wasn’t until I was much older when I’d touched a hat in a vintage-clothing shop and seen somebody else’s life flash before my eyes that I began to understand. Whereas it only happened on occasion with me, I assumed it must have been often enough to compel my mother to always cover her hands. My father’d had no patience for it, and I remembered him hiding her gloves more than once.

		We both turned slowly, taking in what the flashlight could illuminate. There was a large assortment of garage sale-type junk, but there was also an equal amount of furniture and other smaller items like brass fireplace andirons and a stack of paintings against the far wall under the window. I paused by a cradle—completely intact, with a moth-eaten baby blanket still inside. If one were sentimental about one’s family history and past, such a thing would probably be valuable intrinsically if not financially. I looked away and walked past it, glad I wasn’t one of those misguided people who put the memories of people long gone at the top of their  priority lists. These same people spent an inordinate amount of money on old houses for the sheer desire of spending even more money restoring them. I’m not sure how much of this I still believed in but it didn’t matter; I had inherited my house and therefore was excluded from my own scorn.

		I watched my mother’s face soften as she examined the tangible memories of her family’s history, and I looked away, doubting the sincerity of her sentimentality. I’d been her daughter, after all, but apparently not valuable enough to keep.

		“I’d like to keep all of this. Tell the owners to leave it all intact and I’ll sort through it later.”

		I nodded and turned away, not able to look at her.

		“What’s that over there?” My mother pointed to a large rectangular frame leaning against the wall next to a wooden hat rack where an old fedora, minus its brim, perched precariously on one of the prongs.

		I swung the flashlight to where she pointed but could see only the back of a gilt frame. Walking toward it, I remembered what Rebecca had said to me about there being some sort of portrait in the attic that I needed to see. I paused—feeling suddenly chilled—and I thought I heard somebody whisper my name. “Did you say something?”

		My mother’s eyes met mine and she shook her head almost imperceptibly. “Focus,” she said as we both moved toward the frame.

		“Hold this,” I said and handed her the flashlight. I reached down and put a hand on either side of the frame, then lifted it before turning it around to lean it back against the wall. “Shine the flashlight on it.”

		The circle of light danced over the dark oil paint like a spirit orb. I squinted and stepped closer to get a better look, feeling compelled to see something I didn’t really want to.

		“Dear God.” My mother’s voice sounded tight and constricted and not really hers at all.

		“What is it?” I was still standing too close to see past the glare of the flashlight. I moved back, stepping into a pile of telephone books and knocking them over but I barely noticed. I was too busy staring at the portrait in front of me.

		It was a painting of two young girls, about nine and ten years old. They wore clothing of the late nineteenth century, with high necks and  straight skirts, and black leather ankle boots. Both had their long brown hair pulled back with satiny bows, and matching bangs that highlighted wide hazel eyes. One was slightly taller than the other, making me think they were sisters very close in age. It was only after scrutinizing their faces closely that I was able to make out subtle differences in their features—the height of their brows, the angle of cheekbones, the shape of their chins.

		But it was mostly the light in their eyes, the auras of their personalities that had been captured by the artist that differed the most. The taller girl had a slight smile on her lips that hinted at the held-back laughter of a secret joke. Her eyes were guileless, looking directly out of the painting as if she had nothing to hide.

		The other girl was smiling, too, but not with amusement. It was more like the smile of a person who has done something wrong and gotten away with it. Her eyes glittered with a long-held secret—a secret I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

		But what was even more arresting than the girls’ resemblance to each other was their resemblance to me.

		“Who are they?” I asked my mother, my gaze fixed on the portrait.

		“I have no idea. I’ve never seen this painting before. It must always have been in the attic because to my knowledge it has never hung anywhere downstairs. I just . . .” Her fingertips gingerly pressed against her lips.

		“I know. They look like me. And you, if you look at the hairline of the taller girl; she’s got a widow’s peak just like yours. So they must be ancestors, right?”

		She nodded. “But not your grandmother, she was born in 1900. Maybe her mother. Although I was pretty sure my grandmother was an only child.”

		
			I knelt in front of the portrait, hoping to see it better. Squinting, and wishing I could forget vanity long enough to actually throw my glasses into my purse, I peered closely at the two girls, seeing something new this time, something that seemed to catch the light and nestle into the lacy fabric of the taller girl’s blouse. Leaning closer, I saw a small golden locket in the shape of a heart. Moving forward so that my nose was almost pressed to the canvas, I noticed the letter M engraved in the gold.
		

		
			My mother saw what I was looking at and shifted the flashlight over  to the shorter girl. “She’s wearing one, too.” With a look of reproach, she handed me the flashlight before opening her purse and pulling out a pair of stylish reading glasses. After sliding them on, she bent slightly forward. “This one has an R on it.” She stepped back, her brow furrowed. “That’s really odd,” she said. “My grandmother’s name was Rose, but I’m positive she didn’t have a sister—or any sibling, for that matter. I would say that these girls aren’t members of the family at all except for the uncanny resemblance to you.”
		

		“Uncanny is one way to describe it,” I said, studying the portrait again. My scrutiny moved from the girls to the scene behind them, and again I felt the odd sensation of thinking I should know what I was looking at, but I had no clue. They were standing in the shade of a huge oak tree situated on a rise of land, a large body of water glittering behind them, a stretch of sandy beach just visible in the corner of the portrait. In the distant background, a white antebellum mansion squatted in the center of a row of oaks.

		“Do you recognize the house?” I asked, turning to my mother.

		Her face had paled, and she appeared as gray and transparent as a photo negative in the dim attic light. “No. But the ocean . . .”

		She didn’t say any more because she didn’t have to. I’d been remembering the sunken sailboat, too—and the human remains found on board. And the trail of salt in the kitchen.

		“I know. I thought the same thing. But what’s odd is that . . .”

		I felt my mother quietly watching me.

		I continued. “Yesterday a friend of Jack’s, Rebecca Edgerton, told me she’d had a dream about this attic, and how if I looked I’d find a portrait or picture of some kind of someone who resembles me.”

		“Really?” She cocked an elegant brow. “So this reporter is an acquaintance of Jack’s. How interesting. She keeps leaving me messages, you know.” Her eyes narrowed slightly. “And she’s just a—friend?”

		I frowned, wondering why she’d be more concerned about the relationship between Jack and Rebecca than Rebecca’s psychic abilities. Of course, to us acknowledging psychic abilities would be on par with the excitement generated by the purchase of a new toothbrush in another household.

		“Old friends. They used to date before Rebecca introduced Jack to her friend Emily. What’s so weird is how much Rebecca and Emily resemble each other. And I get the feeling that Jack might be attracted to her because of it.”

		“Ah, yes. Emily, the fiancée. Poor girl. Jack’s mother told me how Emily jilted Jack before the wedding without telling him she was sick.” She shook her head. “But for Jack to find out later, after she’d died. That’s the most tragic part of all.” She fixed me with a piercing gaze. “No wonder he’s attracted to Rebecca now.” She patted my arm. “But don’t worry, Mellie. I’m sure what he’s after from Rebecca is more of a closure with Emily than any other kind of relationship. He never had his chance to say good-bye, and Rebecca’s offering the chance to him now. Like a surrogate of sorts.”

		I pulled away. “I really couldn’t care less, Mother. If you knew me at all, you’d realize that Jack and I are completely wrong for each other. We just don’t have that kind of relationship, if you even want to call it that. It’s more work related than anything and when he finishes his book and doesn’t need to be around my house so much for his research anymore, I doubt I’ll ever see him again.”

		Ignoring her dubious expression, I grabbed the frame with both hands. “If you could open the door for me, I’d like to bring this downstairs to examine it in better light. And I’d like Jack to take a look at it, too. He might recognize the setting.”

		Smiling to herself, my mother took one last look around the attic before heading toward the door. As I walked by with the painting, she said, “Isn’t Jack living with you? You could just bring it home.”

		I set the painting down, my arms tired. “Firstly, he’s not living with me. He’s staying with me temporarily, in a guest room, because he’s under the false impression that I need him for protection. Secondly, this painting doesn’t belong to you yet and removing it from the house would be considered stealing.”

		“I guess you have a point,” she said closing the attic door, then following me down the hall. “But what if the current owners see the painting and decide to keep it?”

		We both looked around at the orange shag carpeting and vinyl pin-wheel mobiles that hung suspended from the hallway ceiling light fixtures. “They won’t,” we said simultaneously and continued toward the front stairs.

		We were halfway down when I remembered something I’d wanted to  ask her. I stopped and faced her, balancing the frame on the step behind me. “Earlier, when you came in, you saw the soldier, too, didn’t you?”

		I watched her hesitate as something flickered behind her eyes, like a ghost flitting across the room. “Yes,” she admitted as she resumed her descent, moving in front of me so I couldn’t see her face or read her eyes, and I knew she’d done it on purpose. “I saw him.”

		I followed her into the foyer, resting the painting against the newel post. “I remember him from when Grandmother lived here.”

		“Yes. I know.” She made a fuss of putting on her coat and buttoning it with her gloved fingers. “He was here when I was a girl, too.”

		I looked at her with surprise. “You never told me.” A flash of anger seared through me as it occurred to me that there was so much more we didn’t know about each other. And all because she simply hadn’t bothered to be there.

		“No. I didn’t,” she said, her voice soft. She lifted her hand to touch my arm but withdrew it, knowing I’d jerk away again. “I suppose there are many things I never told you, and I’m sorry. But maybe . . .” She gave me a tentative smile. “Maybe we’ll have a chance now that I’m back to talk about things. To get to know each other better.”

		My phone rang, which stopped me from telling her that she had long ago missed her chance at sharing any part of my life. She was simply too late. I felt the prick of tears behind my eyes, and I turned my back on her to answer the phone, ashamed to let her see me cry.

		“I have to get this,” I said, flipping open my phone.

		She waited for a moment and when I didn’t turn around, she said, “I’ll go now. Let me know the details on the closing.”

		I nodded and waited for the sound of the door latching behind me, realizing too late that I hadn’t thought to ask her why the soldier had appeared so solid to me for the first time, and why I thought it might have had something to do with my mother’s arrival.

		I closed my phone without checking to see who it was and let my gaze return to the portrait—and found myself staring back at two sets of hazel eyes that were so remarkably similar to each other’s and to mine, the subtle differences in shading now apparent in the brighter light. I stepped closer, my own eyes widening as I realized that the taller girl’s eyes were slightly tilted up at the corners, a near mirror image of my own.

		A small sound began in the eaves of the old house, racing through the plaster and lumber of the ancient frame, the sound a tiny wail at first and then erupting into a baby’s helpless cries. I’d heard it before as a young girl, but until I’d spoken with Rebecca, its origins had been as elusive to me as those of my soldier.

		I swallowed thickly and turned to the door, recalling one more thing I hadn’t known about my mother, then let myself out.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 8
		

		I returned home from the closing on the Legare Street property completely exhausted. The paperwork had been straightforward—I prided myself on having everything organized and laid out so that there was no wasted time—but the personal vibes in the room were both intrusive and uncomfortable. Everyone at the table—except for me—seemed to think a daughter acting as her mother’s Realtor was cute and indicated a close bond. Smiling through clenched teeth for an hour turned out to be more exhausting than running a marathon.

		I dropped everything in the foyer, not having the energy to bring my stuff all the way inside, then kicked off my shoes, scattering them across the marble tiled floor. “Hello,” I called, hearing voices from another part of the house.

		“Yo, Melanie! We’re in here.”

		I grinned at hearing Chad Arasi’s voice and followed the sound to the dining room. He was the male equivalent of Sophie’s bohemian persona, right down to the braid he wore at the back of his head and the environmentally savvy bicycle he used for transportation to and from his job as a professor of music at the College of Charleston. He used words like “dude” and “awesome” and didn’t seem to mind Sophie’s fashion choices, which was one of the main reasons why I’d been pushing them together since Chad had first moved to Charleston from California and hired me as his Realtor earlier that year.

		He now lived with Sophie—platonically—because according to Sophie their zodiac signs would be incompatible in a romantic relationship. That’s what she said anyway, but I was pretty sure it had more to do  with her independent nature—and her unwillingness to view a romantic relationship as anything but a power struggle. Staring at Sophie and Chad—now in matching Birkenstock sandals and having a lively conversation about the merits of Federal versus Georgian architectural styles—I made a note to redouble my efforts to get them together.

		They were standing in the large doorway between the living and dining rooms with the warped pocket doors that had been removed now lying supine on two separate workbenches that had been assembled in the emptied dining room.

		“It’s the Melster,” Chad said, approaching before kissing me on both cheeks. “We were wondering if you’d be bruised and bloodied after the closing.” He made a big show of checking me out for injuries. “And seeing you whole makes us wonder if your mother’s okay.”

		I smirked. “Very funny. It was pretty—intense. But it’s over. And hopefully, after we get her house ‘cleansed,’ I shouldn’t have to run into her at all.” I ignored their shared glance and moved to where the doors lay patiently waiting. “How’s it going?”

		Chad shook his head. “Too early to tell, really. I’m going to try to find some matching hardwood to make a wedge for both doors to see if that’ll work. Maybe shim the bottoms, too. The tracks and all the hardware need to be replaced, which isn’t going to be cheap.” He smiled brightly. “But Sophie and I agree that it’ll look beautiful when we’re all done.”

		I examined the offending doors for a moment. “Or maybe we could just close up the opening and forget it was ever here.”

		Both Sophie and Chad looked at me with identical expressions of horror and it was hard not to laugh. “Fine, fine. Do what needs to be done.” I sighed. The discovery in the house of a hidden cache of diamonds had certainly helped finance the restoration, but sometimes I began to believe that the entire contents of Fort Knox wouldn’t be sufficient to fund the job. I envisioned myself working at selling houses well into my nineties just to support myself and this house. I occasionally even had the odd thought that I actually enjoyed restoring the house, but usually only before I received one of the receipts Sophie gave me for materials or labor from the horde of workmen she commissioned for various jobs. Then my thoughts tended to stray more to a flaming match and some kind of accelerant.

		I looked around, realizing I hadn’t heard the dog barking when I came in. “Where’s General Lee?”

		Sophie watched my face carefully. “Jack and Rebecca took him for a walk.”

		“Who?” I wasn’t sure if I was more surprised by the fact that Rebecca was walking my dog or that Chad and Sophie would be on a first-name basis with her already.

		Chad explained. “The little guy has been locked up in the kitchen all afternoon because Sophie’s been here and I guess they felt he could use the exercise.”

		
			“They?” I said, still not able to wrap my mind around the fact that Jack and Rebecca might be out walking my dog.
		

		Chad tightened his braid. “Well, it was just Jack at first but when he went to leave, Rebecca came, so she went with him.”

		I nodded, slightly mollified. “What else is going on?” I asked hesitantly, afraid of Sophie’s answer. Her answers always managed to cost me at least a thousand dollars and as many hours in sweat equity.

		Again I noticed an exchange of glances. Sophie smiled her brightest smile, the one that reminded me of a nurse’s right after she tells you it won’t hurt a bit but before she jabs the large needle into your arm.

		“It’s time to talk about redoing the floors. I know I mentioned to you that we could do it room by room to cause you the least amount of inconvenience. But after thinking about it and discussing it with Chad, we realized that doing it that way would probably take two to three times longer and it would be best to just do them all at once.”

		I looked at them both, waiting for the big needle jab. “Okay. That sounds fine. Just let me know when and I’ll take a couple of days off from work to help.”

		Again, the shared glance and I inadvertently flinched, knowing that the needle was poised and ready.

		Chad intervened. “That’s totally cool that you can help. Soph here wants everything done by hand so it will take as many people as we can get. But it’s, um, going to take more than a couple of days.”

		“Like three or four?” I suggested helpfully.

		“Um, not exactly. We’re thinking maybe closer to a month. Or more. It’s a big job. We’ll have to remove all the existing furniture that’s not already in storage because of the mess from the sanding. And then there’ll be a couple of coats of stain on top of that and then the wax. The smell can be pretty noxious. . . .” His voice trailed off.

		I’d stopped listening after hearing the word “month.” “You’re saying I need to move out of my house for an entire month, or maybe more.”

		They both nodded, uncannily resembling matching bobbleheads. “Bingo,” they said in unison. Looking at each other, they both said, “Jinx!” and started to laugh.

		I was spared from throwing up by the voice behind me. “You can stay with me.”

		Recognizing Jack’s voice, I turned around to see him and Rebecca, with General Lee in her arms. I noticed how he didn’t squirm to be released when he saw me.

		“Don’t be ridiculous, Jack. I’ll be moving into my house in a week or so. Since I need Melanie’s help with some of the renovations, it would make sense for her to just move into her old room.”

		I hadn’t noticed my mother at first; she must have come in right after Jack and Rebecca but early enough to hear Jack’s offer.

		“I don’t . . .” I started.

		Sophie practically leapt with enthusiasm. “That’s a great idea! That way you’ll be on hand to assist me and your mother with all the—work that needs to be done on the house.”

		I knew her pause before the word “work” was intentional, and I appreciated her caution in front of Rebecca. I frowned, knowing that what she said made sense. But I was more than leery about moving into that house—and not just because my mother would be living there, too.

		“I really don’t think . . .” Again I was interrupted, but this time it was by Jack.

		“She’s right. It makes perfect sense. You’d be close enough to home to check on the progress here, plus you’d be on-site to help your mother with all the, um, work on her house.”

		Appalled, I searched for my voice and any words strong enough to dissuade the mob. “I don’t want to impose on my mother. A hotel would be fine. Really.”

		I felt four sets of accusatory eyes on me. Five, if you included General Lee.

		“You wouldn’t be imposing, Mellie. You’d be helping me.” My mother schooled her face into an appropriately groveling yet not-too-pathetic expression. “I’m not as young as I used to be, you know, and moving all of my belongings from a different state plus all the upheaval of a renovation just might do me in. And,” she added with a note of triumph, “it would give us time to plan your fortieth-birthday party.”

		Rebecca’s eyes widened. “I had no idea you were that old.” Her long lashes fluttered as her cheeks reddened. “I’m sorry. That’s not what I meant. I meant you don’t look that old.” She closed her eyes, her face reddening further, but she remained silent, unwilling or unable to dig a deeper hole.

		
			Seeing a chance to change the subject, I said, “Mother, I don’t believe you’ve met Rebecca Edgerton. She’s writing a story about you for the Post & Courier. Rebecca, this is my mother, Ginnette Prioleau.”
		

		My mother held out her gloved hand, her brow raised in true diva fashion. “Oh, yes. I believe we spoke briefly once. And you’ve left several messages for me since. How nice to meet you in person.” She didn’t apologize for not returning the messages.

		“Likewise,” said Rebecca, gingerly taking the proffered hand and looking miserable, considering she’d somehow orchestrated meeting her prey in person.

		My mother turned back to me. “Melanie may be turning forty, but she just keeps getting more and more beautiful each year, doesn’t she, Jack?” She beamed at Jack.

		“Just like the finish on an antique piece of furniture,” he said, grinning. “More lovely, and with a little bit of shine.”

		I scowled at him, not liking being compared to an armoire, and faced my mother. If the comment had come from anybody else besides my mother, I would have hugged her for it. Instead I looked away, but felt all eyes staring at me—waiting for an answer—and I began to feel like someone who’d just told a little kid the truth about Santa Claus.

		Jack’s arm went around my shoulder and he bent close to my ear, his breath racing like little pinpricks up my bare neck. “Come on, Mellie. It’s just for a short time. And I’ll be there to rescue you if you need me.”

		My gaze traveled from my mother to Jack and then back again. Mrs. Trenholm had once told me she thought Jack could charm the blue out  of the sky. I wasn’t sure if she’d been complimenting her son or warning me. Either way, I believed she was right. Jack Trenholm had an alarming way of getting me to do things I didn’t want to do.

		I let out a slow breath through clenched teeth. “Fine,” I said. “Whatever. I guess I can survive anything for a month.”

		Sophie shifted uncomfortably in her Birkenstocks and exchanged a surreptitious glance with Chad. “Um, a month is only a guesstimate. There’s always the possibility it could take longer. For instance, if it rains a lot the high humidity will delay the drying of the floors between layers of stain and sealant. That’s totally out of our control, of course, but it could add to the total time.”

		“You can stay as long as you need, Mellie. My house is always open to you.” My mother smiled gently and I looked away.

		I had a sudden vision of me in a barrel heading toward a large waterfall, and there was nothing I could do about it.

		I was spared a response by a small squeak from General Lee, and then he came racing in to me from the foyer. I picked him up, checking his small body to make sure he was intact, then walked out of the room toward the foyer where Rebecca had wandered while I’d been strong-armed into moving in with my mother.

		She was staring at the portrait of the two girls. I’d brought it to my house for temporary safekeeping while the previous occupants of the Legare Street house moved their belongings. It was leaning against the recently replastered wall of the foyer, and more than once I’d wanted to face it toward the wall to avoid the following gaze of the painting’s subjects.

		Rebecca looked up as we approached. “Sorry. I must have squeezed him too tightly. It’s just . . .” She indicated the painting. “It’s—it’s just like what I remembered from my dream.”

		“What is it?” Jack walked closer and put a hand on her arm, and I was annoyed at myself for letting that little bit of contact between them bother me.

		Keeping the dog in my arms as a sort of screen between me and the painting, I stepped closer and turned to Jack. “I didn’t have a chance to show you what my mother and I found in the attic in the Legare Street house. We don’t know who the girls are, but the setting seems familiar and I wanted to see if you recognized either the subjects or the setting.”

		He shook his head slowly, studying the painting closely. “I definitely see a family resemblance. But then again . . .” He looked up at me and narrowed his eyes and was silent for a moment. “I’m not so sure.”

		“Look,” said Rebecca, pointing to the hidden locket on the taller girl’s chest. Her index finger shook and she quickly folded it into her fist as if she didn’t want anybody to see.

		“They each have one,” I said, regarding her closely. “Do you see anything you recognize? Maybe the house?”

		It took her a moment to answer. “No. Not at all. It’s just that it’s so—striking.” She squatted to get a better look just as I’d done before, but I doubted it was because her eyesight was deteriorating with age. I guessed that she was about five years younger than I was, and I couldn’t help but look down at her hair part to see if she had any grays yet. She didn’t.

		Jack held up his cell phone and snapped a picture. “I’m going to show this to Yvonne Craig at the historical society. I don’t recognize anything in this painting but she might.”

		I remembered meeting Yvonne when Jack and I had been researching part of my Tradd Street house’s past. I’ll admit to being a little jealous of her because of the fondness in Jack’s voice whenever he said her name and the inordinate amount of time he seemed to spend with her. It wasn’t until I’d met her—complete with support hose and walker—that I realized Jack had been leading me on purposely and that Ms. Craig was old enough to be his grandmother.

		“Can I go with you?” Rebecca asked, her blue eyes wide.

		I’d just been about to ask the same thing but remained silent now. Tagging along with them as a third wheel was about as appealing to me as spending a month living with my mother.

		Jack put his phone back into his pocket and glanced at me. I was already preparing a gentle way to decline his offer to accompany them when he said, “You should probably stay here and start packing up your things to take to your mother’s. I’ll be happy to help you cart it all over when you’re ready.”

		I felt like a balloon that had lost all of its air and then been run over by a truck. Twice. I forced a smile. “I was just about to say the same thing.”

		Chad and Sophie excused themselves and returned to contemplating  the pocket doors as I herded the rest of the group to the front door. “Call me if you find out anything,” I said to Jack.

		Rebecca handed my mother her business card and after a brief pause my mother accepted it. “Just in case you accidentally deleted my messages on your answering machine,” Rebecca said, her eyes not giving anything away. “I’d like to set up a time to interview you.”

		Ginnette gave an elegant shrug. “I’m afraid that won’t be possible anytime soon. I have to fly back to New York to supervise the listing of my apartment and then pack up everything. I’ll be sure to call you when everything has settled.”

		Rebecca’s expression grew cool. “I understand. I’ll call from time to time just to check your availability.”

		“Yes, certainly,” my mother replied, and it was hard for me not to lift my palms in the air to double high-five her.

		Jack and Rebecca left while my mother lingered inside the door.

		“I’m not so sure about that Rebecca,” she said after they were out of earshot.

		“Mother, I really don’t care about her and Jack. He’s completely free to pursue whomever he wants.”

		She glanced over to the portrait again. “I wasn’t really referring to her and Jack, but I suppose the warning would bode well there, too.” She gave me a pointed glance. “I was referring to her interest in our family. She reminds me of a vulture hovering over a foundering ship.”

		“I think she’s harmless. She can dredge up whatever she wants because it has no bearing on me. I have nothing to hide.”

		Her eyebrow crept up. “Don’t you?”

		The way she said it, full of resonance and innuendo, I could understand her success on a stage. I faced her fully. “What are you holding back? What is it that you don’t want me to know? Do you know something about my past or our family—like whoever that might be they found on the sailboat—that Rebecca could find out? Because if you do, let me know now so I’m prepared.”

		She shook her head slowly but her eyes never left my face. “I know only as much as you do. Truly. I suppose we’ll just have to muddle through and figure this out together.”

		She looked so convincing, and I might have been convinced if I didn’t remind myself of what a brilliant actor she was. What most people don’t realize about opera singers is that not only do they have to have a good voice, but they also need to know how to act—if only to translate into actions whatever they happen to be singing in Italian or German or whatever. I wasn’t a fan of opera for obvious reasons, but I knew enough about it to be wary when my mother looked me in the eye and denied something.

		I remembered the baby’s crying from the day before echoing in the empty rooms of the old house and knew there’d been at least one thing she’d kept from me. “Rebecca told me about your miscarriage. I would have thought you’d have mentioned it. I don’t want to be taken unawares again.”

		She lifted her chin but didn’t say anything right away. Finally, she said, “There was no opportunity to tell you. You were too young to understand when it happened and I didn’t want to upset you.”

		I felt the rush of hurt and disappointment like spilled milk and broken glass; both were irretrievably gone and much too late to cry over. “Hurt me? And leaving me without as much as a reason why or a good-bye was much less hurtful?”

		She looked at me for a long time, and I found I was holding my breath, hoping she would finally tell me what I wanted to hear. Instead, she turned away and breezed through the open door, her fur coat close enough to tickle my nose. She paused but kept her back to me. “We will have to do this together, you know. Even with the help of others, it will come down to just the two of us.” She pulled her collar close to her neck. “I’ll be gone about a week or so. You can move into my house at any time but I suspect you’ll want to wait until I return.”

		I remained silent as she walked down the steps. She turned her head slightly and looked back at me. “Good-bye,” she said.

		I didn’t answer, knowing that her one word was thirty-three years too late.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 9
		

		I was staring at the computer screen in my office, checking new listings and making notes, when Nancy Flaherty buzzed me on my intercom.

		“You have a visitor, Melanie.”

		I could tell she was smiling and her consonants had gone soft as if they’d fallen out of slack lips onto a pillow. Sighing, I pressed the button to respond. “Jack doesn’t have an appointment so he’s going to have to wait. Tell him to cool his heels for a while and I’ll be out as soon as I’m done here.”

		“I didn’t think I needed an appointment, Mellie, since the two of us are practically living together.”

		I jerked out of my seat at the sound of Jack’s voice in the doorway, flinging my glasses across the room at the same time. Struggling to regain my composure, I said, “You startled me.”

		With his trademark grin, he sauntered across the office and retrieved my glasses. “I noticed.” Returning the glasses to me, he said, “I believe these are yours.”

		I stared at them as if I’d never seen them before and as if they hadn’t been perched on my nose merely seconds before. “Yes. I believe they are.” I took them from his outstretched hand and tossed them into my drawer. “They’re more of a fashion statement than anything, really. Somebody told me they made me look more professional.”

		He looked at me with that annoying smirk that was at the same time achingly familiar. “You’re a beautiful woman, Mellie. With or without the glasses.”

		His words had an opposite effect than the one he’d intended. I sat down in my chair, deflated. “What do you want, Jack?”

		He sat down across from my desk and stretched out his long legs. “What makes you think I want something?”

		“Because you’re always nice to me right before you ask me for something.”

		He looked hurt. “I’m always nice to you.”

		Technically, that was true. But his being nice always led me to do something I didn’t want to be doing. “Spit it out, Jack. The earlier I tell you ‘no’ the earlier you’ll leave so I can get back to work.”

		“Fine, then. I wanted to know if you’d like to take a road trip today.”

		“Today?” I looked down anxiously at my desk with my neat to-do list and the stack of pink phone messages I still had to return.

		“Yes, today. Right now, actually. It’s still early enough that if we left now, I could have you back by your nine o’clock bedtime.”

		I wasn’t sure if it was the mention of my bedtime that made his eyes sparkle or the prospect of taking a road trip. Remembering his easy dismissal of me the previous day when he took Rebecca to visit Yvonne at the historical archives, my mind started preparing my refusal when my mouth asked, “Where to?”

		“Ulmer.”

		“Ulmer?” The name wasn’t familiar. “Ulmer as in your long-lost uncle Ulmer?”

		He smirked, unveiling a dimple that had a completely unwarranted and unwanted effect on my blood pressure. “No. I meant Ulmer as in Ulmer, South Carolina. Or right outside it, anyway. It’s about a two-hour drive from Charleston on State Route 321.”

		I frowned, remembering past road trips I’d made with USC college friends to their parents’ old family hunting lodges or restored farmhouses. They were second homes and used for family gatherings and holidays where friends with nowhere else to go were always welcomed and sometimes pitied.

		“Isn’t 321 the road that cuts through a bunch of swamps where the only signs of human habitation are billboards that advertise deer corn and bait worms?”

		“The very one.”

		“Then why do we want to go there?” I realized too late that I’d used the word “we” instead of “you” and that I was already hooked—ready to be reeled in and thrown on deck.

		A smug smile crossed his face. “To go see a two-hundred-year-old plantation that has old family portraits still hanging on the wall that I thought we should look at.”

		My computer screen flipped to the screen saver—a rolling marquee that read: WASTED TIME IS LOST SALES!—which reminded me how long I’d been idle. Irritated, I asked, “Why would I want to go see somebody else’s old family portraits? And do they really expect any tourists that far out in the middle of nowhere?”

		“Actually, it’s not open to the public. It’s a private home and still owned by the family that purchased the house back in the 1930s from the descendants of the builder. And I’m suggesting going there because when I showed Yvonne the picture of the portrait of the two girls you found in your mother’s attic, she said I needed to go there.”

		Intrigued, I sat up. “Why?”

		“Well, she didn’t have a picture of it anywhere in the archives, but she’s been inside the house several times to catalog its contents and remembers the portrait. It’s of a young girl—and she’s wearing a necklace that Yvonne thinks is very similar to the one worn by the girls in your painting.”

		“How similar?” I asked slowly.

		“Similar enough to think it would be worthwhile to drop everything and take a road trip to the nether regions of South Carolina.”

		I looked down at my desk again and all of the work I still had waiting for me, the marquee’s scroll sliding past the screen with an accusatory glare. “I’m not sure if I . . .”

		“Mellie?”

		My eyes met his and I noticed how the dark blue sweater under his leather jacket matched his eyes. “Yes?” I said hesitantly.

		“Have you ever played hooky before?”

		I shook my head.

		Jack sighed. “I didn’t think so. I’m going to go get your coat while you clean up here, and I’ll meet you out front.”

		He left before I could argue, or maybe I waited too long to argue.  Whatever was the case, I didn’t feel right letting him wait up front all day so I dutifully cleaned up my desk, switched off my computer, and left my office, coming back once to retrieve my glasses and toss them into my purse.

		We took Jack’s Porsche because he said it would get us there faster. I only agreed after he assured me it had the requisite airbags and ABS. After denying my request to stop at a fast-food restaurant to get fries and a shake to eat in the car—although he promised we’d stop someplace on the way as long as I didn’t actually bring any food into the car—we headed west on Interstate 26.

		I refrained from looking at the speedometer and commenting on how fast he was going in exchange for being in control of the radio. I found an oldies station that was playing an hour of ABBA and leaned back into my leather seat thinking that life couldn’t get much better.

		We chatted during the commercial breaks about his parents and the restoration of my house and the progress on his current manuscript that involved him spending so much time in my attic going through the previous owner’s papers. He skillfully skirted any mention of my mother and I was thankful for that until I began to question his motives for being so nice to me. I was about to ask him out loud when his cell phone rang.

		He hit a button on his dash to answer it and I heard the caller’s voice broadcast into the car. “Hi, Jackie. Where are you? I’m sitting outside your condo with a bag of ribs from Sticky Fingers and a bottle of wine.”

		I recognized Rebecca’s voice and turned to look out my side window as he picked up his Bluetooth and put it to his ear so I could only hear his side of the conversation.

		“I’m actually on the way to Ulmer right now. I wanted to see that painting Yvonne told us about for myself. I’ll be home by nine.”

		I noticed how he’d omitted mentioning that he wasn’t alone. I closed my eyes and listened to the lyrics of “Waterloo” while pretending to block out Jack’s half of the conversation.

		“I’m disappointed, too,” he was saying quietly but not quietly enough that I couldn’t still hear him over the purr of the car’s engine. “Can I take a rain check for tomorrow? Great. I’ll see you then.” He took his Bluetooth off his ear and tossed it into the console.

		I felt him looking at me, and I was beginning to think he assumed I  was sleeping when he said, “Sorry about that. It was Rebecca. She was wondering where I was,” he added unnecessarily.

		I nodded sleepily. “I know.” I was silent for a moment. “I still can’t get over how much she looks like Emily.”

		Jack continued to stare at the road in front of us. “Others have mentioned that before but I don’t think I’d really ever noticed it.”

		
			I felt a perverse need to press on despite Jack’s obvious desire not to. “They’re practically twins. As a matter of fact, when I first met Rebecca, I thought it was Emily and that she’d come back.”
		

		He turned to consider me before concentrating on his driving again. “Emily’s definitely gone. I feel it.”

		I didn’t have any doubts either but I let Jack contemplate the knowledge alone. Still, Rebecca’s intrusion into my life wouldn’t allow me to drop the subject completely. “I can’t help but wonder if your attraction to Rebecca could be because she does look so much like Emily. Like she’s playing a role for you, to give you the chance to say good-bye to Emily that you didn’t have before.”

		“That’s ridiculous. Don’t you think I can tell the difference between two different women? And what makes you think I’m attracted to her? We’re just old friends, getting reacquainted with each other.”

		
			I snorted. “You’re male. She’s blond. And she’s definitely interested, Jackie. Need I say more?”
		

		“Do I detect a hint of jealousy, Mellie?”

		Before I could deny it, he swerved off the highway onto a little dirt side road that had a sign that read: SWEET POTATOES—$5 GALLON BUCKET. A field of high sandy rows were dotted with the orange skin of the potatoes, glowing like meteors in the winter sunlight.

		I grabbed on to the door handle to keep myself from falling into the driver’s seat if only because Jack would have enjoyed that too much. “What are you doing?”

		“Don’t you like sweet potatoes?”

		I frowned at him. “I’m from the South. It’s illegal to be a Southerner and not like sweet potatoes.”

		He grinned the grin that always had the unfortunate response of raising my internal temperature several degrees. “Is it? I didn’t know. It’s a good thing I love them, then. And I make a mean sweet potato bread.”

		He pulled sharply into a dirt clearing where an elderly woman sat in her pickup truck, buckets piled with potatoes as large as suckling pigs in the truck bed.

		I turned back to Jack. “You make bread? From scratch?”

		Putting the car in park, he took the key from the ignition. “Somebody gave us a bread maker as a wedding gift and told me to keep it even when it became apparent there would be no wedding. What else was I going to do with it?”

		I thought of several things including returning it to the store, but I remained silent as I watched him exit the car. His words had been flippant, but I’d sensed the thin veil of grief that still hovered over him like a sigh. How long did it take a person to get over a broken heart? And what happened if you never did?

		It didn’t take very long for the woman in the truck to begin batting her eyelashes at Jack as he spoke, his arm draped on the door surround as he leaned toward her. Eventually, he slid out his wallet and handed her a five before lifting a bucket from the truck. He came to my side of the car and paused, staring in at me.

		I opened my door. “Do you need something?”

		Jack eyed his minuscule trunk and nonexistent backseat. “Yeah. A place to put these.”

		I followed his gaze to the floor in front of me. “Please don’t tell me you want me to stick the bucket between my legs for the rest of the trip.” I sighed, recognizing the inevitability of the situation but not willing to give in too easily.

		“I’ll make you a loaf of sweet potato bread,” he offered helpfully.

		“Deal,” I said, hoisting the bucket and situating it between my feet on the floor of the car. “If the tires start to deflate, we can throw them out the window one by one like ballast.”

		Jack slid behind the wheel. “Don’t you dare. I’ve got just enough to make a few loaves of bread and a pie for Rebecca. She loves sweet potato pie.”

		I looked down at the offending spuds, no longer seeing them as just an inconvenience but more as an affront. Maybe if we stopped to look at the scenery they could be accidentally left behind.

		“So, how long did you date Rebecca?” The question was out of my mouth before I could call it back.

		He seemed amused. “Long enough to know that she likes sweet potato pie.”

		Chagrined, I sat back in my seat. “But not long enough not to have your head turned when somebody new appeared on the scene.”

		He knew I was talking about Emily, but he didn’t take the bait and instead raised the volume on the radio. “I know this will be hard for you, but try not to bruise the potatoes by clenching your legs so tightly together.”

		“That’s not funny,” I said as he sped off with a wave to the woman in the truck.

		“It wasn’t meant to be. I was simply concerned about the potatoes.”

		“Sure you were,” I said as I turned away and watched as the sun dipped behind darkening clouds and the first splat of rain hit the windshield.

		

		
			[image: ornament]
		

		Mimosa Hall was little more than a large farmhouse with a covered porch and white clapboard siding that seemed to glow in the gray of the pouring rain.

		“What time was our appointment?” I asked as Jack pulled into a gravel drive and shut off the ignition.

		“What appointment?”

		“To see the house, obviously. Please don’t tell me that we just drove two hours to get here and we might not even be able to get in the house.”

		“Where’s your sense of adventure?” he asked, watching the rain drum against the windshield and judging the distance between the car and the house.

		“It’s not adventure I hate, it’s wasting my time.” I tried to hoist the bucket of potatoes to free my legs but couldn’t position myself to do it.

		“Allow me,” said Jack, and he leaned forward to lift it, apparently taking his time and readjusting his grip several times before finally succeeding in dislodging it from its prison between my legs and balancing it on the console. “I’m going to race to the door and knock on it. If everything’s fine, I’ll motion for you to follow.” He handed me the bucket. “Stick this on the seat when I leave.”

		I kept my ideas of where I’d like to stick it quiet and watched as he ran up to the door. It was painted black and large gaslight lanterns on either side of the door were lit, piercing the gloom. I watched as Jack knocked twice and then waited before the door slowly opened and an older man, with a stocky build, ruddy complexion, and wearing a hunter’s flannel shirt, peered out at Jack through thick glasses.

		They spoke for a moment and instead of Jack motioning for me to come, he followed the man inside, closing the door behind them. Annoyed beyond belief, I wrapped my coat around me, then threw open the car door and began running to the porch. Unfortunately, my legs were more cramped from holding the bucket in place than I had thought and my motor coordination—never very good at the best of times—failed me completely and I tripped, landing in a deep puddle that seemed to have been recently carved by a large truck wheel. My shins, what was left of them, stung in the icy water. I blinked heavily, my eyes tingling with pain, as more icy rivulets wound their way inside my coat, soaking my dress through to my skin.

		The rain seemed to stop suddenly, but I could still hear it thumping against something hard. I opened my eyes to find Jack standing over me with a blue-and-white-striped golf umbrella, waterfalls of water spilling around the edges like a jester’s hat.

		“What are you doing?” he asked calmly.

		I was still on my hands and knees. I looked up in annoyance. “I’m studying the effects of raindrops on puddles.” I lifted a hand and he hauled me to a standing position. “You were supposed to motion for me to follow you.”

		He squinted at my drowned-rat appearance. “I thought borrowing an umbrella and coming to get you would be a better idea.”

		My teeth were chattering now and all I could do was nod. With one arm around my shoulders and the other holding the umbrella, he steered me toward the house. “I’m sure Mr. McGowan will give you a towel. Or two,” he added after giving me a second glance.

		
			The older man, presumably Mr. McGowan, held the front door open for us. Jack tossed the umbrella onto the porch floor and ushered me inside. I stood on a braided wool rug, shivering as Jack made the introductions, but I wasn’t really listening. I was trying to hear past the sound  of water dripping off me and onto the wood floors. It was just a whisper, unintelligible, but with a certain urgency I recognized. I closed my eyes to hear better and a shudder tripped through me as the voice crept closer and whispered in my ear. Melanie.

		My eyes flew open to find Jack and Mr. McGowan staring at me expectantly. The top of an old sea captain’s chest that was used as a bench in the foyer was opened, revealing stacks of neatly folded blankets and towels. “Yes, thank you,” I said, hoping I’d guessed correctly at the question. Jack poked me in the back. “Nice to meet you,” I added hastily.

		Mr. McGowan ambled to the chest and pulled out a large beach towel. “We always keep these handy for the grandkids. They love to go playing in the creek out back.” He pronounced it “crick” and I tried to smile, but it stopped midway when I became aware of the sudden and pungent odor of rotting fish.

		I tried to tell Jack as he helped me out of my sodden coat and placed the towel around my shoulders, but my teeth were clenched too tightly together to keep from chattering—and not all of it because of the cold.

		
			I slipped out of my waterlogged and now completely ruined pumps and was led into a warm living area furnished with antique farmhouse furniture in yellowed pine and scuffed oak. Soft checkered rugs anchored the comfortable sitting area that surrounded a crackling fireplace. I would have felt more relaxed if I didn’t feel someone watching me from behind, close enough that I could feel the cold breath on my neck. I am stronger than you, I whispered to myself, and Jack looked at me oddly.
		

		Jack turned to our host. “It’s very nice of you to let us in to see the painting, Mr. McGowan. We don’t mean to put you out.”

		Mr. McGowan waved his hand dismissively. “I love getting visitors. With my wife gone to visit her sister in Atlanta, I was feeling lonely.” He winked. “Plus I hate drinking alone.” He opened an armoire on the far side of the room, with shelves of glasses and bottles crammed inside. “I converted this myself to give me a little ‘man space.’ ” He winked again, but this time it was directed at Jack. He held up a bottle of brandy. “It’s a little early, but I figure the lady here could use a bit to warm up.”

		“Not for me, thanks. I’m driving,” said Jack. “But I’m sure Mellie would like some. She’s shaking like a mouse at a cat convention.”

		I scowled at him before turning to Mr. McGowan. Forcing my mouth  open, I said, “I don’t drink hard liquor, but thank you.” I felt a little sanctimonious saying that, knowing that although I was the daughter of an alcoholic, Jack had been in the trenches himself.

		Mr. McGowan pulled two glasses from the cabinet and began pouring. “This is the best thing for you when you’re as cold as you appear to be. Trust me. Just a few sips and you’ll feel as if you’re sunbathing on a beach.”

		I was cold inside my bones, and my extremities were gradually growing numb. With an encouraging nod from Jack, I said, “All right. Just a little, please.”

		He poured a generous portion into two double old-fashioned glasses and handed one to me. “Thank you,” I said, trying to hold the glass steady so its contents wouldn’t slosh up over the sides. I took a healthy sip, nearly gagging as the heat trickled down my throat and filled my nose with steam. I coughed, my eyes watering, but it did the trick. Immediately, I felt my core begin to thaw and greedily took another sip to hurry along the process. I couldn’t fight the presence that seemed to be hovering over me if I was frozen solid.

		“Can we see the painting?” I asked, moving forward, and somehow missed a step. It wasn’t as if I couldn’t see where to put my foot on the floor; it was more like the floor wasn’t staying where it should be.

		Mr. McGowan topped off my glass before leading us into the dining room. The smell of rotten fish was stronger in there, and I took another deep sip of my brandy to fortify myself. I was already feeling warmer and more confident, and only a little bit shaky on my feet. I looked up at Jack to see if he’d noticed anything, but he was focused on the painting between the two front windows.

		
			This portrait, while obviously painted by a different artist than the portrait of the two girls, was eerily similar. The subject of the painting, another young girl who appeared to be a little older than the girls in the first painting, was staring out of the canvas. She was long and lean and standing by an upholstered chair in an indistinct room. Her face and expression were unremarkable, although her coloring, the shape of her mouth, and the way her eyes tilted up at the corners made me think of the taller girl in the other painting. There was nothing memorable about this painting at all except for the heart-shaped locket around her neck, which bore the inscribed initial A.
		

		I remembered the glasses I’d left behind in my purse in the car and cursed under my breath. At least I’d thought it was under my breath until I saw both Jack and Mr. McGowan look at me oddly. “Sorry,” I murmured, the word quickly followed by a little hiccup. “Excuse me,” I said, my hand over my mouth as I swallowed back a second one before taking another gulp of my brandy. I was completely warm now and would have forgotten all about falling in the puddle if my wet hair wasn’t stuck to my face and my stockinged feet didn’t squish with each step I took.

		I was relaxed, too, in a way I rarely let myself be. So relaxed that when I felt the cold finger touch the back of my arm, I didn’t jerk away. It was as if I almost believed that I could be stronger than it was.

		Jack stepped closer to the painting and flipped open his phone to examine the picture he’d taken the previous day. “The locket appears to be identical to the other two. Right down to the font used for the engraving and the design that goes around the heart-shaped face.” He turned to Mr. McGowan. “What do you know about this painting?”

		The older man took a sip of his brandy. “Not much. It was here when my father purchased the house back in the thirties. The family that lived here for about a hundred and fifty years before we bought it was originally from somewhere up north. New England, I recall. My wife discovered that from a box of letters she found in the attic. Big family, too. According to the letters, they were always asking for relatives to come down to visit, or to come help them with the farm. Must have been a wealthy family, too, because they sent a lot of money up north. Came across tough times during the Depression, though, which is how my family came to own the property.”

		I stood and stared at the girl’s hands while nursing my brandy and wondered hazily what seemed so familiar about them. I knew there were questions I should be asking, but my tongue seemed to be nestled into a corner of my mouth where it didn’t want to be disturbed. Jack kept glancing at me as if wondering why I was so silent, but I held my wobbling finger to my lips to show him that I had to be quiet, if only to hear my name whispered again into my ear by the same voice I’d heard before. Each time I heard it, I took another sip of brandy until even my fear disappeared into a locked box for which I’d conveniently lost the key.

		Jack put his arm around my shoulders but I didn’t have the energy to  protest, especially since I realized I’d been leaning and most likely would have keeled over if it hadn’t been for Jack keeping me vertical. “Do you remember the family’s name?”

		Mr. McGowan shook his head. “Not offhand. My wife might know. Or we could certainly find out by going through the letters again. Either way, you’ll have to wait until she gets back next week. She has a filing system that I’m not allowed near.” He chuckled. “You know how some women are. She files everything. Even my socks are filed in alphabetical order by color.”

		“How very odd,” said Jack. “Must be difficult to live with sometimes.”

		I went to elbow him in the ribs, but my elbow missed and I struck air instead, causing me to twist to the left in an odd and outdated dance move. Jack put his arm around my shoulders again and pulled me so close that I couldn’t move and didn’t really need to work that hard to stand up. He leaned into my ear and whispered, “That’s what happens when you listen to too much ABBA.”

		My left hand was trapped and I couldn’t swat at him, so I took another sip of brandy instead.

		I tried to focus my eyes again on the floating picture in front of me, trying to see whatever it was I was supposed to. In the calm part of my brain that was numbed by the brandy and nicely insulated from my fear, I knew that the thing whispering my name wanted to hurt me and the reason why had something to do with the portrait in front of me.

		I turned to Jack to ask him to take a picture but couldn’t remember the exact words I needed. Lifting my index finger from my brandy glass, I made a motion of clicking the shutter button. Catching on quickly, he dug into his pocket and pulled out the digital camera I’d given him to hold. After first leading me to a wall to lean against, he took several pictures from different angles, including one close-up of the artist’s signature.

		After pocketing the camera and peeling me off of the wall, he turned to Mr. McGowan. “You’ve been very generous with your time, sir, so we won’t take up any more of it.” He offered his hand and they shook. “And if it’s all right with you, I’d like to call your wife when she returns to see what she might know.”

		Our host led us back into the foyer. “Oh, she’d love it. She fancies herself a bit of a genealogist and loves to talk about it. Just make sure you have a nice comfortable seat first before you dial the number.” He chuckled and then thumped Jack on the back and I heard the whoosh of air coming from his lungs.

		As we stood inside the front door I smiled my good-bye to Mr. McGowan, not sure I could pry my tongue from the roof of my mouth. Jack took the beach towel off of my shoulders, then pried the brandy glass out of my hand before handing them back to our host.

		The old man opened the door and stuck his head outside. “Looks like it’s stopped raining, so you won’t get wet getting back to the car. Just watch out for puddles.”

		Jack smiled. “Thanks again, Mr. McGowan.”

		“You’re most welcome, young man.” He pointed to me and winked conspiratorially. “And she’s a keeper, that one. Nice and quiet.”

		Before I could set the facts straight, Jack retrieved our shoes, then hurriedly hustled me out of the house and down the porch steps. He stuffed me into the car, then buckled my seat belt, struggling to reach around me as I attempted to snuggle with the bucket of potatoes he’d put in my lap. As soon as he was finished, I rested my head on top of a large spud and closed my eyes, aware of Jack putting his coat over me and tucking in the edges.

		I must have slept the entire trip home because the next thing I realized I was being thrown over Jack’s shoulder like a sack of potatoes and carried up the stairs of my house—having no idea how he’d managed to get both of us around Sophie’s scaffolding at the bottom of the staircase. I grunted, trying to show him that I was aware that he was manhandling me without mentioning that I didn’t mind the placement of his hand on my rear end.

		He pulled the bedclothes off of my bed, then slipped me gently onto the mattress and I fell back, ready to sink into blissful sleep again.

		I felt him sliding my shoes off. “You can’t go to sleep yet,” Jack said. “Your clothes are still wet. You need to take them off.”

		“That’s the oldest line in the book,” I mumbled, burying my face in the pillow.

		I felt myself being dragged up by my arm. “And I’ll admit to having used it myself more than once, but this time I’m actually serious. Hang on.”

		He left the bed to go into my adjoining bathroom, and I took the opportunity to flop back down on the mattress.

		He returned, holding my thick flannel nightgown and a pair of wool ski socks. “I found these behind the door and something tells me this is what you wear to bed.” He thrust them at me. “Put these on. I’ll turn my head, but let me know if you need any help.”

		I snorted, a little louder than I’d intended, and somehow managed to remove my dress and underclothes with surprisingly little damage to them or any furniture and slipped on my nightgown, leaving Jack the job of putting on my socks because every time I leaned forward to do it I fell over. Then I lay back in my bed and allowed Jack to pull the covers up to my chin.

		He went into the bathroom again and returned with two aspirin, a glass of water, and the wastebasket, which he put by the side of the bed. “You might need this later.” He pushed my hair out of my face and made me take the aspirin. I hazily recalled doing the same thing for my father, and I felt a wave of shame.

		“I’m sorry,” I muttered, staring at him with blurry eyes and feeling like I wanted to cry.

		“Don’t be. It happens. And I’m glad it’s me here to take care of you so don’t worry about it.”

		After placing the glass on a coaster on my bedside table and watching me collapse back onto my pillow, he said, “I’ll be in the guest room with General Lee. I’ll leave our doors open, so if you need me you can just shout.”

		I was about to slip into unconsciousness again when I remembered something I needed to tell him. I grabbed him by the arm to prevent him from leaving. “It was there today. At the house with the painting.”

		“What was there?”

		“That—spirit. The one that’s always been in my mother’s house. The one I felt in my mother’s kitchen when I went there the first time.” I lowered my voice, just in case somebody else might be listening. “I think it followed me.”

		He gave me a questioning look. “I didn’t know it worked that way. Don’t ghosts haunt houses or buildings?”

		I shook my head vigorously on the pillow, feeling my cheeks jostling from the exertion. “They can do whatever they want to. But there’s one thing I’m pretty sure of.” I pulled on both of his arms to get him to lean closer to me. “It wanted to hurt me.”

		His face was close enough to mine that I could smell his cologne and the shampoo he used to wash his hair. I closed my eyes and breathed deeply, enjoying the effect it had on all of my extremities. I opened my eyes again to find his dark blue ones very close to mine. Feeling like a giddy schoolgirl again, I said, “You want to know a secret?”

		His eyes flashed with amusement—and with something else I wasn’t sure he wanted me to see.

		I reached up to whisper in his ear. “I like you. I like you a whole lot, but I’m never going to let you know that.” I hiccupped in his ear before I fell back onto the pillow. I had the sneaking suspicion that it might actually have been a burp, but Jack was kind enough not to mention it. “That’s because Sophie once told me to stay away from men who are emotionally unbelievable.”

		The corner of his mouth quirked up. “I think that would be ‘emotionally unavailable,’ Mellie.” His voice was soft with a hint of amusement, and I wondered in what was left of my brain if I’d said anything that he might use against me later.

		I’d already lost the train of our conversation. Not letting him pull back, I said, “I need you to do a favor for me.”

		I watched as his eyes drifted down to my lips before dragging them back up. “What is it?” he asked softly.

		“Don’t let my mother throw me that fortieth-birthday party.”

		Jack gently dislodged a strand of hair from my mouth. “Why not, Mellie? I think she’s trying to find a way to connect with you. And throwing you a party is her way of doing it.” He paused and I felt his warm weight on the edge of the mattress next to me. “Would it be so difficult for you to let her?”

		I shook my head, trying to make him understand the thing that was so clear to me. “Because then everybody would know that I’m old. That I’m a dried-up husk of a woman whose biological clock is running on daylight saving time without a battery.” I stifled another hiccup. “Fifty years ago I’d be called somebody’s eccentric spinster aunt and I’d have to  sit on my front porch all day and spit at people who walked by.” I shook my head again briskly, trying to clear it. “I could just wash my face until I can’t breathe.” I looked at his blank expression and realized that I hadn’t understood what I just said, either.

		His lips trembled a little. “Mellie. Firstly, you don’t have any nieces or nephews so you can’t be called anybody’s aunt. Secondly, you’re a beautiful, intelligent, and vibrant woman who doesn’t look a day over thirty, which is a miracle I can attest to because I’ve seen what you eat. You should be proud of who you are and what you’ve accomplished, regardless of your age.” He paused for a moment. “I know your relationship with your mother is difficult right now. But she’s reaching out to you. Maybe you should give her a chance.”

		I blinked slowly, fighting sleep. “What did you say?”

		He took a deep breath. “I said lots. Which part are you asking about?”

		“The part where you said I was beautiful.”

		“Oh, yeah,” he said. “That part.” He chuckled and my whole body vibrated with it. “I said you were beautiful, vibrant, and intelligent. And I might add that if you were also sober and knew we were having this conversation, you would probably have to kill me.”

		I smiled smugly. “You think I’m beautiful.” I frowned, trying to grab a thought that kept floating away. “Aren’t you supposed to kiss me now?” I moved up to touch my lips to his but he pulled back.

		Gently, he disengaged my fingers from his arms. “Mellie, trust me. It’s not that I don’t want to. It’s just that I don’t make a habit of kissing women who are barely conscious. I like them to be fully awake so they remember it in the morning.” He stood and retucked my covers, then surprised me by leaning over and kissing me on my forehead. Then he moved his lips to my ear and whispered, “Just for the record that was almost kiss number three.”

		I listened as his footsteps crossed the floor. Before he reached the door, I said, “Number four, but I’m not counting.”

		I fell asleep listening to him laugh while he walked down the hall toward the guest room, his footsteps lulling me into a dreamless sleep.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 10
		

		
			All through my shower the following morning, bits of conversation kept sifting through my consciousness, like recalling a dream. If only it could have been a dream. With dreams, you’re the only witness and you’re free to do whatever your subconscious tells you. You willingly do it in the privacy of your own mind. Unfortunately, judging from the humiliating fragments that kept jumbling inside my brain, everything I’d said and done the previous day had had an audience. I pressed my forehead against the cold tile of the shower to try and stop it from throbbing and wondered if it were possible to fake my own death and move to another continent.
		

		Moving quietly so as not to awaken Jack in the guest room and actually have to look him in the face, I threw a few essentials into a suitcase and crept down the stairs and through the back door after giving a quick greeting to Mrs. Houlihan and General Lee in the kitchen. I had no intention of moving into my mother’s house before she returned from New York, but I’d hired a cleaning crew to scrub the house from top to bottom after the previous owners had moved out and I needed to be there to let them in. And if I brought a few things over each time I went to the house on Legare, I wouldn’t have to ask Jack for help. It was my plan to never actually have to speak with him again.

		I parked on the street in front of my mother’s house to allow the cleaning people access to the driveway when they arrived and sat for a few minutes to wait for my head to clear and my stomach to stop churning, realizing my unease wasn’t completely due to the previous day’s excess.

		With a fortifying breath, I pulled my bag out of the backseat and made my way inside the house. Despite the DayGlo paint colors on the walls and moldings, the house didn’t appear as awful as it had on my previous visits because of the absence of the hideous furniture and accessories.

		I spun in a slow circle, seeing with my newly trained eyes the classic architecture and perfect symmetry of the foyer superimposed on my memories of my grandmother’s house and the happy days I’d spent here as a child. But the clash of colors on the walls brought me quickly out of my reverie and I felt the odd need to reassure the old house that help was on the way. I’d already scheduled an appointment with Sophie to walk through each room to decide on historically accurate color schemes and any reverse remodeling that needed to be done. I wasn’t as sold on the “historically accurate” part as Sophie was, but I did know that any type of color scheme was an improvement to the existing circus-like hues.

		Fishing through my purse, I found two more aspirin. I knew from experience with my father’s hangovers that if I stayed ahead of the headache, I had a much better chance of hanging on to the contents of my stomach. Dropping my purse and bag by the front door, I paused. The kitchen wasn’t far from the foyer, but I was alone and in no mood to face whatever it was that lurked in the house and whose presence I sensed even now.

		“Hello?” I called out, feeling silly, but wanting to alert my soldier that I was there. I listened to the silence, waiting to hear a clang of metal against metal or his booted footfall. I heard nothing, but neither did I hear my name being called by the menacing voice I’d experienced once before and had no desire to experience again.

		Feeling somewhat reassured, I made my way quickly to the kitchen in search of tap water to wash down the aspirin, hesitating briefly in the entrance to make sure the door to the back stairs was closed, just as I’d done as a child.

		I was leaning over the sink with my hands cupped like a bowl when I sensed a presence behind me. Swallowing my aspirin quickly, I spun around in time to see my soldier casually leaning against the wall by the door leading to the back stairs, his booted legs crossed at the ankles. He began to fade until I averted my eyes.

		“Good morning,” I said out loud, not remembering if we’d ever really had a conversation when I was a child.

		
			You have grown into a beautiful woman since I saw you last.
		

		The words had not been spoken out loud, but I heard them inside my head as if they had been. His words were heavily accented, and I smiled in recognition.

		I felt myself flushing as I leaned back against the sink, aware again of how tall he was, and how his blond hair seemed to gleam from the sunlight streaming through the plantation shutters on the windows. “What’s your name?” I asked, feeling foolish, but not because I was speaking out loud to a phantom. I felt foolish because I should have known his name and didn’t, despite remembering him from the long-ago years of my childhood.

		
			He bowed and I heard his boot heels click together. Is it not enough that I know yours?

		I shook my head. “No. If we’re to be friends, it’s only fair if we know each other’s names.”

		
			I felt his eyes on me but I didn’t turn to look, sure I would see a sparkle of amusement in them. Maybe we are not meant to be—friends.

		“Melanie?”

		The soldier disappeared as quickly as if a light switch had been flicked off at the sound of my father’s voice.

		My father came into the kitchen and looked around. “Who were you talking to?”

		“No one,” I said. “Maybe you heard the radio from a passing car.”

		“Uh-huh,” was all he said. He finally got a good glimpse of my face and bloodshot eyes. “What happened to you? You look like you’ve been pulled the wrong way through a hedge.”

		“Thanks, Daddy. I’d rather not talk about it, okay? I drank too much, I know I shouldn’t have, and I doubt I’ll ever willingly do it again. Trust me.” I winced again, remembering snatches of my conversation with Jack.

		He pressed his lips together as if forcing himself to reserve comment. “Is your mother here?”

		Glad of the change in subject, I said, “No. She’s in New York tying up some loose ends.”

		He actually looked disappointed. I crossed my arms over my chest. “Why? I got the impression that she wasn’t interested in seeing you again.”

		He walked toward me and shrugged, then stuck his hand in his pocket. “Maybe so. But I have something here that she might be interested in seeing.” He pulled out a small zippered plastic bag with something balled up at the bottom of it. “I know your mother has sent her lawyers to deal with the salvage company responsible for discovering your great-great-grandfather’s sailboat, but I thought a personal visit might get us a little closer to the action. I figured if anybody should be near the site, it should be me since the media doesn’t have any idea who I am—yet.”

		I stared at the bag, not wanting to touch it. “Are you allowed to have that?” I looked up. “There’s also the matter of human remains being found on board. I doubt the authorities would want anything removed from the scene until they’ve had a chance to look at it.” I didn’t really care. Old things and their histories had never held much interest for me. All I knew was that I didn’t want anything to do with whatever was in the bag and I needed to try and persuade him to return it.

		He raised both eyebrows, succeeding in appearing as innocent as a puppy. “They already have.” Clearing his throat, he held the bag out to me. “The captain’s an old army buddy of mine and thought this should be yours. They’ve already run all the tests they can and taken all the pictures they need. My friend figured it would be better off with you than in some government vault for the next fifty years.”

		I stared at the bag while my father held it out to me, waiting me out. He’d been out of the military for a long time, but I underestimated his endurance and his willingness to wait until he saw the right opportunity and went in for the kill. “If you don’t take it, I’ll have to give it to your mother.”

		He’d known, of course, the one thing to say. I took the bag, the once-clear sides now cloudy from so much handling.

		“Go on. Open it.”

		The top pulled apart easily and I could now see a tarnished gold chain, its luster dulled by years beneath the salty water of the ocean. Gingerly, I lifted it out of the bag, my hand stilling as I spotted the heart-shaped locket dangling from it.

		“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” he asked.

		“It is,” I said, touching the flat gold locket but sensing nothing except the cold quiet at the bottom of the ocean. Relief rushed through me  that I hadn’t been able to see anything else and my fingers closed over it. “Where was it found?”

		“Inside the trunk. With the remains.”

		The locket slipped out of my hands, landing on a black marble tile, the chain extended like a spider lying in wait.

		“What’s wrong?” he asked, stooping to pick it up.

		“Come here,” I said, then led the way into the downstairs drawing room where I’d placed the portrait of the girls after bringing it from the Tradd Street house following the closing. I stopped short in the threshold, feeling disoriented—like being on an escalator that suddenly begins to move in the opposite direction. I stared at the painting, my breath suspended. When I’d moved it into the room, I’d placed it facing against the wall. But now the portrait of the two girls faced out toward the room, the eyes of the shorter girl glaring out at me with what seemed to be a menacing grin in the dim corner of the room. I blinked, thinking it must be a trick of the light.

		My father walked closer to the portrait, the locket dripping through his fingers. “It’s identical. Isn’t it? It’s a little hard to tell because this one’s so dark, but look at this edging. And here.” He used his thumb to brush hard against the front of the locket, then took out an eyeglass cloth from his back pocket and rubbed it back and forth over the gold. “I thought so. It has an engraved initial, too.”

		
			He held it up, and the stink of rotting fish reached me at the same moment I noticed the initial M rising out of the grime on the locket like a dead thing from the grave. “It could be the same one. Couldn’t it?”
		

		I nodded, swallowing thickly and wanting desperately to run out of the room. But how could I do that in front of a person who’d never believe me? For the first time in my adult life, I wished my mother were there.

		
			“It’s an M—for Melanie,” he said, and before I realized what he was trying to do, he was standing behind me and fastening the locket around my neck. I froze, unable to move as if a great weight were pressing on my shoulders, holding my feet to the floor. The chain felt warm on my neck as if the heat from another’s skin had touched it first. I smelled salt and ocean air and the pervading stench of spoiled fish. I resisted the urge to gag, but not because of the necklace; the necklace felt as if it belonged on my neck,  and not just because of the initial. And when I ran my fingers over the large M I had the distinct feeling that whatever rotting presence we’d resurrected from the bottom of the ocean didn’t want me to have it.
		

		“Someone’s at the door,” my father said, and I realized he was repeating himself and that I hadn’t heard him the first time.

		I blinked at him. “The door,” he said again. “Would you like me to go get it?”

		Eager to leave the room, I backed out, waiting until the last moment to turn my back on the portrait. I threw the door open and found Rebecca Edgerton grinning widely on the other side.

		“Good morning,” she chirped, and I wondered absently if she’d ever been a cheerleader. I knew if I’d asked Jack he’d be able to tell me along with a list of all of her injuries and where any scars might be located.

		“Hello,” I answered, peering behind her to make sure she was alone. I had no intention of speaking with Jack in the foreseeable millennium, and I especially didn’t want it to happen in front of Rebecca. “Jack’s not here.” I stood in the doorway, blocking her access.

		“I know,” she said, her smile now forced. “I already spoke with him and he told me I could find you here.”

		“How nice of him. So what brings you out so early?” I blinked hard. The sharp sun that angled through the doorway was like a dazzling dagger to my bleary and swollen eyes, but my vision was clear enough to see Rebecca’s immaculate appearance and freshly manicured fingers. I hid my own behind my back, still trying to flake off the paint that had adhered to my nails much more effectively than to the fat cherubs anchored in marble pear trees on the fireplace surround in my tiny library.

		Rebecca looked behind her, then shivered in her pink cashmere coat. “Do you think I could come in? It’s a personal thing that I’m sure you wouldn’t want anybody else hearing. Besides, it’s freezing out here.”

		Reluctantly, I opened the door wider so she could enter. As she took her coat off, she examined her surroundings, her fingers stalling on the last button as she caught sight of the heating vents that had been painted black-and-white to match the zebra rug that I couldn’t even bring myself to give to Goodwill for fear they’d be insulted. Besides, with all the painting we were planning on doing, it could come in handy as a drop cloth.

		Seeing the question in her eyes, I hastily added, “I had nothing to do  with the décor and neither did my family. We’ll be working with Sophie Wallen to return everything to colors actually found in nature.”

		She continued spinning, as if trying to get a 360-degree view of the foyer and its kaleidoscope of colors. “This is practically profane,” she said, and I was surprised to hear the anger in her voice. “Some people would die to have the honor to live in a historic home like this, and to think that someone would . . .” Her hands indicated the fuchsia walls. “It defies logic.”

		“And good taste,” I muttered and saw her lips curve up in a smile. I watched her for a moment longer, captured by a fleeting glimpse of something familiar that was too brief to recognize.

		“Who is it, Melanie?”

		“My dad’s here,” I explained to Rebecca, leading the way into the drawing room.

		He stood in front of the portrait of the girls as if mesmerized, his back to us. “I see something of your mother and you in the taller one,” he said. “But the shorter one.” He shook his head. “There’s a strong physical resemblance, but there’s . . . something else about her. Something that makes me feel as if they’re not sisters. Cousins maybe?”

		I stopped behind him. “Dad? This is Rebecca Edgerton, the reporter who’s doing the story on Mother.”

		He faced her and held out his hand to shake. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you. Jack told me all about you.”

		I looked at Rebecca, who seemed to be as surprised as I was. “Really?” we said in unison.

		My dad frowned as he looked from one of us to the other. “Mostly because of your connection with Emily.”

		“Oh,” we said again in unison, but Rebecca sounded disappointed.

		Rebecca shook his hand. “Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you, Colonel Middleton.”

		“You’ve done your research,” he said, acknowledging her use of his correct rank. In the past, when he was still drinking and people in bars would look at his insignia and medals and call him General, he wouldn’t correct them.

		“It’s my job, sir. I’ve been working on this story about your ex-wife for some time now. You’d be surprised at the information I’ve discovered.”

		His eyes flickered over to mine in an unasked question before they returned to Rebecca. “Oh, you’d be surprised how many hidden skeletons we have in our family. Not that we’d share them with you, of course.”

		“Really? And I think you’d be surprised how enterprising my methods can be when it comes to digging up family secrets. Not that I’d share them with you, of course.”

		To my indignation, my father laughed before beaming at Rebecca in admiration. “Well, I can certainly see why Jack still talks about you.”

		Eager to see her leave, I said, “I’ve got an appointment, so if there’s something you came to tell me . . . ?”

		Her gaze was chilly as it rested on me. “Yes, sorry. I received a call this morning from one of my sources at the coroner’s office with a pretty good scoop. I’ve already written my story and filed it with the paper with instructions not to run it until I spoke with you first.”

		“So if we don’t like what you have to say, you won’t run the story?” I tried to keep the belligerence out of my voice but I couldn’t help it. There was something about Rebecca Edgerton that reminded me of biting into cold ice cream.

		“No. I’m only doing this out of courtesy because of your connection with Jack.”

		I crossed my arms so that my hands wouldn’t find themselves around her neck. “Then you’d better hurry up and tell us so you can get that story printed.”

		Without preamble, she said, “They’ve received the preliminary results of the examination on the human remains found in the sailboat.” She paused for effect. “It’s definitely a female and they estimate she was about twenty years old at the time of her death.”

		“That certainly tells us nothing,” I said, keeping my arms crossed.

		“Oh, there’s more.” Her eyes brightened like a child’s on Christmas morning. “The top portion of the skull was largely intact, but shows signs of trauma—as if the head sustained an injury by a blow or a fall. That could have been the cause of death.”

		I let my arms drop. “Well, then. Go ahead and print it. The media can’t possibly want to ask me about a homicide that occurred a hundred years before I was born. And personally, I couldn’t care less. It’s old news, in other words.”

		Rebecca bristled, apparently at my lack of amazement at her researching prowess. “Well, I guess that’s all the information I have to tell you.” She pursed her lips. “I’ll be going, then. Nice to meet you, Colonel. . . .”

		Her voice trailed away as a ray of yellowy light struck the stained-glass window. At the same moment, heavy clouds broke away in front of the sun and opened the sky like a door. “That’s—incredible,” she said, her gaze focused on the window with its hidden figures and secret meanings.

		I wanted to stop her, to pull her away from it and explain that it was my window and the best part of my childhood—the one thing from the past I had allowed myself to cherish the way some people cherished old things—and I wasn’t in the mood to share it, least of all with her.

		“This is really unusual for a house this old,” she said, walking nearer.

		My hands balled themselves into little fists, my fingernails digging into my palms. “It’s not original to the house,” I said as my father stepped between Rebecca and me.

		Rebecca pulled a notepad out of her purse and began to write. “It looks like it might be late nineteenth century.” She faced me. “Am I right?”

		I gave her a grudging nod. “You seem to know a lot about old houses.”

		She studied me for a moment, then shrugged. “You pick things up when you’re in this business, I guess.” She returned to jotting notes onto her pad. “Do you know who had it installed?”

		“No, I’m afraid I don’t. Why would you want to know?”

		She didn’t bother to look at me as she wrote, but I sensed that despite her tone, nothing she said to me was offhand. “You never know what will work in a story, what sorts of little tidbits would make it more interesting.”

		I turned to face the window again, surreptitiously tucking the locket back into my blouse, feeling the surprising heat of it on my bare skin, sensing again that somebody had just let it go from a tightly held fist. “Really?” I said.

		“Really. It’s what makes a good journalist.” She put her pad back into her purse. “I’ve taken up enough of your time, so I’ll let you go. When I see Jack, I’m going to ask him to go see if Yvonne Craig might know something. She’s a real wealth of information about Charleston and its history, you know.”

		“I’ve heard that somewhere.” My dad shot me a warning glance for my sarcasm. It was one thing he’d never tolerated from me and something I’d learned to utilize only when he was out of earshot. I began walking toward the front door. “Thanks for stopping by. Can’t imagine that the news would create much of a media frenzy, but then again Britney Spears’ decision to go pantyless made front-page news. Go figure.”

		Rebecca paused by the front door. “Be that as it may, it will be news for some. The Prioleaus have their reputation to maintain and I suppose the discovery of a body, regardless of how old, might be a trifle inconvenient, if not downright embarrassing.”

		Her eyes were bright and clear as they regarded me, and not for the first time I felt a twinge of unease. There was something more to Rebecca Edgerton than she was letting on, something more than her connection with Jack or her pursuit of my mother’s story. I moved my hand to my neck to make sure the locket was well hidden inside my blouse, not entirely sure why I would choose to hide it from her.

		She frowned slightly. “Do you smell that? I could swear it smells like . . . gunpowder. Yes, that’s it. It reminds me of the smell that hangs over battlefields when they do the battle reenactments.”

		I pretended to sniff the air, although there was no need; I’d sensed the presence of my soldier from the moment we’d stepped into the foyer. “No, I don’t smell anything,” I said, opening the door wider so she’d take the hint and just leave.

		She smiled. “Well, then. It must be a wood fire in somebody’s chimney. Thanks again, Melanie, and nice to meet you, Colonel,” she added over my shoulder. Returning her attention to me, she said, “And when you see Jack tell him to call me on my cell. He has the number.”

		“Sure,” I said, smiling and waiting for my face to crack. It wasn’t until she was at the bottom of the steps that it occurred to me she was the first person besides my grandmother, my mother, and me who had ever sensed the soldier’s presence. I stared after her as she made her way down the walk toward the gate, and as I started to close the front door I became aware that the skin where the locket lay on my chest had become uncomfortably hot.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 11
		

		I’d just closed the last of my suitcases when I heard Jack call from downstairs. “Mellie? Are you here? I hope so because the front door is wide open.”

		
			
			Crap. I’d left the door open so I could shuttle my personal belongings from the house to the car in preparation for my move to the house on Legare Street. “Crap,” I said out loud as I yanked the suitcase from the bed and let it fall to the floor. General Lee pawed eagerly at the closed bedroom door at the sound of Jack’s voice. I scooped him up and whispered in his ear, “Jack is not our friend, remember? He eats little dogs for breakfast.”
		

		His ears perked up and his eyes widened, but he turned toward the door again in anticipation of Jack’s arrival.

		“Mellie!” Jack called again.

		I opened the door a crack, listening as Jack’s footsteps faded toward the kitchen in the back of the house. Using the opportunity, I grabbed the suitcase with my free hand and headed toward the stairs. I was on the bottom tread when I heard Jack walking back from the kitchen. I ducked into the dining room, then looked furtively around me for a place to hide. All of the window treatments and furniture had been removed in anticipation of the floor stripping that was scheduled to start as soon as I moved out, leaving nothing to hide behind.

		I eyed the butler’s pantry, the door partially obscured in the room’s wall paneling. Dropping the suitcase, I pried open the door and slipped inside just as I heard Jack’s voice in the dining room. Belatedly, I recalled the suitcase I’d left behind.

		Jack rapped on the door. “Mellie? Are you in there?”

		I was hoping that if I didn’t answer he’d go away. Any thoughtful, kind, and considerate gentleman would.

		Without asking again, Jack opened the door and peered inside at the darkness—and me standing inside holding the dog.

		“There you are,” I said to General Lee as I pushed past Jack into the living room. “I have no idea how he got in there.”

		Jack’s lips twitched, but some element of self-preservation held him back from laughing outright. “You’re not avoiding me, are you?”

		“Avoiding you? Of course not. Why would I do that?”

		He shrugged, folding his arms across his chest, his eyes alit with an alarming sparkle. “I have no idea. It’s just that ever since we took our road trip to Mimosa Hall you haven’t answered any of my phone calls and you haven’t been home when I’ve stopped by.”

		I focused on scratching General Lee behind the ears. “I’ve been busy. I had to put all of the furniture in storage, get all of the kitchen stuff on Mrs. Houlihan’s list together so she can operate in my mother’s kitchen, and then get myself packed up to go to Legare Street. It’s been time consuming.”

		Jack rubbed his jaw, the sparkle in his eyes not diminishing. “Well, that’s a relief. I was thinking it had to do with me putting you to bed when you were half conscious.”

		I felt the blood rush to my cheeks. “Why? Did I say anything? Anything that might make you think less of me?”

		“Oh, no. Not at all. Actually, I was thinking you were avoiding me because you were embarrassed that I know what you sleep in at night. It was pretty horrifying, you know. All that flannel.”

		The relief made my toes tingle. Maybe the snatches of conversation that kept floating in my brain really had been a dream. I put General Lee on the floor. “It’s not like you haven’t seen worse,” I said, referring to sharing a bathroom with me after he’d moved in the first time so I wouldn’t be alone in the old house. There’d been more than one occasion when I’d neglected to remove my drying lingerie from the shower.

		“That’s debatable.” Jack bent down to pet the dog, then eyed the suitcase. “Can I help you load your car?”

		“All done,” I said, glancing at my watch. “And with five minutes to  spare. Your mother’s meeting me over at the Legare Street house to talk about furniture, so I’ve got to run.”

		“I know. She told me. That’s how I figured I’d find you here.”

		Without asking, he picked up my suitcase and motioned for me to walk in front of him, General Lee tagging along behind us. “So what did you need to talk with me about that you couldn’t leave on voice mail?”

		I walked into the foyer and opened the front door for him.

		“Mrs. McGowan is back home and she gave me a call. Thought you might be interested in our conversation.”

		I felt a little shiver of apprehension tease my spine, remembering the voice that had whispered my name, recalling my fear even through the haze of brandy. “What did she say?”

		“She said that she makes the best blueberry cobbler and invited me to come try some next time I’m in her neck of the woods.”

		I rolled my eyes. No woman, even one who’d never laid eyes on Jack, was immune to his charms. It was nauseating, really. “Did she say anything else?”

		“Yep. That the name of the New England family that owned the house before the McGowans was the Crandall family from Darien, Connecticut.”

		I waited for him to say something more. “And?”

		“That’s all. Does the name ring a bell with you?”

		“Not at all.” We reached my car and I moved to the driver’s side to push the trunk release, then waited while Jack added my suitcase to the rest of the bags inside. He frowned at them before shutting the trunk.

		“She did say that she’d go through the old letters again and see if she can find out anything else. She does remember some kind of family tragedy from sometime in the latter half of the 1800s. Couldn’t remember exactly what. But she’s going to go back and look, see what she can find out, then let me know. Maybe I’ll go down for a visit and some blueberry cobbler.”

		“You do that,” I said as I slid into the driver’s seat. I caught a movement near the old oak tree and I startled, remembering the woman and the child who had once haunted that section of the garden. But the person pointing a camera at me and crouched behind the Confederate roses was definitely not a ghost.

		Jack followed my gaze and saw the photographer, too. “You go on ahead. I’ll take care of this guy. I’ll catch up with you later.”

		
			“Thanks,” I said, meaning it. The media attention since the raising of the Rose had died down considerably during the ensuing weeks, but every once in a while an overeager photographer or journalist could be found waiting to catch me off guard. It was really no more than a nuisance, but I bristled at the attention. I read each headline with dread, waiting for the words “psychic Realtor” or “spook-seeing agent” attached to any of the articles or photographs. Luckily, everything had been focused on the sailboat and the human remains found on board, and my career was intact. For now.
		

		“And could you please put General Lee in the kitchen?”

		Jack picked up the dog, then saluted me before heading toward the garden.

		I put the car into gear, then drove the short blocks over to Legare. I spotted Amelia’s Mercedes in front of the house and saw that she’d opened the gates to the narrow driveway at the side of the house—a premium in this South of Broad neighborhood.

		After parking the car, I walked to the front of the house and found Jack’s mother sitting on a square plastic block that might have been an intentional seat, surveying the wreckage of the garden.

		She looked up at me and smiled distractedly. “Hello, dear.” She indicated the wasteland around her. “There really aren’t words to describe this, are there?”

		“No, there really aren’t. At least not ones I’d use in polite company. Not to worry, though. I’ve asked my father to turn his magic on this garden, just like he did for me on Tradd Street. He’s almost done with repairing the damage the police made when they dug up the fountain. I have every faith that he’ll make this one even more spectacular.”

		Amelia raised both eyebrows. “And your mother is okay with your father being so close?”

		“She didn’t have a choice. If she wants me to help her, my father is part of the package.”

		She smiled as she stood, brushing off the back of her skirt. “I suppose that’s fair, then.”

		I led the way to the wide front steps, inordinately relieved that I  wasn’t alone. Not that the diminutive Mrs. Trenholm could offer any kind of substantial barrier between me and whatever it was that waited in this house. Still, I found comfort in another living, breathing presence.

		I pulled out my key chain—every key neatly labeled with a different-colored dot of fingernail polish—and pulled out the Scarlet Woman key. I paused before sticking it into the lock. “I have to warn you, Amelia, it’s a little horrifying.”

		“After seeing the garden, I think I’m prepared,” she said, straightening her shoulders.

		I pushed open the door and we walked slowly into the foyer. We stood still in the quiet house as I listened for voices and Amelia took in the circus-like colors and the dearth of furnishings.

		She spoke first. “I feel like I’ve been immersed in a Salvador Dalí painting. And that’s not really a good thing. I shudder to think what it looked like with their furniture. Your mother hinted at how bad it was, but even my imagination wasn’t this good. . . .” Her voice trailed away as she took in the zebra-striped shag rug.

		Closing the door behind us, I said, “Thankfully, the previous owners took all of their furniture with them. They did leave behind everything in the attic, which appears to be old Prioleau family artifacts, but not a lot of furniture. I’m fairly sure my mother didn’t take it with her when she sold the house, so I’m left wondering what happened to it all.”

		Amelia didn’t answer at first. Instead, she walked ahead of me into the drawing room with the large stained-glass window and looked at it for a long moment as if searching for the right words. She turned around with a soft expression on her face. Gently, she said, “The house was sold completely furnished. Your mother felt it best.”

		I waited for her to elaborate, to explain how my mother could have thought that selling the family home wasn’t enough—that she’d needed to include all the furnishings, too, to complete her betrayal. But Amelia remained silent, her eyes kind.

		“Of course she did,” I said, my voice harsher than I’d meant it to be, the hurt as fresh as it had been the first day I’d become motherless. “Come on,” I said, my voice lighter. “Let’s walk through and we’ll go over what kind of furniture we’re going to need.”

		I made to move away, but Amelia held me back with a gentle touch  on my arm. “The owners auctioned off the furniture not long after they purchased the house. I know because I was here and acquired several high-end antiques, which I subsequently sold to various collectors.”

		I stared at her for a moment, working to keep the hope out of my voice. “Do you have records showing who the buyers were?”

		“I have records of every piece of furniture we’ve ever sold since we opened the store. I’ll be more than happy to pull out the information. Then you and your mother can discuss if it’s something you want, and I’ll be happy to contact the current owners. Nothing’s guaranteed, of course, but if I explain that we’re attempting to return the furniture to its original home, they might be persuaded to sell.”

		I’d stopped listening after she said “you and your mother.” Refurbishing this house wasn’t about my mother and what she wanted. I’d begun to think of it as my chance to get back a little of what had been taken from me. She’d already hired Amelia to procure furniture; she didn’t have to know where it came from. Smiling, I said, “I’ll be happy to take care of it. I’m sure my mother would want as many original pieces as possible.”

		“I understand,” she said, and I knew she did and she wasn’t going to refute my words. “The good news is that one of the pieces I’d sold after the auction was recently reacquired. It’s at the store now.”

		“What is it?”

		“It’s a lady’s writing desk. It’s made of mahogany, and has beautiful carvings on the Queen Anne legs.”

		My mouth went a little dry. “I think I know it. My grandmother had a desk like that in her sitting room.” My mind went back over the years to a memory of me sitting at my grandmother’s feet, brushing my fingers against the wood carvings of fish and seaweed carved into the wood of the legs.

		Swallowing back the memory, I turned to Amelia. “How did it happen that it came back to you?”

		Amelia began to walk around the perimeter of the room, frowning at the wallpapered walls covered with daisies and the garage sale chandelier. She used a manicured nail to flick at the high-lacquered violet paint on a window frame before turning to face me. “The buyers kept it for only about six months before they contacted me to find out if I’d like to buy it back.” She crossed her arms elegantly across her chest. “They  said it had ‘strange vibes.’ That the temperature of the room where they’d placed it always seemed to be about ten degrees colder than the rest of the house.”

		I stilled, unable to form a response.

		She continued. “It’s been in the shop ever since. It’s a beautiful piece and gets a lot of interest, but potential buyers tend to shy away from it at the last moment. I’ll give you a nice price so I can make room for something else that will sell.”

		“Yes,” I said, my voice sticky, “I’m definitely interested.”

		“Wonderful.” She walked toward me and took both of my hands in hers. “I know none of this is easy for you. But it will be okay in the end. I promise you. I’ve known your mother for a very long time, and even if I don’t understand her motives, I know she makes all of her decisions from a good heart.” She squeezed my hands as I tried to pull them away. “She loves you, Melanie. You should never doubt that.”

		She let go of my hands and I pulled away. “We’ll have to agree to disagree on that point, Amelia.” I held out my arm, indicating for her to move in front of me. “Let’s go look at the rest of the house to give you an idea of all that’s needed.”

		She patted my arm as she walked by, but I looked away, seeing again a little girl who’d awakened one morning to find her mother gone.
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		I closed the door behind Amelia an hour later, wondering again how such a kind and intelligent woman could have given birth to Jack Trenholm. I’d only met his father briefly, so I was left to assume that the answer might lie in that end of the gene pool.

		Preoccupied with my conversation with Amelia and thoughts of my mother, I didn’t remember to be afraid as I began to walk toward the kitchen to call Jack and find out where he was. He’d promised to help me move in, after all, and I was dreading dragging all the stuff from my car into the house after having done it all by myself in reverse just a few hours before.

		
			As I reached for my purse, I heard my name. Melanie. I straightened slowly, realizing I could see my breath in the suddenly chilly kitchen. I turned around, clutching my cell phone to my chest.
		

		
			Go away, Melanie. This is my house.
		

		
			I trembled, more afraid than even I wanted to admit. I am stronger than you, I said to myself, repeating my mother’s mantra. I wanted to ask who it was, but I knew that to engage it in conversation would give it strength I wasn’t sure I wanted to witness. I am stronger than you, I repeated, beginning to back out of the room.
		

		
			
			Your mother does not want you, either. That is why she went away. Something cold and sharp brushed against my cheek and I cried out, feeling something sticky drip down my skin. I touched my fingers to my face, then brought my hand in front of me to see what it was. My hand was shaking so badly it took me a moment to see the blood staining my fingertips.
		

		I recalled the wet footprints in the kitchen and belatedly realized that whatever or whoever it was, was no longer bound to the back staircase or the back rooms. It was venturing farther than it had in the past as if something was giving it strength. Something or someone.

		I tried to move but I was held in place, as if my feet were encased in cement blocks. I looked around desperately, trying to determine from what direction the next attack would come. That’s when I heard another voice, a familiar one that sent palpable relief surging through me. The presence left me immediately, but the temperature in the room remained cold, my breath coming out in fast little puffs.

		My knees betrayed me by buckling, and I sank down onto the kitchen floor before I embarrassed myself by falling.

		
			Melanie.
		

		From the corner of my eye, I spotted my protector leaning against the stove, one booted ankle crossed over the other.

		“Thank you,” I said out loud, more glad to see him than I could express.

		
			You are hurt.
		

		“Yes. Something scratched me. Who was it?”

		He didn’t answer. Instead I heard him walk toward me, his heels striking the kitchen floor tiles. I didn’t look up as he stopped next to me.

		
			You are very brave, my beautiful Melanie. A very attractive combination.
		

		I was aware of his German accent, and of how solid he felt next to me. I was also aware that he’d avoided answering my question.

		
			Close your eyes, Melanie.
		

		I shook my head. “No.”

		
			I will not hurt you. I am your friend. Close your eyes and I will make you better.
		

		After hesitating again for a moment, I closed my eyes. I felt him lean down next to me and use gentle fingers to move the hair away from my injured cheek, followed by the distinct sensation of lips brushing mine. Warmth pressed through to me, sending electric sparks directly into my bloodstream. My eyes flickered open in surprise and he vanished. Bringing my fingers to my cheek, I realized that my cheek had healed.

		“Mellie?”

		It was Jack. I twisted around and saw him standing in the kitchen doorway. “The front door was unlocked, so I let myself in. What are you doing on the floor?”

		“I, um, I—I was waiting for you. No chairs,” I said, indicating the obvious. I wasn’t sure why I didn’t tell Jack the truth. It wasn’t that I didn’t think Jack wouldn’t believe me. I think it had more to do with the random thought of wanting to keep my protector all to myself.

		He looked at me oddly. “Are you alone?”

		“Of course,” I answered a little too quickly.

		“Because I thought I heard you talking.”

		I struggled to my feet, my knees still feeling weak. “I was. To myself.” I held up my cell phone. “I was leaving my to-do list on my voice mail.”

		He continued to stare at me oddly.

		“What?” I asked.

		“Well, you’re flushed and your eyes are sparkling. Maybe your to-do lists have that effect on you, but if you were anybody else, I’d say that you’d just been soundly kissed. Or more.”

		Realizing that was pretty much the way I was feeling, I brushed past him. “You really need to get your mind out of the gutter, Jack.”

		He followed me out of the kitchen. “Hold up, Mellie. I was about to give you a compliment.”

		Suspicious, I slowed down and turned to look at him.

		He smiled, his blue eyes doing their thing again. “I was going to say that when you look like that, you don’t look like a—how did you put it?—‘dried-out husk of a woman.’ ”

		
			
			Oh, God. So those scraps of conversation I thought had been completely in my head hadn’t been. I thought briefly of throwing my cell phone at him, but I knew Jack wasn’t worth the trouble of getting a new one. “You lied to me. You said I didn’t say anything embarrassing when I was drunk.”
		

		“No, I said that you didn’t say anything that would make me think less of you. Giving in to your innermost fears about turning forty was sort of sweet, actually. I think we may have bonded.”

		I held up my hand to get him to stop speaking. “Enough. I don’t want to hear another word about it. Instead, do you think you could make yourself useful and help me bring my things in from the car? Just pile everything in the foyer because I don’t know where I’m going to be sleeping yet.”

		Without waiting for him to answer, I yanked the front door open and headed down the steps, taking gulps of the cold air to try and cool myself down.

		“Is it okay if I still think you’re beautiful?” he called after me.

		
			I didn’t answer, remembering instead the kiss on my lips, and how my protector had made me forget for a few moments what the other voice had said: Your mother does not want you, either. That is why she went away. I turned around to make sure Jack was following, then made my way to unload the car for my return to the house on Legare Street.
		

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 12
		

		Juggling my donuts and coffee, I backed into the door to Henderson Realty, the wind buffeting my coat and hair so I could barely see. The door was whipped out of my hand and as I struggled to grab it, a small feminine hand reached around and held it open for me so that I could enter the building.

		I turned with a smile to thank my rescuer, but felt my smile faltering when I recognized Rebecca Edgerton.

		“Good morning, Melanie,” she said, her face and perky attitude more than I could usually handle first thing in the morning. “I know it’s awfully early, but Jack told me that you’re an early bird just like me so I figured this might be the best time to catch you.”

		Nancy came from behind the receptionist’s desk to help us with our coats. I tried not to stare when I realized she was dressed in head-to-toe argyle. I knew she went through golf withdrawal when the weather didn’t cooperate with her plans to play, and I figured this was her way of dealing with the grief.

		“Thanks, Nancy. This is Rebecca Edgerton, a reporter at the newspaper. She’s an old friend of Jack’s.”

		I wished I hadn’t said that last part when I watched Nancy’s smile broaden. “Oh, a friend of Jack’s! How nice. I haven’t seen him in a while. How’s he doing?”

		“He’s doing great, actually. He’s heading to the airport later this morning to pick up Melanie’s mother.”

		“He is?” I asked, shocked that she’d know this tidbit of information but I wouldn’t.

		“Yes. She called Jack a few days ago to set it all up. Seems that she’s done with all of her business in New York and she’s ready to move in to her house.”

		I felt sick, not sure if it was because I’d been left out of my mother’s plans or because her return meant that tonight would be my first night in the Legare Street house. Sophie was growing impatient waiting to start on the floors, but I’d explained that I wasn’t spending a single night in my mother’s house alone. Frowning, I said, “I wonder why she didn’t call me.”

		Both Nancy and Rebecca looked at me. Finally, Rebecca said, “Probably because she wasn’t sure you’d answer.”

		I opened my mouth to protest, then closed it, knowing she was most likely correct. Instead I turned to Nancy. “Could you please hold my calls and bring some coffee for Rebecca?”

		“Sure, no problem. Do you like cream and sugar, Rebecca?”

		“Lots of sugar and real cream, if you have it. I can never have enough sugar!” She let out a little laugh until she realized that both Nancy and I were looking at her oddly.

		“No problem,” Nancy said, raising her eyebrows at my bag of donuts and latte with extra sugar. “I get that a lot around here.”

		I led the way back to my office and motioned for Rebecca to follow. I set my coffee and donuts on my desk and sat down, indicating the chair opposite for Rebecca. She sat while I flicked on my computer and opened up my appointment calendar, placing my BlackBerry next to it so I could reconcile my schedule. I knew it was overkill, but after first getting my BlackBerry, I would lie awake at night worrying about missing appointments because I’d lost my BlackBerry and my backup on my laptop had disappeared. Better safe than sorry had been my motto since I learned at an early age that I needed to set two alarms for my dad so he could get up in time for work.

		I looked up and saw Rebecca eyeing my donut bag with the grease spots on the bottom of it. I opened up my second drawer and dropped the bag inside before she had the chance to ask me to share with her.

		“So, what brings you here first thing in the morning?” I asked, trying to sound interested.

		She slapped her hands on her knees. “Well, two things, actually. Firstly, Jack and I were having so much fun at dinner last night that I forgot to  ask him if you two discovered anything at Mimosa Hall.” Her blue eyes widened as she waited for my response, but I sensed more than just casual interest.

		“The trip itself to Ulmer was pretty uneventful,” I said slowly, skipping over the sweet potatoes, icy water puddle, and brandy. “But inside the house, we did see a portrait of a girl wearing a locket that looked pretty identical to the one worn by the girls in the portrait we found in the Legare Street attic.”

		“Really? How interesting. Did you take pictures?”

		“Jack did. We haven’t had a chance to compare them yet. I stuck the portrait back in the attic because I have painters coming to the house this week and Jack and I keep missing each other.” I kept the part about the menacing voice to myself, not willing to share that bit of information with Rebecca. I still wasn’t sure that I trusted her—and that everything I said wouldn’t end up as fodder in a newspaper exposé one day.

		“Did it have an initial on it like the ones in the portrait?” Rebecca leaned forward, almost imperceptibly.

		
			I frowned, trying to remember beyond the haze of the brandy. “Yes. Actually, it did. The letter A.”
		

		
			I watched as her already-pale face turned a shade whiter. “An A? Are you sure?”
		

		“Definitely. No doubt about that. I believe Jack took a close-up so you can ask him when you see him again.” I tried unsuccessfully to keep the snide tone from my voice. I looked at her closely. “Are you feeling all right?”

		She nodded, but her smile was shaky. “I didn’t sleep well last night.”

		She didn’t explain and I wasn’t interested in a blow-by-blow account. Still, she looked as if she might keel over in her chair. With a heavy sigh, I pulled the donuts out of my drawer. “Maybe you should eat something.”

		Her eyes brightened as she spotted the grease-spotted bag. “Thank you. I think that might help.”

		I spread two napkins on my desk, placing a donut on top of one before sliding it over to her. “Careful with the powdered sugar. It gets everywhere.”

		Nancy entered my office with the coffee and set two mugs down on the desk. Before I could reach for my personal mug—the one with “I’m  #1” on one side and a magic ink image of a house that was replaced with the word “SOLD” on the other whenever hot liquid was poured inside—Rebecca picked it up and took a sip. I stared at the remaining mug with golf balls splattered all over it and slid it toward me so Rebecca wouldn’t take that, too.

		Nancy eyed the donuts. “Something big must be going on here because I’ve never seen Melanie share her donuts with anybody. People fear for their fingers if they get too close.”

		I sent her a withering glance. “Rebecca wasn’t feeling well. Figured a sugar rush could help.”

		We both watched as Rebecca took a huge bite out of her donut, then quickly polished off the rest of it with a second bite. She smiled at us while chewing, then took another sip from my mug before speaking.

		“Sorry. I guess I was hungry.”

		Nancy watched as I edged my donut closer to me and quickly took a bite of it to stake my claim. I even thought about licking it, just in case. “I bought cinnamon rolls for the office,” Nancy said. “I could bring a couple of them in if you’re still hungry.”

		Rebecca perked up even more. “Oh, yes. Please. If it’s not too much trouble, that is.” Her smile widened and a speck of powdered sugar fell from her lower lip.

		Nancy’s questioning look was quickly replaced by a polite smile. “I’ll go get those rolls for you and be right back.”

		“Thanks,” Rebecca called to Nancy’s departing back. “And when you have a minute, I want to know where you got those argyle pants. They look great.”

		Nancy shot back an appreciative grin before heading toward the break room.

		Rebecca turned back to me. “Where were we? Oh, yes. We were talking about my not sleeping last night.”

		I shoved half of my donut into my mouth so I couldn’t say what I really wanted to and instead just nodded politely.

		“I had another dream. About you, believe it or not.” She smiled tentatively and I noticed that she had more powdered sugar on her chin. “You were with a man, and I had the strong impression that there was something—between you. Like you were lovers.”

		“Really?” I nonchalantly picked up my mug and took a sip.

		“It wasn’t Jack.”

		I thought I saw a gleam of satisfaction in her eyes. “Well, that’s a relief,” I said through a surprising stab of disappointment. I took another sip of coffee.

		“Actually, he was blond. And he spoke English but with a heavy accent.”

		My leg had begun to bounce on my knee and I lowered my hand to get it to stop. “That’s weird,” I said, trying not to show any interest. “What were we doing?”

		Rebecca squirmed a little in her seat. “Um, well, not that I saw anything specifically, but I got the strongest feeling that the two of you had been—intimate.”

		I coughed, spitting up coffee. I jerked to a stand and grabbed a napkin from the donut bag to wipe my chin and desk. I wanted to ask her if the man was wearing a Revolutionary War uniform but that would give too much away. Instead, I said, “That’s pretty disturbing, seeing as how I’m not dating anybody right now.”

		“Oh, I didn’t say that you were dating him.”

		Our eyes met and she sent me a half smile full of innuendo. “Any idea who he is?” she asked.

		“Not at all,” I said without looking away. I sat back down. “Any idea who you think he might be?”

		Rebecca shook her head. “Not exactly, although I know that you were in the kitchen in the house on Legare Street. And he kept pointing at a fireplace that I don’t remember seeing when I was there.”

		“Interesting,” I said. “Because there used to be a fireplace in the kitchen, but the previous owners plastered over it.”

		She raised an eyebrow. “Well, then. Maybe whoever he is wants you to restore it.”

		“Maybe,” I said. “He’s probably some dead historical preservationist who’s appalled by what the house looks like now. Believe me. Even I might be tempted to rise from the dead if somebody did that to my house.”

		Nancy reentered the office with two plates, each with a cinnamon roll and fork, and placed one in front of each of us. Rebecca was already reaching for her fork before Nancy even made it back to the door.

		Rebecca smiled and dabbed at the corners of her mouth with a napkin. “Speaking of old houses, I was wondering if you recalled the name of the current owner at Mimosa Hall. Thought it might ring a bell and help us tie the girls in the portraits together.”

		“The last name is McGowan, but they weren’t the original owners. Jack told me that the McGowans bought the house from the Crandall family during the Depression. Mrs. McGowan—who was out of town when we stopped by—is going through her attic to look for more information, but she remembers some sort of tragedy in the last half of the 1800s that affected the family. She said she’d let Jack know when she finds out.”

		Rebecca’s hand froze in midair as she held her napkin up to her face. “Crandall? Are you sure?”

		“Yes, that’s definitely what Jack told me. Why, do you know of them?”

		She seemed to studiously relax. “It’s just that, well, Crandall doesn’t sound like a local name, that’s all.”

		“No, they were from Connecticut. According to Jack’s research with Yvonne, the Crandalls were always having family come visit from up north.”

		
			“Interesting,” she said, her voice tight. “Maybe researching the family is something I could do. Help figure out at least who the girl with the A  locket is, which may or may not lead us to the identity of the two girls in your portrait.”
		

		“Great,” I said, moving my calendar and BlackBerry closer to me to give Rebecca the hint that I needed to get back to work.

		Surprisingly astute, she stood. “I’ll let you get back to work, then. Thanks for the donut and the cinnamon roll—can’t think of a better way to start my day.”

		I frowned, recalling having said the exact same thing more than once. “Thanks for stopping by. Let me know if you find out anything about the girl in the portrait.”

		“Will do.” She slung her purse over her shoulder. “Oh, and I almost forgot about the second thing I wanted to ask you about.”

		I looked up at her, my BlackBerry poised and ready in my hand. “Yes?”

		“It’s a favor, actually. Every year, the historical society presents a Christmas tour of homes and I suggested that we include your mother’s house on the tour this year. It’s a rather late addition, but I thought it should be included.”

		I stared at her in horror. “You can’t be serious. It’s like the inside of a frat house on a psychedelic trip, and there’s no way we can decorate in time for the tour. . . .”

		Rebecca cut me off with a wave of her hand. “That’s the point. I thought we could make the Legare Street house the first on the tour to show people what happens when the historical aspects of these homes are ignored, then follow with the rest of the homes of the tour, which shows the other end of the spectrum.”

		I shook my head. “My mother would never agree. . . .”

		Rebecca cut me off again. “Actually, she already has. I spoke with her while she was in New York and she thought it a great idea.”

		I frowned. “She answered your phone call?”

		Rebecca had the decency to look abashed. “Actually, I borrowed Jack’s phone when he was taking out the trash. She didn’t know it was me.”

		I frowned again, wondering if I should be more appalled by Rebecca’s subterfuge or the fact that my mother had agreed to open her house for a home tour. “She said yes?”

		“Yes. It’s a great fund-raiser for the historical society, and she thought it would be a great way to reintroduce herself to Charleston. She’s already promised them that the house will be included on next year’s tour as a sort of ‘before and after’ home. She also said that you would be more than happy to act as tour guide for the house.”

		“She did?” My surprise easily slipped into anger. “Wasn’t that generous of her.”

		Rebecca nodded. “I said the same thing. She said that now you’re such a pro on restoration, you could give the tour explaining your plans for the house.”

		I was shaking my head. “No. I won’t do it. Sorry. I’m not an expert, nor do I pretend to be. Ask Sophie.”

		Rebecca looked crestfallen. “But Jack already said you’d be happy to do it and you’re already on the roster.”

		I dropped my BlackBerry on the desk. “Jack?”

		
			“Yes. He’s already working on your Civil War-era costumes. He thought the two of you could do it together.” Her face brightened a bit. “Photographers from the Post & Courier and Charleston magazine will be there. I would think it would be good for business to get your face and name out there.”
		

		She’d hit the right target, of course, as I’m sure she’d planned. While I was silently weighing the pros and cons of dressing up and leading a tour in a house I hated versus the exposure for my business, Rebecca saw her opportunity to escape and started edging her way to the door. Before I could say anything else, she had reached the doorway. “I can tell you’re busy. I’ll send you more details as we get closer. Thanks again.” With a little wave, she left, leaving a trail of expensive perfume behind.
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		I stood on the steps in front of the Legare Street house, unsure if I should knock or let myself in. It was the home of a stranger, after all, and the rules of engagement were new to me.

		The overnight bag containing the last remnants of the possessions I would need for the next few months or so—my cosmetics, hair products, flannel nightgown and slippers, as well as several worksheets I’d made to accelerate the work schedule and decrease the time I’d have to spend in the house—was slung over my shoulder as I stood contemplating the door. I looked back at my car and General Lee, who sat in the back in his car seat, and his reassuring gaze gave me a boost of moral support.

		An unfamiliar white Cadillac sedan was parked in the driveway and Jack’s Porsche, thankfully, was missing. According to Rebecca, he would have brought my mother to her house nearly three hours earlier. It was plenty of time, according to my own calculations, for him to bring in her luggage, attempt to be charming, and leave, which was why I’d waited until five o’clock to make an appearance. I glanced nervously at the early-evening sky before raising my hand to give a tentative knock.

		As I waited, I practiced a bland, unemotional expression with which to greet my mother and held it for a long three minutes before I began the process all over again, starting with three louder knocks.

		My face began to hurt after another three minutes, so I very reluctantly dropped my hand to the doorknob, hesitating only a moment before turning it. I was surprised to find it unlocked and wondered if my mother had forgotten to lock it or, from experience, if something else might be involved.

		Slowly, I pushed open the door, the shock of the carnival-like interior not having dwindled since the last time my senses were assaulted by it. But somewhere, behind the garish colors and tasteless accents, I smelled the familiar scent of these old houses: of polished wood, antique fabrics, and the soft breath of people long since gone but whose presence lingered still. Accompanied always, of course, by the sound of an alarming amount of money being sucked out the door. Despite my growing appreciation for the historic grand dames south of Broad Street, there were still moments—usually after another brutal session of scraping paint from hand-carved moldings or sanding through a century’s worth of varnish—when I would wistfully imagine a wrecking ball solving all of the restoration woes in one fell swoop.

		I stepped into the empty foyer, my attention turned to the closed door leading into the drawing room. The subdued rhythm of murmuring voices drifted toward me, and I was reminded of a similar scene from when I was a girl. Dropping my bag, I allowed anger to push me forward. I didn’t pause at the closed door but instead flung it open, my thoughts confirmed when I saw my mother and another woman facing each other in two Windsor chairs. The chairs looked suspiciously like two from my house on Tradd Street that Sophie said she’d find a temporary home for while my floors were being restored. My mother, without gloves, held the hands of the other woman, their palms faceup, my mother’s eyes open and turned toward the ceiling, which I noticed for the first time had inexplicably been wallpapered with purple stars and clouds.

		A rush of cold air enveloped me as my mother’s empty gaze shifted toward me, like a moth seeking flame. The lights flickered and dimmed as I stood in the doorway, the strings of plastic beads that hung over the front-facing windows beginning to sway as what felt like a force field around my mother pushed at me like a padded fist. But instead of repelling me, it seemed to be reaching out to me, sucking me toward it. I gripped the doorway, the wood weeping with moisture under my palms, threatening my grip. I looked up again at the hideous ceiling toward the  mirrored chandelier with its thirty or more small rounded bulbs and watched as the lights brightened to a startling intensity before one by one each bulb shattered like stars plummeting to earth.

		The two women dropped their hands and covered their heads.

		“Go!”

		I startled, not recognizing the deep voice as my mother’s until she repeated herself. “Get out!” she said, louder. “Quickly. It’s not safe in here!”

		Stumbling, I backed out of the room, feeling the force around me begin to diminish, like a child’s fingers being pulled one by one from her mother’s skirts.

		I collapsed on top of the pile of my belongings, too exhausted to stand or keep moving. I sat there, breathing heavily, until my mother and her companion emerged from the parlor.

		My mother immediately crossed the room and took my hands, the feel of her skin on mine as foreign to me as another language. I tried to pull away but she held tightly.

		“You felt it, didn’t you?”

		I didn’t answer, my eyes traveling to the woman standing behind her wringing her hands and looking as if she wanted nothing more than to leave.

		I faced my mother again. “You were giving a reading, weren’t you? You know Daddy doesn’t like you to do that.”

		A spark of amusement lit her eyes for a moment. “But this is my house. He has no say in what I choose to do.” She squeezed my hands and peered into my eyes. “Are you all right?”

		I nodded and to my relief she let go of my hands and stood. Indicating her companion, she said, “This is Gloria Elmore, an old friend of mine. She wanted to talk to her son.”

		I didn’t need to ask if the son was dead; I’d seen him standing beside his mother right before the chandelier exploded, his gaping head wound confirming my suspicion that he was no longer among the living.

		I stood, too, and greeted Mrs. Elmore, wondering if she’d been one of the many friends of my mother’s who used to crowd around her at parties and private readings when I was a small child—and whose presence in our lives fueled the tension between my parents.

		I waited while my mother led Mrs. Elmore to the door amid apologies and vague explanations of overloaded fuse boxes. The back of my neck tingled as the unmistakable scent of gunpowder filled my nostrils. I glanced around the foyer for my soldier but didn’t see him, not sure from whom he was hiding.

		The door had barely closed behind Mrs. Elmore before I rounded on my mother. “What are you thinking? You’ve been back not even a day and you’re already intent on making us laughingstocks in this town. Do you not care that I have a professional reputation to uphold and that your sideshow antics might hurt me?” I held up my hand. “Oh, wait. Never mind. Hurting me has never held you back, so why would I expect it to now? You just go ahead and destroy the life that I’ve worked so hard to build. The part that wasn’t destroyed when you walked out on me and Daddy.”

		I began to march toward the door for a dramatic exit but stopped when I realized that I had nowhere else to go. I could hear the smile in my mother’s voice when she spoke as if she realized it, too.

		“This is who we are, Mellie. It’s our gift. And we can choose to hide it from the world or we can choose to help others with it. Either way, it’s not going away.”

		I felt exhausted all of a sudden, having known the truth of her words since the first time my father shouted at me to stop talking to people he said weren’t there. It was the thing that had bonded my mother and me together, and I’d spent years trying to untie the knots. Unfortunately, as I had learned as a small child, wanting something badly didn’t always mean you’d get it.

		My eyes met hers. “Why are you here? Why have you really come back?”

		She looked as tired as I felt. She paused for a moment before speaking. Softly, she said, “For you. Everything I’ve ever done has been for you.”

		“You have an odd way of showing it,” I said, the anger in my voice gone, the words full of resignation. A flash of light from the parlor caught my attention and my mother and I both turned toward the doorway. I started to move toward it but my mother’s hand held me back.

		“It’s nothing,” she said. “Just Mrs. Elmore’s son saying good-bye.”

		Confused, I looked at her. She’d spoken with enough departed spirits when I lived with her to know that the type of phenomenon we’d just witnessed wasn’t usual or expected. Something had changed. “But nothing happened until I entered the room.”

		She glanced away from me to the pile of bags and moved to pick up my small cosmetics case. “I do think it had something to do with the wiring. I’m sure you can give me a recommendation for a good electrician.” She smiled. “Come on, let’s get you settled.”

		I was too old to allow my mother’s and my past to rule my life, and the best way to handle the situation was not to contradict her regardless of how wrong I knew her to be. I picked up my overnight bag. “I need to get General Lee out of the car. But first let me know what room you want me to take. Nothing in the back of the house, please.”

		Her eyes lit with amusement again. “You and I are in the two front bedrooms, the ones that connect through the dressing room. The walls are painted lime green, and I promise those will be the first we paint. Can’t see starting each day with a migraine.” She paused for a moment. “There’s also a, um, er, ceiling mural in your bedroom depicting what I think might be a scene from Nero’s last days. You might want to sleep on your side until we can get that fixed.”

		I looked at her with alarm but she’d already turned toward the stairs. She was halfway up the staircase before she spoke again. “We need to talk about your fortieth-birthday party. I was thinking Hibernian Hall or White Point Gardens with lots of fireworks. Or the yacht club, but I’d always thought you’d have your wedding reception there, so I’d like to hold out on that one. Regardless, we’ll need to do something with your hair. I was thinking highlights to frame your face. Maybe we should ask Jack what he thinks.”

		It was unclear if she was referring to my birthday party or my hair; either way, I’d rather ask a sneaker-clad, camera-laden tourist, or General Lee for that matter, than ask Jack’s advice on anything. I didn’t think I could take his smug satisfaction that I would defer to him on any matter more consequential than furniture placement.

		I made a face at my mother’s retreating back, unable to find words to respond. Each footstep as I climbed the stairs was leaden—weighed down with thirty-three years’ worth of unasked questions. I stared at her back and her bare hands avoiding the banister and wondered why after all this time Ginnette Prioleau Middleton had suddenly decided to become my mother. Or why the thought didn’t upset me as much as it should have.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 13
		

		I awoke the next morning to General Lee shivering next to me—our breath visible in cloudy puffs above our heads. The sheets and blankets were lying in puddles around the bed and all four windows were wide open, long vermilion drapes fluttering like moths inside the room. Gathering the little dog to my chest, I struggled to close the windows, then returned to the bed for another twenty minutes, this time with covers, until we were both thawed enough to venture out again.

		I wasn’t afraid. Not of these ghosts, anyway. I’d known them since childhood and realized they were simply making their presence known to me. I’d even surprised myself by falling asleep quickly the night before, not caring to dwell on the measure of comfort I’d felt at the proximity of the connecting door to my mother’s room. I’d attempted to read—a university press publication about the origins of the Historic Charleston Foundation loaned to me by Sophie to give me a deeper appreciation for historical homes and the efforts to restore them for our collective posterity—but I’d fallen asleep after the first page. It wasn’t that the book was poorly written or the subject all that uninteresting; it was only that I lived historical home restoration every day and had the nubby fingernails to prove it. There was no reason to relive my misery in bedtime reading.

		I took a quick shower in the adjoining bathroom, trying to ignore the mirrored ceilings and walls and the red-velvet-upholstered window treatments that seemed more suitable for a bordello. Keeping my back to the shower spray so I could see the door, I loofahed, exfoliated, shaved, soaped, shampooed, and conditioned with at least one eye open the entire time. After slathering myself with lotion, I hurriedly dressed, then headed downstairs—General Lee following closely.

		The sound of murmuring voices, one male and one female, led me to the kitchen. I recognized my mother’s voice and what sounded like her giggling. With faster steps I made it to the louvered saloon-style doors to the kitchen and pushed them open.

		My parents, each holding steaming mugs of coffee with a large plate of donuts on the table between them, sat very close and were looking at each other as if they were teenagers at a sock hop. A bouquet of fresh pink roses sat on the counter next to what appeared to be a stack of photographs. They looked up at the same time with matching expressions of guilt and horror as if just caught in the act of consorting with the enemy.

		My mother stood abruptly, sloshing coffee from her mug, and that’s when I noticed the red silk negligee, nearly transparent, that barely covered the matching teddy she wore underneath. I opened my mouth to offer to fetch my terry-cloth robe but stopped, somehow reluctant to advertise the fact that my mother wore sexier lingerie than I did. And looked better in it, too. Although both of us had the long and lean Prioleau genes, she’d somehow managed to snag a rogue gene from an unknown limb of the family tree and ended up with breasts. I, on the other hand, had worn training bras through high school and most of college for encouragement purposes only, and even now could probably go braless without anyone noticing.

		“Morning,” I said. Then, to prevent myself from saying the only other word that came to mind—“Ew”—I crossed to the kitchen counter where the coffeemaker and a clean mug were sitting, poured myself a cup, then took General Lee outside to relieve himself. When we came back in, General Lee immediately went to the food bowl that somebody—probably my dad—had already filled and I faced my parents.

		“Good morning, Mellie. Your father stopped by to bring us donuts from Ruth’s Bakery. It was our favorite, remember? I used to take you there as a little girl.”

		I closed my eyes, the steam from my coffee dampening my face. I hadn’t remembered, of course. I doubt I would have been going there all these years if I had. But I’d always wondered if the reason I kept going  back had less to do with the wonderful donuts and coffee I got there, and more to do with searching for something I’d lost but could never name.

		Opening my eyes again, I turned around to face them. “No. I can’t say I remember.” Never one to resist sugar, I approached the table without looking at either one of them and took a glazed donut.

		“I love your suit, Mellie,” my mother said, eyeing me critically. “You should have the skirt shortened, though. You’ve got fabulous legs and you shouldn’t be ashamed to show them a little.”

		Swallowing the donut that was sticking in my throat, I said, “In my profession, Mother, I need to be taken seriously and dressing like a hooker isn’t a good way to accomplish that.” I stared pointedly at her revealing outfit.

		I took another bite from my donut, surprised my mother hadn’t risen to the bait and said something about frumpy almost forty-year-olds remaining single. I looked back at her and saw that she was staring at my neck.

		“What is that?”

		
			Confused, I placed my coffee mug on the table and reached up to the open-neck collar of my jacket and felt the gold heart-shaped locket with the initial M. I wasn’t sure why I wore it. It was in bad need of a thorough cleaning and I didn’t even like it that much. It was more like a compulsion that made me keep it around my neck as a sort of talisman, I supposed. For what, I wasn’t sure.
		

		My father stood, too. “I gave that to her, Ginny. We found it on the boat and figured it belonged with Melanie instead of in a plastic bag somewhere. They’d already documented it and tested it so it’s not like I was tampering with evidence or anything.”

		My mother didn’t appear to be listening. “It’s like the one in the portrait.”

		I nodded, and our eyes met.

		She raised her hand, then lowered it slowly. Speaking softly, out of my father’s hearing range, she asked, “Why didn’t you show this to me before?”

		The answer was easy. “Because I know what it does to you.”

		She raised an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t have thought you cared.”

		I paused, considering her words. I had thought about asking her to  hold the locket, to see if it would tell her anything, but I knew what some objects did to her. I remembered days when she was feverish and unable to eat, days when the visions and voices wouldn’t leave her alone because she’d handled something with a powerful message. It’s why she wore the gloves, after all. Still, I wasn’t sure if I hadn’t asked because I thought it would harm her, or if I was afraid that she’d tell me no.

		I slid a glance to my father, who was pretending he wasn’t trying to listen. “There are other ways to determine the identity of the women in the portrait,” I said.

		She took a step toward me and put a hand on my arm before I could step back. “But don’t you see? That’s why I’m here. We need to do this together.” She squeezed my arm slightly. “And I would do anything for you. Anything. Because you’re my daughter, Mellie.”

		She said the last part as if it explained everything, as if it filled in all the empty nooks and crannies of my childhood like melted butter on a muffin. It surprised me enough that I hardly noticed when she stepped closer and raised her bare hand, clasping the locket in her fist.

		At first, it didn’t appear that anything was happening. Then her hand began to shake as if electricity was coursing through her body. Her eyes rolled back, her eyelashes fluttering, and her other hand came up to grasp her arm as if to keep it still. Her mouth opened, but she seemed unable to speak, or maybe her own words were being silenced by something unseen. Then, in a voice that wasn’t hers in words as thick and heavy as black tar, she said, “Give it back.” She licked her lips, and I saw that they were cracked and peeling now, like someone who’d been swimming in the ocean for a long time. Slowly, the voice said, “It’s mine. It’s all mine.”

		Before I could respond or react, my mother pulled away, dropping the locket as if it had burned her. It scalded my skin where it settled, and I watched while my mother flexed and unflexed her fist.

		“Are you all right?” I asked.

		“Yes. Yes, I’m fine,” she said as she walked across the kitchen to the sink and began pouring water over her hand.

		My father had stood, and was staring at my mother. “What the hell was that?”

		Neither of us answered, either because we didn’t know the answer or  because even if we did, it wouldn’t matter if we told him or not; he still wouldn’t believe us.

		“Who was it?” I asked my mother, my voice tight.

		She shook her head as she leaned on the counter, trying to catch her breath. “I’m not sure.” She shook her head again, as if trying to clear it, then met my eyes with hers. Hers were wide and reddened, and for a moment it was not my mother’s eyes that stared back at me. She blinked hard before speaking. “But I do know that you shouldn’t be wearing that locket. It’s bad, Mellie. It belonged to—her.” She clenched her eyes shut for a moment. “No, that’s not right. It did—but then it didn’t.”

		“That doesn’t make any sense.” I grabbed the locket, unsure of my attachment to it, but not wanting to lose it, either, and felt only cold metal. I felt sick to my stomach, smelling again the odors of stagnant seawater and rotting fish. I wanted to bolt from the room, to deny that this was happening, but I was stuck watching a scene from a horror film whose ending I could only guess.

		“We are not as we seem, remember? Maybe it’s all connected.” My mother’s gaze didn’t waver as I struggled to say something glib, to make the memory of the voice go away, to pretend that I couldn’t see and smell things that weren’t there.

		“What the hell is going on here?” my father demanded again.

		My mother and I just stared at each other in mutual understanding, while my father looked on. It had always been that way with the three of us, and I wasn’t really surprised to see that nothing had changed in the intervening years.

		She closed her eyes for a moment, then swallowed before walking toward my father. “Don’t say another word. This is beyond your understanding and your ability to see things that aren’t black-and-white. I will not have this argument again with you, so leave it be.”

		My father looked at me for support or argument—I wasn’t sure which—but I could only turn away. I felt like a child again, unable to choose sides between two teams I loved equally.

		Pulling her shoulders back and trying to look as regal as a person who was wearing less than a yard of flimsy material could, my mother said, “I’m leaving now so you can tell Melanie what you told me earlier and then discuss your plans for the garden. Melanie will be in charge of that,  so you won’t need to deal with me at all. I’m sure we can all agree that’s for the best.” She started to leave, then turned back to my father, and I wondered if he’d heard her voice shake, too. “And I’ve told you before, don’t call me Ginny. My name is Ginnette.”

		She took another donut and wrapped it in a napkin before making her grand exit through the saloon doors, trying to disguise her unsteady steps, the sound of her high-heeled slippers fading away as they tapped down the hall.

		I stared after her for a long moment, wondering when it had happened that my mother had changed from stranger to ally.

		I held up my hand, anticipating what my father planned to say. “Don’t say it because I don’t want to hear it. Let’s just agree to disagree so that we can discuss the garden.”

		His gaze shifted to the locket around my neck and then back to my face. He looked wounded, but there was nothing I could do about that. Trying to get him to understand our ability to see things he couldn’t was a lot like trying to get permission to build a skyscraper in downtown Charleston. “Fine, if that’s the way you want it. But all this hocus-pocus . . .”

		“Daddy,” I interrupted.

		“Right.” He scooped up the photographs on the counter, then held out a chair for me and I sat at the Shaker table, another remnant I recognized from my house on Tradd Street. I made a mental note to have a little chat with Sophie. I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself after hearing that voice. It wasn’t something one easily forgot or pushed aside.

		My father sat down next to me and began shuffling the pictures in his hand. He fixed me with a clear-eyed stare that I was still getting used to. I could smell his cologne, and I wondered how long it would be before I stopped expecting the odor of stale beer and sour whiskey that accompanied all of my childhood memories of him.

		After a deep breath, he said, “They completed the forensics tests on the remains yesterday and they’re releasing the news to the press later today.”

		I stiffened, my leg bouncing erratically under the table.

		My dad continued. “The authorities will be in touch to make it official, but my buddy told me that I was allowed to tell you and your mother the results ahead of time as long as you kept it to yourselves.”

		“Of course,” I said, my lips dry.

		“They determined that the body was definitely that of a female of approximately five feet two inches tall. And that she was between twenty and twenty-four years old at the time of her death.”

		I closed my eyes briefly, remembering the voice, knowing he was right. I managed to stay calm. “Anything else?”

		He nodded, still flipping through the photographs. That was another thing I’d noticed since he’d been going to AA; his hands were always moving as if attempting to keep them so busy that they wouldn’t notice the absence of a bottle or glass clutched in them.

		“You already know about the skull injury, but they also found some sort of genetic anomaly in the hip. He explained it in some kind of medical jargon, but it’s basically a joint issue that can be surgically taken care of today, but back then you would have just lived with a limp.”

		I leaned forward. “A limp? Nobody in the Prioleau family has ever limped as far as I know—or had surgery to correct it. I can double-check that with Mother. And with Rebecca. She’s apparently done a lot of research into our family. Maybe she’s found something, too.”

		He nodded, his hands still flipping through the photographs. “I’m hoping whoever it was is unrelated to you so this whole thing goes away quicker.”

		I met his eyes but could only nod. He wouldn’t want to know that nothing would go away until my mother and I could make her go away. Or until I decided to leave the house on Legare to its ghosts.

		I put my hands on his, stilling them. “Can I see the pictures?”

		“Sure,” he said, sliding them over to me. “I remembered there were pictures of the garden taken when your grandmother lived here in the sixties and early seventies. I had a box of photos that I took from the house after your grandmother died, and I figured they might be in there.” He tapped the photo on top. “I was right. These pictures will be a great blueprint for me to use to restore the garden to the way it was.”

		I began to sift through them, each photograph a memory of the best part of my childhood. There were shots of the herb parterre garden and the climbing Confederate jasmine that clung to the front gates, and the ornamental brick walkways edged with precise boxwoods whose scent always reminded me of home.

		But there were pictures, too, of a much younger me sipping tea from real china cups on a wrought iron table, my grandmother sitting next to me on the bench and smiling into the camera. And I noticed how much the adult me now resembled her and it made me smile. I stopped before one photograph of me laughing in front of a statue my grandmother had bought in Italy—and that I had found uproariously funny because the little boy was naked. But the thing that caught my attention most was the diamond-and-sapphire necklace and earrings I wore. I’m sure they were worth a lot of money, but my grandmother never hesitated to let me wear them during one of our tea parties. I remembered, too, how Rebecca had asked me about them and how she’d seen my mother wearing them in a newspaper photo.

		“You laughed a lot as a little girl.” His gaze searched mine.

		I stared at the picture recalling the time before my mother left, of afternoons spent in my grandmother’s garden, and of early mornings whiled away tucked between my parents in their large bed while they shared the newspaper and drank coffee.

		“Yes,” I said slowly. “I did.” I didn’t want to meet his eyes, afraid he’d see the little girl again—and compare her to me.

		“It wasn’t such a bad childhood, was it? Despite—things?”

		I raised my gaze to meet his, remembering, too, the traveling I’d done with my father when I’d gone to live with him, of seeing the pyramids of Egypt, the Taj Mahal, the Eiffel Tower, and the Thames River. I’d liked traveling with him; I’d found it easier to forget my mother when we were in exotic places, and my father had always made it a point not to drink until he’d put me to sleep at night. In those dusty hot places, I could pretend that I was someone else.

		“No, Daddy. It wasn’t all bad. I have good memories, too.”

		His expression of relief made me want to cry, and I had to look away.

		My dad pointed at one of the photos. “There must have been something wrong with the camera because every single one of these photographs has the same white spots on them. Never in the same place, but always there.”

		I looked to where his finger pointed to a cluster of white balls of light flitting over my left shoulder. Slowly, I flipped through the remaining photographs, noticing the same light splotches on all of the pictures.  I didn’t bother to point out to my father that the photographs had been taken by different cameras—some with a Polaroid, others with a 35 millimeter camera. I had a pretty good idea what had caused the blotches, but I wasn’t about to get into another argument with him.

		I paused at the last photograph of my grandmother and me. We were in the garden at the side of the house where the beautiful stained-glass window was. I was smiling into the camera with the kind of cheesy smile that only young children can get away with, but my grandmother was facing the window, pointing at it. My gaze traveled to where she pointed and I paused, bringing the photograph closer to my face and wishing I’d worn my glasses.

		It must have been about midday because the sun was shining full force on the window. But something about the way the sun hit the glass transformed it into an image I’d never seen before. I’d always marveled at how the stained-glass looked different inside than it did outside. I’d noticed the same thing in churches with large stained-glass windows. But this looked like an entirely different glass layer had been placed on the back of the window, created in such a way as to only show the image in a certain angle of light.

		What was so astounding in this image was that it no longer even resembled the one on the inside glass. Instead of random lines and patterns, it appeared to be some kind of aerial impression of a place foreign to me, yet complete with shoreline, trees, and the unmistakable columns of a Greek Revival house. But superimposed over the left quadrant of the image and overlapping the shoreline, was an odd representation of an angel’s head with long, flowing hair and large wings that swept behind the head and came to a precise point. The figure was slightly tilted, so that the point of the wings swept over the water, but its tip was seemingly buried in the land.

		I turned the photograph around to show my dad. “Did you notice this one?”

		He reached into his pocket for his bifocals—apparently hidden from my mother, although upon my last calculation they were nearly the same age—and perched them on his nose.

		“Now, then, isn’t that interesting? It’s a completely different image, isn’t it?”

		“Most definitely. I wonder why.”

		He handed the photograph back to me and snorted. “Those Prioleaus—always ones for puzzles. Your own mother made me solve a riddle to figure out her answer to my marriage proposal.”

		“Which was yes,” I said, unable to stop my grin.

		“Yeah, it was.” He rested his chin in his hand and stared at me, but I didn’t think he was seeing me at all.

		“You’re right about the puzzles. There’s one on Grandmother Sarah’s tombstone that I can’t quite figure out, although to be honest I haven’t given it that much thought. Nothing like a mother reappearing in one’s life again to reorganize one’s life. Anyway, I don’t think Jack’s seen it yet but he needs to. He’s good at solving puzzles, but don’t tell him I said that.”

		“Don’t tell me that you said what?”

		My father and I turned in unison to the saloon doors that Jack was holding open to allow Sophie and Chad, their arms laden with what appeared to be fabric and decorator books, into the kitchen.

		My father stood and took the pile from Sophie’s arms and placed them on the table before taking the ones from Jack’s free hand and doing the same. Chad’s armful slammed down on the counter and he looked at us apologetically.

		“Dude,” he said, apparently to my dad, who fisted his right hand like Chad’s and pressed his knuckles against Chad’s.

		“Dude,” my father repeated without a trace of sarcasm, “what’s with the entourage?”

		“Can’t fit all Sophie’s stuff in her Beetle or on my Schwinn, so Jack offered to use his pickup truck.”

		I raised my eyebrows as I slipped the photographs into my jacket pocket to study again later. “Jack has a pickup truck?”

		Jack grinned. “I am a born-and-bred South Carolinian male who can shoot straight, treat his mama nice, and could once hold his liquor. I do believe it’s against the law in the great state of South Carolina for a guy like me not to own a pickup truck.” His grin widened as he looked at me, making the temperature in the room do funny things. “So, what did you not want me to know?”

		“That you’re good at solving puzzles,” my dad said.

		“That you’re annoying and intrusive,” I said at the same time.

		Both men sent me a reproachful look before my dad said, “Melanie was telling me about how the Prioleaus have always been into puzzles. I believe my mother-in-law, Melanie’s grandmother, even had a room here at the house where she kept all sorts of puzzles and cipher books and that sort of thing. Anyway, Melanie mentioned the rhyme on her grandmother’s grave and how she hasn’t been able to make heads or tails of it.” He gave me a sidelong glance. “She mentioned you might be able to shed some light on it.”

		With a deferential tone, Jack said, “I’d be more than happy to accompany Mellie to the cemetery to see if I can help. I have been known to solve a puzzle or two.”

		“Melanie doesn’t like to go in cemeteries, Jack,” Sophie interjected.

		I turned to Sophie, noticing her getup for the first time. “What are you wearing?” I asked, almost afraid to hear the answer.

		She twirled for my inspection. “Isn’t it great? A student of mine is from Nepal and she gave me this sari thinking I might like it. A friend had given it to her and it didn’t suit her style.”

		I could see why, but I didn’t mention it to Sophie. It was tie-dyed in hues not normally seen in the natural world with weird splashes of rhinestones that looked like someone had vomited them out and not bothered to clean up. Alone, it was an eyesore; mixed with a striped chenille turtleneck, paint-splattered sweats, rainbow-striped toe socks, and Birkenstocks, it was something from which nightmares are made.

		“You look amazing, Soph,” Chad said with such a sparkle in his eyes that I almost had to look away. Then he glanced at me and winked, and I knew without a doubt that Chad didn’t care what Sophie looked like on the outside because to him she was the most beautiful woman in the world and nothing she wore could ever change that.

		I caught Jack’s gaze and realized with a start that he was thinking the same thing, and I felt myself coloring. It wasn’t because he knew my thoughts or even that he might have caught a wistfulness in my eyes; it was because despite a brash exterior and irreverent quips, Jack Trenholm knew what true love was and could recognize it in other people. Even though I’d come to learn how deeply he’d loved his late fiancée, his behavior usually made it very easy to forget that he had any depth of  feeling. I realized I’d felt much better when I thought of him as simply shallow and crass.

		I cleared my throat. “You’re right, Sophie. I don’t like cemeteries. But if Jack’s not too afraid, he can go by himself.”

		“It’s not being in the cemetery alone that frightens me; it’s the possibility that Mellie might get me into a dark corner, so it might be better if I do go alone.” He flashed a smile at me, making me wonder exactly what all I’d said and done the night I was drunk. In a serious tone, he said, “I’ll bring my camera and snap a few pictures. That way we can blow them up and separate the words and play with them a bit to see if there might be a hidden meaning in it.”

		The thought to do that had never occurred to me, and I looked at Jack with grudging admiration.

		Eager to change the subject, I walked over to the books that Sophie and Chad had brought in. “What are all these?”

		“Fabric swatches and paint samples,” explained Sophie. “All of the colors have already been approved by the Board of Architectural Review. I know they can only control the exterior colors, but I know that you, under my expert tutelage, will want to do a thorough restoration and use only those colors that might have been used when the house was first built.”

		I flipped through several cardboard strips of paint chips, surprised to find that I actually liked the jewel-like hues of Persian blue and mustardy yellows—until I noticed that written on the back of each card were what looked like recipes using things like iron oxide, ocher, milk, and what appeared to be actual berries.

		“What’s this?” I asked, holding up a paint chip of a pale green and flipping it over. “You don’t expect us to actually make the paint, right?” I smiled, to let her know that I was in on the joke.

		She looked offended. “Of course. Otherwise it wouldn’t be historically accurate, would it?”

		I blinked several times, waiting for her to smile to let me know she wasn’t serious. When she continued with a straight face, I slowly put down the paint chip. “I’ll, um, go over these with my mother and let you know.” I knew there had to be at least one paint company that made historically accurate colors in a good old-fashioned factory and that didn’t  involve me actually scraping rust from pipes or collecting berries in a field somewhere.

		Jack picked up another paint sample and studied it for a moment. “I’m glad you’re changing the color scheme. Every time I walk into the foyer, I want to bark like a circus seal.”

		“Don’t let me stop you,” I said, my voice trailing away. A movement out the kitchen window caught my attention, and I turned my gaze to the street, where I spotted Rebecca’s little red Audi convertible pulling up to the curb. At about the same time, I heard my mother’s footsteps approaching from the hallway.

		I grabbed Jack’s arm. “You know, I’m thinking I need to see the gravestone again, anyway. Let’s go to the cemetery now and take some pictures. If you don’t have your camera, we’ll stop by your apartment and get it first.”

		I didn’t wait for a response, and was glad he didn’t show any resistance as I dragged him toward the back door. “Bye, Daddy. Good to see you, Chad and Sophie—I’ll let you know what Mother and I decide on the paint.”

		Sophie raised her hand. “You’ll need to decide pretty quickly so we can display your choices for the Christmas home tour next weekend. And don’t forget your costume fitting on Wednesday . . .”

		I gave a brief wave and had pulled Jack through the door and closed it before my mother made it into the kitchen.

		“I think I like it when you’re rough,” Jack said.

		I frowned and jerked my hand away from his arm. “I don’t have my purse, so we’ll have to take your car.”

		“Where are we going?”

		We turned in unison to see a dimpling Rebecca standing on the back brick walkway. Some perverse sixth sense must have sent her to the back door instead of the front.

		Jack stepped forward and kissed her on the cheek in greeting. “Good morning, Rebecca. You look beautiful, as always.”

		She pinkened, which only made her look prettier and perkier in her pink cashmere coat. “Thank you, Jack.” She turned from his embrace. “And good morning to you, Melanie.” She turned back to Jack. “Where are you heading?”

		“To St. Philip’s to see Melanie’s grandmother’s gravestone. There’s some odd wording on it, and I thought we might be able to figure something out together. But three brains are always better than two, so why don’t you come along?”

		I thought I might have to use my fingers to force a smile but managed without them. “That’s a great idea, Jack. Let’s all go together.”

		Jack led us to his car and opened up the passenger door. Rebecca stepped forward first and I thought she was going to do the right thing by crawling into the minuscule backseat, but my hopes plummeted when I saw her move the front seat forward and step back for me to cram my tall frame into the back.

		With my knees tucked under my chin, we headed down Legare Street, and I found myself wondering once again how my tidy, orderly life had gone the way of hoop skirts and cars with long tail fins. I tried to remember a time when my dysfunctional family was out of sight and out of mind, and my only concerns were my monthly sales figures and making reasonable payments on my low-maintenance condo.

		Now I owned an enormous historic and hugely expensive house, my parents were both back in my life and wanting to parent me thirty years too late, and I had a sinking feeling that Jack Trenholm was intent on becoming a permanent fixture in my life. Some people would have considered that last part icing on their cupcake; I saw it only as a bunion on my life that rubbed whenever I wore shoes.

		I leaned my head back and closed my eyes as we headed toward Church Street, trying to count my blessings as my grandmother Prioleau had taught me to do all those years ago, but instead I only managed to feel like a cornfield awaiting a swarm of locusts.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 14
		

		I opened my eyes as we took a left off Broad onto Church, unwilling to miss the beautiful vista of the church that was built in the middle of the street, forcing the road to go around it so everyone could admire the three Tuscan porticoes that fronted the three Church Street facades. Sophie told me that the church had been built butting out in the middle of the street because of English tradition and that this vista was the most photographed in all of Charleston. I told her that I doubted the latter only to be contrary; but I accepted the former having had it drummed into me since birth that England would always be the standard against which everything Charlestonians did was compared.

		Despite the fact it was a week before Christmas, the temperature had turned warmer, hovering around the midsixties. I hadn’t had time to grab a jacket or sweater, which wouldn’t have been a problem if we’d been heading anywhere besides a cemetery. As usual, a spot at the curb opened up as Jack approached and he neatly slipped into the space.

		Rebecca waited patiently for Jack to come to her side of the car and help her out. They stood talking quietly on the sidewalk while I waited for somebody to at least move the front seat up. With an impatient snort, I unlatched the seat lock and struggled to release myself from the backseat, tangling my ankle around the dangling front seat belt and plunging forward onto the sidewalk.

		I would have fallen on my face if I hadn’t been caught up into the arms of a male passerby with a soft cashmere coat and strong hands.

		“Melanie?”

		My face was so close to his that I almost couldn’t focus. “Marc?”

		Marc Longo kissed my cheek and smiled, revealing white teeth in a darkly handsome face that reminded me all over again why I’d fallen for him. That had been right before I’d found out that he was more interested in the Confederate diamonds hidden in my house than in any of my charms.

		“I’ve missed you,” he said, and I almost believed the sincerity in his eyes. “You haven’t returned any of my phone calls or letters. We left things between us—unresolved.”

		I pulled away, taking a step back. “I’ve missed you, too,” I admitted, although it was only partly true. I missed the way he’d made me feel—young, beautiful, and vibrant. He would have never made me sit in the backseat of his car. Sensing Jack and Rebecca watching us, I smiled warmly at him, and then gave him a quick peck on the cheek.

		“Does this mean I’m forgiven?” His dark eyes searched mine and I began to believe that maybe he did care something for me. He had no more reason to feign affection for me, after all. Unless his next words were to ask me for a loan.

		“Only partly,” I said, knowing I had Jack’s full attention now. “Your behavior wasn’t exactly stellar. But if you call me again, I promise to take the call and give you a chance to redeem yourself. I’ll tell Nancy not to hang up on you.”

		“Good,” he said. “She’s pretty tough. She should be part of our national defense.”

		I smiled up at him, wondering what it would be like to be alone with him again after all he’d put me through. But we’d had good times together, too, and I figured I owed him at least one chance to atone for his sins. If it cost him a nice meal at Blossom, then so be it.

		“Hello, Matt.” Jack stepped between us, but he didn’t offer his hand to shake. “How’s the jaw?” He was referring to the last time the two had met, when Jack had felt the need to somehow restore my honor with the fist he planted on Marc’s face.

		“Better, thank you. I don’t blame you for what you did. Melanie is a woman worth fighting for, and I’ll admit I deserved it.” He smiled down at me, and placed his arm over my shoulder. “And now she’s agreed that she’s going to at least give me a chance to try and redeem myself.”

		“I don’t think Melanie—” Jack was interrupted by Rebecca poking her hand between them.

		
			“Marc Longo? I interviewed you last year about your winery for Charleston magazine. I understand you just had a fabulous crop and the winery is doing a phenomenal business now. Congratulations.”
		

		Marc took her small hand between both of his and kissed her on each cheek while Jack and I looked on with similar expressions of disbelief.

		“Of course I remember. Rebecca, isn’t it? I could never forget such a lovely face.” They smiled at each other in mutual admiration and I thought I felt my stomach turn. “You must come and do a follow-up piece about my latest project.”

		“And what might that be?” Her tone was professional and restrained, but I could have sworn that she batted her eyelashes at him.

		“I’m writing a book. Already have an agent and some interest from a few of the big New York publishers.”

		“Really?” Jack interjected. “Is it a children’s book with lots of pictures?”

		Jack’s tone had changed from mere annoyance to something else, leaving me to wonder if he was threatened by Marc’s foray into his territory.

		Ignoring Jack, Marc continued. “I’ll treat you to lunch at our new restaurant. We were able to convince a French Laundry chef from Napa to come work for us, and I promise you it will be a treat you won’t soon forget.”

		Rebecca smiled, revealing dimples on either side of her mouth. “I’d love to. I’ll give your secretary a call next week to set something up.”

		“Wonderful.” Marc looked back at Jack. “I have no idea what you’re doing with two such beautiful women, but I’m quite sure you don’t deserve it.” With a mock bow, he said, “Ladies, it’s been a pleasure and I’ll speak with you both soon.” Then he turned on his heel and left.

		Jack faced me. “Surely you’re not going to have dinner with the guy. He doesn’t have the most stellar of reputations, or have you already forgotten?”

		He looked genuinely angry, and I was flattered for a moment until I remembered the ride I’d just endured in the back of his Porsche. “My personal life is absolutely no concern of yours and I’d appreciate it if you’d keep your opinions to yourself.”

		I began walking to the wrought iron gate that led into St. Philip’s cemetery. “Come on. Let’s get this over with. Don’t forget your camera.  It’s in the backseat. I think it left a permanent impression on the back of my thigh.”

		I strode into the cemetery, feeling the immediate chill and hearing the din of voices that seemed to crowd me like buzzing flies. I paused by a marker and read the inscription on the weathered stone as I waited for Rebecca and Jack to catch up. FOR NOW WE SEE THROUGH A GLASS DARKLY, BUT THEN FACE TO FACE. NOW I KNOW IN PART, BUT THEN SHALL I KNOW, EVEN AS ALSO I AM KNOWN. 1 CORINTHIANS 13:12.

		
			A shiver coursed through me as the flicker of a shadow caught my attention from the corner of my eye. A whirring sound began in my head, almost as if it was deliberately blocking another sound. I twirled around, trying to catch sight of whatever it was that I had seen, feeling danger and sanctuary almost simultaneously. Confused, I stopped, focusing on the sound and hearing a faint voice above the din, the words like tiny bells. Be careful, Melanie.

		“Grandmother?” The sound of crunching leaves underfoot made me twirl, my startled gasp drowned by the pealing bells of St. Philip’s.

		Rebecca and Jack approached, her manicured hand tucked neatly into the crook of his arm. I made a mental note to solicit her help manually peeling paint from a ceiling medallion with her bare fingers. Feeling better with that mental image, I managed to smile, overlooking Jack’s expression of concern. “This way,” I said as I led them to my grandmother’s grave.

		Thankfully, the stone had been replaced to its original spot, and the yellow tape removed. “Here,” I said, indicating the odd verse on the marker.

		
			Jack read it aloud:
			
				
					When bricks crumble, the fireplace falls; 
When children cry, the mothers call. 
When lies are told, the sins are built, 
Within the waves, hide all our guilt.
				

			

		

		I waited for him to say something else, then realized they were both staring at me. I’d been humming ABBA’s “Waterloo” to block out the sound of my name being called over and over. “Sorry,” I said.

		Jack raised his camera and began snapping pictures of not just the headstone, but the entire grave and its surroundings. Rebecca pulled a notepad out of her purse and was taking notes. “She died in 1975 but had this verse planned in advance.”

		“Yes,” I said. “I never saw it though, and neither did my mother before we moved away. We’ve only just seen it and have no idea what any of it is about.”

		
			Her clear blue eyes regarded me calmly. “Well, obviously, the waves have something to do with the sunken Rose, don’t you think? And seeing as how the Rose disappeared during the earthquake of 1886, I would have to assume that the line about bricks crumbling would be related to that.”
		

		Jack looked at Rebecca as if she’d just discovered sliced bread. “You’re brilliant, Rebecca.”

		She brightened, then tilted her face to him like a pink daisy turning toward the sun. I made another mental note to get her to help with outdoor tasks, too, to splash dark splotches of freckles across her little nose and throw a few wrinkles on her forehead.

		They both turned to look at me and I realized that I might have been humming “Take a Chance on Me” a little too loudly. “Sorry,” I said again, trying to study the words I should have paid more attention to the first time I’d seen them. I thought Rebecca was probably right, considering what we knew now about the sunken ship, but I was just a little perturbed that I hadn’t been the one to figure it out first. “I’d like to study it a little further before I jump to any conclusions,” I added, trying to keep a smug tone from my voice. “And try to figure out what lies and sins she might be referring to.”

		
			We continued to study the marker as Jack took more pictures. And I studied Jack and Rebecca surreptitiously, trying to see if they were hearing anything out of the ordinary, too, since the voices had now reached earsplitting levels. I resisted the impulse to press my hands over my ears, and focused instead on trying to hear the one voice I thought had been my grandmother’s. Look closely, Melanie.

		I glanced at Rebecca to see if she’d spoken, but she was busily jotting something down in her notebook. I leaned in closer to see if we might have missed something, and that’s when I noticed the engraved decorative edge that wound its way around the circumference of the marker, lassoing the words.

		“Look,” I said, pointing to the line. “It looks familiar, doesn’t it?”

		They both turned to stare where I was pointing.

		“Not to me,” Rebecca said dismissively before returning to her notebook.

		Jack continued to look at it, then snapped a few more pictures. “It’s not familiar to me, but it still might be to you. Think hard, Mellie, where you might have seen it before.”

		I clenched my eyes and began humming again, blocking out all sights and sounds, the memory of where I’d seen those markings hovering close like a scent. I shivered again and tried to shove my hands into my pockets, but my right hand was blocked by something inside.

		I looked down in confusion, not remembering putting anything there, then stuck my fingers inside and gingerly pulled out the photographs my dad had given me earlier that morning. I glanced down at the one on top, the photo of my grandmother staring at the outside drawing room window as the sun illuminated its secrets. “I found it,” I said, holding up the picture for Jack to see. “Here.” I pointed to what appeared to be a vine encompassing the image that was depicted in the stained glass.

		Jack held the photograph next to the grave marker to compare. “It’s definitely the same. And from what I know of your grandmother, I doubt it’s a coincidence.”

		“There aren’t any coincidences, remember?” I said, reminding him of his oft-used phrase that had turned out to be largely true.

		I was rewarded with a wink. “So you do listen to me.” He turned back to the photo. “But where is this?”

		Rebecca came and stood next to him to view the picture. “It’s taken from the garden outside the Legare Street house.”

		Jack and I both stared at her and she shrugged. “While I was doing my research on your mother I spent a lot of time studying the garden, which is how I recognized it. Despite the, um, aesthetic changes made by the previous owners.”

		I turned back to Jack. “You can only see this picture when you’re standing outside and the sun is hitting it in a particular way. The window isn’t original to the house, but was installed sometime in the late 1800s.”

		“Which means that whatever the secret in the window is, it might somehow be related to the sailboat.” Jack lowered his camera. “And your grandmother wanted to make sure that somebody found out what it was.”

		Rebecca glanced at her watch before shoving her notebook back into her purse. “My mother drove in today from Summerville to do some shopping and I’m meeting her for lunch over on King Street, so I’ve got to run. I’ll have my mother run me by Legare Street later to pick up my car. Then I’m going to see what I can dig up regarding the window. Who ordered it, who made it, that kind of thing. There’s a chance that the original paperwork might still exist. I’ll let you know what I find out. In the meantime, you can work on the tombstone rhyme.” She blew a kiss at Jack. “I’ll call you later, Jackie. Bye, Melanie.” With a brief wave, she turned and crossed the street, then turned to shout. “Don’t forget your costume fittings! I texted you both the address.” She waved again, then began to walk away, her pink coat quickly disappearing from view.

		“I’ve got to run, too,” I said. “I’ve got a house showing at one o’clock, but I’ve got some paperwork and phone calls I want to take care of first.”

		“Mellie, I’m sure you’re hungry. Let’s grab a bite. My treat. I’ll even let you sit in the front seat.”

		I stared at him indignantly. “I didn’t mind sitting in the back.”

		“Right. I was afraid the back of Rebecca’s head might melt on my seat from your stare. Come on. What do you say? I’ll have you at your showing in plenty of time. And we can work on the rhyme, see if we can figure anything out. We can do Hominy Grill on Rutledge. I could go for some of their shrimp and grits.”

		A chilly breeze stirred the leaves behind me, pushing at me like a hand on my back. The voices had died down, as if they were listening to my conversation, waiting for my response. “I really have too much to do. I thought I’d see what leftovers Mrs. Houlihan left in the fridge to eat on the way over to the office.”

		The light in Jack’s eyes shifted as he stepped forward, making me nervous. “Do you ever do anything just because you want to, Mellie? Or because you think it might be fun?”

		I stepped back, not liking how close he was standing. “Of course I  do. I just think that fun, like everything else, needs to be scheduled so it doesn’t interfere with more important things. And right now, I need to make sure I’m not late for my next appointment.” I stared pointedly at his car. “I’d appreciate it if you’d drive me home, but I could walk if it’s too much trouble.”

		He took a step closer so that our noses were almost touching but I didn’t step back this time, wanting to stand my ground. Softly, he said, “You had a terrible childhood. I get it. And you certainly deserve a lot of praise for turning out as well as you did, and even for forging a new relationship with your father.”

		“Please stop,” I said, my voice struggling for conviction. Somewhere in my brain, I heard Sophie’s voice telling me that I needed to find somebody to let go with, to allow them in to see what she referred to as the “kinder, gentler Melanie Middleton.” But I couldn’t help but think that if I ever allowed myself to let it all go with Jack, I might never find myself again. Or worse, I’d find myself back where I’d started, as a scared and angry little girl abandoned by the two people who were supposed to love her best.

		Jack’s thumbs gently rubbed at my jaw. Ignoring my request, he continued. “Somewhere along the way, you forgot how to have fun. One day, Melanie Middleton, I’m going to take you out of your little box and we’re going to have a little fun together. And you’re going to like it so much that you’re going to thank me.”

		My breath was coming in little gasps now, mostly from indignation but I couldn’t deny the little tremor of anticipation, either. I stiffened my shoulders. “You already tried that, remember? I missed a whole day of work so you could take me to the backwoods of Timbuktu and get me drunk. What part of that was supposed to be fun?”

		He grinned his killer grin and stepped back. “You weren’t supposed to get drunk, but yeah, I had a good time.” He chuckled to himself, then walked to his car and opened up the passenger door for me.

		“What’s so funny?” I asked, hesitating briefly before stepping into the front seat. I was relieved that he’d stopped touching me, but worried, too.

		He chuckled again. “Nothing.” He shut my door and went around the car to get into the driver’s side.

		“Then what are you laughing at?” I racked my brain again, wondering what I might have said to him when I wasn’t sober enough to remember—anything that might be used against me. I had a fuzzy impression of me burping in his ear, but I quickly dismissed it as being too improbable.

		He started the engine and turned to face me, his eyes sparkling, which made my blood do that stupid swishing thing. “You. You’re almost forty years old and you still haven’t grown up.”

		I turned away, annoyed and angry. “Is that so? And you think you’re the one to fix me.”

		He pulled the car away from the curb. “Well, it sure as hell isn’t Marc Longo.”

		Surprised at the vehemence in his tone, I sat back in my seat as we sped forward on Church Street, looping around the church that intruded into the roadway. “Where are you taking me?”

		“To Legare Street, like you asked. Because you have so much work to do.”

		I looked away—not seeing the passing scenery as it flickered by—and wondered why I was so disappointed.
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		It was full dark by the time I returned to the house on Legare Street later that night, exhausted from hours spent showing a couple from Poughkeepsie houses in the Colonial Lake neighborhood. They’d complained about how old everything was, and how high the real estate prices were despite all of the fixing up they’d be required to do, and it was all I could do to not tell them that if they wanted new, cookie-cutter, and move-in ready, they should be considering a move to the Atlanta suburbs instead.

		I’d managed to convince them to look at newer construction in Daniel Island and had spent the last three hours in my office making appointments for the following day.

		I hesitated on the steps leading up to the front door, noticing that the front lights were off. I didn’t want to step into that shadowy place, where I couldn’t see what might be hiding in the corners. I dug into my purse and pulled out my mini emergency kit and took out the small flashlight  I’d never had a need for until now. I shone it into the corners, then approached the door, key held ready.

		I stuck the key in and was about to turn the knob when I glanced up at one of the sidelights by the door and froze, the air around me suddenly brittle. The face of a girl stared back at me through the wavy panes of glass, the eyes dark and glittering, the space between us filled with an almost palpable hatred. The air seemed to shimmer with it, warming my face through the bitter night air. My hand shook, the key rattling in the lock as my eyes met hers.

		
			
			I am stronger than you. I wasn’t sure if I’d spoken the words out loud or to myself, and I had the distinct impression that the words would have no effect on this spirit. I felt the knob turn under my hand and I resisted, not wanting to be face-to-face with whoever the girl was, knowing that my strength alone wouldn’t be enough.
		

		The knob turned again, harder this time, and I felt myself losing my grip as the door swung inward. I stifled a small scream as I recognized Sophie in her endearingly familiar Birkenstocks and wild hair.

		“I could have sworn I turned the front lights on,” she said, moving to the light switch and flipping them on. “And you’ve got to have the thermostat looked at. I swear it’s thirty below in . . .”

		Her last words came out in a puff of air as I threw myself at her, clutching tightly to her sari as my gaze darted to the lit corners of the vast hallway.

		“Whoa, Melanie. It’s good to see you, too.” She held me at arm’s length and peered into my face, small frown lines appearing between her eyebrows. “What happened to you? It looks like you’ve seen a . . .” Her voice petered away as her eyes widened.

		
			I kicked the door shut with my foot and nodded. “She was right here. One of the girls from the portrait—only she looked to be a bit older. The shorter one wearing the locket with an R on it.” I reached inside my jacket and pulled out the locket with the M engraved across the face. “The one that looks like this.”
		

		Sophie raised an eyebrow as she stared at it. “Where did that come from?”

		“The sailboat.” I fluttered my hand in front of her to stop the recriminations that were already bubbling up to her lips. “They’ve already  photographed it and documented it. The guy on the salvage team is an old friend of my father’s and figured that since it essentially belonged to me, I should have it.”

		Sophie tightened her lips around her teeth, making her look more like a professor than her outfits ever could. “And you’re going to give it back now.”

		“Believe me. I can’t give it back fast enough. The previous owner has been asking for it.”

		Her eyes widened again, but she knew better than to ask. “Any idea who she is, yet?”

		
			I shook my head. “Not yet. We’re working on it. So far everything points to my great-grandmother, Rose. But she was an only child, which doesn’t explain who the other girl in the portrait is. The one wearing the M necklace. Nor does it explain why she seems to dislike me so much.”
		

		I put my briefcase down and took my coat off while a clock, stuck onto the front of a lacquered piece of driftwood and inadvertently left on the wall in the parlor by the previous owners, began to strike the hour. I looked back at Sophie. “It’s eight o’clock. Why are you still here? And where is my mother?”

		“Your father took her out to dinner, to discuss the garden, as she kept explaining to me even though I didn’t ask. I’m still here because she didn’t want you to be alone in the house and asked if I’d stay here until she got back.”

		I was still stuck on the first part of her explanation and didn’t have time to analyze the second. I noticed Sophie’s dry eyes and nose for the first time. “Where’s General Lee?”

		“In your room. I explained to your mother about my allergies and she was very understanding. The little guy wouldn’t use the back stairs, though. Kept barking at them with his tail between his legs, so your mother took him up the front stairs.”

		“Makes sense,” I said.“I’m starving. I hope Mrs. Houlihan left me something good.” I began walking back toward the kitchen, but turned around when I realized Sophie wasn’t following me. “Is there anything else?”

		“Yes, actually, there is. A truck from Trenholm’s Antiques dropped off a desk today. Your mother recognized it as having belonged to your grandmother and had them put it in your grandmother’s sitting room.”

		“Great. I wasn’t expecting it so soon, but I’m glad it’s here already.” When Sophie remained where she was without moving to follow me, I took a step toward her. “Is anything wrong with it?”

		“Nothing’s wrong, exactly. Just weird—and I can’t believe I’m using that word after I’ve hung around you for so long.” She smiled apologetically at me, a thick beaded braid falling from its haphazard placement on top of her head.

		“Yes?” I prompted.

		“Well, right when it was being delivered, the house phone rang and I answered it. It was Rebecca. She asked me if we’d had a new piece of furniture brought into the house recently, and I told her about the desk. She got really excited and said she’d had a dream about something hidden inside of it, like a book or something, and she wanted to come over right away to see if she could find it.”

		“What did you tell her?”

		“That I’d found a secret compartment already. All those old desks had them, so it wasn’t that big of a stretch. But I told her there was nothing in it.”

		“Dang.” My shoulders sagged. “I guess that’s one clue we’re not going to be able to use.” I ground the heels of my hands into my eyes. “I’m so exhausted. I just want this over with. I want to find out who this girl is and get rid of her so I can go back to my life.”

		I peered back at Sophie, who was watching me with a satisfied grin on her face. “I didn’t say that I told her the truth.”

		“Soph!” I said with surprise as she brought out what appeared to be a tattered leather-bound book from a drooping pocket in her sweatpants. “Why didn’t you tell her?”

		She shrugged. “Because I don’t trust her. I saw her at the library today at the college, in the special-collections section on the third floor. I was looking for some historic photos of the interior of this house and saw her with her nose buried in a book, taking notes. She was real careful to cover up what she’d been writing, and tried to be evasive when I asked her what she was doing. Knowing she couldn’t stop me without causing a scene, I flipped up the cover of the book she’d been looking at and saw that it was a pictorial history of Louis Tiffany windows from 1878 to 1933.” She stared at me pointedly. “Rebecca finally let on that she was  looking for information on the drawing room window, but hadn’t found anything useful yet.”

		“But you didn’t believe her?”

		“I’m not sure. But I didn’t tell her what I’d found in the desk because I wanted you to see it first. It was your grandmother’s desk, after all.”

		Sophie placed the brown leather book in my proffered hand and I flipped it open to reveal lined pages filled with small, neat cursive writing. “It looks like a journal,” I said as I sat down on the bottom step to get a better look. Sophie sat down next to me. I surprised her by putting my arm around her shoulders and hugging her. “You’re a good friend, Soph. Even though I no longer know what fingernails are supposed to look like, I still think you’re the best, best friend ever.”

		
			She snorted, then elbowed me in the side. “You’d still turn me in for a What Not to Wear episode and you know it.”
		

		I elbowed her back. “Yeah. But you’d end up thanking me for it.”

		She shook her head, her beaded braids dancing around her face. “I doubt it.” Opening up the cover of the journal, she said, “There aren’t any names in here that I can see; everything’s written in the first person with only a few initials thrown in. It’s as if the writer was afraid somebody might find it and read it.”

		I flipped through some of the pages. “How old do you think it is?”

		“Hard to tell exactly, but from the quality of the paper, and the type of ink on the pages, and even the good condition of the leather cover, I’d say between one hundred and one hundred and fifty years old. You’ll have to take it to an expert to be sure, but I think I’m pretty close.”

		
			My stomach rumbled, reminding me that I hadn’t eaten yet, and I was about to say something about making the journal wait until after we’d eaten when two words on a page caught my attention: “Hessian soldier.”
		

		Wishing I had my glasses with me, I squinted and brought the book up to my face to see better, and read the words out loud. “My Hessian soldier watches over me and I know that while he is here, I am protected. I don’t think she can see him, but I think she suspects something. We are so close in age and should have much in common, but I find that I can never truly relax when I’m in her company. It’s as if she watches me always, like a cat at a mouse hole, waiting for me to be less vigilant.”

		The sickly sweet odor of gunpowder trickled in the air in front of me and I looked up, careful not to look directly at the specter of the soldier.

		“We’re not alone, are we?” asked Sophie, rubbing her arms where I could see gooseflesh prickling her skin.

		I shook my head. “No.” I turned my face closer to the soldier. “Who were you protecting?”

		He didn’t answer, and I could tell that he was uncomfortable, as if I’d discovered part of his secret. Impatient for an answer, I turned toward him, remembering too late not to look at him. With a shimmer in the air, he was gone just as quietly and as quickly as he had appeared.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 15
		

		I awoke with a start—disoriented—and realizing somebody had been calling my name. General Lee was spread out on the pillow next to me, snoring quietly, the headlights from a passing car spearing shafts of light across the wallpapered walls and hideous ceiling mural before throwing me back into complete darkness again.

		Searching for my glasses on the nightstand, I stuck them in front of my face to read the glowing numbers on the clock by my bed: three thirteen a.m. I groaned, then listened again, wondering if I’d just been dreaming. I’d surprised myself by falling asleep quickly for the second night in a row, despite the jarring experience of witnessing my father trying to kiss my mother good night at the front door. Luckily, I’d heard them from the kitchen where Sophie had been watching me work on a new spreadsheet for the Legare house restoration, so I was able to throw the door open before any permanent damage was done.

		
			Melanie.
		

		I sat up, fully awake now, and the sickly sweet scent of gunpowder was heavy in the room. As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I made out the dark shadow of a man in a tricorn hat by the door. I blinked, studying it so hard that I barely noticed the door opening with a soft creak, a blast of warm air from the hallway making me realize how cold my room was.

		
			Follow me, Melanie.
		

		I knew not to be afraid, but I was reluctant to follow him out into the darkened house. I sensed him waiting for me, though, and realized he would wait for as long as it took me to get out of bed and follow him.

		I slid off the tall bed that had been moved from my mother’s apartment in New York and was one of the few things of good taste that now resided in the house. I gripped one of its thick mahogany posts as I put my fuzzy slippers on, then grabbed my terry-cloth robe and followed the soldier out into the hallway.

		Since the streetlamps didn’t reach this far into the interior of the house, it was dark and I found myself following his scent down the front stairs and into the kitchen. I paused for a moment outside the saloon doors, remembering the wet footprints and feeling my first fissure of fear.

		
			Do not be afraid, Melanie. I am here.
		

		Swallowing thickly, I pushed the doors open and stepped into the kitchen. Keeping my back to the door, I slid over to the light switch and flipped it on. The recessed lights glowed dully overhead for a brief moment before sputtering out one by one, as if something else in the room was zapping all of their energy.

		I smelled his scent again, reassured that he was still there. “What do you want?” I asked.

		
			Come here.
		

		I scanned the dim kitchen, pools of shallow light from the streetlamps dripping onto the dark wood cabinets and countertops. I stopped at the wall mural of the longhorn cow and saw my soldier leaning against what was once an Adams mantel but was now just empty air. After taking a deep breath, I headed toward him, careful to avoid running into the kitchen table. I stopped in front of him, not looking directly at his face, but instead concentrating on how clearly I could see his hand as it rested on the invisible mantel, the glow of a streetlight illuminating the fine blond hairs on the backs of his fingers.

		“What is it?” I whispered, not really sure why I was being quiet. My mother couldn’t have heard us up in her bedroom. But the entire time I was aware of the dark door on the other side of the kitchen that led up the back stairs.

		
			It is in there.
		

		“What is?”

		
			What you seek.
		

		I studied the solid wall for a moment, not understanding. “I don’t know what you mean.”

		
			Within the waves, hide all our guilt.
		

		I strained my eyes to see his face better in the dark, but all was in shadow. “That’s on my grandmother’s gravestone. What does it mean?”

		I heard him sigh and then, almost imperceptibly, I felt a soft brush of fingers against my jawline, soft enough to be mistaken for a trickle of air. My breath caught with the icy heat of his touch, and I wanted to step away and stay at the same time. In the years I’d known him as a young girl, he’d never touched me, and I wondered what had changed to embolden him now that I’d returned to this house.

		
			You are so beautiful, Melanie.
		

		Months of fending off Jack gave me the strength I needed to keep hold of my senses. “Who are you? What’s your name? What guilt is hidden beneath the waves?”

		He touched me again, and I was sure it was to make me stop asking questions. He stood in front of me now, both hands feathering light strokes on my neck. I kept my gaze on the wood floor, resisting the temptation to give in to the sensation of ice and heat teasing my skin.

		“Who were you trying to protect?” I asked, my voice shaky, but determined to find answers.

		His fingers stopped, and I thought I could hear him breathe, or maybe it was the house breathing, a silent, palpable beat of unknown origin.

		“Who were you trying to protect?” I asked again, feeling him leave me before the words had completely escaped from my mouth.

		The lights flickered on brightly above me, accompanied by the sound of the swinging doors, and I spun around to find my mother standing inside the kitchen doorway, thankfully wearing a short robe that covered most of her skin.

		“He was here, wasn’t he?”

		I knew better than to pretend I didn’t know whom she was talking about. “Yes. He woke me up and brought me down here.” I pointed to the wall behind me. “He said that what I seek is in here. And he quoted the last line on Grandmother’s gravestone: Within the waves, hide all our guilt.”

		She frowned, then stepped closer. “You’re—flushed. And your eyes are really bright.” Her eyes widened. “Did he touch you?”

		I nodded, and felt myself blushing, remembering how good it had felt. “Yes. He did it before, a few days ago. He didn’t hurt me.”

		She shook her head, then sat down at the table. “No. He wouldn’t.”

		I sat down opposite. “What do you mean?”

		A small smile lifted her lips. “He’s a gentleman.”

		I chewed on my lip, realizing with surprised relief that my mother was the only person I could discuss this with. “Sophie found a journal in Grandmother’s desk. But I don’t think it was hers. Sophie thinks it’s at least one hundred years old, possibly older.”

		My mother raised an eyebrow as she waited for me to continue.

		“I haven’t had a chance to read through it yet, but when I was flipping through the pages, I came to an entry about a Hessian soldier. And how the journal writer felt he was there to protect her.” I held my mother’s gaze for a moment. “It looks like he’s been here for a long time, protecting people.”

		She shook her head. “Not just people. Women.” She frowned again. “But the fact that he can touch you now . . .” She bit her lower lip, as if to prevent herself from going on.

		“Tell me.” My voice was harsher than I’d meant it to be, but I’d lived for so long with unanswered questions that I didn’t think I could live with one more.

		“It means you’re stronger. That you’re a brighter beacon now than you’ve ever been.” Her fingers drummed restlessly on the table. “It will be easier for those lost souls seeking the light to find you now. You’ll need to be prepared.”

		“But what has that got to do with his touching me?” I glanced down at my exposed forearms, seeing the goose bumps prickling the skin.

		My mother leaned forward. “That they can feed off your strength to make themselves stronger. And not just for those that mean us no harm.”

		I shivered, remembering what had happened when I’d been in the kitchen by myself. “When you were in New York, there was—an incident. The girl from the boat, she was in here. She scratched me. But the soldier came and made her go away.”

		Her hand cupped my cheek, her thumb gently rubbing my skin as her brow furrowed with worry. I didn’t flinch or pull away. “Why now, though? What’s changed?”

		She dropped her hand, then slid the sugar bowl toward her and began to spin it in circles, her gaze focused on it. “You’re older, your abilities  stronger whether or not you want them to be and regardless of whether you’ve been actively using them.”

		I knew she wasn’t done, so I remained silent, waiting.

		“And because I’m here. The two of us together are like a bonfire in the darkness. Things won’t stay quiet for long.”

		“That’s what we want, though, right? Because then we can make them go away.”

		She swallowed, then nodded, swirling the sugar bowl in tight circles. “That’s the way it usually works.”

		I put my hand on hers to still it. “What aren’t you telling me?”

		She looked at me, and I saw such sadness in her eyes that I didn’t pull my hand back right away. “Why do you think I’m not telling you everything?”

		I sat back in my chair, placing my hands in my lap, my eyes locked on hers. “Because I remember, from the time before you left. The way you looked at me. The way you answered my questions with questions or answered me by changing the subject. It made me feel as if it was Christmas-time, and you’d hidden presents all over the house so I couldn’t find them. Only, it wasn’t Christmas, was it?”

		She dropped her gaze for a moment. “I’ve told you what I know, Mellie. I don’t know who the girl is, but I suspect she’s been here for a very long time, before I was born, even. And I know your German soldier. He was here when I was a child, but I don’t know who he is, either. Only that he seems to be here to protect. That’s all I know.” She smiled a secretive smile. “And he never touched me.”

		We stared at each other for a long time until my mother looked away, her gaze falling on the stack of photographs I’d left on the table. She began thumbing through them, pausing over each one. She stopped at the one of my grandmother and the window.

		“You can see what a beacon you were back when you were a child.” She tapped a photo with a long red-painted fingernail, pointing to a cluster of white spots my father had thought meant a defective camera. “It could be the combined presence of your grandmother, too, but they’re all gathered around you.” She leaned her elbows on the table. “It’s a gift, Mellie. A gift you can use to help others, if you choose. But it shouldn’t be a burden, or something you’re ashamed of.”

		I crossed my arms over my chest. “Maybe for somebody like you. You’re an opera singer, an artistic person. People expect you to be eccentric. But I’m a Realtor. Clients generally don’t want to buy houses from somebody who sees and talks with dead people. I agreed to help you get rid of this spirit, but as soon as we’re done, I’m back to pretending I don’t see them or hear them.”

		My mother smiled softly, her face reminding me so much of my childhood that it hurt to look at her. I concentrated on the sugar bowl as she spoke. “I’m glad we’re doing this together, Mellie. I won’t lie and tell you I haven’t been looking forward to it, hoping that maybe somehow it will bring us together. That maybe you’ll learn that this gift we share is our bond.”

		I jerked to a stand, but my anger was muted, like a fist wrapped in soft velvet. “A long time ago I would have welcomed a bond between us. But I’ve spent most of my life trying to separate myself from you, and I’m too old and too tired to go back to another place and time.” I shook my head. “I don’t know why you left, or even if those reasons should mean anything to me now. But I’m proud of who I’ve become, without your help and despite what you did to me. So no, Mother. The main reason I don’t want to accept this ‘thing’ you call a gift is because it is the one thing we do have in common. And believe me, there is nothing I’ve ever wanted to have in common with you.”

		I turned around before she could recognize what I’d said for the lie it was, but not before I’d seen the slight upturn of her lips as if she knew it anyway.
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		I sucked in my breath as Sophie stood behind me, stuck a knee in the lower part of my back, and pulled on the corset strings. I thought I was going to pass out from lack of oxygen as spots danced across my field of vision.

		“Why on earth do I need to wear this thing? It’s bad enough you’ve got me looking like Scarlett O’Hara on the way to Twelve Oaks, but how authentic do I really need to be?”

		Sophie collapsed on the bed, panting with exertion. “It’s not for authenticity. It’s to give you cleavage and to make the male tourists who march through here tonight give an extra donation to the historical society.”

		I caught sight of myself in the cheval mirror—another rescue from the Tradd Street house—and nearly didn’t recognize myself. She was right. Pushing up all of my insides above the waistline had actually given the false impression of real breasts, if only my lungs hadn’t been squashed against my rib cage allowing only small puffs of air to be inhaled at one time.

		I pirouetted, admiring the navy blue silk gown with white lace encircling the off-the-shoulder décolletage and decorating the wrists. There was something to be said about the enhanced hourglass figure of 1860s fashions, but one day spent in a Charleston July without air-conditioning would send me running for a pair of shorts and padded bikini top.

		“I think your mother’s sapphires add a nice touch.”

		My hands went up to the heirloom necklace. My mother had brought the necklace and earrings to me in a black jeweled box as a sort of peace offering as I was getting dressed. I was about to refuse when she reminded me that they’d been my grandmother’s, and that she would have wanted me to wear them, too.

		Sophie continued. “I’m not sure if that locket goes with them, though. It sort of looks out of place.”

		“Yeah, you’re probably right. It’s just that . . .” I paused, trying to put into words the odd sensation I had that the locket belonged with the sapphires, and how hesitant I became whenever I tried to take it off. “I think it works. Besides, you’re the last person in the world I want to take fashion advice from.”

		Sophie just blinked at me as if she didn’t understand what I was talking about.

		I turned around and met her gaze. “Remind me again why I’m doing this?”

		
			“Because photographers from Charleston magazine, the Post & Courier, and Southern Living will be on the tour tonight, so that your face, name, and business information will be splashed all over the place, giving you more exposure than you ever dreamed of. You’re also doing it because it will bring in money for the historical society, which furthers the cause dearest to our hearts: historic restoration in our favorite city.”
		

		I approached the bed and turned around to sit, stopping midway as I learned that it wasn’t as simple as it should have been. I tried flipping the hoop forward, then backward, and ended up lifting it up to my waist and exposing myself before I managed a half-sitting, half-standing position.

		Sophie’s face was expressionless. “Perhaps you shouldn’t do that in public.”

		“Why am I the only one in costume? Even Rebecca gets to wear normal clothes.”

		“That’s because Rebecca doesn’t have a claim to two fabulous houses in the historic district and you do. I think it irks her, too.”

		“What do you mean?”

		“Oh, I don’t know. Little comments here and there. Like how you don’t know how lucky you are, how some people would kill to be in your position, and how you’re completely unappreciative of what’s been handed to you on a silver platter. Makes me think the green-eyed monster of jealousy is sitting on her shoulder and sticking a tongue out at you.”

		I grimaced. “I’ve definitely got to assign that girl to some heavy-duty paint stripping and introduce her to some of my bills, show her my fingernails, even. That might bring her down to my reality.”

		Sophie turned to me, her hands on her narrow hips. “Are you really so oblivious, Melanie? Have I not taught you anything regarding the real reasons behind historical preservation?”

		I stared back at her. “Is that a rhetorical question?”

		She frowned. “I hope you understand how all the work you’ve done has been for the entire global community. If we tear down everything old to make room for newer, more impersonal structures, we’ve lost a part of our past, a thing of beauty and meaning. Gone forever.”

		I slid off the bed and began rearranging my skirts. “Just like my plaster-free hair, manicures, and investment portfolio.” I turned toward the mirror before she could see the smile that would tell her I knew exactly what she was talking about. I was just afraid to say it in front of Sophie because then I was likely to end up restoring yet another house.

		There was a brief knock on the door and then Mrs. Houlihan stuck her head around the corner. She winked at me when she saw me in the dress. “You look gorgeous, Miss Melanie. Fit for a barbecue at Twelve Oaks.”

		I rolled my eyes, then tried to hitch up my bodice a little further to cover up a bit more of the vast expanse of exposed skin. “Exactly what I was afraid of.”

		“Just wanted to let you know that I’ve placed the punch and glasses on a tray in the front parlor. And Mr. Jack is here and I was wondering where you’d like me to put him.”

		I opened my mouth to give a few suggestions but Sophie interrupted me. “Tell him we’ll be right down. The tour is scheduled to start in ten minutes.”

		“And don’t you worry about General Lee. I’ve got him a nice soup bone to keep him happy.” Mrs. Houlihan winked at me again, then disappeared behind the door. We listened as her heavy tread disappeared down the hallway. Sophie moved toward the door. “I’m going to go check on your mother. She’s in charge of herding so that you don’t have to worry about the stray tourist who heads in the wrong direction.”

		“What about Rebecca? I thought she was supposed to be here, too.”

		Sophie smirked. “I pulled some strings and had her reassigned to the Old City Jail over on the corner of Magazine and Franklin. She gets to direct people to the toilet facilities. Although she did threaten to stop by later on.”

		“How did you pull that off ? I thought she was in charge of the whole thing tonight.”

		Sophie clasped her hands behind her back, attempting to look innocent. “Oh, when she asked for my help in getting volunteer tour guides from the college, the axis of power shifted in my direction.”

		I put my hand up and high-fived her. “One last question: What if I have to go to the bathroom?”

		She wrinkled her nose as she pretended to consider the question for a moment. “Do your best to hold it. If that fails, ask Mrs. Houlihan for a pot.”

		“Gee, thanks. You know, I liked you better when you weren’t pining for a guy. You were a lot nicer then.”

		“What do you mean?”

		“Oh, come on, Soph. You and Chad. You’re like Raggedy Ann and Andy, practically stitched together with the same thread. You’ve used the stupidest excuse in the book—what was it, incompatible astrology  signs?—to keep him away from you because of some misplaced sense of feminism and independence. But you’re practically attached at the hip and living together, for crying out loud. Would you just admit that you’re both crazy about each other so we can all move on and you can start being nice again?”

		She stared at me for a long moment, her face completely expressionless. One could never tell how Sophie felt because her emotions were so even-keeled. But I could see her exposed toes in her Birkenstocks, and watched as she curled them tightly.

		“How about we reach a compromise? I’ll start taking your relationship advice when you start taking my fashion advice. Because from where I’m standing, neither one of us is really qualified on either subject. And if you really want to analyze a weird relationship, yours and Jack’s would be better suited to put under a microscope. You’re both so hot for each other the temperature rises about twenty degrees whenever you’re in the same room together. But you’re both either too stubborn, ignorant, or mentally challenged to figure out what to do about it.” She drew a deep breath. “So when you’ve worked out whatever it is that’s between you and Jack, then come talk to me about Chad.”

		I looked at her, dumbfounded. The last time I’d seen her so agitated was when I told her I was knocking out a wall to extend the master suite in the Tradd Street house. “Ouch,” was all I managed to say, but I wasn’t even sure if she was right or wrong about Jack and me.

		She turned to leave the room. “I’ll see you downstairs.”

		After a few deep breaths, I shook my dress in place, then managed to squeeze myself through the doorway and make it to the top of the stairs without tripping or knocking anything over. It was a very good thing that most of the house was empty, with only fabric and paint swatches displayed on easels in the main rooms of the house for the anticipated visitors.

		The house smelled of narcissus and citrus, courtesy of my father’s decorating prowess. Lined up on the stairs were potted narcissus, swaddled in burlap and tied with red twine, their sweet aroma floating in the hall like a cloud. The nine fireplace mantels—minus the one in the kitchen that was currently being stored in the attic—were covered in pine swags my father had gathered himself and artfully arranged with pinecones and  various citrus fruits of all colors and sizes. In all of my years growing up with him, it had never occurred to me to think that inside my rough-hewn military officer father lay an inner Martha Stewart.

		A loud wolf whistle brought my attention to the bottom of the stairs. I spotted Jack, in full Confederate uniform complete with plumed hat and gleaming saber, leaning on the newel post and doing a pretty good impersonation of his estimable ancestor George Trenholm, Southern blockade runner and model for the literary character of Rhett Butler. Having grown up in a military family where I saw uniforms every day, I’d never thought much about the supposed attraction of men in uniform. But the sight of Jack Trenholm in Confederate gray was certainly more than enough to make me change my mind.

		“Nice dress,” he said. His gaze traveled over the gown, then rested on the sapphires around my neck before settling on my face.

		I shrugged nonchalantly. “Just something I found in my closet.”

		His grin broadened as he spread out his arms. “Yeah. Me, too.”

		Doing my best to pretend to ignore him, I clutched the banister and carefully made my way to the bottom step. I eyed the three yellow stripes on his sleeve. “Only a sergeant, Jack? I thought you’d at least be a general.”

		He swept his hat from his head, took my hand, and then kissed the back of it, sending a small hot flash up my arm. “Didn’t want to appear too farb.”

		“Farb?”

		“It’s a term we use in reenacting: far be it from reality. It’s a derogatory term aimed at anybody whose costuming is less than authentic or ridiculously inappropriate.”

		“You’re a reenactor?”

		“Yes, ma’am. The First South Carolina Cavalry. And, yes, along with my pickup truck, I’m also a card-carrying member of the NRA. You know, Mellie, considering what close friends we are, I’m hurt that you seem to know so little about me.”

		“Close?” I asked, extricating my hand from his grasp.

		“Well, we could be closer if you’d ever let me past the worksheets and the BlackBerry. Closest I ever came was when you were three sheets to the wind, but that’s not how I’d recommend getting to know each other better. Although your attempts were admirable, even a bit amusing.”

		I narrowed my eyes. “I thought you said . . .”

		I was interrupted by Sophie and my mother emerging from my mother’s room. As they came down the staircase, Jack bowed, then took turns kissing their hands. “Ladies,” he drawled. “How fortunate I am to be surrounded by such loveliness.”

		Sophie snorted, then continued on into the front parlor. My mother, looking elegant and half her age in a black velvet sheath dress, tapped him on the arm with a gloved hand. “Now, Jack.” I was surprised to see that her face was serious. “I need you to stay with Mellie at all times. Do you understand?”

		“Mother, I really don’t think that’s necessary . . .”

		She turned to me, her eyes straying to the locket nestled among the sapphires. “I thought you were going to return that.”

		I nodded. “I plan to. I just—haven’t done it yet.”

		Her eyes met mine for just a moment before facing Jack again. “I’ll be greeting people at the door and showing them where the refreshments are, so I’ll feel better knowing that you’re with her.”

		Jack’s serious expression matched my mother’s, and I had the horrifying thought that the two of them had been talking about me in my absence. “I will.”

		“Mother, the house will be filled with people. Surely . . .” My words trailed away as I caught the scent of gunpowder.

		“Good. He’s here. I feel better now.”

		I felt him behind me, but I didn’t turn around. Something felt different, though, his presence more solid. And I had the impression that if I turned around and looked in his face, he’d still be there.

		“Who?” asked Jack, his gaze wandering the empty foyer.

		“An old friend,” my mother said.

		We looked at each other and I found it oddly satisfying not to have to explain myself—to look into somebody else’s eyes and know that not only did they already understand, but that what I could see and hear was as normal as breathing.

		The door knocker sounded on the front door and Sophie emerged from the parlor. “Okay, everybody, get into your positions. The first tour is here, so let’s make it worth their ticket price.”

		My mother joined Sophie; then Jack lifted his arm and I placed my  hand on it, still aware of the soldier behind me—and of another presence, too, that was neither warm nor welcoming. Jack began to lead me away from the staircase, but I hesitated, the need to turn around too strong. I turned my head, looking straight at the apparition, and he remained solid. He appeared to be real, until I realized that I was staring at the zebra rug through him.

		He lifted his hat to me and cocked his head in the direction of the kitchen, as if asking me to follow, then slowly walked down the remaining steps and into the hallway. He stopped once and looked behind him to see if I was following, then continued on his way, disappearing into the kitchen, the saloon doors swinging in his wake, followed shortly by the sound of General Lee barking.

		Jack followed my gaze, watching the saloon doors swing. Slowly, my eyes met his. “You sure know how to add to an evening’s entertainment, Mellie.” He frowned. “Should I be scared?”

		“No.” I shivered, feeling another set of eyes on us. “Not of him, anyway.”

		The front door opened and a group of about twenty people poured into the foyer, their voices echoing off the floor and empty walls. Jack and I smiled and stepped forward to greet them, and all the time I was aware of somebody watching me, as if waiting for her chance to catch me alone again. Jack squeezed my hand and I looked up into his blue eyes, making me wonder not for the first time just which one might be the most dangerous.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 16
		

		The evening seemed interminable. Although I did find people’s reactions to the current color palette of the house amusing, and took some pride and satisfaction in showing them our plans for the restoration, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was being watched the entire time—and that a battle was brewing somewhere in the depths of the great house. I imagined during lulls of conversation that I could hear the house breathe—a soft pulse that emanated from the very walls and reverberated under my skin.

		The kitchen hadn’t been included in the tour since, with the exception of resurrecting the fireplace and mantel, it had not only already been restored and modernized, but didn’t resemble a painting accident. Still, every time we’d walked near it, I’d glanced back at the closed doors and felt that the soldier was still inside, waiting for me.

		The last guest had just left and I was sliding my grateful feet out of my shoes when the front door opened again. I was about to tell whoever it was that the tour was over but closed my mouth when I recognized Rebecca. She didn’t look as perky as she usually did, probably as a result of explaining where the ladies’ room was once too often, but she dimpled when she spotted Jack.

		She approached him and gave him a kiss on his cheek before greeting everyone else with a perfunctory glance. “I’m sorry to stop by so late but I knew you’d all still be here. I wanted to thank everybody for participating and to let you know that it looks like we raised almost double what we raised last year.” She beamed, as if all the success firmly rested on her petite shoulders. “I also wanted to tell everyone that I’ve made a little  progress on finding the origins of the window in the drawing room.” She paused for effect. “I ran into Sophie at the College of Charleston library, and I didn’t want to spoil the surprise before I had anything conclusive.”

		Sophie and I exchanged a glance.

		Rebecca gripped her hands together. “I discovered that the window was designed by an apprentice of Louis Tiffany’s, an Irishman by the name of John Nolan, who set up shop here in Charleston in 1880. His shop is long gone, but there’s a chance that his business records might have survived in archives somewhere. I figured we could ask Yvonne for help in finding . . .”

		Her voice trailed away and I realized that she was staring at me. Although she’d only given me a cursory glance when she walked in, she must have just noticed the dress and jewelry.

		Slowly, she walked toward me. “Your . . . jewelry. It’s beautiful.”

		“Thank you,” I said warily. “My mother let me wear them.”

		“Yes. I believe I once showed you a photo of your mother wearing them.” She faced my mother. “They’re heirlooms, I believe.”

		My mother nodded, then moved to stand next to me. For some reason, I found comfort in that.

		Rebecca continued. “Do you know the history behind them?”

		My mother shook her head. “All I know is that they were my mother’s, and that her mother gave them to her. I have no idea where they came from originally.”

		“And the locket?” Rebecca asked. “Is that a family heirloom, too?”

		
			I’d forgotten I was wearing it, and my hand went to my neck where I grasped the cold metal heart. “No. It was found on the Rose when they were salvaging it.”
		

		She raised an eyebrow.

		“Don’t worry. I, it’s going back. I just . . . haven’t returned it yet. But I will.” I added the last part to convince myself more than anything.

		“It’s just like the lockets in the portrait, isn’t it?” Rebecca stepped closer, close enough that I could smell the mint she must have popped into her mouth before she entered the house—and something else that was vaguely familiar. With a start, I realized that we both used the same shampoo.

		My hoop skirt prevented her from getting closer, and I relaxed a little. “It does seem that way.”

		Rebecca’s eyes seemed transfixed on the locket. “Do you mind if I examine it more closely?”

		I only paused for a moment. “Sure.” Jack stepped up behind me and unclasped the chain from around my neck, his fingers lingering a little longer than necessary, at least long enough to change the temperature in the room.

		He surprised me by holding on to the chain while Rebecca looked at the locket, as if he weren’t willing to let it go. Rebecca flipped it over in her palm and I found myself studying her hands again, wondering why they seemed so familiar.

		Slowly, she looked up, her gaze focusing on the sapphires around my neck and hanging from my ears before she met my eyes. “Any idea who this belonged to?”

		
			I shook my head. “It has an M just like the one in the portrait. Mother has started sifting through things in the attic to see if we can find a jewelry box or really anything where the R locket might be, but we haven’t found anything so far. In the meantime, I’ve made an appointment at the historical society library for next week to see what Yvonne and I can find hanging on my family tree.” I spoke lightly, trying to dispel Rebecca’s sudden seriousness. It made me nervous, as if she knew a cliff loomed behind me but was allowing me to remain ignorant of impending danger.
		

		“Let me know what you find out,” she said. “I’d suggest meeting with Yvonne together, but my schedule is just so crazy, tons of research for my ‘fa vorite Charlestonians’ series. I have an appointment with Yvonne next Monday, but it’s only for half an hour. Hardly enough time as it is.” She flipped the locket over one more time. “I assume you’ve already opened it.”

		I nodded. “It’s empty.”

		Rebecca tugged on the locket, but Jack didn’t relinquish his hold on the chain. Pursing her lips, she let go, and Jack quickly pooled the chain and locket in his own hand. “Before you return this, Mellie, I’d like to have an old family friend take a look at it. He’s done some work for my parents. He’s a jeweler who specializes in estate jewelry. He can clean it up, see if there’s anything we might have missed. The corrosion is caused by other metals used with the gold, and it could be hiding finer engravings.” He looked up at me with a wry smile. “Or, since this is Mellie’s family we’re probably talking about, some secret code or puzzle.”

		Rebecca’s lips pursed tighter. Then she seemed to forcibly relax them and mold them into a smile. “That’s a great idea, Jack. Maybe I can go with you.”

		“Maybe,” Jack said, and I wondered if he was being purposefully noncommittal. I caught my mother’s eye and she raised her eyebrows in silent agreement. I felt myself smiling and turned away.

		Jack closed his fist over the necklace. “I brought a change of clothes, so if you ladies will excuse me for a moment . . .” He gave us a mock bow and a smile that would have done Rhett Butler proud, then headed toward the staircase, all three of us turning to watch him walk away. I faced my mother, giving her an accusatory stare as she began to fumble with her gloves.

		“I suppose we should start cleaning up the parlor, and bringing the dirty glasses to the kitchen.” She led the way to the parlor, with Rebecca and Sophie following.

		“I’ll be right with you,” I said, hoping they’d assume I was heading toward a bathroom. I waited until they disappeared into the drawing room, then moved to the kitchen. I paused outside the darkened room, wondering why Mrs. Houlihan would have turned out the lights when she left.

		Gingerly, I pushed open one of the doors to stick my hand inside, then jumped back with a cry held in my throat as General Lee threw himself through the open space, then ran faster than I’d ever seen him move to the foyer and up the stairs, the sound of his paws frantically searching for purchase on the zebra-striped runner.

		I stuck my hand inside the door again, found the light switch, and flipped it to the ON position, but nothing happened. I swallowed, recalling all the cheap horror films I’d seen in my life—the ones where the stupid girl enters the dark room anyway—and hesitated.

		
			Melanie.
		

		My soldier was there, as I’d known he would be, but he wasn’t in solid form. Instead, I sensed a darkening shadow against the fireplace wall, a wavering of air, and I wondered what had made him change again.

		
			Come here.
		

		I sensed a tone of desperation in his voice that was new to me. I tried the light switch again. “No.”

		
			Within the waves, hide all our guilt. The answer is over here, Melanie.
		

		I tried the switch one more time, but the room remained dark.

		
			You know you are safe with me.
		

		
			I turned back toward the hallway, hearing my mother’s voice and Rebecca’s laugh. It irked me that she’d been able to figure out so much already, and I’d done nothing but make an appointment to study my own family tree. I turned back to the kitchen, blocked out the inner moviegoer voice that shouted, Don’t go into the dark room, stupid, and pushed through the doors, feeling the chilly air as it hit the bare skin on my shoulders.
		

		As before, I walked slowly and carefully toward the wall with the longhorn cow mural, noting with some relief that the door to the back stairs was closed. The silk of my gown swished like little whispers in the dark, and I was acutely aware of how the fabric felt against my skin. I saw that he was leaning against the invisible mantel again, his hat tucked under his arm.

		“What do you want with me in the dark?” I asked, avoiding looking at his face.

		I heard an unfamiliar sound and realized he was chuckling. My face flamed with the realization that men over the ages hadn’t really evolved that much.

		“I’m leaving.” I faced the door.

		
			Stay. I can help you if you will allow me.
		

		Turning back around, I said, “Then tell me what I need to know. What’s behind the wall?”

		
			What you seek.
		

		I held back a scream of frustration. “Can’t you tell me? I don’t even know what I’m looking for.”

		
			So impatient, Melanie. You were not like that as a child. What made you change?
		

		I was so surprised by his words that I barely noticed that his hands were touching my face again, the odd icy-hot feeling tiptoeing along my skin.

		I tried to step away, but the fireplace wall pressed against my back. “Who are you?” I closed my eyes to resist the temptation to look him in the face. I didn’t want him to leave, at least not before I had some questions answered.

		
			I told you before. A friend.
		

		“Then tell me your name. We can’t be friends if you know my name but I don’t know yours.”

		
			It is dangerous for you to know.
		

		I almost opened my eyes then. My mother had told me the same thing, years ago. To know a spirit’s name gave them power over you, but only if you deliberately summoned them, calling them by name. A medium had to be fairly sure she was strong enough—and in control—before beckoning a spirit from whatever place he’d been lingering.

		His fingers slid behind my neck, then through my hair, loosening the pins and pulling out the chignon that Sophie had worked on for an hour. I fought hard to find my voice, wondering in the remaining sane part of my brain how his touch could feel so good. The idea that he was purposefully distracting me from my questions flitted past my jumbled thoughts. “And you’re a protector, too. But you’ve been a protector before, haven’t you? To my mother, and the girl who wrote the diary. Who was she?” I forced out, aware suddenly that he was pulling my face forward.

		
			You look like her.
		

		“Who? The girl who wrote the journal?”

		
			No. My love.
		

		I wanted to ask him who she was, but soft lips feathered a kiss against mine, shocking me into silence as I gave in to the sensation of ice melting into warm syrup. I opened my lips slightly in a halfhearted protest and he pressed against me harder. I tasted ocean breezes and hot sand. I felt drunk with feeling, remembering the last time I’d felt that way. In a house fire on Tradd Street I’d been almost dead from smoke inhalation, and Jack had placed his mouth against mine and brought me back to life with his own breath. That light-headedness and sense of reawakening coursed through me now, and thinking of Jack made me melt into this stranger’s kiss, opening my mouth and pressing harder against his.

		
			He pulled away and I realized that he must have heard the approaching footsteps, too. My name is Wilhelm.

		Surprised, I opened my eyes and looked at him directly. And in the moment before he vanished completely, I saw his blue eyes cloud with fear and a blast of unease flooded my senses. I had inadvertently sent him away, and I knew from experience he would have to build up his strength  before he could reappear. My eyes were fully adjusted to the dark now, and I slowly moved my gaze around the room, stopping abruptly at the door to the back stairs that was now gaping wide open.

		The smell of rotting fish hit me right before the icy air, freezing my voice in my throat.

		
			Melanie.
		

		The voice was the same one I’d heard my mother speaking, and that I’d heard at the McGowans’ plantation house. I frantically searched the room to find the source of the voice, but all I saw was blackness dappled with outside shadows projected on the walls from the streetlamps.

		I began sidestepping along the wall, knowing I’d eventually reach the door—and just hoping I could move fast enough.

		
			Melanie.
		

		The word was spoken against my ear, and I stopped, my feet unwilling or unable to move.

		
			Give it back.
		

		The words seemed to grow louder instead of fading, my eardrums aching from the sound of them. Cold fingers fumbled at my neck, and I felt the clasp snap as the locket was snatched away from me.

		
			
			It is mine! the voice screeched. I slid down the wall to a squat, pressing my hands against my ringing ears.
		

		
			The icy fingers were at my neck again, but this time they were pressing against the flesh there, squeezing the breath out of me. I struck out at empty air and tried to shout for help, but the word came out as a gasp of air. Spots danced in front of me as the fingers dug into my neck, my throat burning, my eyes blinded with light. I tried to call out one more time, realizing as I began to slip into unconsciousness that the word I was trying to say was Jack.

		And then I was breathing on my own and seeing brightness because the kitchen lights were on. Then Jack was kneeling next to me, his face pale, and his eyes full of worry.

		“Are you all right?” He moved the hair out of my face and examined my eyes closely.

		I nodded slightly, afraid that if I moved too much, he’d stop touching me.

		“Damn,” he said through clenched teeth. “I promised your mother that I wouldn’t let you out of my sight. I’m sorry.”

		I thought of something flip to say, but forgot what it was when I realized how scared he really was for me.

		“What happened?” he asked, helping me as I struggled to stand. “Are you all right? Do you need a doctor?”

		I shook my head, unwilling to field questions from medical personnel and briefly imagining their reactions if I answered them truthfully. “No. I’m fine.” My gaze shifted to the back stairs. “Close that door.” My throat was raw and achy as I spoke, the words like sandpaper against stone.

		He closed the door, then returned to my side before gathering me in his arms and holding me until I’d stopped shaking. When he released me, he kept his hands on my arms as if he were afraid to let me go.

		“Were you in here by yourself ? I thought I heard voices.”

		My hand went to my lips, and I remembered Wilhelm. But I hesitated to speak, almost as if doing so would be a betrayal of some sort. To whom, I wasn’t sure.

		Jack’s gaze fell to my mouth, still swollen from the kiss, and his eyes narrowed. “Was it Marc Longo? Was he here?”

		I shook my head, disoriented but still aware enough to feel gratified that Jack could be jealous. “No. It was her—the girl from the boat. I know it was her because I—smelled her.”

		His blue gaze dropped to my neck and I watched as they widened with shock. “She tried to choke you.” Gently, he touched the place where I’d felt the icy fingers, taking some of the sting away.

		It wasn’t a question, but I nodded anyway. “She tore off the locket, too.” I swallowed again, my throat hurting. “She said it was hers.”

		His brows furrowed. “Who is she?”

		“I don’t know. I don’t understand what any of it means.”

		Jack continued to stroke my neck, his fingers moving down to my shoulders, tracing my collarbone. I couldn’t help but think about the anger in his voice when he’d asked if Marc had been here, and a little tremor electrified my spine.

		His voice was soft, his breath warm on my face. “We’ll figure it out. We work pretty well together, don’t we?”

		I nodded dumbly as we stared at each other, my sense of caution muted. I struggled hard to find it, knowing I was no match for Jack Trenholm without it.

		“But if we’re going to continue to work together, you’ve got to stop trying to get yourself killed, all right? I feel responsible for you, and I have no idea why.” He was looking right at me, but I had a feeling that he wasn’t speaking to me anymore.

		I needed to move away from him, but for the second time that night my feet refused to obey me. I fought for control, trying to ignore my stubborn feet and Jack’s fingers. I cleared my throat, searching for a subject on neutral ground. “Why didn’t you let Rebecca have the locket? When she wanted to look at it, you wouldn’t let it out of your grasp.”

		He shrugged, his eyes focused on mine and I tried not to notice how blue they were at night. “I didn’t like the way she was looking at it. Like it belonged to her.” He paused. “I have a feeling that she’s envious of you.”

		I remembered Sophie telling me the same thing. “Because I have access to two historic albatrosses?”

		I waited to hear him laugh, but he was silent for a moment, and I felt fear again for the second time that night. But this wasn’t the type of fear you felt when the breath was being choked out of you; this was the kind of fear you felt when you thought you were about to lose everything.

		“No,” he said softly. “At least that’s only part of it.” He was standing so close still, yet I didn’t ask him to move away.

		“Then why?” I persisted.

		“Because she thinks that you and I are an item.” His warm breath dusted the bare skin on my shoulders and I saw that he was leaning closer. All I had to do was tilt my face and our lips would touch. But I held back, focusing instead on the millions of reasons why kissing Jack Trenholm was a bad idea, the least of which being his ability to make me lose control. And being in control was the only thing I’d learned that I could truly count on.

		I swallowed, hoping he couldn’t hear it in the quiet room, then forced a flippant smile. “Right. Like I would fall for a conceited, shallow-hearted womanizer. She must not think very much of me.”

		His eyes hardened, but his smile didn’t falter. “Right. Because you’re really known for your high standards in men. Like Marc Longo. That was a great call on your part.”

		I tried to push away, but Jack kept his firm grip on my shoulders. “There must be something seriously wrong with you, Mellie, for you  to jump into bed with a guy whose motives are clearly not in your best interests. And then you agree to have lunch with him even after you discover what a real shit he is.” Something flickered behind his eyes. If it had been anyone else besides Jack, I would have said it was hurt. “You’re either a masochist, or you’re really, really afraid of thawing that ice ball in your chest that used to be a heart.” He leaned closer. “What are you afraid of, Mellie? Forgetting who you are or where you’ve been for just a moment? Could it really be that bad?”

		I turned my head, too exhausted to try and pull away again. “Leave me alone. You don’t know the first thing about me, or about women. You’re in pictures all over the Internet with a different beautiful woman in every one.” I turned my head and met his quizzical gaze. “Yes. I Googled you—so what? It just goes to show that you’re incapable of appreciating a woman for anything other than how she looks on your arm. I guess when they figure out you’re a . . . a”—I rolled my eyes, never having been one to come up with a good put-down when I needed one—“a toad-faced idiot, you’ve already moved on to the next woman. Emily must have been a saint.” I bit my lip, wishing I could call back the entire tirade, especially the last part. But I was scared—scared of being this close to him, scared of my feelings for him—and I was desperate to push him as far away from me as I could.

		His eyes were like blue ice, and for the first time since I’d met him, I was reminded that he was a military man—a trained soldier who could be very, very dangerous. I swallowed, waiting for him to continue.

		Jack’s voice was very controlled when he spoke. “A toad-faced idiot? How very erudite, Melanie. I’ve been called many things, but I can honestly say that’s the first time I’ve ever been called that.” His gaze dropped to my lips again before returning to meet my gaze. “So, who else was here with you besides the girl from the boat?”

		I didn’t answer, knowing that to tell him the truth was to open myself up to a new barrage of Jack’s opinions, most of which I knew to be true.

		“Was it your soldier, Mellie? Your protector? Your mother told me about him, you know.”

		My hand went to my lips, remembering the kiss, remembering how I’d thought of Jack, feeling relieved at the anger that flooded through me  at the memory. I pulled back from where Jack’s fingers stroked my cheek, clinging to the hard-won control that governed my life. I had seen the dark room of a life lived in chaos, had felt my feet poking over the ledge, and I never wanted to get that close again.

		“Rebecca knows about him, too,” Jack continued. His hands moved to my shoulders, but I remained still, not wanting to show him how his touch affected me.

		“Rebecca?” I was finding it difficult to follow the conversation, distracted by the brush of his thumb on my collarbone. I wanted him to stop. Needed him to stop. But my tongue was useless, and I found myself creeping too close to the precipice.

		“She told me that she keeps seeing the two of you in her dreams.”

		I swallowed heavily. “How fascinating. Don’t you two have more interesting things to discuss than me? Like what shade of pink she should wear? Or why you dumped her for Emily or why Rebecca is back in your life?” I felt physically sick at the words pouring out of my mouth, but I couldn’t stop them. I felt like a cornered animal, and I did the only thing I knew to protect myself.

		He raised an eyebrow, but spoke as if I hadn’t said anything. “I guess he’s your ideal lover, isn’t he? He’s the safest relationship you could ever hope for. I mean, you can’t get too involved or be too committed if he’s already dead, can you?”

		I put my palms on his chest and pushed him, forcing him to take a step back. “You’re one to talk, Jack. You’re doing the same thing with Rebecca.”

		For a moment, Jack looked almost dangerous. “How so?” he asked slowly.

		“You’re only attracted to Rebecca because she reminds you of Emily. But she’ll never be Emily, so you’re safe. No real relationship can come of it because she’ll never be the one you really want.”

		He stared at me for a long time without moving, and while I didn’t feel fear, I definitely felt nervous. “Ouch.” He straightened, but didn’t take his eyes from my face. “Thank you for that insightful observation, Melanie. I wasn’t aware that you held a degree in psychiatry as well as rigid scheduling. But thanks for letting me know what a pain in the ass I must be to you. I promise not to offend you with my presence any longer.”

		Jack turned and headed toward the door, pausing before he opened  it. Without looking back at me, he said, “You’re wrong, you know.” He didn’t move, nor did he speak, and for a moment I thought he wouldn’t continue. Then he said, “Maybe my attraction to Rebecca isn’t because she reminds me of Emily.” He turned his head and our eyes met. “Maybe it’s because she reminds me of you.”

		He pushed open the doors and strode through them, the heels of his boots echoing on the marble floors. I pressed my hands against my chest, fighting the need to cry and to call him back, to at least reassure myself that any damage caused by careless words wasn’t permanent. Instead, I did neither, my pride creating a huge chasm between Jack and me. I couldn’t quite forgive him for what he’d said about me and my soldier, mostly because I feared that he might be right.

		I quickly headed to the door—eager not to be left alone again in the kitchen—but I stopped when I heard him shout back, “And that was almost kiss number five. Not that you’re counting, of course.”

		I placed my hands on my cheeks, eager to cool them from the flush that was already rising up from my neck, and my eyes caught sight of reflected light under the kitchen table. I knew what it was, and approached it carefully, afraid that whoever had snatched it from my neck might be looking for it. I gathered it up from the floor and stood, then held the cold metal of the locket in my hand for a long time, staring at the broken clasp, trying to figure out what she’d meant when she said that it belonged to her—and wishing that Jack was still there to tell me.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 17
		

		I sat curled up in the lime green beanbag chair—inadvertently left in an empty bedroom by the previous owners—and blinked my eyes at the journal I’d been reading for over two hours. My eyes felt gritty and strained from reading the compressed script, the penmanship beautiful but filled with flourishes that made it very difficult to decipher.

		The handwriting was definitely that of a female and she seemed to be in her mid- to late teens. Although most of what I’d read so far was comprised of the everyday life of a Charleston resident in the latter half of the nineteenth century, I was enthralled. I’d never been a fan of history, about things that had happened in the past that nobody remembered anymore, but this was different. It was a lot like communicating with a ghost, except in this instance I finally got to hear what they were thinking.

		Most telling of all was the writer’s description of the house. It was definitely thirty-three Legare, with its two-tiered portico and stained-glass window, which, according to the writer, “dominated the downstairs drawing room, and created a lot of nasty head shakes from neighbors as it was being installed.” I’d smiled to myself at that one, wondering if some of those neighbors were charter members of the first Board of Architectural Review—or whatever it would have been called back then.

		I paid close attention to her description of the window, noting how closely it resembled the window of my childhood.

		
			The window is large and what some would refer to as unattractive, yet it holds a strange fascination for R. I recognized the image of two girls in it first, which made her angry, and then I was forced to pretend that she had been the one to discover it as she relayed the story to Father.

			My protector appears enthralled as well, and I have found him staring at it many times. I ask him what he sees but all he will do is tap four times on the window, which will startle R or whoever else is in the room at the time. And when I look up he is always tapping at the same place, at the top right corner, which appears empty from this side of the window.

			I see my soldier almost every day. He says he is my protector. He hears me when I speak to him, so yesterday I found the courage to ask him why he is always near. He said because he saved my life when I was a baby, and he was grateful for having been given the chance to redeem himself for a past mistake. He goes away whenever I ask him more questions about what mistake he made. He also disappears whenever I look right at him, as if I am stronger than he is and I overpower him somehow.

			I was in the downstairs drawing room this morning, admiring the window, when he appeared. R rushed into the room, unannounced, demanding to know to whom I had been speaking. I was astonished to learn that she could not see him at all since he is so real to me. I have seen spirits since I was a little girl, and I was almost a young woman before I discovered that not everybody does. It is my secret, and I have told no one including R. But still, since R is four years older than I and has thus lived in this house for four more years, I would have thought that she would have come to know him. I must ask him why.

		

		I made some notes in my notepad, then flipped open my phone to call Jack before slowly closing it. I hadn’t seen or spoken to Jack for two weeks, ever since the night of the house tour. After a couple of days of silence, I’d figured out that he was avoiding me, but it had taken me nearly the full two weeks to finally stop calling and leaving messages. I somehow thought that because I was pretending that none of what happened actually had, he could, too, and we could go on as before. Sophie had called this my self-denial; I chose to refer to it as self-preservation.

		I hadn’t even heard from him at Christmas. My mother, father, and I were invited to his parents’ house for Christmas dinner, but Amelia and  John Trenholm were obviously embarrassed when they’d had to explain that Jack was spending Christmas with Rebecca’s family in Summerville. At least I was spared the agony of watching my parents pretend to ignore each other, as my father declined the invitation. He said he would rather spend his day off going over plans for his garden, and had actually sounded excited about the prospect.

		The final blow had come when Amelia gave me a wrapped present from under the tree. I’d been excited until I realized that the attached tag read: MERRY CHRISTMAS FROM JACK AND REBECCA, in her handwriting. Inside was a salon-quality blow-dryer with a note explaining it was a replacement for the one I’d destroyed by using it to melt wallpaper glue in order to remove it from the cypress walls of the Legare Street drawing room.

		Sighing, I placed the phone back on the table, whatever I’d wanted to tell Jack forgotten.

		The situation was, essentially, what I’d longed for, but I couldn’t help feeling as if I’d lost something valuable long before I’d discovered its worth.

		I listened to my mother in the connecting dressing room. We’d managed to paint over the purple-and-brown faux-leopard wall treatment in a warm ivory tone so she could officially move into the master bedroom. Her clothes—four crates’ worth—had arrived the day before, and like Sophie at a yard sale Ginnette had dug right in and set about organizing her closet.

		She’d instructed me to stay in my room, within shouting distance. I’d told her about what had happened in the kitchen the night of the tour, and ever since she’d been reluctant to let me out of her sight. I didn’t want to admit that she was right, that the spirits in the house did seem to be getting stronger, or at least more insistent. We needed to bide our time, she said, until we were strong enough to fight. When I asked her when that would be, I hadn’t liked the look in her eyes when she’d told me simply, “You’ll know.” I’d spent every night since lying awake until I thought she would be asleep, then slowly cracking open the connecting door between our rooms. She never asked, and I never said anything, the boundary between us softer yet still unyielding.

		
			I’d initially started out my morning by helping my mother organize  her closet, but I’d wasted too much time trying on some of the beautiful clothes. I had nice clothes, too, but they were all for business and function. My mother’s wardrobe was something out of Dynasty—with jeweled buttons, puffed sleeves, and heavenly fabrics. Although her tops tended to have extra material in the chest area, everything else fit as if they’d been made for me. I wondered at what age I’d grown to be her size, and if she would have let me borrow her clothes. Our eyes met, and I knew she’d been thinking the same thing. For a moment, I was a little girl again, listening as she told me how sometimes people had to do the right thing even if it meant letting go of the one thing they loved most in the world. And for the first time, I almost believed her.
		

		She eventually sent me back to my room to read the journal, and that’s where I’d been ever since. I stared down at the leather-bound book, then stood before walking over to the connecting door. I paused with my hand raised, ready to knock, lowering then raising my hand again two more times before I gave in and knocked.

		My mother opened the door. Her usually perfect chignon was lop-sided and half hanging down her face, and I noticed that she had changed clothes to something that might actually have been velour sweatpants and a matching jacket. But it wasn’t until my gaze had taken in her feet that realization dawned on me.

		“When was Sophie here?” I demanded.

		She looked surprised. “While you were at work. How did you know?”

		“The Birkenstocks.”

		She pointed her toe and twisted her foot back and forth to give me a better view. “Sophie and I happen to wear the same size, and she thought it might be easier for me to wear these while unloading and lugging things up the stairs. And you know what, she was right! They are actually quite comfortable. She loaned me the warm-up suit, too.”

		Before I could think of something to say that didn’t involve the words “intervention” or “psychologist,” we turned our heads toward the sound of heavy footsteps in the hallway. Chad appeared at the door, two arm-loads of clothing in each arm. “Yo, Dudette.” He smiled broadly, his teeth shining brightly in his perpetually tanned face. He turned to my mother. “Yo, Miss Ginnette, here’s the last load.”

		“Hi, Chad.” I placed the journal on a side table, then stepped forward to take some of the clothes from his arms. As I placed them carefully onto the existing pile on the bed, I asked, “And why, exactly, aren’t we letting a moving company do this?”

		A shocked expression covered my mother’s face. “I don’t let just anybody touch my clothing. I’m very particular about my things.”

		I eyed her outfit again, and muttered under my breath, “Apparently not anymore.” Turning to Chad, I asked, “How did you get roped into this?”

		My mother, with a long sequined gown folded over her arm, interjected, “Because your father was working in the garden and was about to volunteer when Chad showed up. It was the perfect solution.”

		I wondered why Chad would be at the Legare Street house. “Did you need something from me, Chad? Everything all right back at my house?”

		“Everything’s fine. We’re almost through with the stripping of the second floor and I’m about to tackle the staircase. Jack’s been helping a lot, too, with removing all the baseboards. He’s developed what he’s calling the ‘Melanie Middleton method’ of numbering all the pieces so we know where they go when it’s time to put them back. I even showed him how to use a spreadsheet to keep track of it all.”

		I wasn’t sure if I should be flattered or annoyed. If Jack was involved, I’d bet on the latter. “Jack’s been helping?”

		“Yeah. He’s been spending a lot of time with the papers in the attic doing research for his book, but he comes and helps us when he wants to take a break.”

		
			The news of Jack’s being at my house and interacting with my friends stung. It made me feel like the only kid without a Valentine’s Day card. It was especially painful because I was fairly sure that one of the main reasons why he was there was because he knew that I wouldn’t be. I kept going over his parting words to me the night of the tour. Maybe it’s because she reminds me of you. I’d planned on ignoring them, and never bringing them up again between us. But it seemed that I needn’t have bothered thinking about them at all. He’d apparently taken to heart the things I’d said to him in anger, and I should have been thrilled that he wasn’t interfering in my life anymore. Only, I wasn’t.
		

		“Great,” I said, and my mother slid a glance toward me as if she recognized that my tone of voice and what I was saying were out of sync. Just like a mother who’d been around her child all of her life would do. Or maybe it was just one of those skills that mothers picked up in the first few years and never quite forgot.

		I forced a smile. “Tell him I said hello. And, um, tell him that they’re tearing out the plaster covering the kitchen fireplace tomorrow. He might want to be here to see what’s behind it.”

		Chad looked at me oddly. “Sure will. But he said he was going back to his condo to try and get some writing done, so I don’t know when I’ll see him next.” He shoved his hands in his jeans pockets and stood there, staring at the dentil molding as if he’d never seen anything like it before. I waited for him to leave, but he continued to stand where he was without saying anything.

		“Is there something else?”

		He looked back at me as if remembering I was there and shuffled his feet. My mother ducked discreetly into the closet. “I need your help.”

		“With what?”

		He looked down at his sandal-clad feet—with socks in deference to the season—and shuffled them again. I watched as his face shifted from easy and open to almost tortured. I touched his arm in alarm. “Is there something wrong with the house?” I had visions of hordes of termites camping out in the mahogany stairwell of the Tradd Street house. Or maybe one of the rare glass sidelights by the front door had cracked in the cold weather. Even worse, I pictured myself writing yet another check out with lots of zeros for a repair that couldn’t be postponed. I felt sick to my stomach waiting for him to answer, not pausing to consider how odd that I could be so concerned about something I’d once referred to as a goiter on my neck and, more kindly, a pile of lumber.

		“No. The house is fine,” he said in his slow, California manner. “It’s just . . .”

		I waited, resisting the impulse to pull at his shirt collar to yank the words in quicker succession from his mouth. “What?”

		“I need to borrow an electric floor sander.”

		I blinked at him in both relief and amazement. “You need a floor sander,” I repeated. It looked like he might cry, and I groaned inwardly,  hoping he wasn’t about to pull my mother from the closet so we could have a group hug.

		His face wrinkled a bit as he spoke. “It’s just that I don’t think I can hand-sand one more square inch of floor in your house. It’s like I’m being punished for some bad karma or something.” He looked directly into my eyes and I could have sworn I saw tears. “Sophie’s doing a field study with one of her classes all week, so I’m pretty much alone at the house to do more sanding. I figured . . .” He stopped, unable to continue.

		“You figured that if she wasn’t there to see, you could get some sanding out of the way with the electric sander.”

		Chad nodded and I squeezed his arm, trying not to smile. “No problem. It’s being stored temporarily outside in the garden shed for lack of a better place for it. It’s yours for as long as you need it.”

		His eyes were worried. “And you won’t . . .”

		“My lips are sealed.”

		
			He nodded with relief, his eyes closed for a moment. “I don’t care what Jack says, Melanie. I think you’re one of the nicest people I know. And you’re really not that uptight once people get to know you.”
		

		Before I could say anything, Chad enveloped me in a tight hug, his organic wool sweater scratching my cheek. “I wanted to let you know that I’m having mine and Sophie’s star charts read by a professional astrologer.”

		“Really? I thought that Sophie was the only one who bought in to that stuff.”

		“She is.” He looked down at his feet. “But I’m thinking that this whole ‘incompatible signs’ thing is just a cover. She’s so independent, you know? And I think it’s just an excuse to keep her independence and keep me at a distance. But together . . .” He smiled and looked away for a moment. “It’s like she’s the sun and I’m the moon and it takes both of us to make a whole day.”

		I stared at him, not sure if he was being eloquent or just speaking in tongues. I decided to cut to the chase. “Do you love her, Chad?”

		He nodded, and I was relieved that he hadn’t tried to put his feelings into words again.

		“Good. Because even a blind man could see that the two of you were made for each other.” I pushed him toward the door. “So go do whatever  you have to do to show her how much you care for her and want to be with her. And I won’t tell a soul about the sander. Promise.”

		He looked at me gratefully as I propelled him out of the room. “Ciao, Miss Ginnette, catch you later.”

		My mother stuck her head out from the closet. “Good-bye, Chad.”

		After Chad left, my mother turned to me. “Was there something you needed, Mellie?”

		I looked around for where I’d placed the journal, having forgotten why I’d come in there in the first place. I held the book in my hands, suddenly shy and unsure how to approach her.

		
			“I’ve been reading the journal we found in Grandmother’s desk. I don’t know who the writer is, yet, but I know she lived in this house with another girl whose name begins with an R. I get the feeling that they’re sisters, but the writer doesn’t come right out and say it.” I glanced up at my mother to gauge her reaction to my next words. “She mentions a protector who she can see and talk to, but R can’t see him.”
		

		I knew what I needed her to do, but still I hesitated.

		“I’ve been thinking about what’s been going on in the house. We’ve both seen the soldier, but he’s not—foggy anymore. And a couple of times he didn’t disappear when I looked him in the face.”

		She nodded, her brows furrowed. “And the other spirit, the girl, she likes to appear when you’re alone. Like you’re on an even playing field when it’s just the two of you.” My mother sat down on the bed and a skirt slipped to the floor, but she didn’t move to pick it up. “Except for that time in the kitchen when I touched the locket, she hasn’t appeared when the two of us are together. Like she knows that together we’re too powerful. If we find out her name, if we know who she is and why she’s here to harm you, we can exorcise her. She will work very hard to make sure we don’t figure that out.”

		She pointed to the journal. “You want me to hold it, don’t you?”

		I hesitated a moment before nodding. “I was hoping you might be able to tell me more than what’s written within the covers.”

		She eyed the journal, then looked back at me. “It kills me a little each time.”

		“I know. That’s why I haven’t asked you.”

		For a moment, I thought she was going to refuse, and I felt the old  anger resurface. Instead, she held her hands out. “But I would gladly do this a hundred times if I thought it might spare you even a moment of danger.” Slowly, she opened her palm so that it was facing me, and there—in faded pink where the burn was healing—was the imprint of the locket.

		I sucked in a breath of air. “You didn’t tell me.” It was a stupid thing to say, and I shook my head.

		She sat down on the edge of the bed. “Give me the journal, Mellie. I want to help if I can.”

		I hesitated, and she reached for it. “Give me the journal.”

		I swallowed, then placed the book in her hands and she took it, gripping it tightly. The response was almost immediate. Her eyes closed as her hand began to shake. I put my hand over hers only because I didn’t know what else to do, and her skin felt cold and wet like snow. Her mouth moved, but nothing came out, a drowning woman searching for air.

		I felt real fear then—fear of whatever force was causing this, and fear for my mother. Clothes slipped off the bed in a small avalanche as she continued to grip the book, her head shaking back and forth.

		“Mother!” I shouted, wanting to make her stop. She continued to shake uncontrollably. “Mother!” I called out again and this time she responded by jerking her arm back and hurling the book across the room. It hit the freshly painted wall, denting the plaster, before it landed on the hardwood floor.

		My mother stared at me, her chest rising and falling rapidly and her eyes blinking slowly.

		“What is it?” I asked, almost afraid to know. “What did you see?”

		Shakily, she stood and put her hands on my shoulders, whether to steady me or her I wasn’t sure.

		“What did you see?” I asked again.

		Her eyes were clear as she answered and it took me a moment to recognize the single word that came out of her mouth.

		She dropped her hands and said it again, just to make sure I’d heard, and I watched her lips move as if in slow motion as she formed the one word. “Rebecca.”

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 18
		

		I paused on the outdoor steps, hearing the staccato snipping of manual hedge cutters. Until about a year ago, I’d had no idea what hedge cutters were or what they sounded like, and I still wasn’t sure if my newfound knowledge was a good thing or not.

		My hands shook as I turned the key to lock the front door, having not yet completely recovered from watching what happened when my mother touched the journal. She seemed disoriented, but insisted it was only because she needed to take a nap and nothing more. I wanted to reschedule my appointment with Yvonne so I could stay with her, but she wouldn’t hear of it.

		I followed the sound to the side of the house where my grandmother’s garden had once been the pride of Legare Street. Most of the former residents’ cement blobs and hulking metal monoliths had been removed. I’d instructed for them to be tossed in a Dumpster but instead listened to Amelia Trenholm when she convinced me to get them appraised first.

		Shocked as I was by their apparent value, I happily took the money from an independent art dealer and purchased a Queen Anne console table and bookcase for the upstairs sitting room, and still had money left over to convert my bathroom from a bordello to something that more resembled a spa.

		My father stood with his back to me, pruning back two large crepe myrtles that had once been no taller than my six-year-old self. He stepped back when he saw me, and lowered the clippers. “Who knows the last time somebody did any cleaning up in this garden? Seems to me those people just let everything go wild.”

		“Maybe they did it as a distraction so people wouldn’t mind the inside so much.”

		He smiled at me, his eyes bright, and it occurred to me how new it was to see him smile, and how hard he had to have worked to have something to smile about.

		“Come here,” he said, motioning for me to follow before leading me to the edge of the house. “Look what I found.” He moved aside tall grass that hadn’t yet fallen to the hedge clippers and revealed my grandmother’s prized Miss Charleston camellias. Despite being neglected and overgrown, large deep red semidouble blooms resembling the puffed-out cheeks of cherubs clung stubbornly to their stems. These camellias had been Grandmother’s favorites, but not just for their beauty and scent. She loved them because of how brave they were to bloom brightly in the winter months when everything else slept.

		“I can’t wait to clean this grass out and let those flowers go to town. I’ve got some pretty amazing plans for this garden, a sort of mix between old and new design. I’m even going to resurrect your grandmother’s famous knot garden.” He grinned broadly and I couldn’t help but grin back, his enthusiasm contagious.

		“Daddy . . .” I began, and he tilted his head toward me, waiting for me to continue. Speaking of my feelings came unnaturally to me. I’d spent a lifetime pretending I didn’t hurt, and making believe that I didn’t require affection or the give-and-take of any close relationship. And somehow along the way, I’d forgotten how to show him how much he meant to me.

		“Daddy,” I started again. “You’ve done a great job.”

		He met my gaze, and I wondered if he was noticing that my eyes were just like his. He nodded tightly, both of us knowing that I wasn’t talking about the garden, yet each aware of how much I needed to pretend that we were. “Thanks, Peanut.”

		I grimaced and rolled my eyes, warmed by the use of my old nickname. I studied him for a moment. “You know, Daddy, I’d be happy to help you find a house. It’s silly in this market to rent when you could get something pretty decent right now.” I thought of the cramped one-bedroom, one-bathroom apartment in North Charleston where he’d lived ever since he retired. Initially, he’d told me it was only until he got settled, but that had been more than five years ago.

		He squinted at me in the sunlight. “Yeah, I’ve thought about it. I think I’m going to wait on it a bit, though. Try to limit any more life changes for the time being.”

		I nodded, understanding. “Just let me know. I’ll do it without a fee, of course.”

		“I would hope so,” he said, pretending to be offended. Then it was his turn to study me. He seemed to be struggling with words, as if unsure how to string them together in a way that wouldn’t make me run. Finally, he said, “I wish you could find a way to forgive your mother. She tried to reach you all those years, and I wouldn’t let her. You’ve forgiven me. Why can’t you do the same for her?”

		Sadness welled up from inside of me, surprising me only because of the absence of anger. I shook my head, wondering when the anger had gone. Maybe it had been when my mother had touched the journal, knowing it would hurt her but doing it anyway because she thought it might help me. I swallowed. “She left, Daddy. You didn’t.”

		He didn’t look away and I had trouble holding his gaze. I turned to leave, then stopped. “Can you do me a favor?” I asked.

		“Anything. What?”

		I smiled to myself, noticing how he’d agreed to help me without knowing what I was going to ask. “I need to go see Yvonne, but Mother isn’t feeling well and is lying down. I didn’t want to leave her, but she insisted that she was okay. I’d feel better knowing that you’re keeping an eye on her while I’m gone.”

		He put down the clippers and began peeling off his gardening gloves. “What happened?”

		“You don’t want to know.”

		His lips tightened over his teeth. “Some of that hocus-pocus upset her?”

		I pressed the collar of my coat up to my neck, feeling chilled in the cool air. “Don’t go there, Dad.”

		“But . . .”

		“Please, Daddy. And if you’re going to go up there to upset her more, then just stay out here. I would have thought after forty years, you might have opened your mind a tad. Stepped out of your box a little. It’s not like Mother and I have been making this stuff up all this time just to annoy  you. Maybe if you’d stop to think for a moment, you might discover that life isn’t all just black-and-white.”

		We stared at each other for a long moment, both of us surprised that I’d spoken at all, much less defended my mother and admitted to being psychic all in the same breath.

		“Fine,” he said. “I won’t say or do anything to upset her.”

		I nodded, recognizing his don’t ask, don’t tell policy as the truce it was. “Thank you,” I said. “And don’t . . .” I paused, trying to find a better way to say it, then gave up. “Don’t leave her by herself.”

		He looked at me from beneath lowered brows and I saw him struggling not to argue with me. “I’ll stay with her.”

		“Great. I’ll be back around five.”

		As I watched my father enter the house, I felt a little like I was leaving a lion to watch over a lamb. But I knew he’d take care of her, and protect her if she needed it. Whoever had been haunting me had yet to include my mother, but if I’d learned anything about dead people it was that they were a lot like the living, breathing kind; they didn’t always behave like you expected them to.

		I walked out of the garden to the sidewalk, then turned around as I realized that the sun was in the right spot. Facing the stained-glass window again, I squinted in the bright reflected light. As I studied it closely, I saw how it was really an optical illusion, like one of those pictures of two completely different images. One image was visible right away, but the second one only became obvious after you stared at it for a long time. At first glance it appeared to be random splotches of color and sticklike markings, but as I squinted at it in the sunlight, the image of the map that I’d seen in the photo appeared: the large house, the body of water with the odd angel’s head, the figures standing in the lawn. But what I noticed now were all the fine lines that became visible when the sun hit the window, embellishments to the original image that couldn’t be seen without the sun’s help.

		Squinting, and wishing I had my glasses with me, I tried to make out why the border of odd lines and marks had been added, what function they served, and couldn’t determine anything. I needed to talk with Rebecca, to see if she’d had any luck turning up any of the paperwork on the window, but I was hesitant to call her. My mother’s vision of her  while holding the journal had shocked us both, prompting more questions and even fewer answers. Besides, I remembered Rebecca telling me that she had other work deadlines and wouldn’t be able to see Yvonne until the following week.

		I unsnapped my phone from its place inside my purse and used the telephoto button to take a close-up picture of the window before carefully placing the phone back where it belonged. Then I pushed open the gate and walked out to the sidewalk, going over my mental notes of all the things I needed to discuss with Yvonne. I paused for a moment, tilting my head to hear better, sure I’d heard the sound of a crying baby. It had been soft at first, so soft that I thought I hadn’t really heard it. But there it was again, coming from inside the house, and it was louder now. I faced the front door, expecting to see a baby there, but the steps were empty.

		The crying softened to a quiet mewling, and I wanted to believe it was just the noise of a lost kitten in the grass. But I recognized the sound from the time following my mother’s stay in the hospital when I was a little girl, and how it had awakened me at night until I’d told my mother. The sound went away, at least for that night, and I remembered sleeping well for the first time in a long while. Then the next day my mother was gone and my father took me from the house for what I thought would be forever, and for a long time wished that it had been.

		I forced myself to walk away and not look back, sensing that somebody or something was watching me. I reached for my phone as I’d done dozens of times before to call Jack and tell him what had happened, but my hand stopped halfway to my purse. When I reached my car, it rang as if conjured, and I ended up emptying my purse on the hood to find it before I realized it was neatly clipped to the inside pocket where it always was.

		I took it out and flipped it open, my anticipation clouded when I saw the name Marc Longo on the screen. We’d been playing phone tag for weeks, trying to set up lunch, but he’d been out of town, and I’d been less than enthusiastic about promptly returning his calls. But now my thoughts turned to Jack, and how he didn’t appear to want to have anything to do with me anymore—not that I really blamed him after what I’d said to him—and I realized how desperately lonely I was. And,  as Jack had pointed out, a relationship with a ghost didn’t count as a relationship.

		After a deep breath, I flipped open the phone on the fifth ring and spoke, wishing as I did that it wasn’t Jack’s face I saw.
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		I drove the short blocks to the Fireproof Building on Meeting Street where the South Carolina Historical Society library is located. Lacking the Jack Trenholm touch for finding curb parking directly in front of wherever he was heading, I found parking three blocks away, then walked back with five minutes to spare before my appointment with Yvonne.

		I ascended the circular stone stairwell, remembering coming here before with Jack while trying to find out more about the Confederate diamonds hidden in my Tradd Street house. Yvonne was an octogenarian with a sharp mind and even sharper wit who knew just about every source in the archives at the historical society. And if she didn’t know it personally, then she could tell you where to find it.

		Yvonne sat at a table in the reading room, a box of folders and a stack of books on a corner of the table. She smiled when she saw me and stood, never one to let her arthritis get the best of her. She wore a pink cashmere sweater set over a pink tweed skirt and she smelled of roses as I leaned down to kiss her cheek.

		“Jack’s not with me,” I said, not really understanding my need to explain.

		“I know. He took me to dinner last night at S.N.O.B. and we had a nice heart-to-heart.”

		“Oh,” I said, trying to sound disinterested but wanting her to feel obliged to tell me everything.

		
			“He’s been working very hard on his book,” she continued. “He was actually here this morning with that blond reporter from the Post & Courier . Rebecca somebody. I was surprised that you weren’t with them since they were looking for information on the Prioleau house on Legare.”
		

		“They were here today? I thought her appointment with you was for next Monday.” I remembered Rebecca telling me that she was busy doing  research for another “famous Charlestonian” article and wouldn’t be able to see Yvonne until the following week. “Did she have to change it?”

		Yvonne shook her head. “No. Her appointment was for today, at ten o’clock sharp.”

		She sat down and indicated the chair next to hers. I’d already unloaded my coat and scarf in the locker room so I had nothing to fiddle with while I tried to figure out a way to tactfully ask her what she’d found for them.

		“I kept the records out just in case you wanted to see them, too.”

		I looked at her, grateful. “Thank you.” I waited for her to pull three pieces of paper from one of the folders. One appeared to be a handwritten order from a John Nolan & Sons on Market Street, and another was a receipt from the same business. But it was the third piece of paper that caught my attention. It was larger than the other two, and it appeared to be a vellum-type paper. On it was a miniature replica of the stained-glass window at my mother’s house.

		I pulled my phone out of my purse and flipped it open to the picture I’d taken earlier of the window. “Look,” I said, showing Yvonne. “I took this picture right before I came here.”

		She looked at it closely before I held it up to the drawing next to it. “It’s almost identical, isn’t it?”

		We sat in silence for several minutes, comparing the two pictures, our heads turning back and forth like spectators at a tennis match.

		“The differences are pretty subtle, aren’t they? At first glance you don’t notice the changes, but after you become familiar with one or the other, you start to notice the differences. It’s like one of those games in puzzle books my grandmother used to give me to play with while she watched her soaps. What looks like the same picture appears on opposite pages and you circle the differences.” I looked at Yvonne. “If any other family besides my own was behind this, I’d say it was coincidence. But the Prioleaus are known for their love of puzzles.”

		“Which makes you believe that this was done on purpose.”

		“Absolutely.”

		“And I think you’re right. I’m only surprised that Jack hasn’t noticed it, too. It’s really out of character for him to miss something like this. He must be distracted.” She gave me a pointed look.

		“Can I make a copy of all these?”

		Yvonne smiled. “I already did. Jack asked for copies, too, so I made extra just in case you wanted your own set.”

		“Thanks,Yvonne. I owe you dinner,” I said, recalling how Jack always took Yvonne to the nicest eateries in town as repayment for going above and beyond her duties as a research librarian. It didn’t escape my notice that I was probably receiving the same level of treatment due to my association with Jack. It was disconcerting, but I was going to take advantage of it while I could.

		I looked at the picture on my phone again, then back at the drawing. Tapping my fingers on the wooden tabletop, I thought back to what my grandmother had taught me about applying logic to puzzles and problems. She’d shown me how to unravel a puzzle like a thread, creating an alternate beginning and end, examining the new strands in unexpected ways, like starting at the end instead of the beginning.

		My fingers stopped in midair, then came to rest on the table in front of me. I slid the receipt over to look at it again. “Do you know, or do you have any kind of records that would show, what happened to the shop after John Nolan died or moved away? Like deeds or that kind of thing?”

		Her eyes sparkled. “You’re beginning to sound like Jack. Plucking random ideas from out of nowhere and convincing others to help him hunt unicorns.”

		She was smiling but I wasn’t sure that was a compliment. “Is that a good thing?”

		She almost looked offended. “Of course. Our Jack is very successful at what he does. He’ll question the color of the sky if he thinks there’s a possibility that everybody might be wrong about an accepted knowledge. Well, except for that Alamo fiasco, but there are still some experts who say he was right,” she said, referring to his canceled book contract because of its public debunking on national television. “So, what unicorns are you hunting?”

		I had to think for a moment to figure out what she meant. “Oh, right. Well, see, the changes were made to the window after the original order was placed.” I turned the description page toward her. “There isn’t an angel head on the original order, and this odd line design that goes  around the entire window was added, too. And no people, see?” I pointed to the people standing beneath the oak tree near the house in the picture on my cell phone. I squinted, trying to see the details more clearly.

		“You need glasses, dear. Squinting will give you wrinkles.”

		“I have glasses. I just always forget to bring them with me.”

		She blinked slowly behind her own wide-framed glasses. “Despite evidence to the contrary, Jack is much more attracted to what’s in here”—she pointed to her forehead—“than anything else. In other words, he wouldn’t find glasses a turnoff at all.”

		It was my turn to blink slowly at her. “I’m not trying to impress Jack Trenholm, if that’s what you’re getting at, Yvonne. He’s just not my type.”

		She was silent for a moment. “I didn’t know such a woman existed.”

		“Excuse me?”

		“You heard me.” She cleared her throat. “Now show me what else you found.” She looked down at the map and I could have sworn I saw her roll her eyes.

		Trying not to squint, I held the drawing closer to my face, then looked at the picture on my phone. “The window was installed in 1871, meaning the changes could have been made anytime after that.”

		“Or maybe the changes were made during the design process and simply not recorded.”

		I nodded, happy to have her play devil’s advocate. It reminded me of my childhood, working on mind teasers with my grandmother where I’d question and she’d answer with another question until I’d figured it out for myself. I had a flash of my mother, in what my grandmother called the puzzle room in her house, laughing and hugging me because I’d figured out a difficult one. It saddened me to think of it, too easily reminded of how very few memories of my mother I had.

		Yvonne was watching me closely as I answered. “True, which is why I want to make sure that we’ve looked through all the existing records from the window maker, just in case there was some written record of any changes.”

		“But what if the requested changes were made verbally?”

		I smiled, enjoying the way our minds worked together. “Then there won’t be any records to find. But that can’t be helped. Which brings  me to my request about searching for deeds on the window maker’s business.”

		“Assuming that a son didn’t inherit, and an ongoing concern was valuable enough that an astute businessman would consider purchasing the business, and attaching his own name to the storefront.”

		“Bingo.”

		She folded her hands primly in front of her. “It’s a long shot, of course, but I like your creative thinking.”

		“I guess that’s better than calling it a crapshoot, but I’ll take it. So, do you have access to that sort of information?”

		“I do. I’ve got some other projects that I’m working on at the moment, but I see no reason why I can’t squeeze it in between. Give me a couple of days and I’ll give you a call whether or not I find something. I’ll admit I’m intrigued, although I must say it’s a bit more far-fetched than most of my requests.”

		“Welcome to my world,” I muttered. Smiling, I said, “That’s great. Thank you.” I glanced over to the stack of large books on the corner. “Any luck with the family tree?”

		Yvonne stood and took a book off of the top of the stack. “You, Miss Middleton, have been blessed with an old Charleston name. There is certainly no shortage of family histories and genealogies; the hardest part was narrowing down your branch of the Prioleau family tree.”

		She slid a piece of paper out of the middle of the book and flipped it open to the marked page. “This book is a personal history of the Manigault-Prioleau branch, done in the early 1940s by a distant relation, most likely trying to prove his own bloodline, but a great source, anyway.”

		I leaned close to the page she indicated, mindful of summoning wrinkles and trying not to involve my forehead or brows while I squinted. I followed her pink-tinted and neatly clipped nail as she indicated names on the hand-drawn tree.

		“I’m not sure how far you want to go back, but this one goes back to the early 1700s, when the earliest members of your family were farmers on Johns Island.”

		“Johns Island? I just always assumed they’d lived in the Legare Street house.”

		“No.” She pulled the second book from the stack and opened it to another marked page. “According to this history, written by another relative in 1898, they didn’t purchase the house on Legare until 1783.”

		I glanced over at the book. “So they weren’t the original owners?”

		She shook her head. “No. Apparently, your great-great-great-great-great-grandfather came into his fortune around the time of the Revolutionary War and made enough to purchase the house. They still owned the property on Johns Island, and had apparently acquired enough wealth and land to become one of the largest sea-island cotton plantations on Johns Island. It’s around that time that they decided they were important enough to name their farm and called it Belle Meade.”

		“I recall the name of the plantation. My grandmother took me there. It’s part of a golf community now. But for the rest, I had no idea. I really know very little about my family history.”

		Yvonne pursed her lips. “Don’t say that too loud. You might be asked to leave the city and relinquish your last name.” She winked.

		Laughing, I asked, “Could I get photocopies of that part of the book? I might as well educate myself while I have the chance.”

		Yvonne slid a new manila folder from the side of the desk. “I already did, thinking you might want to read more. It’s in here with the rest of the photocopies.”

		I looked at her in surprise. “You’re amazing, Yvonne. Really.”

		She grinned broadly, her perfect dentures gleaming. “I’ve heard that more than once. I guess that’s why they pay me the big bucks.”

		I laughed again. “I’ll let you get dessert and something to go when I take you out, all right?”

		“I’d hoped you were going to say that.” She moved away the second book so that I was staring at the family tree again.

		I glanced briefly at the generations preceding the Civil War, and focused on my great-great-grandfather’s generation. I looked at birth, marriage, and death dates, seeing nothing new or surprising. Leonard Prioleau had married Cecilia Allston in 1855, and their only daughter, Rose, was born in 1866. Rose Allston Prioleau married Charles Manigault in 1890 and died in 1946. She gave birth to my grandmother, Sarah Allston Manigault, in 1900. The only interesting item of information was that  Sarah apparently married a distant relation whose last name was Prioleau, bringing the family name back to the Legare Street house until Sarah’s daughter, my mother Ginnette, married James Middleton.

		“I was hoping I’d find a mention of Rose having a sister, but there’s nothing on the family tree.” I looked back at Rose’s name. “Having just one child, a daughter, seems to be a family trait.” I recalled the sound of a baby’s crying, and what Rebecca had told me about my mother’s miscarriage, and wondered if my life would have been different if I’d had a younger brother or sister. If that would have been enough to get my mother to stay.

		“That it does. And since your mother wasn’t born until 1945, it would seem that she was a bit of an afterthought. I suppose you’re lucky that the house is still in your family, considering there were no males to inherit for at least three generations.”

		“I suppose,” I said, feeling an odd sense of panic at the thought of the house not being mine. Then again, it hadn’t been mine for a very long time, and I’d grown used to saying that it didn’t matter anymore. “Can I . . . ?” I began.

		Yvonne tapped the manila folder. “The copy’s already in here. I also made copies of any pictures I found of anybody on your family tree while I was researching, in case you wanted to put faces with any of the names.”

		“That will be more than helpful, thank you.” I looked at my watch. “I’ve got a showing in half an hour, so I have to leave now.” I stood and began stacking the books, then picked up the folder with my copies. “Thank you, Yvonne. I’ll call you later to set up our dinner.”

		“I’ll look forward to it.” She stood, too, then smoothed down her skirt. “And tell Jack that I said hello.”

		“I’m, well, I’m not sure when I’ll be speaking with him again.”

		She regarded me silently, her eyes nonjudging. “I think he’s fooled you into believing he’s—what was it he said you called him?—‘a conceited, shallow-hearted womanizer’?”

		My cheeks flamed. “He told you I said that?”

		“And more. But that’s just a mask he wears to protect himself, and I think you know that. He was hurt deeply when Emily left. Even now that he knows the truth, it still hurts. He’s a man who doesn’t give his  heart easily, but when he does, he gives it completely. And he’s definitely not emotionally unavailable or a ‘toad-faced idiot.’”

		I touched my face, feeling the heat. “I didn’t really say that, did I?”

		“Something to that effect, I believe. But not to worry, dear. That’s not why he’s upset with you.” She moved around the table to where I stood. “He’s upset because you’re right about his attraction to Rebecca.”

		I raised an eyebrow. “He said that?”

		She raised a corner of her mouth in a half smile. “Of course not. He’s a male, so he probably hasn’t even figured that out himself. But that’s not the only reason, either.”

		I waited for her to continue, getting nervous at the sparkle in her eyes. “What’s the other reason?”

		“He’s upset because I think he might be more than a little bit in love with you, and he feels guilty because of Emily.”

		“Because of Emily? But she’s dead.”

		“Yes. But think about it from Jack’s perspective. She left him when he was planning to spend the rest of his life with her. For a man such as Jack to make that kind of commitment, he would have really been in love. But there was no good-bye for him, no closure. Even though he knows she’s gone, somewhere in his mind he feels that they’re still engaged to be married, and that having feelings for you is almost like cheating.”

		I knew my cheeks couldn’t get any redder, so I didn’t bother to look away. Instead, I asked, “How do you know all of this?”

		“I’m eighty-nine years old, dear, but I’m not dead.”

		“Well, then. I’ll have to remember that. And I don’t think you’re right, Yvonne. I’d know.”

		She looked at me dubiously as I slid my chair back under the table. I paused, a niggling thought dancing beyond my field of vision, like a stray thread from a tapestry. I faced Yvonne.

		“You’ve been so helpful that I almost hate to ask you for one more thing, but I just had another thought.”

		“It’ll cost you another meal, and it won’t be cheap.” She smiled sweetly.

		“Deal.” I leaned forward. “The house that you sent Jack and me to, Mimosa Hall in Ulmer, the original family name was Crandall. Jack told me that they’d lost everything in the Depression and sold it to the current owner’s family. Could you find out what you can about the original family? Family tree, letters, that sort of thing? Mrs. McGowan, the current owner, has a bunch of letters and documents in her attic and Jack is planning another trip down there to go through them, but I’d really like to know more now. There was something about that portrait. . . .” I shuddered, remembering the cold breath on my neck—and the voice in my ear. “Anyway,” I continued, “Mrs. McGowan told Jack that some sort of tragedy occurred in the latter half of the nineteenth century, and I’m curious to learn what that was.”

		“Crandall?” She took the pen she wore on a chain around her neck and scribbled something down on a notepad she’d left on the table. “Will do. I’ll let you know what I find when I call you back about the window.”

		“Thanks.” On impulse, I leaned over and hugged her, then kissed her on the cheek. “You really are amazing.”

		Her eyes sparkled as she leaned a little closer to me. “Do you want to know something I’m even better at than research?”

		I glanced around at the few people who were at other tables in the reading room, some of them looking up from the books and staring at us. I leaned closer. “What?”

		“Matchmaking. I’ve never been wrong. And I’ll tell you right now that Rebecca what’s-her-name is not the gal for our Jack.”

		I stepped back, not really wanting to hear her opinion as to who just might be the “right gal.” “Thank you,Yvonne, but Jack’s love life is really none of my business.”

		She let out a loud and uncharacteristic laugh, then quieted quickly when more people raised their heads.

		Eager to leave, I said, “Thanks again, I’ll talk with you soon.”

		She said good-bye, and I left as quickly as I could, before she could say anything else that closely mirrored my own thoughts.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 19
		

		The plumber, the decorator (recommended by Amelia Trenholm), and a demolition crew were scheduled to be at the house at nine, so I figured I had a couple of hours to try and speak to Jack. I told myself so that my need to see Jack had everything to do with finding more answers to all the questions that kept piling up and nothing at all to do with the fact that I might actually be missing him. Or that the memory of the last time I’d seen him and the things we’d said—not to mention the almost kiss—was haunting me more than any ghost ever had.

		He still hadn’t returned any of my phone calls, so I figured the best way would be to just show up on his doorstep. It would be more painful for me if he refused to see me, but I had to at least try.

		Gripping my briefcase, which held the folder of photocopied materials Yvonne had given me and the journal, I pressed the buzzer to the downstairs door of Jack’s converted warehouse loft, and waited for a moment, listening as a lone car rattled by on Queen Street.

		I hardly recognized the scratchy voice on the intercom. “Go away, Mellie.”

		“How did you know it was me?” I looked around for a camera but didn’t see one.

		“Because nobody else I know would be stupid enough to ring my bell before ten o’clock in the morning.”

		That stung, but I was determined not to let it show. “It’s important and you haven’t returned any of my phone calls.”

		He sighed heavily into the intercom and I frowned at it, trying to translate.

		“Couldn’t this have waited until lunchtime? I had a late night.”

		I frowned at the little white buttons in front of me. “I’ve got contractors coming to the house at nine, and I’m having lunch with Marc Longo at noon, and then I have office hours starting at three o’clock. This was the only time I could fit you into my schedule.”

		I thought I heard him chuckle but I wasn’t sure. “So, can I come up?”

		Following a brief pause, he said, “All right. But be forewarned. I just got out of bed and I sleep naked.”

		I tried to quell the rush of heat that took over me like an alien force, making me feel like a sheltered teenager on her first date. “Could you please throw something on?” But the words were spoken to empty air. I heard a buzz, then a click, and I pushed the door open, which allowed me access to the foyer. I rode up in the elevator to the top floor, using the time to try and compose myself and stop thinking of Jack naked.

		The door was open when I reached his condo. I stuck my head in and called his name twice before entering and closing the door behind me. “Jack,” I called again as I walked into the large space. It was still the exquisitely furnished renovated warehouse space I remembered, with exceptional but unpretentious artwork on the walls and tasteful objets d’art on low tables and shelves.

		But the place was a mess, with old newspapers, pizza boxes, and mail stacked haphazardly throughout the space, making my fingers itch to start straightening things. The scent of cigarette smoke hung heavy in the air, and when I went to the bar in the kitchen to drop my coat and keys, I noticed several overflowing ashtrays. Unable to stop myself, I scooped them off the granite bar and emptied them in the trash bin under the sink.

		“If I handed you a vacuum cleaner, would you take a spin around the place?”

		I jumped at the sound of Jack’s voice and started to shout at him when my tongue suddenly found itself wedged in my throat. Jack appeared as if he’d been struggling through the desert for a week, with a dark beard sprouting on his cheeks and chin. As impervious to his charms as I tried to be, I couldn’t help but admit that Jack Trenholm was a gorgeous man. But now he was completely devastating. My eyes slowly moved down from the new facial hair to his shirtless and very bare chest, down the flat stomach, and then to the blue jeans with the top button  conveniently left unlatched. My gaze finally dropped to the floor, where I noted he was barefoot.

		I ripped my eyes back to his face, where I was greeted by his familiar smirk, making me drop my gaze to eye level, which brought me in close proximity to his shirtless chest. I unwedged my tongue and blurted out the first thing that came to me. “Your feet are naked.” I let the words sink in for a moment before I realized what I’d actually said. “Bare, I mean.”

		“Thank you, Captain Obvious.”

		I swallowed thickly, keeping my eyes firmly focused above the collarbone. “It’s pretty cold outside. You should probably be wearing a shirt.”

		He reached down to what appeared to be one of several dirty laundry mounds scattered throughout the living room, and plucked a white T-shirt from the top. His sidelong glance took in my flushed cheeks and damp forehead and he raised his eyebrows at me, but he didn’t make a characteristic snide comment like I expected him to.

		“I wouldn’t want to catch cold. That’s for sure,” he said as he slid the T-shirt over his head while I stole a last glance at his bare chest and washboard abs. “Sorry about the mess. The cleaning lady doesn’t come until tomorrow. And I wasn’t expecting visitors.”

		Ignoring him, I walked into the large living space, noticing the fire in the gas fireplace for the first time, and seeing another overflowing ashtray on the coffee table. “I didn’t know you smoked.”

		“I don’t. I actually find it a disgusting habit.”

		I waved my hand in front of my face. “So do I. So who’s been smoking in here?” I was pretty sure Rebecca didn’t smoke, but I held my breath anyway, waiting for his answer.

		“Me,” he said, picking up a full pack and staring at it for a moment before flinging it across the room. It hit the mantel of the brick fireplace, knocking over a framed photograph.

		Instinctively, I walked to the fireplace and picked up the frame to return it to its spot on the mantel, relieved to find it was a picture of his parents and not of Emily. I actually thought it was sweet that he’d have his parents’ photograph in his condo, and wondered what they’d think if they knew he was smoking.

		I faced him. “So why are you doing it?” I asked, indicating the ashtray.

		“Because I can’t drink a beer.”

		“Oh,” I said, because I understood, and because I couldn’t think of anything better to say. I remembered my father going through packs of gum, leaving their foil wrappings all over the house during his many efforts to stop drinking—as if the act of putting something in his mouth besides alcohol could fool his brain into thinking he was numbed enough to face his life.

		We regarded each other as I felt the warmth of the fire at my back. I had the errant thought that it would be so much nicer if it were a real fireplace, which was odd, really, because I used to always advise clients to convert their wood-burning fireplaces to gas to circumvent the hassle of dealing with hauling wood and disposing of ashes. It had never occurred to me that the crackle of a warm fireplace lost a lot of its warmth without the smell of burning wood.

		“What’s going on here, Jack?” I asked as the first fissure of worry surreptitiously crept into the spot where I kept my heart.

		“What makes you think something’s going on?”

		My eyes scanned the piles of laundry, dirty dishes, and ashtrays. Knowing that sarcasm was his native tongue, I said, “Gee, I don’t know.” Putting my hands on my hips, I asked him again. “Really, Jack, what’s going on here?”

		Regarding me steadily, he said, “Oh, nothing much. It’s just that after having been firmly put in my place by a woman—a Realtor, no less—my editor’s not returning phone calls from either me or my agent. No news is always bad news in the publishing world and I think my book deal is going to fall through. Again.”

		The Jack I knew wouldn’t succumb so easily to imagined bad news. I also knew from experience that what he needed was the truth. “I’m sorry. That must be rough. But you need to go to a meeting, Jack.”

		He sat down on the black leather sofa and patted the seat next to him. “I know. I’ve already called your dad and we’re going together tonight.”

		“Good,” I said, not moving.

		He again patted the seat next to him. “Come on and sit. I promise I won’t bite.”

		Swallowing back any protests, I did as he asked but tried to sit as far  away from him as possible. My strategy backfired as his weight caused me to slide from my side of the cushion to his.

		“Why are you here, Mellie? To insult me some more? I think I caught the gist of how you really feel about me the last time I saw you.”

		“Look, I’m really sorry about that. I was just taken off guard by a couple of ghosts, that’s all. I was scared. Of the ghosts,” I added quickly.

		He raised a cocky eyebrow, which just made me straighten my shoulders. “But you said you would help me with this investigation.” I went ahead and swallowed my pride. “And there’s really nobody else who’s any good at this except for you.”

		His eyebrow didn’t lower, but he managed to look as surprised as I was that I would admit to that.

		I continued. “I figured we could still be like coworkers, working on a project together. Our personal lives don’t have to be involved at all.” I paused when it appeared that I hadn’t been convincing enough. “And if you think this whole investigation is worth writing a book about, I’m sure I could talk my parents into agreeing.”

		This time he did lower his eyebrow. “Let me hear you say it.”

		“Say what?”

		“Say, ‘I need your help, Jack, because I can’t do this on my own.’ ”

		“But . . .”

		He interrupted me. “Say it, or there’s no deal.”

		Knowing I didn’t have a choice, I repeated, “I need your help, Jack, because I can’t do this on my own.”

		With one swipe of his arm, he slid everything from the coffee table—ashtray, pizza box, and unopened mail—onto the floor before sitting back, his hands on his knees. “Fine then. Show me what you’ve got.”

		Without waiting for him to change his mind, I slid my briefcase from my shoulder and set it on the coffee table before methodically removing the journal and the folder Yvonne had given me. “This is the journal Sophie found in my grandmother’s desk. The one we got from your mother’s store. I’ve read through most of it, although I can’t say it’s really shed any light on anything because the writer—obviously a girl—only uses initials and never any names. But the journal is definitely from the same era as the portrait of the two girls, and the writer refers to a girl named  R. I’ve stopped assuming it was my great-grandmother Rose because R seems to be a little hellion, even to the extent of being suspected in the disappearance of the writer’s beloved cat.”

		“And how, exactly, would that mean that R can’t be your great-grandmother?”

		I tried to keep my indignation under control. “Because I’m—we’re—my family isn’t like that.”

		“Right. You’re known instead as great animal lovers.” I knew he was referring to the fact that I’d been trying to off-load General Lee ever since I’d inherited the little fluff ball less than a year before. Not that I was actively trying anymore, but every once in a while I’d make a big show out of offering him to somebody I knew would never say yes.

		“It’s not just that.” I turned to the page I’d read about the ghost that R couldn’t see. “Look right here. The journal writer can see the soldier’s ghost, but R can’t. My mother remembers her mother telling her that my great-grandmother Rose had a strong sixth sense. It’s sort of like a genetic trait like eyes that tilt up at the corners or brown hair.”

		He took the journal from my hands and began to leaf through it, pausing for periods to read complete entries. “Here’s an interesting one.” He sat up straight and cleared his throat.

		
			C has called twice this week, and I am not sure what to make of it. He says he is here to see R, but then always finds an excuse to include me on carriage rides or to a play or even just to sit in the parlor. People have always assumed that R and I are closely related since our features are so similar. Perhaps C is merely trying to learn our differences so as not to make an embarrassing mistake in the future. On his last visit he went so far as to mention that when R and I are sitting down we could almost be mistaken for twins.

			I suppose because R is older, it is expected that she should be courted first, but I fear C is raising expectations in her. It is not her heartbreak that I fear; it is the repercussions others have to live with if she is disappointed. She has made it very clear to me that she has her cap set on him and while I refrained from saying that she threatened me if things do not work out between them, I fear that she will find some way to make me suffer for it.

		

		Jack looked up from the journal. “Sounds a little ominous.” He drummed his fingers on the pages for a moment. “Maybe they’re sisters, and it’s nothing more than sibling rivalry.”

		
			“I don’t get that feeling from reading the journal entries. And they definitely wouldn’t be Prioleaus, because there are no sisters anywhere on the family tree for the last eight generations.” I shook my head. “Guessing isn’t going to get us anywhere. Yvonne photocopied pages from a family history. I’m going to create a mini-spreadsheet and write down all the names I come across in alphabetical order. That way, we’ll have an organized list of family members, as well as all of those females with an M and R for their first initials.”
		

		Jack seemed to be struggling not to smile. “What’s so funny?” I asked.

		“Nothing. You’re just so cute when you’re being anal.”

		I bristled. “Well, that’s one way of looking at it, I guess. But I’m a great organizer, and I think if you follow some of my techniques you might even find them useful when you’re researching one of your books.”

		His face darkened for a moment. To change the subject, I said, “There’s something else about the journal you should know.” I swallowed, wondering how much of the story to tell him before finally settling on the whole thing. “My mother—you’ve probably noticed how she always wears gloves.”

		He nodded. “My mother explained it to me. How her psychic ability seems to mostly manifest itself through handling objects, either voluntarily or involuntarily.”

		I couldn’t resist a smile. “Thank you for making that sound so scientific. I heard my father once describe it as ‘throwing fits because she doesn’t like the feel of something’ and ‘female histrionics’ among other things.”

		“Don’t be so hard on him, Mellie. He’s a military man. Seeing things in any way besides black-and-white could mean the difference between life and death. His training is in his blood, and it would take something pretty significant to make him change his mind. Watching you and your mother converse with thin air probably isn’t going to do it.”

		I leaned toward him. “Then why are you so accepting of all this? You’re a military guy, too.”

		He grinned a true grin for the first time since I’d been there, and I relaxed a little. “So you’ve been Googling me again.”

		“Nice try. It’s on your last book jacket.”

		“Oh, right.” He frowned for a moment. “I guess maybe it’s because I wasn’t career military, like your dad. And maybe it’s because of all the stuff I saw happening in your house. Things flying through the air, doors locking when they weren’t supposed to. Phone calls coming from nowhere. In writing, we refer to it as a ‘suspension of disbelief.’ I simply chose to go with that rather than question my own sanity.”

		“Great. Well, hold on to that thought because I have something new to throw at you. My mother held the journal yesterday. I wasn’t sure about giving it to her, but she insisted. It makes her physically sick to touch some things, which is why I didn’t want her to, but in the end I’m glad she did.”

		He moved closer until our knees were touching, and I was surprised when he quickly moved his leg out of the way. “Why, what happened?”

		“She went into a sort of—trance. It looked like she was trying to speak, but only one word came out.” I watched him closely, wondering what his reaction would be. Slowly and deliberately I said, “Rebecca.”

		He didn’t say anything right away, his expression unreadable. Then, “Rebecca? Rebecca Edgerton? She’s sure?”

		I nodded. “She has no idea why. Sometimes, a spirit uses an object as a portal of communication with somebody who’s sensitive—like my mother. The message isn’t necessarily about the book; it’s about whatever image is projected. That’s what the writer was trying to communicate with my mother.”

		His stubble bristled as he rubbed it with his palm. “Did you ask Rebecca about it?”

		“No. She doesn’t even know about the journal yet.”

		He raised an eyebrow in question.

		“Sophie neglected to tell Rebecca when she discovered it, and it just hasn’t come up since.” I looked away, not wanting to tell him the real reason was because neither Sophie nor I completely trusted Rebecca.

		“But you’re going to, right?”

		“I guess I’ll have to. She wanted to be there for the wall demolition,  so she’ll be at the house later and I’ll tell her then. Maybe she’ll have something to add.”

		He stood, then offered his hand to help me stand. After hesitating for a moment, I took it. I expected him to hold it longer—or to pull me closer—but he let go of it quickly. “Come here,” he said, leading me to the partitioned area of the space that he used for his office.

		The mahogany partner’s desk was littered with paper and empty Coke cans, his Mac computer nearly buried in the mess. The couch was unrecognizable in its new incarnation as a laundry basket. “I like what you’ve done with the place,” I said.

		“Thanks,” he replied with a tight grin. As he’d done with the coffee table, he shoved everything off the couch onto the floor. “Have a seat.”

		
			He moved to the desk and began shuffling through papers. “Contrary to popular belief, I do occasionally work. While working on my final draft of the Confederate diamond story—which, by the way, I’ve tentatively entitled The House on Tradd Street—and waiting for my editor to call me back, I’ve been reading through some of the material Yvonne gave me.”
		

		“Yvonne told me you’d been to see her with Rebecca. I could have sworn that Rebecca told me that her appointment with Yvonne wasn’t until next week.”

		He glanced at me for a moment, but didn’t say anything before returning his attention to the mounds of paper on his desk. Finally, he pulled out a folder very similar to mine and came to sit next to me on the couch. “I know better than to ask you how much you know of your family’s history, so I’ll just start right off by educating you.”

		I gave him a smug look. “I happen to know that my ancestors started out as farmers on Johns Island before moving on to growing sea-island cotton.”

		His smug look matched my own. “Yvonne told you that, didn’t she?”

		“Maybe. Maybe not.”

		“Uh-huh. Then you may also know that the location of their former cotton plantation was on Bohicket Creek, which leads right to the Edisto River, then out to the ocean.”

		“Fascinating.”

		His eyes flickered up at me and I realized that his casual tone was only meant to keep me off my guard. “It certainly is. Especially when the source of your ancestors’ income is called into question.”

		“They were farmers. You just said that.”

		“They started out as farmers and then seemed to have had a sudden reversal of fortune that led them to become very successful cotton growers in addition to purchasing the house on Legare. It wasn’t cheap, even by 1700s standards.”

		“So what are you suggesting?”

		He shuffled through some of the papers in his hands. “Actually, as much as I’d like to take credit for this, I have to give credit where credit is due. I got this from the family history compiled by a Robert Ravenel Prioleau, some distant relative of yours from what I can tell. It certainly explains why multiple copies of the book weren’t made and distributed. I’m actually surprised that they allowed a single copy to survive.”

		“What do you mean?” I asked, wondering if the whole Prioleau clan had been burned at the stake for witchcraft because they could see dead people, then somebody sued for defamation of character. But this was the eighteenth century we were talking about, not the twenty-first.

		He turned his blue gaze on me full force. “They were wreckers, Mellie. Your illustrious ancestors started out as wreckers. Slightly higher on the food chain than pirates, but much lower than the leisurely planter class they assimilated into once they’d made enough money to stop plundering ships.”

		“Excuse me? What on earth is a wrecker?”

		Jack shook his head. “Mellie, Mellie, your knowledge of local history is horrible. I should send a letter to your high school and have them revoke your diploma.” He leaned an elbow against the back of the couch, which had the unfortunate effect of tightening his T-shirt against his chest. I tried to focus on his eyes but found that just as difficult.

		“A wrecker, Mellie, is a person who uses offshore lights that mimic those of a lighthouse to entice ships into unsafe waters. When the ship founders, the wreckers scavenge the cargo. Or, sometimes, wreckers would simply scavenge ships following a storm, letting Mother Nature do their dirty work.”

		“What about the passengers and crew? What would happen to them?”

		“Most of the time, they’d be left to drown. Any survivors would most likely be killed so as to prevent witnesses from talking. Much worse than just making somebody’s pet cat disappear, isn’t it?”

		My eyes widened. “That’s—despicable. I don’t—no. That can’t be right. That just can’t be my family. Besides, what kind of proof do you have?”

		“Careful, Mellie, or people will start thinking you care about blood-lines and all that. As for proof, well, I would guess there really isn’t any definitive proof unless we can find mention somewhere of someone on your family tree winding up on the wrong side of a gallows. But this Robert Prioleau implies that it’s no mere coincidence that reports of missing cargo ships along the coastline near Johns Island coincide with an upturn in your family’s financial position.”

		
			I stood. “It’s an interesting hypothesis, sure, but I’m not banking on it. Besides, what does it have to do with anything? You’re talking 1700s. The Rose was about one hundred and fifty years afterward.”
		

		Jack stood, too, and stuck his hands in the back pockets of his jeans. “True. But remember the picture hidden in the outside of the window of your house? There’s the ocean, and a plantation house, among other things. It started me thinking, that’s all.”

		I was silent for a moment, thinking, too. “Because there’s no such thing as a coincidence,” I said slowly, using his oft-repeated adage.

		He raised his eyebrow again, but something was gone from his eyes. I realized that for the first time since I’d met Jack Trenholm, he wasn’t hiding behind his usual guise of happy-go-lucky guy and it saddened me. I didn’t seriously think that I’d had anything to do with it, though, and assumed that as soon as he heard from his editor he’d be back to true form. In the meantime, maybe thinking about the next book and helping me solve the mystery of what was lingering in my mother’s house was what he needed to raise his spirits.

		I began to walk to the door. “So are you coming? They’re demolishing the wall in the kitchen today. No more longhorn cow.”

		Jack studied me for a moment before answering, and I began to think  that I’d been wrong. “No. I don’t think so. Rebecca will be there, and she can tell me what I missed. If anything.”

		I was surprised at how much it hurt hearing his words. I forced a smile. “My soldier keeps telling me that what I seek is behind the wall.”

		His expression was unreadable. “Tell Rebecca to take pictures.”

		I started to tell him what Yvonne had told me, about his guilt about Emily and his supposed feelings for me, but I stopped, not sure even I was ready for that topic of conversation. His aloofness was what I wanted, and if I kept telling myself that, maybe I could even begin to believe it, too. “The journal,” I said instead, remembering I’d left the book on the coffee table.

		Jack left to retrieve it, then handed it to me while standing as far away from me as he could without being rude. I reached for the book and he let go before I realized I didn’t have a good grasp on it. It flipped in the air between us, landing on the right top corner before coming to rest on the hardwood floor next to Jack’s feet.

		He moved to get it but I held up my hand. “I got it.” I bent to retrieve it, noticing the bent back corner before opening it up to the back page to assess the damage.

		“Look,” I said, holding it up for Jack to get a better view.

		He took a step closer and I watched a smile climb up his face. “What have we got here?”

		On the back page, behind the paper binding that had been glued to the back cover, the edge of what appeared to be a heavy-stock card poked up through the loosened edge.

		“You’ve got nails, Mellie. Pull it out.”

		I grabbed the corner of the card between my thumbnail and forefinger and pulled it up easily, figuring it had just been stuck inside after the glued edge had been worried open.

		I stared at the block-printed words for a long moment before finally flipping it over and showing it to Jack.

		“It looks like an old-fashioned calling card.” Slowly, he read the words out loud. “Meredith Prioleau. Thirty-three Legare Street.” Our eyes met above the card, and for a moment he was the old Jack. With the familiar sparkle in his eyes, he said, “I think we just found our M.”

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 20
		

		I reached the house on Legare right after the demolition crew and the plumber, Rich Kobylt, a familiar face from all the work he’d done in the Tradd Street house. The decorator had called on my way back from Jack’s to let me know she’d been delayed.

		My mother had led everyone into the kitchen, where she was serving them coffee and donuts from Ruth’s Bakery. I placed my purse, briefcase, and Yvonne’s folder on the table before pointing to my watch when I got my mother’s attention to remind her of the tight schedule, but she pretended she didn’t understand.

		Rich turned to me, powdered sugar on his lips. “Good morning, Miz Middleton. I appreciate you recommending me to your mother for this job.”

		“You’re welcome, Rich. You did a wonderful job in my house so it was easy to recommend you. And I appreciate your punctuality.” I shot a glance at my mother to see if she was listening.

		Rich turned serious. “If you don’t mind, Miz Middleton, I’d like to have a word with you in private.”

		Worried that he might tell me that refurbishing the red-velvet-walled bathroom of my nightmares couldn’t be done, I led him into the hallway. “What is it?”

		He seemed a little embarrassed and did a lot of fiddling with the tools on his belt. “Well, you remember that little problem I had at your Tradd Street house?”

		I raised my eyebrows, hoping it wasn’t what I was thinking.

		“About the ghosts?” he prompted.

		“Ah, yeah. Right.” It never ceased to surprise me when I ran into other people like myself. Being psychic was apparently an equal-opportunity offender.

		“Um, this house isn’t haunted, too, is it?”

		“Why do you ask?”

		He frowned as he looked down at me. “I thought I saw a young woman in an upstairs window when I opened the front gate. She didn’t look happy to see me.”

		“It could have been my housekeeper, Mrs. Houlihan,” I lied, knowing that she was driving General Lee to my father’s apartment to keep him out of the way while the workmen were in the house.

		“Could be,” he said, sounding less than convinced. He pulled a gold chain with a large crucifix out from his collar. “I wore this, just in case.”

		I tried very hard not to laugh. “Well, there certainly aren’t any vampires. And if you see any ghosts, try not to let it slow you down.”

		He was still frowning as we both realized I hadn’t answered his question. We were distracted by my mother’s laugh in the kitchen and turned in that direction.

		“Your mama sure is a pretty woman. Y’all look more like sisters.”

		I stared hard at him, wondering if I should ask him to clarify if I looked older or my mother looked younger. Either way, I wasn’t taking it as a compliment. “Thank you, Rich, for that observation,” I said as I walked away from the kitchen. “Why don’t I go ahead and show you the bathroom I want to demo? If you could get all the water sources turned off so I can send the guys upstairs when they’re done in the kitchen, that would be great.”

		“You don’t need to show me, Miz Middleton. Your beautiful mama already showed me, so I’ll just mosey my way on upstairs.”

		“Thanks, Rich,” I said, averting my eyes as he headed up the stairs, exposing the ubiquitous plumber’s rear cleavage.

		I returned to the kitchen at the same time Rebecca arrived through the back door. She made a beeline for the donuts as the workmen gave her admiring glances.

		“I’ve got a bunch of stuff to show you, Melanie, when you have a moment,” she said as she patted the satchel slung over her shoulder and took a bite out of the last cream-filled donut—my favorite.

		“Excuse me, ladies,” one of the workmen said as he lifted the donut plate off of the table to place a drop cloth. “It’s going to get pretty dusty in here when we cut through the drywall.” His smile broadened when he looked at Rebecca, then let it slip when he caught my expression. “Are you sure you don’t want us to save that picture of the cow?”

		“No,” my mother and I said in unison. We looked at each other for a moment before I turned away, lifting my things from the table as he finished with the drop cloth.

		My mother said, “Mellie, I need to go and run some errands. Will you be all right here without me?”

		Her face seemed drawn, the skin tight around her eyes and lips. “I’ll be fine. But are you feeling all right to go?”

		She raised an elegant eyebrow. “And you’d offer to go with me if I weren’t?”

		I flushed, then blurted out, “No. I’d call Daddy to do it.”

		She smiled as she slid her coat off a kitchen chair. “Not to worry, then. I already have.”

		She said her good-byes to the workmen and Rebecca, then left, leaving me to wonder again what had happened all those years ago that made my mother leave not just me, but her marriage behind as well.

		Rebecca and I stood back and watched as the men used sledgehammers and saws to break through the wall, obliterating the longhorn cow for good. Rebecca took photographs while I waited impatiently for them to remove all drywall and expose what lay behind it. When Rebecca got tired of taking pictures, she pulled out a chair from the kitchen table and sat, then began jerking her foot up and down as she waited. I frowned at her until I realized I was tapping my foot to the same rhythm.

		
			I wasn’t sure what Rebecca was hoping to find, and I had given up guessing. Within the waves, hide all our guilt. That’s what Wilhelm had told me, and that behind the wall lay what I sought. I wanted to find at least one answer to all the questions, to find one thing that would move me forward to my goal of once again leading a quiet, productive life without the intrusion of family members, workmen, or ghosts.
		

		I looked up when the hammering stopped. “Are you done already?” I was surprised. I’d figured that something that ugly would take a long time to remove, but it had been less than an hour.

		The foreman approached and took off his hard hat before wiping his forehead with his sleeve. The air was thick with dust and sweat—and something else that I should have recognized. “Yes, ma’am. We’ve taken off all of the drywall and exposed the original brick fireplace.”

		I stepped forward to see the fireplace, original to the house. It was deep, and the back bricks were blackened with use and age. I studied the darkened bricks, looking for whatever Wilhelm had wanted me to see.

		“You need to break through the bricks.”

		We all turned to Rebecca.

		The foreman, with drywall dust forming a raccoon pattern on his face from his goggles, wrinkled his forehead. “Well, ma’am, there’s no need for that. The fireplace is completely functional, just needs a little cleaning . . .”

		“Break through the bricks,” she repeated as if the man hadn’t spoken. She walked to the side of the fireplace, where a bank of polished cherry cabinets and granite countertops now stood. “There were shelves here, and a hidden door that led behind the fireplace.” Rebecca looked at me. “I would think it would be cheaper to break through the bricks than these custom cabinets.”

		I nodded, not needing to question where she got her information from, but hoping she was right. “Go ahead,” I said to the foreman. “Just try to do a little bit first, maybe just a couple of bricks, to see if there’s anything behind there. And if there is, we can move on to plan B.”

		With a little more argument, I finally persuaded him to break through the bricks. Rebecca and I stood back as he hoisted a hammer, aimed it at what appeared to be a brick surrounded by crumbling mortar, and let it go. As a testament to old workmanship, the brick didn’t give in, but the mortar shifted, giving the foreman room to use a screwdriver to dig out enough mortar to give him a fingerhold at the side of the brick. With a little more scraping, he removed two bricks, giving me a vantage point to whatever lay within.

		I stepped forward. “Can I borrow a flashlight?”

		
			One of the other workmen handed me one, and after flipping it on, I shone it through the opening and looked. The room behind the fireplace was windowless and bare, the air stale and stagnant, and the trace scent of gunpowder and salt water crept through the opening. The beam of  the flashlight hit on brick walls and a dirt floor before finally coming to rest on a large nautical chest sitting in front of the far wall. Your illustrious ancestors started out as wreckers. I remembered Jack’s words as I stared at the chest, half wanting to close up the fireplace and forget what I’d seen.
		

		Instead, I turned to the foreman. “Take as much brick away as you can. Enough for a person to fit through.” I worried my lip for a moment, trying to think of what Sophie was going to say when she saw the fireplace. “Maybe you can remove a brick at a time to contain the damage.”

		“Oh, great, an old-house hugger,” one of the workmen muttered under his breath.

		The foreman shot him a warning glance. “I understand, Miz Middleton. We’ll take it nice and slow and do it one brick at a time.” He scratched the back of his neck. “And just so you understand that the price I quoted you for the job didn’t include this type of work, so there’s gonna have to be some adjustments.”

		I sighed inwardly, having already had way too much exposure to building contractors during the Tradd Street restoration. “I understand. Just do what you need to do to give us access to what’s behind without damaging too much of the original fireplace.”

		Rebecca took my elbow and gently dragged me away. “It’s a room, isn’t it? With a sea captain’s chest.”

		I looked at her and nodded. “Another dream?”

		“Yes.” She glanced back at the fireplace. “It’s going to take a while. Let’s go in the other room so we can compare notes.”

		With one last look at the workmen, I allowed Rebecca to lead me back to the foyer. Since the majority of the house was unfurnished until we could decide on paint colors and get the interior painted, we sat on the bottom step.

		As Rebecca began to take things out of her satchel, I said, “I visited with Yvonne yesterday afternoon. She said that you and Jack were there earlier in the morning. But I could have sworn that you told me your appointment was next week.”

		She continued to focus on her satchel, peering into the dark depths. “No, it was always scheduled for yesterday. You must have heard incorrectly.”

		I didn’t point out to her that I’d put it on my BlackBerry so I wouldn’t  forget to ask her what she’d discovered afterward. I thought about pointing out how it seemed she’d planned to get there first to find out what she could so that she might or might not pass the information on to me. But then I thought of the journal and how I hadn’t told her about it yet, and closed my mouth. A secret kept was sometimes as good as a secret shared.

		She put the satchel down at our feet. “Not to worry, though. I actually didn’t end up finding a lot out with Yvonne, anyway. She made all of these photocopies but kept giving them to Jack instead of me. He said I could look at them afterward, but I like to have my own materials to go through on my own time. Besides, when Jack and I get together, he rarely wants to work.” She giggled without looking at me as she sorted her folders.

		I pretended that her words hadn’t felt like a paper cut dipped in vinegar and instead eyed the stack of folders on her lap. “Looks like you made out all right, anyway.”

		“These aren’t from the historical society.” She placed her hands over the stack, and I thought again how familiar they looked. “I got them through the archives at the paper. Remember when they first found the human remains on the boat and I told you I could help narrow down the list of possible candidates? Well, I borrowed the Prioleau family tree from Jack’s folder and wrote down all the names on a spreadsheet I made, then I spent a lot of time with the microfiche machines to see if I could find any newspaper articles or photographs of any of the family members. Since we know the gender, approximate age, and height of the person, I thought it might shed some light on who we were looking for.”

		I looked at her closely. “I’m dying to see what you found, but I have to ask you how you think this might help with the article you’re writing about my mother.”

		She seemed confused for a moment before managing to look insulted. “As any good journalist could tell you, I need to have a good grasp of my subject—her family’s history, her past, her present—before I can write the first word. Your mother, and her family, is fascinating to a lot of Charlestonians, myself included, and I want to make sure that I do her story justice. I’m sure you’ve noticed that I don’t skimp on details in any of the other citizen profiles I’ve already done in the series.”

		I stared at her blankly. “I’m sorry, but I don’t read the paper. I take out the real estate listings and trash the rest. No time,” I said weakly.

		“I see,” she said, although it was clear that she didn’t. “Speaking of which, though, I could use a face-to-face interview with your mother, and I was hoping you’d work as an intermediary to set something up.”

		“She’s still not taking your calls?”

		“Still.” Rebecca smiled, but it appeared as if she might be gritting her teeth. “I was hoping that if she saw us working together, she might be more willing to speak with me.”

		“Why would you think that? Believe me. I have no influence over her at all.”

		This time, Rebecca’s smile was genuine. “You have a lot more influence than you think. I see the way she defers to your opinion, or waits until you speak. I think she means it to protect you.”

		“To . . . ?” I couldn’t even finish the sentence.

		“Really, Melanie, for somebody who sees so much, you see so little of the things right in front of your face.” She took a deep breath and before I could stop her from continuing, she said, “I used to think that your mother was trying to protect you from public opinion should news of your psychic gift be made public. But it’s something more. It’s—I don’t know—more personal than that. It’s beyond motherly love, even. It’s as if you share a bond that most people only dream about.”

		I wanted to protest, to use my old excuses about how she couldn’t have cared very much because she left me, but the picture I had of the mother who’d abandoned me no longer fit the image of the woman who’d reentered my life almost four months before. She wasn’t who I thought she should be. She was warm, had a sense of humor, and wanted to throw me a birthday party, albeit thirty-three years too late. Fitting the old image into the new was like trying to fit into somebody else’s shoes—foreign, tight, and uncomfortable. But no matter how hard I tried to make the images fit, nothing could ever change the fact that she’d apparently not wanted to be my mother until now.

		I focused on the folders again, eager to change the subject. “What did you find in the archives?”

		“I’m not really sure. Definitely not anything conclusive. However, I did notice something in all the pictures.” She knelt on the marble floor  and began to lay out photocopied photographs and portraits. “I’m going to put these down like a family tree to make them easier to identify.”

		I got down on my hands and knees and began helping her by spreading them out and lining them up evenly—not that I really needed to; Rebecca was probably even more obsessed with order and structure than I was, lining up each generation with an almost laserlike precision. Even I was impressed.

		When she’d finished laying them out, she sat back to admire her work. “What do you see?”

		“Well, you’re missing a lot, but I might be able to help you.”

		I opened Yvonne’s folder, remembering that she’d told me she’d included copies of any picture or portrait she found of anybody on my family tree. I pulled them out, then filled in some of the missing spots on Rebecca’s impromptu floor chart, stacking any duplicates.

		When I was finished, Rebecca repeated, “So what do you see?”

		I stared at the sea of faces, all of them vaguely familiar. Some of the slots didn’t have a picture attached to them, but it was easy to spot the family resemblance in the remaining pictures. I saw eyes that could have been hazel and some that appeared green, and I thought I recognized the shape of my nose on several women and a few of the men, going back as far as the 1780s. I noticed, too, that almost all of them wore glasses or some type of eyewear, except for the younger women, which made me aware that I was squinting again in an attempt to see better. I wondered vaguely if vanity might also be a genetic trait.

		“I see a lot of people that look a lot like me. Is that what I’m supposed to see?”

		Rebecca rolled her eyes. “Look again. It’s pretty obvious. Look at the people in the top half of the family tree, and compare them to the last four generations.”

		I looked at the chart again, and frowned. Finally, I said, “I still don’t see it, but I did notice that you have a few pictures of Rose. But they’re all of her as an infant or small child so I can’t really compare her to the girl in the portrait.”

		“I know. I searched for her name first, but these are the only pictures I could find of her, which is odd because her name appeared in the newspaper quite a bit as an adult. I found out that following the 1886  earthquake, she traveled through Europe with family friends who lived in England. When she returned, she married her fiancé—who’d been waiting for her since she left—and they traveled all over the world. They really only lived in the house when their daughter, Sarah, was born, and even then Rose tended to be a bit of a recluse. She was quite the philanthropist, though, and gave away an extraordinary amount of money to charity. But I cannot find a single picture of her past early childhood. It would seem she might have been a little camera shy.” She pointed to the pictures again. “Come on, Mellie. Look again and tell me what else you see.”

		I leaned forward, scrutinizing the pictures more, until noses, eyes, and chins seemed to blur together. It wasn’t until I’d sat up and looked again that I saw what I thought Rebecca was talking about. My gaze traveled across the family tree, then down to the last four generations. I looked up at Rebecca and met her eyes.

		Triumphantly, I said, “Nine out of ten of the people in the pictures we have in the top half of the tree have walking canes. Even the two younger women. And all of them are short, and a little on the plump side.” I traced my finger along the marble floor between the pictures, coming to a stop beside my great-grandmother Rose. “All we can tell about Rose is that she was a fat baby, but if you look here at my grandmother Sarah, and my mother, they’re all suddenly tall and slender.” Rebecca had placed my college graduation photo, a picture of me with permed hair and padded shoulders that I wanted to forget, at the bottom of the chart. But even behind the ridiculous eighties hair and clothing, there was no doubt that I was related to Ginnette and Sarah Prioleau.

		“Do we have a picture of Charles, Rose’s husband?”

		Rebecca shook her head. “Not that I could find. I was hoping that maybe you or your mother might find old photo albums or photographs as you go through the attic.”

		“We haven’t made many inroads into that project, but I’ll let you know what we find.”

		Rebecca studied the pictures again. “Charles must have been tall and slender to explain the rest of you.”

		I sat back, too, thinking. “The remains found in the boat had a congenital hip defect. Maybe that would explain the walking aids.”

		Rebecca looked at me with grudging respect. “Good one. I hadn’t put those two things together, but I think it makes sense.”

		She began picking up the photocopies and I helped her, taking care to keep them in order. I felt guilty; she’d freely shared this information with me, yet for no real reason I could think of, I’d withheld the journal from her. Despite misgivings, I realized I needed to be forthcoming, too.

		I cleared my throat. “I forgot to tell you. Sophie found a journal hidden in my grandmother’s old desk. The writer is unknown, but the book dates back to the late 1800s when my great-grandmother Rose would have been in her late teens or early twenties.”

		I reached for my purse and pulled the journal out to show it to Rebecca—who was looking at it oddly—and I wondered if she was remembering asking me about it before and how I’d told her that I hadn’t found anything.

		
			I continued. “The writer’s identity is a mystery, but she refers to another girl about her age whose first initial is R, which makes me believe that it can’t be Rose because she didn’t have any sisters, and the two girls in the journal are definitely living under the same roof. But I can’t help but think that the girls in the portrait with the M and R lockets are most likely the girls in the journal. But who they are, and how the M locket was found with the body on our boat, is a mystery.”
		

		I looked up from the journal to see that most of the color had drained from Rebecca’s cheeks. Her eyes met mine and for the first time since I’d met her, I felt something besides dislike for her. “What’s wrong?”

		“It’s her, isn’t it? The girl in the boat. And here in the house. She’s here now, watching you. Watching us.”

		“What do you mean?” I grabbed her arm, feeling how cold it was.

		“Your mother. Keep this book away from her. It’s—dangerous to her.”

		“I know. She already touched it. But she’s fine now.”

		She shook her head and closed her eyes. “No, no. I had a dream. She can’t touch it again.” She opened her eyes. “Promise me.”

		“I don’t think . . .”

		“Keep it away from her.” Her voice was harsh, and she seemed to realize it, too. She put a hand on my arm. “When I was a girl, I used to have these premonitions all the time, and they were always right. But then I realized that other kids didn’t do the same thing, and they thought I was  weird, or crazy, or whatever. I was ostracized because of it. I changed schools, and learned how to stop dreaming, much how I expect you learned not to see the things you could.” Her lips curled up in a small smile. “The things kids do to fit in.” She shook her head. “Anyway, since the first time I met you, outside on the sidewalk before your mother bought the house, I’ve been having dreams. I don’t remember all of them, but they all seem to center around you and your family. And I’ve been right one hundred percent of the time.”

		She regarded me steadily, and I thought she wanted to say more. After a moment, I said, “So what do you think it means?”

		“I don’t know. I’m sure you don’t always understand things you hear and see, either. It’s a gift, but not an easy one, is it?”

		I studied her for a long moment, recalling how my mother had seen her when she’d held the journal and I wanted to tell that to Rebecca now. But I held back, remembering that Sophie didn’t trust her. And I still had my own misgivings, which I kept telling myself had nothing to do with Rebecca’s relationship with Jack. Despite our shared confidences, I was still convinced that her intrusion into my life wasn’t coincidental, and that even her explanation of writing a story about my mother seemed contrived.

		Instead I said, “Let me read you an entry from the journal for a little more insight. Notice what it says about R.” I flipped through the pages until I found the entry I was looking for.

		
			Father took us out sailing again this morning. He was in the Confederate Navy in his younger days, and I think he is a sailor at heart because he loves nothing more than to be out on the waves, filling his sails to make the boat move as fast as the wind will allow. He has always encouraged R to sail, and to love it as much as he does because, I suppose, she is the eldest. But she has no affinity for it at all, and it might be because of her physical affliction. She hides it well so no one, not even her suitor, knows about it, but I see her at the end of the day when her limp is pronounced from the physical exhaustion that is required to mask it when she walks without assistance. I know not to mention it, even in sympathy or in an effort to assist her, because she looks at me with such venom that I feel guilty at having two perfectly formed and healthy legs.

			I love to sail, and I have become quite proficient, and Father takes a lot of pride in me for that. But I find myself pretending that I would rather be on terra firma. It is easier to miss doing something I love than to deal with R’s wrath that I have succeeded at something that she cannot—and I am not necessarily referring to the ability to sail.

		

		When I finished reading, I looked up at Rebecca. A small pucker had formed between her eyebrows. “This R sounds like a real charmer, doesn’t she?”

		“I know. Which is why I keep saying she can’t be related to me at all. But then again, Jack seems convinced that my ancestors were wreckers, too, so God only knows what other skeletons my family tree might be hiding.”

		She only nodded, her gaze intense as if she were committing my words to memory.

		I turned back to the journal. “And this morning, when I was showing the journal to Jack, we found a calling card that we believe belonged to the writer of the journal.” I flipped to the back page, frowning when I saw that the card had slipped back inside the little pocket in which it had been hidden. I was trying to stick my pinkie under the flap when the foreman appeared from the kitchen.

		“Excuse me, ladies, but we’ve made a hole big enough for somebody to pass through. I’ve already been inside to check to make sure it’s structurally sound and it looks good.”

		The journal forgotten, I slid it onto the step and we both stood, then followed the foreman back to the kitchen. As I walked toward the opening, one of the workmen handed me a flashlight. I glanced back at Rebecca to see her watching me intently.

		“Total clearance is only about five and a half feet,” said the foreman, pointedly eyeing my four-inch heels. “They were a lot shorter back in the day.”

		“Apparently,” I muttered as I reluctantly slid out of my high-heeled pumps. Then I stepped through the bricks, my stockinged feet touching the cool, hard-packed earth as I breathed in two-hundred-year-old air.

		“Can I come in, too?” I looked back through the hole to see Rebecca backlit from the kitchen light.

		My first instinct was to tell her no, and I wasn’t sure why. Despite our recently shared information, I wasn’t quite ready to make her a full partner.

		“Just a minute,” I said. “There’s a really low ceiling, a lot of cobwebs, and not much else. It might not be worth your while. . . .”

		I stopped when I saw her foot come through the opening followed by her head and then the rest of her body. She smiled her perky cheerleader smile. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t hear you. What were you saying?”

		I wanted to be furious, but I couldn’t. I even felt a little admiration for her bravado, if only because she’d done exactly what I would have if our situations had been reversed.

		“I was saying how dark it was in here and how you should bring your own flashlight.”

		I heard a click, then saw her holding a flashlight under her chin, hollowing her eyes out and making them appear as black holes. I turned away. “Keep your head down, the ceiling’s really low. There’s nothing much in here besides the trunk.” I gave a cursory sweep of my flashlight over the brick walls, then up to the darkened oak beams that spanned the ceiling in three-foot intervals, with one beam cutting through the middle like the spine in the bleached-out bones of a whale carcass. I allowed the light to touch on them briefly, eager to focus on the trunk. I was slowly lowering the arc of light when Rebecca spoke.

		“Hang on. Shine your light up there again.” She flicked her flashlight over to the side of the beam on the farthest side of the room, near the wall. “It looks like something’s scratched into the side.”

		
			We both shone our flashlights at the same spot as we walked in tandem to get a better view, then paused in silence as we read the words. Wilhelm Hoffmann 1782. Gefangener des Herzens. We looked at each other. “It’s German,” I said.
		

		She nodded. “Do you know what it means?”

		“No.” I shifted, feeling a breath of icy cold stealing up my spine.

		“Neither do I. It makes sense that it’s German, though.”

		I stared at her, wondering how she knew. “What makes you think so?”

		It was her turn to stare back at me. “You need to brush up on your history, Melanie. In December 1782, the British forces abandoned the city to return to England following the end of the war. A lot of the  Hessian mercenaries deserted, not being particularly loyal to the British Army. A few were lucky to be hidden by Americans.” She gave a little shrug. “It meant freedom for some, but for others they simply traded in their uniforms for lives of servitude to their supposed rescuers, who demanded payment for their efforts.” Absently, she traced the words with a finger. “It wouldn’t surprise me to learn that your Prioleau ancestors, if they really were wreckers, sent him to work on the coast. Much less risky for the family members if he’s caught, you know?”

		The story of the Hessians seemed vaguely familiar to me, something I had once read in a long-ago history class. I looked back at the carved words. Each letter was made with straight strokes as if etched with a sharpened stick, or maybe even an eating utensil, and I committed them to memory. I thought, too, about what Rebecca had said about the fate of some of the deserters, and I hoped she was wrong about Wilhelm.

		Then I turned my attention back to the sea trunk, the wood worn on the front by the empty loop where a padlock might have once been, the brass fittings dulled with age.

		I placed my hand on the lid, hoping to feel something—or at least a warning about the contents and to prepare myself. But I felt only cool, varnished wood. Tucking my flashlight under my chin, I tried to pry open the lid but only managed to lift it an inch or so before my grip slipped.

		Placing my flashlight on the ground and shining it at the chest, I turned to Rebecca. “Put your flashlight down and help me open this.” I glanced at her slim arms and hoped the two of us would be enough. Whatever was in the trunk, I was fairly sure I didn’t want the workmen to see it and possibly broadcast the news wherever they could find a willing listener.

		Rebecca did as I asked and returned to stand next to me, facing the trunk. “I’m going to count to three, and when I say ‘three,’ lift the lid.”

		She nodded, and I began to count. “One, two, three!”

		I felt the weight of the lid pressing down on us, the unexpected odor of rotting fish suddenly permeating the small space. I heard Rebecca gag, but she didn’t let go of the lid. A cold hand brushed my neck and I shivered, almost letting my fingers slip, but I held on and with a renewed fervor, I strained harder.

		I sensed the soldier standing nearby. I felt him as a child is aware of  his shadow—stealthy and dark, twisting beyond your sight whichever direction you turn. And then suddenly it seemed as if a third set of hands had joined ours and the lid flew back so fast that it crashed into the wall behind it.

		“Everything all right in there?” The foreman stuck his head through the opening.

		“We’re fine,” I said, waving him away. We stood with our hands on the inside of the open lid, waiting to catch our breaths.

		One of the flashlights began to sputter, then died, casting deep shadows in the room. Without saying anything, I slowly backed away from the chest, retrieved the remaining flashlight, and then shone it into the yawning black mouth of the empty chest and waited for what I saw to register in my mind.

		“It’s empty,” Rebecca said, her voice muffled as if she were speaking underwater.

		I handed her the flashlight and began to tap along the inside and the outside of the chest the way Jack had shown me once, listening for a place that sounded different from the rest—a hidden compartment or bottom used to conceal valuables. The sound was thick and solid all the way around, but I did it twice just to make sure. I straightened, feeling more disappointed than I could explain. “It’s definitely empty.”

		A soft hand stroked my cheek and I glanced up to see Wilhelm, his hat neatly tucked under an arm, his ever-present musket held firmly against his body. The only thing that surprised me about his being there was that he wasn’t looking at me; he was focused on Rebecca.

		I heard her gasp and I watched as if in slow motion the flashlight tumbled out of her hand. And in the second before the flashlight hit the hard dirt floor and went out, I saw Rebecca’s face and realized that she had seen him, too.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 21
		

		I met Marc Longo for lunch on East Bay Street at Blossom—one of my favorite restaurants in a city known for its eateries. I’d chosen to meet him there instead of his picking me up at the house so I’d have the option of leaving whenever I wanted.

		Marc and I had a short history, one that ended when I discovered he’d been romancing me solely to find the diamonds hidden in my house. To Marc’s credit, he admitted that his attraction to me started that way, but had turned into something else. I wasn’t sure if I really believed him, or even why I’d agreed to have lunch with him; all I knew was that he wasn’t Jack, and Marc was a suitable distraction for my bruised ego and empty social calendar.

		He stood when I approached the table, and kissed me on the cheek. He smelled good, and looked even better, although he was thinner and less muscular than Jack, and he lacked Jack’s ability to make you smile even when he wasn’t. I mentally chided myself for comparing them, and threw my arms around Marc to make it up to him.

		He seemed pleasantly surprised at my greeting, then pulled his chair closer to mine after seating me. “I have to admit, Melanie, that I didn’t really expect you to show up today, considering . . .”

		I let his voice trail away and smiled. “I thought I owed you at least the opportunity to explain.”

		Marc took my hand and held it to his lips. “And that’s what makes you a true lady, Melanie. Beautiful, smart, and compassionate—an irresistible combination.”

		I felt myself blushing. Despite our past, I was still fairly confident that  Marc’s compliments were real, whereas with Jack I was sometimes left wondering if he had less than altruistic motives for saying something nice. I closed my eyes, castigating myself for comparing Marc to Jack again.

		The waiter appeared at the table with a bottle of champagne and a carafe of orange juice. Marc smiled. “I hope you don’t mind. I took the liberty of ordering us mimosas.” The waiter filled two glasses with a mixture of both and then Marc raised his glass to me. “To forgiveness, and to new beginnings.” I clicked my glass with his, took a sweet, bubbly swallow, and smiled back at him, determined to enjoy my lunch.

		The waiter returned and we ordered, and I resisted the urge to ask him what was on the dessert menu. When he’d disappeared with our orders, Marc refilled our glasses.

		“Melanie, I do mean it when I say I’d like another chance. There are no excuses for my past behavior. Yes, I was desperate, but that was no excuse. I want you to believe that I had—have—feelings for you. I hated myself for lying to you.”

		I studied the crisp white tablecloth before glancing up at him again. “I accept your apology. It will take me a while to trust you again, but we can start over, if that’s what you’d like.”

		He smiled, and I realized again what a very handsome man he was. He raised his glass and drank. “I’ll make it up to you. I promise.”

		I raised my glass, too. “To new beginnings,” I repeated, and took a sip before leaning back in my seat. “So, tell me about this book you’re working on. I have to admit that I’m a little surprised; you don’t seem the authorly type, if there is such a thing.”

		He feigned insult. “Maybe I should grow a paunch and start wearing tweed jackets with suede patches on the elbows.”

		I laughed because that was exactly how I thought a male author should look, and I usually found myself resenting Jack for not fitting the stereotype. I looked down at my bread plate, chastising myself for thinking of Jack again.

		“Seriously, though, I’m intrigued. You’re a successful businessman; when did the writing bug hit?”

		He paused while the waiter placed our plates in front of us before continuing. “Oh, I suppose I’ve always had the dream of becoming a published author. Then recently I had an inspiration and wrote out an  outline and a couple of chapters. A friend of mine knows somebody in the publishing world in New York and sent it in. Two months later, I had an agent and a month after that a bidding war between two different publishers netted me a nice publishing contract.”

		“That’s really amazing. I’d imagine that would make a lot of authors jealous; I don’t think it’s supposed to work that way. Tell me what it’s about.”

		He shook his head. “It’s a little hush-hush right now. Apparently, another writer at another house is working on a similar book so we’re rushing to get mine out first. Not to steal anybody else’s thunder, of course, but there’s no room for an also-ran in this case. As my agent said, I’ve got to be first or it won’t be worth publishing.”

		We began to eat, savoring our dishes and making comments about the excellence of the food and service. I watched him as he spoke, smiling at his enthusiasm for his new endeavor, and was more than impressed that he’d found a new passion instead of resting on the laurels of his business successes. I studied him with a new appreciation, noticing how thick and brown his hair was, how he had excellent taste in clothes, and how nice he looked when he smiled at me. The only thing wrong with him was that he didn’t have blue eyes and he wasn’t Jack.

		Clearing my head, I focused on what Marc was saying, realizing he’d asked me a question.

		“Excuse me?” I asked.

		“I was asking if you and Rebecca Edgerton were good friends. I assumed you were when I ran into you at St. Philip’s.”

		I took the last bite of my ricotta gnocchi, chewing slowly as I formulated an answer. “No, not really. She’s more a friend of Jack’s. She’s working on a story for the paper about my mother, Ginnette Prioleau.”

		“Well, that explains a lot.”

		“What do you mean?”

		Marc signaled for the waiter and ordered the chef’s special dessert for one without asking what it was. He even got a thumbs-up from me when he didn’t ask for two forks. When the waiter left, he continued. “I took her to lunch last week, prepared to tell her all about my winery and the new restaurant, which I will bring you to the next time, I promise. Instead, she seemed more intent on asking me about my connection to  you and your family. She seemed almost—obsessed with your genealogy. I began to think that she’s one of those people who believes that studying one’s ancestry is an alternative religion. You see that a lot in this city.”

		A milk chocolate crème brûlée was placed in front of me, but I waited to dig in until Marc had his coffee. “That is a bit odd, but it makes sense. She’s writing about my mother, but as she explained to me, knowing my mother’s family and their collective past will help her know her subject better.”

		As I polished off the last bite of crème brûlée, Marc said, “Rebecca and I were actually scheduled to have coffee later to go over her article, but she canceled about an hour ago. Said she had to drive out to Ulmer on urgent business.”

		For the first time in my life, I was unable to swallow a piece of dessert. I started coughing, and had to drink a nearly full glass of water before I felt I could breathe again. “Ulmer?” I asked. “Ulmer, South Carolina?”

		“Yes. Something to do with her research.”

		“She didn’t say what it was about?” I dabbed at the corners of my mouth with my napkin.

		“No. And she made it pretty clear that it wasn’t something she was prepared to talk about, either. All I know is that she said she’d be back too late to meet with me today but asked for a rain check.”

		I slid back my chair. “I’m sorry, Marc, but I have to go. Thank you for lunch, and I hope we can do this again soon.”

		He stood, too, a worried look on his face. “I hope I haven’t offended you by something I said. And that you’ve accepted my apology.”

		I walked toward him and took both of his hands in mine, sensing his sincerity. “No, you haven’t said anything. I just remembered something I have to do. But, yes, I forgive you, and I hope you’ll call me soon.”

		He looked relieved and when he kissed me on my cheek, I only thought of Jack a little bit.
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		I sat down with a groan on the dining room floor in my house on Tradd Street, feeling as if sawdust covered every square inch of my hair, clothing, grandmother’s pearls, and teeth. I glanced at my watch, counting every  second until four o’clock when Sophie would leave to go teach a class and Chad and I could bring the electric sander out.

		I closed my eyes, giving in to the physical exhaustion, fueled by the frustration of getting nowhere fast. As soon as I’d left Blossom, I’d called Rebecca on her cell number at least ten times, and reached her voice mail each time. I figured that she’d either forgotten to turn on her phone, or she wasn’t answering for a reason. Just in case, I called and left messages at both her home phone and her office.

		I then futilely tried to reach Jack and Yvonne with the same results. In complete desperation—because I couldn’t think of another reason why I might do so—I called my mother, who’d calmly suggested I work off some of my stress with a piece of sandpaper. At the time it had seemed like a good idea.

		I must have fallen asleep because I didn’t realize my phone was ringing until the third or fourth ring. I dug it out of my pocket and flipped it open a second before it switched to voice mail. “Hello?”

		“Hello, Melanie? This is Yvonne Craig at the historical society library, returning your call.”

		I sat up straight, remembering the octogenarian’s perfect posture. “Hello, Yvonne. Thanks for calling me back.” I found myself holding my breath, wondering if I’d finally have something to work on instead of just another question.

		“Well, I would have gotten back to you sooner, except that Rebecca Edgerton has been bombarding me with requests for her ‘famous Charleston citizens of the last fifty years’ project. I’d normally stick her at the end of the line except that Jack called on her behalf and told me it would be a personal favor to him if I moved her up to the front.”

		“Did he now?” I felt something thick and heavy in my gut.

		“Actually, she was here a little earlier, which is why I couldn’t take your call.”

		“She was?”

		“Yes. She was here looking for more photographs of your great-grandmother Rose, as well as your mother.”

		“Oh.” I frowned, wondering why Rebecca wouldn’t have told me what she’d planned to do. Granted, she was a little shaken when she’d left the house after the incident in the hidden room, but I would have  thought she’d at least mention it since it involved my family and me. “I understand,” I continued. “I was calling to find out if you’d had any luck with tracking down the window order, and the Crandall family tree.”

		I could hear the smile in Yvonne’s words when she answered. “Yes, actually, on both counts. I’ve made copies and put them in a folder for you.”

		I stopped myself from pumping my fist in the air. “That’s wonderful. I can be there in fifteen minutes to pick them up.”

		“No need for that. Rebecca explained that the two of you were working together, so I gave the folder to her. I didn’t want to, but she was insistent and promised she’d deliver it personally.”

		“Really?” I said, trying to still the panic rising up in me. “Did she mention when she might be dropping them by?”

		“She didn’t really say, but she led me to assume that she was bringing the folder directly to you. Didn’t you get it?”

		I forced a smile into my voice. “Not that I know of. But I wasn’t home earlier, so she might have left it in the mailbox or something. Don’t worry. I’m sure it’s here somewhere.”

		“I’m sure it is. Although I will say that I’m a little annoyed with Miss Edgerton. The book with the Crandall family tree and history was discovered missing after she left and I’m wondering if she might have accidentally taken it with her. I’ve tried calling her but I haven’t been able to get ahold of her yet. If you reach her before I do, would you please ask her about it? I’m sure it was an accident, but still.”

		With a sinking feeling, I said, “I’ll be sure to ask her, Yvonne.”

		“If it’s of any help, I do remember the information regarding the window changes. Another librarian obtained the copy of the Crandall family tree, so I’m afraid I’m completely useless with that source of information.”

		“That’s fine. I’ll see it when I get it. But what did you find out about the window?”

		
			“You were right, Melanie. The glass maker who originally installed the window, John Nolan, sold his business in 1900 to another Irishman, Patrick something-or-other—my memory’s not that good—and it stayed in his family until the 1950s, when the demand for artistic glass dried up and the business folded.”
		

		I tried to stifle my impatience. “That’s all very interesting, Yvonne, but . . .”

		“I know, sorry. I get lost in the details sometimes. But anyway, I found two ledgers of purchase orders for the new company; the first one from the twenties and the second one from the forties.”

		“And?” My foot tapped furiously on the floor.

		“You’ll never believe who placed the order to change the window.”

		“Try me,” I said through gritted teeth.

		“The name on the purchase order was Sarah Manigault Prioleau.”

		My mind went blank for a moment. I’d been so sure she’d say Rose’s name that when she said Sarah I was disoriented. “Sarah? Are you sure?”

		“Quite sure. I’ve a memory that’s sharper than most people half my age.”

		“I know. I didn’t mean it as an insult. I’m just—surprised. Sarah was my grandmother, and I knew her. Yet she never told me anything about the window.”

		Yvonne was silent for a moment. “Or maybe she did. You’ve mentioned how she was fond of puzzles. Maybe you just weren’t aware at the time.”

		I thought of all the times my grandmother and I had spent in the room with the sunlight streaming through the window, and sitting outside in the garden on the reverse side. But I’d been so young then; anything she might have said had long since been forgotten. Maybe simple exposure to the window was her way of implanting it in my memory.

		“Maybe,” I said uncertainly.

		“There was a sketch with the purchase order, and I made a copy of that, too. Although you’ve already noticed all of the changes from the original order.”

		“And it’s in the folder you gave Rebecca.”

		“Yes. I do hope I didn’t do the wrong thing.”

		“No, Yvonne. You’ve been nothing but helpful. One more question, though. Do you remember when the window was changed?”

		“Of course.” Again, she sounded wounded, as if I somehow doubted her mental capacities and I made a mental note to be more careful with my questions in future. “I’m usually not as good with dates as I am with names, but I remember the year because it was the year I got married: 1947.”

		I closed my eyes, trying to recall the dates on the family tree that I’d seen recently. My eyes popped open. “That was the year after Rose died.”

		“Hunting unicorns again, Melanie?” I heard the smile in Yvonne’s voice.

		“I’m thinking there might have been a deathbed confession of some sort, and this was my grandmother’s way of recording it for future generations. She did love her puzzles.”

		“That’s very good, Melanie. And exactly what Jack said, too.”

		“You’ve seen Jack?”

		“No. He called me this morning. Wanted me to check to see if I had anything—birth records, death records, marriage certificate, anything, really—on a Meredith Prioleau.”

		Before, I would have been angry that Jack’s mind had been quicker than mine in figuring out the next step. But now all I could feel was an odd relief that Jack hadn’t completely forgotten about me or abandoned the search. I frowned when it occurred to me that he might not be doing the research for me at all. I grasped the phone tighter. “He beat me to the punch. That was the next thing I was going to ask you. Have you had a chance to look, yet?”

		“Just preliminary files so far. And I’ve found absolutely nothing. Any idea who she might be?”

		“None. But I have a feeling she may be a contemporary of Rose’s. Maybe a distant cousin?”

		“That at least gives me a time period to work with. I’ll call you on your cell phone as soon as I learn something.” She paused for a moment. “And do try to think of anything your grandmother might have said to you, something that maybe didn’t make sense to you back then but might now. I knew your grandmother, you know. Not well, so I suppose I knew more of her than anything else. But it was well known that she had a sharp mind and a sharper sense of humor, and loved mysteries, and riddles, and pranks more than anything. She was also secretly hated by a lot of the women in town because of how she remained whiplike thin yet ate like a pack mule.”

		I smiled, remembering my grandmother and how we used to fight over the biggest piece of chocolate cake. “I will,Yvonne. And thank you.”

		I hung up the phone just as I heard high heels coming from the foyer.  “In here,” I called, expecting to see Rebecca and more than a little bit relieved. When my mother appeared from around the corner, I must have gasped in surprise.

		“Are you all right, Mellie? You look like you’ve just seen a ghost.” Her eyes twinkled, belying the seriousness of her question.

		I stood, pocketing my cell phone. “Very funny, Mother. And no, I haven’t seen anything. I think the large number of people working in the house during the days keeps them at bay. Were you looking for me?”

		“Yes, actually.” She leaned forward and before I could step back, she’d plucked a clump of sawdust from my hair and held it up. “I don’t think gray is your color, dear.”

		Before I could stop myself, I smiled, amazed how natural it had felt to have my mother teasing me and making jokes the way mothers were supposed to. At least how other mothers did.

		I backed away, feeling self-conscious now as I raked my fingers through my hair. “So what did you need?” I asked, careful to keep my voice neutral. The open hostility had passed if for no other reason than I found it exhausting to keep it up while we lived in close quarters. It might also have had something to do with the fact that my mother had held the journal to help me, regardless of what effect it might have on her. As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t forget it.

		Small lines formed between her eyebrows. “Rebecca came by the house a little while ago.”

		I straightened. “Did she leave a folder for me?”

		She shook her head. “No. Actually, I think she took something.”

		“What? There’s nothing of any value in the house right now except for a few pieces of heavy furniture.” I thought of the sapphire necklace and earrings, but after the incident in the kitchen, I’d had them stored in a safety-deposit box at my bank. I’d figured it was in my best interests to keep them out of the house.

		“The journal. I didn’t realize it was gone at first. When I came downstairs, I felt a cold draft and found General Lee outside and the kitchen door open. As I went to retrieve the dog, I saw Rebecca getting into her car. I called for her, but she either didn’t hear me or pretended not to. Regardless, she got in her car and drove away.

		“It wasn’t until I got to the kitchen that I remembered you’d left the  journal on the kitchen table. And it wasn’t there anymore. I checked on the counters and everywhere else to see if it could have been moved, but it was gone.”

		I started breathing heavily as anger and worry bonded together in a gathering snowball. I wasn’t sure which part to be more upset about: that she’d stolen the journal or that she’d left General Lee outside in the cold. “Are you sure it was Rebecca?”

		My mother gave me a hard glare. “Blond hair, pink coat, perky steps?”

		“Right.” I flipped open my phone and hit redial again, trying to reach Rebecca on her cell. I flipped it closed when I reached her voice mail. Then I tried Jack’s cell and home number, with the same results.

		“Do you know what she’s up to?” my mother asked.

		“No clue,” I said, sliding down the wall and landing in a pile of sawdust, but I didn’t care. I was overwhelmed by questions with no answers, and the only person I knew of who could help me figure them out wasn’t taking my phone calls.

		To my surprise, my mother sat down, too, albeit more elegantly and managing to avoid the piles of sawdust stacked around the room like a minefield. “So what are you going to do about it?”

		I shrugged. “Nothing, I guess. I just have no idea what direction to move in next.”

		“So you’re giving up? Just like that? That’s not the Melanie Middleton I’ve heard about.”

		I turned my head to glare at her. “And you would have heard a lot up there in New York or whatever corner of the world you were.”

		Her soft smile didn’t falter. “Actually, yes. I always had the Charleston paper forwarded to me wherever I was. I have a scrapbook of every sale you’ve ever made, every article about all your sales awards, and every ad, with some questionable choices in hairstyle, I might add. But I have them all. A mother’s brag book, I guess you’d call it.”

		I looked down at my sawdust-encrusted hands, not knowing what to say.

		Softly, she said, “So the Melanie Middleton I thought I knew was tenacious and didn’t quit. It seems to me you should think of this whole thing as a listing with multiple offers, and you’re going to get a huge commission if your client gets the bid.”

		Despite myself, I smiled. “Yeah, well, in that scenario I’d know what I was doing. I’m pretty much branching out into new territory here. We have portraits of girls with matching lockets but with initials we can’t trace, a ghost who hates me and wants to hurt me, a dead soldier who apparently wants to date me, a hidden room with an empty chest, a window in which Grandmother Sarah stuck a clue that I can’t figure out, and a dead body in a boat that once belonged to my family. And I don’t have a single thought as to how all of that might be related and/or how any of it might help me figure out how to exorcise the bad spirit who’s been in this house since you were a little girl.”

		My mother was staring at me intently. “What did you say about your grandmother and the window?”

		“Oh, right. I just received a phone call from Yvonne at the historical society library. She found a work order dating from 1947, the year after your grandmother Rose died, with Sarah’s name on the purchase order. She was the one who made the changes to the window: the addition of the decorative line framing the picture in the window, the angel’s head, and the addition of the people. Jack’s found some evidence that would suggest that our forebears were wreckers, but again there’s no solid proof of anything, although the picture in the window shows a beach and ocean.”

		A slow smile spread over my mother’s face. “Your grandmother Sarah did leave a clue, Mellie.”

		I frowned at her, not following.

		
			“On her tombstone, remember?” She closed her eyes and recited the words slowly:
			
				
					When bricks crumble, the fireplace falls; 
When children cry, the mothers call. 
When lies are told, the sins are built, 
Within the waves, hide all our guilt.
				

			

		

		
			I sat up a little. “Rebecca figured that the bricks crumbling are related to the Charleston earthquake in 1886, and because the sailboat Rose  disappeared the same year, she thought the last line was about the boat. But I was the one who noticed that the lines framing the tombstone  matched the design on the back of the window at your house, which brings me back to where I started. Yvonne—she’s been helping with a lot of the research—had a folder for me with some information regarding Grandmother’s purchase order for the window as well as a family tree for the Crandall family.”
		

		“The Crandall family?”

		“Yes. Their house in Ulmer has a portrait of a girl around the same period with an identical locket worn by the girls in our portrait. Jack and I were trying to find the identity of the girl in that portrait, hoping it might shed some light on the other two.”

		“And what about the window order? What were you trying to find out?”

		“I’m not sure. I was hoping that seeing in Grandmother’s own words what she was changing might help me figure out what she was trying to tell us.”

		
			My mother leaned toward me. “But we’ve already seen her own words. On the tombstone.” Her eyes lit up, exaggerating her resemblance to my grandmother, and also reminding me that she was a Prioleau, too. “You’re forgetting a piece of this puzzle, the writer of the journal. It seems to me that her name is an answer to a question we haven’t thought to ask yet.” Standing, she began to walk around the room, managing to avoid the sawdust piles. “Let’s assume Rebecca was right and the first line is about the earthquake. Let’s assume, too, that she’s right about the last line.” She held up a finger on one gloved hand. “So here we have an unidentified body, although she’s found with a locket with the initial M  on it.” She held up a finger on her other hand. “And here we have a name with no history: Meredith Prioleau. Have you asked Yvonne for any of the casualty lists from the earthquake?”
		

		I had only a vague memory of studying the earthquake that had rocked the city almost one hundred years before I was born. I was proud to be able to point out the earthquake rods that were drilled into the sides of most of the historic buildings in the city to prospective buyers. But this was the first time I’d really thought about the incident in terms of casualties. Hesitantly, I asked, “Were there casualties?”

		My mother stopped her walking and stared down at me before sighing heavily. “About two thousand buildings were destroyed at a cost of about  six million dollars at the time, and around one hundred people were killed. They’re not sure of the exact numbers because records were destroyed and record keeping wasn’t what it is today. Some bodies were never recovered.”

		“Oh, right. I knew that.”

		My mother frowned at me. “Regardless, it’s something that hasn’t been explored yet and it’s a place we can start without Rebecca. Or Jack.” She waved a gloved hand at my reproachful look. “Oh, I’m not blind, Mellie. I know he hasn’t been coming around or calling, and I’m not about to point fingers or blame anyone. Not yet, anyway. But I do think it’s time you stopped feeling sorry for yourself and move forward. Besides, nobody buys into the ‘poor me’ thing you’ve got going.”

		She began to rustle around for something in her purse.

		I swiped angrily at the sawdust that stuck to my eyelashes. “You have some nerve . . . ,” I began.

		“You’re much too beautiful, talented, and successful for that to work anymore. Time to face the fact that you turned out pretty remarkable despite how much your parents screwed up.” She began to walk away. “Let’s go. We have work to do.”

		“But . . .” I tried to formulate a rebuttal to anything she’d said, but she’d managed to insert something nice and I couldn’t. I jogged after her, grabbing my coat from the banister. “Where are we going?”

		“To find Rebecca. Do you know where she is?”

		“In Ulmer.”

		This made her stop. “Do you know how to get there?”

		I stopped, too, almost running into her. “I’ve been there once, with Jack. I think I remember the way. But it’s about a two-hour drive.”

		She glanced at her watch. “Fine. I’ll drive, then, and get us there in half the time.”

		I wanted to tell her no, to let her know that everything still wasn’t okay and that I had missed her for every day of the thirty-three years she’d been away. But she’d said the word “we,” and I found myself wanting to believe in second chances and starting over.

		I slid into the passenger side of her brand-new sedan and leaned back into the leather seats, contemplating again how very much my life had changed in the relatively short time since I’d had the strange and unexpected inheritance of a historic home on Tradd Street.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 22
		

		We rode mostly in silence. I was quiet because I knew if I said something, I’d be likely to break the tentative truce we had. I figured my mother was being silent for the same reason. She’d started out by asking me questions about my childhood, about dance lessons and best friends, but my clipped answers had probably hinted to her that she was approaching forbidden territory. To mask the silence, I’d found a satellite station playing all ABBA, but my mother quickly changed it to a classical station and we’d left it at that.

		I called Yvonne on my cell to ask her about the earthquake casualty lists and she promised to make it a priority and call me back as soon as she found—or didn’t find—anything, then returned to navigating our way to Ulmer from memory, making only one false turn.

		I called the McGowans, too, but I reached only an answering machine. I left a message, explaining who I was and that I was on my way to see them. My eyes started drifting closed, lulled by the sound of the tires against asphalt, but I was jolted awake by my mother’s voice.

		“You do realize that a lot of operas are written in German, correct?”

		I stared at her, wondering where this line of conversation was leading. “I’ll take your word for it.”

		She grimaced and didn’t look at me as she spoke. “I suppose that means you’re not a fan of opera.”

		I didn’t answer, not yet ready to tell her how when I was small, and my father wasn’t watching, I’d flip channels in the hope of finding her singing somewhere in the world, and that in all of the years of flipping channels, I’d only seen her twice; but I’d never stopped hoping.

		
			“I’ve been waiting for you to ask me what Gefangener des Herzens  means.”
		

		I sat up straight, fully awake now. I’d completely forgotten that I’d even told her about it. “I’ve been meaning to plug it into Babel Fish, but it keeps getting pushed farther and farther down on my to-do list. I figured Daddy would know and I’d ask him when he came to trim back Grandmother’s camellias tomorrow.”

		She turned to look at me. “What makes you think that your father would know?”

		I shrugged. “Despite being less than reliable, he was the only go-to person I had while growing up, and he always seemed to have an answer.”

		A corner of her mouth turned upward. “That may be, but I doubt he knows what it means.”

		“So, are you going to tell me?” I said, sounding slightly peeved and feeling protective of my father.

		“It means ‘prisoner of the heart.’ ”

		I rubbed the words over in my mind, like a thumb against a coin. “That’s interesting. Rebecca thinks he might have been a Hessian soldier who deserted the British Army following the end of the Revolution. He may have been kept there unwillingly, but I wonder what the other part means.”

		“You can ask him, you know.”

		I didn’t answer right away. Summoning spirits had been something my mother had done, but something I shied away from. I’d never wanted to call attention to my psychic ability, and had even hoped for a long time that if I ignored it, it would go away. Although I’d asked Wilhelm questions before, he’d avoided answering them, and I wondered if it was because I hadn’t initiated the contact. “He always seems to find me first.”

		“We’re running out of time, Mellie. I feel her in the house everywhere, not just in the back. We need to find out as much as we can now. But one thing you must be aware of before you summon Wilhelm: When you call him by name, you make him stronger.”

		I studied her profile for a long moment—the smooth curve of her chin and her long neck, the tight skin belying her age—then looked  away. I’d wanted to ask her if she knew about Wilhelm from experience, and what else she knew but wasn’t telling me. But the moment passed, the lure of a peaceful truce and companionship with my mother too strong to give up so soon. I let the questions go, allowing myself to be lulled into a half sleep.

		As the miles slipped behind the car, I began to feel more and more unsettled, my skin prickling as if someone were blowing cold air on the nape of my neck. I twitched in my seat, and my mother glanced over at me before returning her attention to the road.

		When we turned onto the long gravel drive leading up to Mimosa Hall, my mother turned to me. “Do you feel it, too?”

		I nodded, again feeling the unfamiliar relief that I didn’t need to explain anything to her—or hide anything. “My skin’s burning with it,” I confessed.

		“Mine, too.

		I looked at her with surprise. “I would never have guessed.” She edged the car to the side of a large pothole. “That’s because I’ve lived with it longer than you have. My mother showed me how to hide it.”

		I looked straight ahead as we approached the house, feeling now as if ants were running under my skin. My mother parked the car in the same spot Jack had left his on our previous visit and turned off the ignition. Rebecca’s car was nowhere in sight.

		“She’s here,” my mother said. “She’s waiting for us.”

		I knew she wasn’t referring to Rebecca, and I flinched, remembering my last visit and knowing there’d be no alcohol and no Jack this time to act as a buffer. My mother surprised me by taking my hand with her gloved one. “Together, we are strong enough to fight her. Remember that.”

		I studied her for a moment. “Then why didn’t you stay? Before, when I was small. You keep telling me that you didn’t leave because of me. Was it because of her? Because you couldn’t fight her and I wasn’t strong enough to help?”

		She squeezed my hand. “There’s so much I still need to tell you, Mellie, and I will—soon. I just don’t think you’re ready to hear it yet.”

		I pulled my hand away. “I’m almost forty years old, Mother. How much older do I have to be before you can trust me with the truth?”

		Her eyes darkened. “It’s not the truth I don’t trust you with. It’s your fear. You can’t be afraid of what you don’t know.”

		I shivered inside my coat. “Now you’re scaring me. I’m not at all sure I want to do this.”

		“You must, Mellie. I’m here, and we will face this together, or we will never be free.”

		I noticed again how pale she looked, how tight her skin seemed to stretch over the fine bones of her face, realizing how she’d been that way since she’d touched the journal. When she put her hand on the door latch to open her car door, I placed my hand on her arm.

		“There’s something else that’s been bothering me.”

		She looked at me and I noticed the dark circles under her eyes.

		“I don’t think I put the journal in the kitchen. I’d been reading it in my room before I went to sleep, and I left it inside the drawer of my bedside table. I might have moved it, but I don’t think I did.”

		Her brows furrowed. “Why do you think it was moved?”

		“Rebecca told me that I shouldn’t let you touch it; she’d had a premonition and told me that it could be dangerous for you. I wasn’t sure I believed her, and besides I couldn’t see you willingly touching it again, but I kept it hidden from you and out of sight just in case. I wouldn’t have brought it to the kitchen.”

		She nodded. “This other entity wants to use the journal to reach me in a negative way. She saw how the journal writer used it to communicate with me, and she saw an opportunity. It’s a—portal of sorts. A way to communicate with those like us. But you have to make sure that you don’t get the wrong spirit on the other end.” She glanced toward the house. “Come on. Let’s see if anyone’s home.”

		I followed her out of the car and up to the steps leading to the wrap-around porch. After not receiving an answer when I’d called earlier, I didn’t expect anybody to be home. So I was surprised when I heard footsteps approaching the front door.

		A plump woman in her late sixties with white hair and large blue eyes greeted us enthusiastically when she opened the door.

		She introduced herself as Mrs. McGowan, then said, “You must be Melanie and her mother. I got your message that you were on the way. Come in, come in! What a day it’s been for visitors!”

		“Excuse me?” I asked.

		
			“A reporter from the Post & Courier was here. She left about an hour ago. We must have been in the attic when you called and left your message.”
		

		I shared a glance with my mother. “Was her name Rebecca Edgerton?”

		“Blond and perky?” Ginnette added.

		“Yes, that was definitely her. Sweet girl. Is she a friend of yours?”

		“Sort of. Yes, actually. We’re working on a project together. As you’ve already gathered, I’m Melanie Middleton and this is my mother, Ginnette. When I was here before with Jack Trenholm and spoke with your husband, he showed me the portrait of the girl with the locket and we’ve been trying to determine her identity. Jack mentioned that you’d discovered some information in your attic that might be useful to us.”

		She put her hand to her chest and actually fluttered her eyelashes. “That Jack. Such a charming man. We’ve spoken on the phone several times, but I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting him in person. He’s promised to stop by and try some of my blueberry cobbler.”

		“He did mention that,” I said as I followed my mother over the threshold. She gripped my arm as we stood in the foyer, and I knew that she’d felt the icy wind at our backs, too.

		Mrs. McGowan shivered as she closed the door behind us. “Come on in. I’ve got a nice fire going in the family room. And I still have all the papers out that I was showing Rebecca, so no more trips up to the attic.” We followed her, staying close together, then shrugged out of our coats before sitting on the sofa Mrs. McGowan indicated. “I just put a kettle on to boil, so if you’ll excuse me, I’ll go make us a nice pot of hot tea.”

		“We don’t want to put you out,” my mother began.

		Mrs. McGowan waved away her protests. “I enjoy the company. And I just took out a batch of Scottish shortbread that I would love to share.” She patted her ample waist. “George and I certainly don’t need to be eating the whole thing.” She laughed as she walked out of the room. Calling back to us, she said, “Feel free to look around, if you like. The portrait you were talking about is in the dining room off the entrance hall.”

		My mother stood and held her hand out to me, but I didn’t stand immediately. “I’ve already seen it, and I don’t want to repeat the experience, thank you.”

		My mother squatted down in front of the sofa. “Mellie, it’s not going to go away just because you like to pretend it isn’t there. It will be worse for you if she senses your fear.” She stood again, and held out her hand. Not completely convinced that I was doing the right thing, I allowed her to pull me to my feet.

		
			I led the way to the familiar spot in the dining room where I’d last seen the portrait. I stared at the girl with the familiar features, focusing on the heart-shaped locket with the initial A engraved in the middle. It was clear that there had to be some relation to the two girls in the other portrait, but that only added to the confusion. She couldn’t be a Prioleau, but the family resemblance was there. And the other portrait had been found in my mother’s attic, adding to the assumption that they were family members. Not to mention the fact that I bore a strong resemblance to them as well. I hoped Mrs. McGowan could shed some light into the murky corners of my family’s past—and that Rebecca hadn’t made off with the evidence again.
		

		
			
			Ginnette. I startled at the sound of the voice that was now so familiar to me. But the relief that she hadn’t been saying my name quickly evaporated when I realized she was speaking to my mother.
		

		My mother reached for my hand, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Her eyes were wide, but not with fear; it looked a lot more like determination. Her breaths were quick and shallow, and I looked at her with alarm. “Are you okay?”

		She nodded. “She’s trying to get inside my head, but I won’t let her. Don’t let go of my hand.” She closed her eyes tightly and shook her head, as if she were answering a question I couldn’t hear.

		A cold wind circled us, slicing the air between us like a steel knife, sliding between our joined hands. I thought I heard a voice telling me to let go, but I couldn’t be sure. Nausea rose in my throat as the putrid smell of dead things from the sea flooded my nose. Panic strangled the words I struggled to say. “I don’t know how to do this. I don’t know what to do.”

		
			Her voice was firm, calming me. “Just be strong. Don’t listen to the voice, and keep telling yourself that you’re stronger than she is. That we’re  stronger than she is—but only if we work together. You’re not alone anymore, Mellie. I’m here.”
		

		Our eyes met, and I knew she was talking about way more than the mere matter of evil spirits. I looked away quickly, feeling the encircling cold as it continued to search for a way in. My mother’s gloved fingers lifted from my hand, one by one as if being forced by unseen fingers, and for the first time I saw the fear in my mother’s eyes.

		“I’m stronger than you,” I said out loud, grabbing my mother’s hand with both of mine. But my grip was weak—my fingers boneless—and I felt her hand slipping from my grasp.

		
			“We are stronger than you,” I shouted and my grasp tightened.
		

		“We are stronger than you,” we shouted together, then stood still as the cold dissipated like a whisper, leaving only the faint scent of the ocean to remind us that she’d been there at all.

		“Tea’s ready.” We both turned with a start to see Mrs. McGowan holding a tea tray brimming with mugs, spoons, and a plate of shortbread cookies.

		“Let me take that,” I said, taking the tray and feeling my mouth start to water at the sight of the cookies. My shaking hands were the only reminder of what I’d just experienced, and I tightened my grip on the tray to keep the mugs from jostling against each other.

		We sat down and waited for Mrs. McGowan to add lemon and sugar to the tea. My mother and I each took four cookies, making our hostess regard us with a raised eyebrow. “I could go get more from the kitchen,” she suggested.

		
			“No, but thank you,” I said, washing down my last bite with a sip of tea. “We must have both missed lunch.” Or fighting spirits burns a lot of calories. I smiled. “And I must apologize again for showing up on such short notice. We were just, um, trying to show up at the same time as Miss Edgerton to make it easier on you.”
		

		“It’s really no problem, dear. I love to help other people who are as interested in history as I am, and I don’t get enough company as it is, seeing as how we live so far off the beaten path.”

		My mother leaned forward. “Melanie mentioned that you’ve been searching through the old documents of the Crandall family, who owned this house before your husband’s family acquired it during the 1930s. We were hoping that you’d discovered the identity of the girl in the portrait.”

		“I have actually, and that’s just what I was discussing with Miss Edgerton.”

		My heart beat a little faster. “That’s wonderful. Could we please see what you found?”

		“It would be my pleasure. I believe I mentioned to Jack on the phone that I remembered about some sort of family tragedy that occurred in the late 1800s, but I couldn’t recall what it was. Most of what I have is in letters between Crandall family members in Connecticut and the branch who migrated down here to the coast of South Carolina.”

		She stood and began to rummage through a neat pile of yellowed envelopes stacked on the coffee table. “I’ve read through all of these so I’m fairly familiar with them. It’s a bit like eavesdropping on history.” Mrs. McGowan looked up at us with a wide smile. I stole a glance at my mother and wondered if I was wearing the same tight-lipped grimace she was in an attempt not to appear impatient. I glanced down at her crossed leg and watched as her foot bounced up and down.

		I made a point to still my own. “It must be fascinating,” I said. “So what did you find?”

		Mrs. McGowan finally pulled out an envelope and carefully slid a fragile letter from it. “The letter is from William Crandall, of Mimosa Hall, to a Mrs. Suzanne Crandall of Darien, Connecticut, sister-in-law of Josiah mentioned in the letter and aunt to the girl in the portrait. I’ve gathered from other correspondence that William is the cousin of Suzanne’s husband. It’s rather sad, I’m afraid.” She slipped a pair of reading glasses out of her pocket and put them on. “I’d rather it not be handled too much, at least not until I can get it into an archival album, so I’ll read it aloud to you.”

		At our nods, Mrs. McGowan cleared her throat and began to read.

		
			
				September 29, 1870
			

			
				Dearest Suzanne,
			

			
				 


			
				It is with great sadness that I must tell you the news that weighs heavy on my heart. The ship carrying Josiah and your sister Mary, along with their daughter, Nora, has been lost at sea. We were hoping that their delay was for other reasons, but when a week went by past their expected arrival,  we made enquiries into the whereabouts of their ship. The last contact with the captain and crew was when they dropped anchor at Wilmington, North Carolina, before heading down the coast. The captain was advised to delay his departure as a terrible storm was being predicted, but he felt confident that he could get ahead of it. Alas, it does not appear to be so as no sight has been made of the ship, its captain, crew, or twenty passengers. The only sign of the ship’s fate is the discovery of the ship’s figurehead on the beach at Edisto Island.
			

			
				My heart breaks over the loss of your sister and her husband, and their little Nora, just an infant, lost forever in the clutches of the sea. I have taken the liberty of having a memorial service said for them, and have placed a marker in the family cemetery here.
			

			
				How fortunate for young Alice, to have fallen so ill as to make her unsuitable for travel and thus to have been left behind in your tender care. She was spared the same watery fate as her parents and twin sister, and for this we must be grateful, even as our hearts grieve.
			

			
				 


			
				
				Your cousin, 
William Crandall

		

		Mrs. McGowan folded the letter and replaced it in the envelope. “I’m a little bit of an amateur genealogist and have been working on the Crandall family tree with information gleaned from these letters. Nothing serious, mind you, but just something that sparked my interest.” She began rummaging through a stack of papers that had been placed inside a large three-ring binder.

		My mother and I shared a glance before I asked, “So who is the girl in the portrait?”

		Mrs. McGowan looked up at us, seeming confused for a moment. “Ah, yes. That’s Alice Crandall. Daughter of Josiah and Mary, and twin sister to Nora, the child who perished on the ship with her parents. She remained in Connecticut, raised by her aunt Suzanne, until she was thirteen and the family moved down here to South Carolina. Alice lived here until she died in the 1920s, mercifully before the family lost the house and property during the Depression. Her son, Bill, had to deal with that.”

		
			I’d been hoping that one of the names would have had an R or M,  something that would fill in a piece of the puzzle instead of adding to it. I would have even been willing to suggest that the Crandalls and their tragic story had nothing to do with us, that the girls and their identical lockets were merely coincidence.
		

		My mother turned to me. Speaking softly, she said, “But then the girl’s spirit wouldn’t have followed us here.”

		I stared at her for a long moment, wondering if she’d even realized that I hadn’t spoken my thoughts out loud. Maybe all mothers and daughters were like that, but I’d never had the chance to learn.

		I turned back to Mrs. McGowan. “I’d like to see a Crandall family tree, if you have that handy.”

		Her forehead wrinkled. “That’s what I’ve been looking for. That’s odd. It was right here. I was showing it to Miss Edgerton, so it couldn’t have gone far.” She continued to flip through the binder. “I’m wondering if she accidentally picked it up with her things when she left.”

		Again, I shared a glance with my mother. “Probably. When I see her, I’ll ask and let you know.” I stood. “We can’t thank you enough, Mrs. McGowan, for your time.”

		“And your cookies,” added my mother as she stood, too. “You’ve been most helpful.”

		Mrs. McGowan escorted us to the door. “I’ve enjoyed it. Please come back anytime you want to discuss more of the family’s history. It really is quite interesting. And bring Jack.” She smiled and handed us our coats.

		“One more thing,” I said. “Do you have any idea of the name of the ship that sank with all on board?”

		She shook her head. “No. It was never mentioned in any of the letters. Only that it sank in 1870 somewhere along the coast between North and South Carolina.”

		I nodded. “Well, that’s a place to start. Thank you again,” I said before turning and leading my mother from the porch.

		We paused at the car, facing each other over the roof. My mother said, “Well, that wasn’t a complete bust. We know the girl in the portrait is Alice Crandall, and she had a twin named Nora who went down with a ship in a storm in 1870. And that whoever is haunting the house on Legare is connected to this house in some way and wasn’t very happy to see us today.” She looked up as a heavy cloud lumbered its way over the  sun. “We also know that for some reason Rebecca is reluctant to let us see the Crandall family tree.”

		I groaned in frustration. “None of this makes sense. I’m beginning to believe that none of it is even related to anything else.”

		My mother opened her car door. “Let’s go eat dinner and we can discuss this more. I saw a nice seafood restaurant about five miles down the road on our way in.”

		I studied my mother, noticing the graying sky behind her head, and the way the fading light darkened her eyes, making them look more like mine. I sighed, realizing that regardless of the new yet tentative bonds that we’d begun to forge, there would always be parts of my life that my mother had opted out of; parts that would always be irretrievable. But along the way, those things had somehow begun to lose their significance. “I’m allergic to seafood, Mother. I had a severe reaction to shrimp when I was eight years old and I haven’t touched it since.” This wasn’t completely true, as on my doctor’s recommendation I’d tried it again as an adult and I’d had no reaction, but the small child in me wanted my mother to know that she hadn’t been there in a moment when I’d needed her.

		She was silent for a moment, her eyes sad as she contemplated me. “There’s something you need to know, Mellie. . . .”

		Her words were drowned out by the sound of an approaching car. We turned and I recognized Jack’s black Porsche, puffs of dirt and gravel thrown behind it like exclamation points.

		He pulled up next to us in the driveway, then climbed out quickly. Ignoring me, but with a quick greeting to my mother, he said, “Rebecca’s already gone, I assume.” He wore an unbuttoned and wrinkled oxford cloth shirt thrown over a white T-shirt, and he was still sporting a five o’clock shadow. I wanted to say that he looked disheveled, but the only thing that came to mind was how much he looked like he belonged on a magazine cover.

		I faced him. “She left about an hour before we got here. How did you know she was here?”

		“Yvonne called me, trying to reach you. Your cell phone must be out of range. She told me about the window and your grandmother, and how Rebecca has the folder with the information Yvonne had meant for you,  and that the Crandall family tree is missing from the archives. I wanted to find Rebecca to set the record straight.”

		“Us, too. That’s why we came here. And guess what. Mrs. McGowan can’t find the Crandall family tree that she was working on, either. It went missing somewhere between the time Rebecca got here and the time she left. Go figure.”

		He narrowed his eyes at me. “I’m sure there’s an explanation. Sometimes Rebecca gets really caught up in a story and she does—irresponsible things.”

		“Like stealing the journal from my kitchen? That’s more than irresponsible, Jack. It’s a criminal offense. And she’s not returning any of my phone calls.”

		He rubbed his hand over his jaw and when he looked at me again, his eyes were hard. “I’ll get to the bottom of it.” He glanced at the house. “Did Mrs. McGowan have anything interesting to show you?”

		“Besides the missing family tree? Yes, actually.” I quickly filled him in on the identity of the girl in the portrait and the ship lost at sea.

		He was thoughtful for a moment. “You said the ship was lost in 1870, correct?”

		“Yes. Way too late for my ancestors—the supposed wreckers—to have been involved, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

		He raised both eyebrows. “The ship was lost off the South Carolina coast, and the figurehead was found not far from your family’s plantation on Johns Island. It’s a bit of a coincidence, don’t you think?”

		My mother stepped forward. “But surely our family’s financial and social positions were secure enough by that time that such drastic actions weren’t necessary.”

		Jack shrugged. “All I’m saying is that the ship went down near Johns Island. If any salvaging was done by anybody, it would have been a crime of circumstance seeing that it was Mother Nature who sunk the boat. The Civil War devastated the finances of many of Charleston’s upstanding citizens, and the market for sea-island cotton, not to mention the difficulty in cultivating it without slave labor, would have made a huge cut in the Prioleau family fortunes. Who’s to say that they wouldn’t have seen an opportunity and taken advantage of it?”

		“It’s possible, I suppose,” I admitted reluctantly. I didn’t want to be related to anybody who could profit from another’s loss. “But it still doesn’t bring us any closer to the identity of the girl on the sailboat that was sunk nearly sixteen years later.”

		“Maybe it was Alice on the sailboat,” Jack said.

		
			I shook my head. “No. Mrs. McGowan said that Alice moved from Connecticut with her aunt to Mimosa Hall when she was thirteen and lived there until she died sometime in the 1920s. But she wore an identical locket to the one worn by the unidentified girls in the portrait in my mother’s house. And if a girl named Meredith lived at Thirty-three Legare, then I have to assume it’s probably her in the portrait with the M locket on.”
		

		Jack approached the car. “Not to confuse things”—he began as he reached into his back pocket and brought something out, keeping his fist closed over it—“but aren’t you curious what Yvonne was so eager to tell you?”

		“Yes, of course.” I’d nearly forgotten the reason Jack was at Mimosa Hall in the first place.

		“She found a casualty list from the Charleston earthquake of 1886.” He paused for effect. “She found a listing for Meredith Prioleau. Missing, presumed dead. Her last known residence was Thirty-three Legare Street.”

		My mother stepped forward. “But why isn’t this Meredith anywhere on our family tree?”

		I rubbed my temple, feeling the beginning of a headache. “We found a calling card with Meredith’s name and address in the journal, and the casualty list also gives her address as Legare Street. If we can make a leap of faith and say that she was probably the journal writer, I think we can assume that she’s the girl in the portrait, too.”

		Jack nodded, his expression unreadable. “That’s what I was thinking, too, until I picked this up today after having it cleaned.”

		A cold gust of wind caught my hair as Jack placed the gold locket and chain in my hand. At first I didn’t recognize what it was because it now gleamed in the fading light.

		My gaze met his. “I don’t get it.”

		“Look closely.”

		
			Giving up on vanity completely, I squinted my eyes, staring at the  single letter in the middle of the locket. Even in fading light and without glasses, it was clear to the naked eye that the last leg of the letter M had been added at a later time—and that the original letter on the locket had been an N.
		

		
			I held it up to my mother, who had already slipped on her reading glasses. Slowly she raised her gaze to both of us. “This is just a shot in the dark, but since it’s the only thing we have to go on right now, could the N have been for Nora?”
		

		I’d been thinking the same thing. “But how could the locket have ended up in the sailboat sixteen years after Nora died? And why was it altered?”

		After a final look, I slipped the locket into my purse as Jack scratched his head. “Look, why don’t we all grab a bite to eat so we can discuss everything, see if we can reach any conclusions?”

		Avoiding my gaze, my mother smiled brightly at Jack. “Thanks so much, but I need to get back home. But you and Mellie will certainly be able to figure things out without me.”

		“You can’t go alone, Mother. I’ll come with you.”

		“I’ll call your father. He’ll come.”

		I wasn’t sure if that made me feel better or not.

		She continued. “I’ll be fine. You two go on.”

		It was clear she was trying to push me together with Jack, but I was equally sure that he wasn’t too thrilled with the arrangement either.

		As if the situation were settled, she returned to her car and opened the driver’s-side door. Before she got in, she said, “One more thing, Mellie.” She paused. “We made the ghost mad today. We showed her that together we’re stronger than she is. She’s going to try even harder now to separate us, to diminish our power. We need to find out who she is soon.”

		“Or what?”

		She shook her head, the wind loosening the French twist and blowing her hair around her face, making her look vulnerable. “I don’t want to find out.”

		She got in her car and with a brief wave, headed out of the drive.

		Without a word, Jack opened the passenger-side door and indicated for me to get in. As he slid behind the steering wheel, he sent a glance in my direction. “Glad to see you didn’t come back for more of a sampling  of Mr. McGowan’s brandy.” His lips turned up at a memory he apparently didn’t see the need to share with me.

		About half an hour outside Ulmer, we pulled into a roadside restaurant advertising fried chicken, fried okra, and fried pie—my three favorite food groups—and settled into a booth in the corner. The restaurant smelled of stale smoke and grease, and an underlying aroma of beer and late nights that emanated from the bar and lit jukebox. I surreptitiously pulled out an antibacterial wipe from my purse and rubbed down the plastic red-and-white-checked tablecloth before pulling out a clean one to wipe my hands and vinyl booth cushion, seemingly held together by short strips of duct tape. I offered a wipe to Jack but he declined with a raised eyebrow and slow shake of his head.

		The waitress came and took our orders and then, unnerved by Jack’s pervading silent perusal of me, I pulled out a notepad from my purse. I drew two columns and as many rows as would fit on the page, then began filling in everything I’d learned since my mother first returned to Charleston and told me that I was in danger. Everything I still had questions about I put in the right column. Everything I had answers to I put in the left column. By the time I was finished, I’d run out of room in the right column and I had only two items in the left column: Meredith Prioleau wrote the journal and presumably the same Meredith Prioleau was listed as having lived at Thirty-three Legare Street and was reported as missing following the earthquake of 1886.

		I held my pen poised above the pad, then looked up at Jack, wondering why he hadn’t added anything or at least said something annoying. He was still shaking his head.

		“What’s the matter?”

		His eyes met mine. After a moment he said, “You.”

		“Me?”

		Again, he contemplated me in silence. “Yeah, I’m wondering what in the hell I’m doing here with you.”

		I hid my hurt with a frosty smile. “I assume because Rebecca isn’t returning your phone calls and you didn’t have anybody else to harass. Besides, I thought you were looking for research material for your next book. I know you’d never help me for purely altruistic reasons.” I stared pointedly at him, hoping to remind him of the first time we’d sat in a  similar restaurant eating barbecue shrimp while he lied to me and told me he was interested in everything but the diamonds that were hidden in my house.

		Jack leaned forward, his eyes flashing, but he seemed to hold himself back from saying what he wanted to—something he might regret. Instead, he signaled for the waitress. “Make our order to go, please.”

		The waitress dropped the check on the table and as Jack reached for it, I placed my hand on his arm. “Are you still angry with me for the stupid things I said to you the night of the house tour? I already apologized for that, didn’t I? And I truly am sorry. I thought we were friends again, Jack. Have I done something else to make you mad?”

		The waitress reappeared with three grease-stained bags of food and a cardboard container with our two Cokes. Jack took one of the Cokes out and left it on the table before grabbing the bags. “The car only has one cup holder,” he said in explanation before standing and moving toward the door.

		I grabbed the remaining drink and followed him outside into a night that smelled of rain.

		We drove the entire way back to Charleston in silence, without even the radio. I didn’t dare open one of the bags despite the tantalizing aroma and my grumbling stomach, which I’m sure Jack heard over the roaring of the engine.

		The sky opened up with a torrential downpour somewhere between Ruffin and Osborn, precluding me from speaking. I was miserable, wanting him to talk to me but dreading what he might say. I was afraid of him not being in my life anymore, but terrified of what he’d need me to do to keep him there.

		My foot began to keep rhythm with the fast pounding of the windshield wipers until Jack put a hand on my leg to get it to stop. His touch was electric, sending little fires through my bloodstream as it traveled up my leg and back—like mercury in a thermometer—before settling somewhere in the pit of my stomach.

		He must have felt it, too, because he let go quickly and returned to staring ahead in silence as he drove through the pelting rain.

		We pulled up to the curb on Legare Street in front of the house, relief flooding me when I saw that the outdoor lights were on along with the  majority of lights inside. I wondered fleetingly if my mother had done that for me, or for herself.

		I turned to Jack. “Thanks for the ride. Do you by any chance have an umbrella?”

		He turned to me with a slight smile that barely resembled the ones I’d grown so used to that I now missed them. “No. Actually, I don’t. Never figured I’d melt.”

		“No, you wouldn’t,” I said under my breath. I thought of my hair, my suede jacket, and my Kate Spade pumps and frowned. Eyeing the large paper bags with the now-cold fried food, I said, “I don’t suppose you’d let me take the food out and use the bags for cover.”

		He was looking at me with an odd light in his eyes. His voice was so soft that it was hard to hear over the splatting of rain against the car roof. “Go ahead and get wet, Mellie. Do something unscheduled and unexpected for a change.”

		“If you’d just let me use one of those bags . . .”

		He didn’t let me finish my sentence. Instead he took my head in his hands and crushed his lips to mine. I was so shocked at first that I didn’t move. And then I felt his hands in my hair, and the roughness of his chin, and the way his lips fit mine as if they were supposed to be together. I closed my eyes and I think I sighed as I pressed back and gave in to the fire that had begun to lick at the base of my spine.

		I jerked back, suddenly remembering whom I was with, and who I was, and that I had a reason for not kissing Jack but with only a fuzzy recollection as to exactly what that might be. Panicking, I grabbed the door handle and hurtled out into the pouring rain, slamming the door before running for the front gate. I managed to unlatch it and had reached the top step before Jack caught up to me.

		He pulled me into his arms and pressed me against the front door so that I felt the entire hard length of his body against mine, and I shivered despite the heat that seemed to resonate through every limb. Those same limbs no longer seemed able to support me, and I reached my arms around Jack’s neck, allowing him to press me into the door so I wouldn’t fall.

		His lips were hard and insistent and I found myself opening to him, losing myself in the strength and warmth that was Jack. I closed my eyes,  tasting rain and skin and Jack, seeing behind my eyelids a kaleidoscope of colors I hadn’t known existed.

		Then, inexplicably, he stopped and pulled back, his eyes dark and unreadable. We were both breathing heavily and I was perilously close to asking him to do it again.

		“And that, Melanie Middleton, wasn’t an almost kiss. That was the real thing.” He turned the doorknob, and pushed open the door, revealing Sophie, Chad, and both of my parents standing in the foyer—suddenly trying to pretend they’d been doing anything other than listening.

		Like Rhett Butler dumping Scarlett O’Hara at Ashley’s birthday party, Jack made a formal bow—which managed not to look ridiculous even though he was dripping wet—said his good-byes, and left without another word.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 23
		

		I woke up hearing someone calling my name, the smell of gunpowder, and the sound of clinking metal floating in the air like an afterthought.

		“Wilhelm?” I called out softly.

		My door crept open as an icy finger of air stole into the room.

		I slid out of bed, careful not to disturb General Lee, and walked out into the hallway, my sock-clad feet padding softly on the wooden floor.

		I saw a shimmer of light at the bottom of the stairs, and paused as I watched Wilhelm’s progression toward the kitchen. I ducked back into my room to retrieve the flashlight I now kept on my nightstand and then, without giving myself time to rethink my actions, I hurried down the stairs, following him into the darkened kitchen.

		“Wilhelm?” I shivered, the pervading chill in the room permeating the flannel of my nightgown. I turned my flashlight on and scanned the kitchen, taking in the closed door to the back staircase and the gaping hole behind the fireplace.

		Cautiously, I moved forward, shining my flashlight into the secret room. I caught a flash of curling gold hair under a Hessian’s tricorn hat, then climbed into the fireplace and through the small opening, shining my flashlight on the beamed ceiling on the carved words.

		
			
			“Gefangener des Herzens,” I said. I looked sideways at Wilhelm and saw that he was smiling. “What’s so funny?’
		

		
			
			Your accent. It is really quite bad.
		

		I almost made the mistake of looking directly at him, but managed to sigh heavily. “Prisoner of the heart,” I said. “What does it mean?”

		
			That is not why I brought you in here.
		

		I kept my eyes focused on the beam. “Then why? I’ve already looked in the chest. It’s empty.”

		
			You have not looked everywhere.
		

		“I don’t know what you mean. Where haven’t I looked?”

		
			He walked slowly to the corner of the room, his boots thudding softly against the dirt floor. Here. You have not looked here.

		I moved my flashlight to the corner, the light shining through him, and illuminating nothing but brick wall and dirt floor. “There’s nothing there,” I said, feeling impatient.

		
			Look harder.
		

		I stepped closer, moving the flashlight in an arc, catching more of the bricks and dirt and his shiny black boots but nothing else. Frustrated, I repeated, “There’s nothing here.”

		“Wilhelm.”

		
			I moved the flashlight back to the opening, watching as my mother crawled through it. From the corner of my eye, I spotted the soldier placing his hat against his chest and bowing. Ginnette.

		She came to stand next to me. “Did you ask him what he meant by ‘prisoner of the heart’?” Her warm hand found mine and I realized she wasn’t wearing her gloves. In unison we both turned toward him and for the first time in my life, I saw him in solid form; I could see the blue of his eyes and the pink, ridged scar on his temple. I could even see the repaired hole on his jacket sleeve and the cleft in his chin. My mother squeezed my hand and I knew she noticed, too.

		
			Our gazes met and he seemed as surprised as me that he was still there. And then he looked at my mother and his expression softened. It has been too long.

		A soft smile illuminated her face. “Tell us, Wilhelm. Why are you a prisoner of the heart?”

		
			I cannot tell you. It is my shame.
		

		I stepped toward him, still holding my mother’s hand. “We could never pass judgment on you. You’re our protector, and you’ve saved me more than once. I can only feel gratitude toward you.”

		
			Because you do not know.
		

		“What was her name?” my mother asked. “The girl who held your heart captive.”

		
			Look harder. In the corner.
		

		“We will. But first we need to know her name.”

		I could feel his spirit wanting to leave, but my mother and I held him in place, unwilling to let him go until we had an answer.

		“Tell us her name, Wilhelm. Is it the girl who wrote the journal?”

		
			He smiled. Meredith. No. It was not Meredith. I saved her when she was a baby.

		“Then who was she?” I asked.

		“If you tell us, we can help you find forgiveness. Help you move on from this place,” my mother added.

		
			His eyes emptied of light. I am destined to protect the women in your family. Meredith showed me how. And now it is my penance.

		“For what?” I asked.

		
			His sigh echoed in the cold, empty room, settling in our ears and our hearts. For my betrayal. For allowing her to die.

		“How did she die?” I asked.

		
			She drowned. I did not know she was on the ship. I did not know to save her.
		

		“Who?” My mother’s voice was barely a whisper.

		
			Catherine.
		

		We exchanged glances and when we looked back at Wilhelm, he was gone.

		“Who is Catherine?” Ginnette asked.

		I closed my eyes, trying to see the Prioleau family tree in my mind, knowing that Catherine was one of the names on the earlier part of the tree. I’d studied it so many times that I nearly had it memorized. “She was Joshua’s daughter. I remember her because she died so young, nineteen or twenty, I think. And also because it was on my birthday, July fifteenth. She lived here right after the Prioleaus purchased the house in 1781. Right around the time the British troops abandoned the city, which lends credence to Rebecca’s assumption that Wilhelm chose to stay behind in Charleston. Maybe he was in love with Catherine and he willingly remained for her.”

		“He wouldn’t have been a prisoner if he stayed here willingly. Maybe  Wilhelm was here in secret and her father found out, or he knew all along, and forced Wilhelm to stay as an unpaid worker in return for keeping him hidden, and for room and board. And Wilhelm did it, but only because he loved Catherine.”

		
			“But she died. Because of him,” I said slowly. “She was on a ship that sank, and he was there but didn’t save her because he didn’t know she was on it.” They were wreckers, Mellie. Your illustrious ancestors started out as wreckers. Jack’s words taunted me, but I couldn’t—wouldn’t—jump to conclusions without some kind of proof.
		

		Our gazes met for a moment and I watched as her eyes widened. “We both saw him, and he was solid. He was stronger and we were giving him that strength because we were together and wanting him here. We’re an amazing team, Mellie.”

		Before I could decide if I agreed or should resent what she said, she tugged on my hand. “Come on, let’s go.”

		“To where?”

		“To turn on the lights. I don’t want to be stuck in here in the dark just in case you know who decides to pay us a visit. I doubt that she will because we’re both here, but I’d like to be safe. I don’t think Wilhelm would be able to return so soon; it would have taken most of his strength to appear that solid for as long as he did.”

		She stopped to allow me to exit through the opening first, then followed me. I waited with my eyes focused on the closed door leading to the back stairs until she flipped on the light. Our gazes locked again. “How did you know I was down here?” I asked.

		She shrugged. “Mother’s intuition, I suppose. I awoke and knew somehow that you weren’t in your room. I went downstairs and followed the sound of your voice.”

		As she spoke, I looked around at the mess in the kitchen, the workers’ tools strewn over the floor as they awaited my decision as to what to do next. My gaze rested on a shovel that lay on the floor with the pile of removed bricks.

		I walked over to it and picked it up. “We need to go back in there.”

		“What for?”

		“Wilhelm keeps telling me that there’s something in that room. And tonight, when he first brought me in there, before we asked him about  Catherine, he told me that I need to look harder. He kept indicating the far right corner. Maybe there’s something buried under the dirt.”

		Ginnette pursed her lips, unsure. “Can we wait until daylight?”

		“Could you sleep knowing that a possible answer to the thousands of questions we keep asking ourselves is just as far as a quick dig in the floor?”

		She took a deep breath. “You’re right.” She moved toward the opening and flipped on her flashlight. “I’ll hold the light while you dig.”

		For the second time that night, I climbed through the opening. While my mother held the flashlight, I began digging in the hard, compacted earth. It was made more difficult by the fact that I couldn’t stand completely upright, and by the back pain I experienced from the first jarring blow of trying to dig the shovel vertically into hard ground.

		Getting the hang of it, I began to scrape the ground with the shovel, lifting off one thin layer of dirt at a time. My mother suggested calling Jack for help, but my reaction was the same as hers when I suggested we call my father instead. So I slowly dug a shallow hole in the corner of the hidden room until my neck and lower back were nearly numb.

		I was unaware of the passage of time, but when I didn’t think I could take one more pass at the impacted earth, the tip of the shovel nicked something solid. I glanced at the glare of light behind which I knew my mother watched. “Come closer and shine it down here.”

		She did as I asked and we both knelt on the cold dirt, staring down at whatever it was that I’d hit.

		“It looks like bone china. Maybe a handle of some sort.”

		I nodded. “I was about to say the same thing. But I’m afraid I’ll break it if I continue digging it out with the shovel.” I sat back on my haunches, dropping the shovel and rubbing my face. “I’m going to go grab one of the hammers and one of your grapefruit spoons. I can use the claw back of the hammer to dig around the perimeter of the china piece, while you use the grapefruit spoon for the close-up work.”

		She frowned. “Sophie was just telling me how valuable the family silver I found in the attic is. I wonder what she’d say.”

		“I wasn’t planning on telling her,” I said, raising my eyebrows meaningfully. Standing again, but remembering to keep my neck bent, I said, “I’ll be right back.”

		My mother stood at the opening waiting for me to grab the items, and then we returned to the shallow hole in the corner. We placed both of our flashlights on the ground, their beams illuminating our workspace. We worked for almost an hour, digging out a spoonful at a time, uncovering a delicate china teacup. By the time we realized we’d loosened the dirt around it enough to be able to pull it out from its prison, our anticipation was almost palpable.

		Sinking back on my haunches, I turned to my mother. “I suppose you don’t want to be the one to touch it first.”

		She shook her head. “Not yet, anyway.”

		I nodded, then slowly sank both of my hands into the shallow hole and lifted out the blue-and-white china teacup. Looking over our discovery to my mother, I smiled. “It’s intact. I think it might be Delft.”

		She leaned over to see it better. “Hold it down here, Mellie, so I can shine my flashlight into the bottom. I think there’s something written on the inside of the cup.”

		I lowered the cup so that it rested on the ground, but kept my hands on it to steady it. Our heads nearly touched as she shone the arc of light into the cup, allowing us to see the bottom.

		An imprint of an old-fashioned triple-masted schooner, once used as fast-moving cargo ships, filled the bottom of the cup. Printed in a semicircle under the picture of the ship were the words “Ida Belle.”

		Our gazes met over the cup. “What do you think this means?” I asked.

		
			“All I can say for sure is that this was most likely from a china set made for and probably used aboard a ship called the Ida Belle. And it means something to Wilhelm, and he wants us to know what it is.” She paused for a moment. “We can summon him, Mellie. And ask him.”
		

		I shook my head. “He’ll fight it. He’s ashamed to tell us, but he’s given us enough clues to figure it out ourselves. And it will take too much of our strength to summon him now.”

		“You feel it, too?”

		I nodded. “Ever since we started digging, I feel as if she’s been watching us, feeding us hatred. She’s waiting. Waiting to make her move. We need to be ready.”

		“Yes.” I watched as a shudder racked her body. “It’s cold in here. Let’s  take the teacup and get some sleep. I’ll leave the connected door open between our rooms.”

		She didn’t ask or make it a suggestion, because she seemed to know that I’d want it opened just as much as I would be too embarrassed to acknowledge it. “All right,” I said, walking past her with the teacup held gingerly in my hands. “If it makes you feel better.”

		She didn’t say anything but I thought I saw her smile as I stepped through the opening into the kitchen, feeling her close behind me.
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			The doorbell rang the next morning around eight o’clock. I’d already been up and dressed, organized my closet, and done an unsuccessful Internet search for the Ida Belle, so I rushed down the stairs to reach the door before it awakened my mother.
		

		My father stood on the front step with a bouquet of pink roses and something else tucked under his arm. “Good morning, Melanie. I brought something for you, and I figured I should bring something for your mother, too.”

		“Hi, Daddy.” I opened the door and allowed him into the foyer. “Mother’s still sleeping. Follow me to the kitchen and we’ll put those flowers in a vase next to the others.” I raised an eyebrow, seeing if he’d caught my sarcasm. Since he’d begun to re-landscape the yard and garden, the house never seemed to lack for flowers—pink roses in particular. I had deliberately tried not to pay attention to the amount of time my parents spent together, but I couldn’t help but notice that my mother seemed to spend a lot of time at restaurants around town discussing the garden with my father.

		He handed me the flowers and I took them to the sink to cut off the stem bottoms before making room for them in the overflowing vase on the table. He walked over to the fireplace and peered inside. “Your mother told me about this room. Shame you didn’t find anything useful after all the trouble.”

		
			“Actually, we did. Mother and I did a little digging last night and found a teacup, apparently from a ship called the Ida Belle. Haven’t had any luck discovering anything about it, yet, but I’ve only just started.”
		

		“You should give Jack a call.”

		I felt the color rushing to my cheeks, remembering the previous night and all its witnesses. “I don’t think he really wants to talk to me.”

		He raised his eyebrows and stared pointedly at me. “You might be right, Peanut. He sure didn’t seem to be wanting to do a lot of talking last night.”

		I held my hand up. “Stop, okay? You’re not really the relationship expert, are you? Besides, I don’t know what that was about. All I know is that he’s really angry with me and hasn’t been answering my phone calls. Last night was just an aberration.”

		“Is that what they’re calling it nowadays?” He walked toward me, pulling out whatever it was that he’d been carrying under his arm. “Anyway, he came over this morning and gave me this to give to you.”

		He held out Meredith’s journal and after a moment’s hesitation, I took it. “He gave you this? Where did he get it?”

		“Apparently from Rebecca’s condo.”

		“She gave it to him?”

		“Not exactly.” He cleared his throat, embarrassed. “Rebecca wasn’t there.”

		“He broke into her apartment?” I found that hard to believe, even for Jack.

		My father began to studiously examine the roses behind me. “Actually, he had a key so he let himself in.”

		I licked my lips, wondering if there was anything I could say to that and decided that there really wasn’t. I looked down at the journal. “So Rebecca did take it. Did Jack tell you why?”

		My dad shook his head. “No. But he did mark a couple of pages that he wanted to make sure you’d read.” He reached over and flipped the journal open where a small slip of paper had been stuck and I began to read.

		
			W showed me the secret room behind the wall in the kitchen pantry. I had to wait until R went for a stroll with C because she cannot know about it. Everything that is special to me, my cat for instance, my favorite book, or my prettiest dress, she finds a way to destroy. So I have stopped sharing things with her, even this discovery of a secret room in a  house she has lived in all of her life. I am glad she cannot see W, because then she would find some way to make him go away and I would be all alone.

			W kept telling me to look harder, to find what he wants me to find, but all that I saw in the room was an empty sea captain’s chest. I think W is purposefully obtuse, wanting me to figure it out on my own. He says it is because of his shame, that he cannot stand to disappoint me by telling me what he did. He will only confess that what is in the room will be the thing that will illuminate the truth, and maybe even free him from his prison. But I need to solve this for myself—if only I could. I am so confused; W told me that he saved my life and that in return, I could save his.

		

		I looked up at my father. “Did you read this?”

		He nodded. “Didn’t make a lot of sense to me, except for maybe the hidden room. I’m assuming this room used to be the pantry. Who’s W?”

		“I’m not sure,” I said slowly. “But I think the teacup is what he wanted her to find.”

		“And how would you know that?” he asked in the way I’d grown familiar with—his warning signal that I couldn’t answer with something he would refer to as “hocus-pocus.”

		Instead of answering, I handed him the journal. “What was the other page Jack wanted me to see?”

		With a pointed look, my father took the book and opened it to the inside back cover where we’d found Meredith Prioleau’s calling card. Somebody—and my bet would be on Rebecca—had pried off the rest of the glued page, exposing an ink drawing of an angel head and wings, the bottom of the body disappearing in a triangle. I looked up to meet his eyes. “It’s an image from the window. Look.”

		I went to my purse on the counter and pulled out my cell phone where I still had the photo of the window. “It’s not really clear, but when I zoom in on that section it’s obvious it’s the same thing.”

		He took the phone and stared at the picture of the window, then back to the page. “What in the world is it?”

		“I don’t know. But it seems that Meredith—whoever she is—might have known about the window and the hidden images. Or somebody  else drew the image inside the journal much later because the journal predates the window.” I rubbed my temple, trying to get the facts to shuffle into an order I could understand.

		My dad scratched his ear, a familiar sign to me that he was about to tell me something I didn’t want to hear. “Mellie, Rebecca was here a couple of days ago. I was working in the garden and she was asking me a lot of questions about the flowers and plantings and what I had planned. But whenever she thought I wasn’t watching, she was taking pictures of the window. Lots of pictures.”

		“Who was taking pictures?” We both turned around to see my mother standing in the threshold with General Lee in her arms. She put him down and he ran to his newly installed doggy door.

		“Rebecca,” I answered. Then I held up the journal. “Jack got the journal back from Rebecca and gave it to Daddy.” I turned the journal around to show her the drawing. “It’s on the page that was glued to the back cover.”

		She stepped closer but didn’t touch it. “So you’re thinking the writer knew my mother, and knew why the window was changed.”

		“Yes.”

		She nodded, thinking for a moment. “What about the ship? Have you had a chance to go online?”

		“I did, and I got a lot of hits related to baby names, handmade soaps, and an Iowa family genealogy. Just nothing that could have been the ship we’re looking for.”

		“You should call Jack.”

		I looked at my father, then back to my mother, wondering if they were conspiring against me. “No. I shouldn’t call Jack. As I explained to Daddy, Jack doesn’t really want to have anything to do with me.” I caught them exchanging a glance over my head.

		“I’m going to call Yvonne at the historical society and see if I can come in this morning.”

		My dad reached into his coat pocket. “One more thing I brought for you, Mellie. I found this with all the other pictures I took from the house. I was going through them again last night and I came across this one and thought you might like to see it. I remembered you telling me that you  wished you had a picture of Rose as an adult, so when I saw her name written on the back of this photo, I knew I had to bring it to you.”

		I flipped the photo over, expecting to see a short, fat woman with a cane. Instead I saw a picture of a tall, lean, handsome couple dressed in clothing from the earlier part of the twentieth century, smiling at the camera and standing on an embankment in front of a very tall waterfall. I turned the photo over and read in faded blue ink, “Rose and Charles Manigault, Niagara Falls. Honeymoon, January 1900.”

		
			I looked at my parents. “Come with me,” I said before leaving the kitchen and heading toward the drawing room where the portrait of the two girls still sat against the unpainted wall. I held the photograph in my hand up to the portrait, comparing them. “Now I’m positive that the girl wearing the R locket can’t possibly be Rose.” I continued to compare the two girls. Although separated in age by at least five years, I could see that the shape of the face of the girl in the portrait was rounder, her shoulders wider, her eyes harsher. The young woman in the photograph had a light about her, an aura that made you think she was your friend. And I remembered what I’d thought the first time I’d seen the shorter girl in the portrait, how her eyes held a secret, a secret I didn’t necessarily want to know.
		

		
			Then my gaze shifted to the other girl in the portrait, the one wearing the locket with the initial M engraved on the front and saw again the widow’s peak—a widow’s peak just like the one my mother and I had, and a pair of eyes that tilted up at the corners.
		

		My mother looked at me and I knew her thoughts echoed mine. “But she could definitely be her,” she said, pointing to the taller girl—M as I referred to her—who stared back at us from the canvas with eyes that were identical to my own.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 24
		

		As I drove to the historical society library on Meeting Street, I dialed Mrs. McGowan’s number one more time, hoping I wouldn’t get the answering machine again. As I dialed the final digit, a new call came in and I sighed with relief when I recognized the McGowans’ phone number.

		“Hello—Mrs. McGowan?”

		“Yes, good morning, Melanie. I’m sorry I didn’t call you back sooner, but I’ve been out in my garden. My camellias are simply beyond gorgeous this year. I’ll be happy to send you home with a clipping next time you’re here.”

		“Thank you, Mrs. McGowan. That would be lovely. But what I’m calling you about this morning is the Crandall family tree. Have you had any luck in locating it?”

		“No, dear. And I have looked all over for it. Did you ask Miss Edgerton?”

		“I haven’t had a chance to. But I really need to know if a name appears anywhere on the family tree. I’m just looking for any connection, by marriage or by birth. You mentioned to me that you’d created the family tree by going through the family letters you found in the attic, and I was wondering if it would be possible to do it again.”

		After only a short pause she said, “Of course I can. When would you need it?”

		I cringed, hating myself for doing this. “As soon as possible—like today? I wouldn’t need anything detailed, just the name and how the person is related to the rest of the Crandall family.”

		There was a longer pause this time, and then she said, “I can do it, but I’m going to ask you for something in return.”

		“Yes?” I asked, dreading what was coming next because I could think of only one thing that she might want that I might be able to give to her.

		“Could you bring that lovely Jack Trenholm here so I could meet him? I’ve read all of his books, and he sounds so charming on the phone. I really would love to meet him in person.”

		I groaned inwardly. I would have to ask Chad or Sophie or even either one of my parents to ask him, but I figured who got him there wasn’t important; Jack Trenholm showing up on Mrs. McGowan’s porch step was.

		“Sure,” I said. “I’d be happy to.”

		“Okay, then. I’ll get to work right away, as soon as I get these camellias in vases. They really are lovely. It would be super to bring Jack now when the weather’s mild and I can show him my garden.”

		“I’ll see what I can do.” I gave her the name I’d originally come up with on a whim, until it seemed that the more I thought of it, the more certain I was that I was right. “Just call me on this number as soon as you have the information. If I don’t answer, that means I’m still at the library and I won’t be able to talk, so if you could please just leave a detailed message.”

		“All right,” she said. “And I hope that one day you’ll tell me what this is all about. I’m very intrigued.”

		“It’s a deal. Thank you, Mrs. McGowan.” I flipped my cell phone closed and tossed it into my purse just as I pulled onto Meeting Street. Lacking the Jack Trenholm touch, I once again had to search for a parking spot, finally finding an open one several blocks away. I was panting by the time I returned to the Fireproof Building and climbed the steps.

		
			Yvonne was waiting for me as usual in the reading room and greeted me with a smile. I smiled back and said, “I’m assuming your good mood means that you were successful in finding the Ida Belle.”
		

		“You’ve yet to stump me, Melanie, but you’re welcome to keep on trying.”

		I sat down at the table and she surprised me by sliding over a laptop.

		“It’s my personal computer. I bring it here sometimes so I don’t have  to walk around so much. I have access to all the library’s databases. Not that I needed them for this search.”

		I sent her a questioning look. “What do you mean? I didn’t turn up anything on my preliminary Internet search.”

		She flipped open her laptop. “You’ll have to excuse the slowness. It’s an old laptop and I have a really slow connection.” She mashed on the power button and I heard the computer come to life with a slow grinding noise, like gerbils on a spinning wheel. Yvonne continued. “The Internet is a great thing, but only when you use it correctly. You have to know how to narrow down your query first, before you can expect to find the results you’re looking for.” She leaned forward, peering over the tops of her bifocals. “Jack taught me that, by the way.”

		I gritted my teeth, then squinted to see the laptop screen better.

		“You’ll get wrinkles,” she said without looking at me as she started typing slowly, just using her index fingers. Being a fast typist myself, I had to restrain myself from asking her to move aside to let me type.

		
			“We know the Ida Belle was a three-masted schooner, which more or less gives me a time period to work with. Logic would tell us to start looking here in South Carolina, and then extend our search to North Carolina and Georgia and so on until we find what we’re looking for.”
		

		She pecked a few more keys on the keyboard and I had to dig my fingernails—what was left of them—into my palms to keep from reaching over and doing it myself. “What a lot of researchers overlook is the variety of museums we have nowadays—science, technology, art, history, that sort of thing.”

		I leaned forward. “So you did a search on nautical museums.”

		
			“Uh-huh,” she said as she triumphantly hit the ENTER key. “And I got a hit on the Ida Belle when I visited the North Carolina Maritime Museum Web site.”
		

		I stared at the screen as an image slowly emerged like a secret not wanting to be divulged. I stared at the very familiar image of an angel with long, flowing hair and abundant wings, re-created on the computer in all of its three-dimensional glory. Instead of the familiar flattened image on stained glass, this was carved wood, with weathered and chipped paint that spoke of untold stories. “What is it?” I asked.

		
			Yvonne twisted the laptop toward me so I could see it better. “It’s  the figurehead from the Ida Belle. It was found on Edisto Island. The storm that sank the ship most likely sent it there, but there’s no way of knowing.”
		

		My head felt like it was filled with effervescent bubbles rising to the surface as I realized I’d just made a considerable discovery. I just had no idea yet what it meant. “Does the site say anything else about the shipwreck?”

		
			Yvonne nodded. “There was a link to another page that was all about shipwrecks including the big ones like Titanic and Lusitania. But there was a small footnote about shipwrecks off the coast of the United States and one of them listed was the Ida Belle, which included a note about the cargo and a link to the passenger list. You might not have seen it when you did your preliminary search because it was listed under its original name, the Victoria. It was sold and rechristened a year before it sank, and named after the wife of the ship’s captain. I actually came across that little gem by accident in a book we have here in the archives, naming every ship whose port of origin was Charleston. That’s how I knew to search for the Victoria.”
		

		“Do you have the passenger list?”

		With an admonishing glance for doubting her abilities again, she slid over two pieces of paper. “I printed these from the Web site.”

		I found the three names easily, listed near the top: Josiah Crandall; Mary Crandall; Nora Crandall, infant. All had “Darien, Connecticut” printed next to their names. Slowly, I flipped to the next page, which appeared to be a photocopied page of an insurance claim made by a Suzanne Crandall for jewelry amounting to the total sum of twenty thousand dollars—a nice bit of change now, but almost a fortune for back then.

		Moving my hand up to my face so Yvonne couldn’t see, I squinted to read the fine print on the claim. It read like a laundry list: emerald-cut ruby cocktail ring surrounded by twelve diamonds set in gold; one diamond butterfly hairpin with three large diamonds set in platinum; sapphire-and-diamond chandelier earrings, pierced, with matching sapphire-and-diamond collar necklace consisting of . . .

		
			I sat back, my eyes hurting from squinting, and my head spinning. Sapphire-and-diamond chandelier earrings, pierced, with matching sapphire-and-diamond collar necklace.

		Quietly, I said, “I’m betting the jewelry wasn’t found on the bottom of the ocean floor.”

		My phone buzzed and I looked down to see that someone had left me a voice mail. Turning to Yvonne I gave her an impulsive hug. “You are worth your weight in gold, Mrs. Craig, and I will be thinking of ways to thank you for the next decade or so.”

		She looked up at me in surprise as I slid back my chair. “I’ve got to go. I’ll give you a call later to tell you everything.” With a quick smile and a wave, I left the room, running down the steps and nearly tripping in my hurry to listen to my voice mail.

		I hit the button on my phone and held it up to my ear, realizing that I was holding my breath only when I began to feel faint. Taking air into my lungs again, I began to listen.

		“Hello, Melanie, dear, this is Mrs. McGowan. I think I found what you were looking for. Alice Crandall, who as you know was the twin of the girl Nora lost in the shipwreck and who moved to Mimosa Hall when she was a teenager, had a son and a daughter. The daughter, Allison, married a John Edgerton. Descendants of Allison and John live not too far away in Summerville, although I’ve never met them. I’m curious, Melanie, if this family is any relation to your friend, Rebecca? I’m assuming that’s why you wanted to know, although I’m surprised she didn’t mention it when she was here and saw the family tree. If you need any more information, please call me. And I look forward to meeting Jack and seeing you again soon. Good-bye.”

		I stood in the middle of the sidewalk as people brushed by me, too stunned to move out of the way. Rebecca was related to the Crandalls of Mimosa Hall, and to the girl in the portrait, Alice, but had kept the information to herself. And I had every intention of finding out why. As I walked to my car, I dialed her numbers again, receiving the expected voice mails, then started dialing Jack’s cell before I could talk myself out of it. I hung up before the first ring. I wasn’t sure where our relationship—whatever it was—stood after the previous night, when he’d kissed me in the rain. I was planning to never mention it, in the ridiculous hope that he might have forgotten about it. Still, despite everything, he was the first person I wanted to talk to about my recent discovery, and since I wasn’t too far from his condo, I decided to just show up. Besides, I  doubted he’d answer his phone and I’d already had a lot more luck begging entry on his doorstep.

		I parked my car in a nearby garage and was pleasantly surprised to see the entry door to his building propped open to allow a moving company easy access to move in furniture from a large truck parked at the curb in front. Smiling as if I belonged there, I walked past the moving men to the elevator and confidently hit the button for the top floor. I relaxed only after the door opened on Jack’s floor and I exited the elevator, waiting for it to close behind me for good measure.

		My smile faded, however, when I reached Jack’s door. It wasn’t closed completely, as if maybe he’d been bringing in groceries and had to close the door with his foot and hadn’t noticed that it hadn’t latched.

		I knocked and waited and when I didn’t hear anything, I knocked again and called his name. After about a minute, I pushed open the door a little wider and called his name a little louder. I was about to leave when I noticed that his bedroom door was closed, and I thought that he might be sleeping or taking a shower and that he probably wouldn’t mind if I sat and waited for him.

		Leaving the door slightly open—for no other reason than to prove to him that that’s how I’d found it—I walked into the main living area, forcing myself not to make any judgment calls about the mess or to start cleaning anything. My gaze settled on the glass-and-bronze dining table that had been cleared of its iron candelabras and centerpiece bowl—they’d been carelessly stacked in a corner of the dining area—and was covered with stacks of books and what looked like photographs organized in some kind of a pattern. Thinking to myself that since it was out in the open it couldn’t be private, I walked closer to get a better look.

		I moved around to the other side of the table to examine the photographs and had to stare at them for a long moment until I could tell what they were. They were apparently the pictures Jack had taken at my grandmother’s grave the day Rebecca, Jack, and I had gone to St. Philip’s cemetery. He’d blown up each of the photographs and cropped them so that each word was separated into its own rectangular picture. I looked at them closely, trying to see anything new or telling from these photographs, but I was unable to do so.

		I looked to the last row of photographs, which weren’t from the  tombstone but of the stained-glass window as seen from the outside at the precise moment the sun hit it correctly to illuminate the hidden image. This picture, too, had been separated into individual photographs. I recognized portions of what I knew now to be the figurehead, and the house, and the oak tree. But he’d also taken the odd border that encircled the entire window and cropped it into individual photographs, laying them out so that they appeared to be in the order in which they appeared in the window. I stared at the pictures closely, noticing that some of the seemingly random markings were thicker and larger than the others, and I wondered if Jack had noticed it, too, and what he thought it meant.

		I walked to the other end of the dining table to where the stacked books, some lying open on top of each other, were arranged. I peered at several of the titles, realizing with a start that they all had something to do with ships, shipwrecks, and the maritime history of the southeastern United States. I picked up the top book and scanned the open page. At the bottom were three paragraphs that had been highlighted with a yellow highlighter. Bringing it close to my face and squinting so I could see it, I read the passage three times, just to make sure that I’d read it correctly.

		The entire passage concerned the disappearance in clear weather of a British schooner bound from Charleston to Boston in 1785. It was last seen near Johns Island on the fifteenth of July, and no further news of the ship or its crew and passengers was ever heard again.

		
			I pressed my hand to my chest, realizing that it was the sound of my heart beating that I was hearing echo in the quiet room. Catherine.  Wilhelm’s Catherine had died in July of 1785. I remembered the date because it had been on my birthday—July fifteenth. I remembered what Wilhelm had said about her—how she died. She drowned. I did not know she was on the ship. I did not know to save her.

		
			I flipped the book over to read the title: Pirates of the Land: Eighteenth-and Nineteenth-Century Wreckers along the Southeastern Coast of the United States.

		I was distracted by a noise coming from Jack’s bedroom—a low throaty chuckle that didn’t sound like him at all. I took a step toward the bedroom and that’s when I noticed the woman’s high-heeled shoe, a pair  of stockings, and a purse lined up like a bread-crumb trail that stopped directly in front of the bedroom door.

		The pink patent leather high-end purse was familiar to me, and as I stared at it the door handle turned and the door opened to reveal Rebecca Edgerton clad in nothing else but one of Jack’s oxford cloth shirts.

		She seemed as surprised to see me as I was to see her, but she recovered more quickly. While I stood there with my jaw hanging and trying to think of something to say, she retrieved her clothing from the floor and managed to look almost professional when she addressed me.

		“What are you doing here?”

		I wanted to ask her the same question, but since neither one of us really had the right to ask it, I didn’t. Nor did I answer her. Instead, I took a step forward, my anger at her subterfuge fueled by the fact that she’d just emerged from Jack’s bedroom wearing nothing but his shirt.

		Jabbing a finger in her direction, I said, “How dare you ask me questions! You’re the one that needs to answer quite a few—like how long you’ve known you’re related to the Crandalls of Mimosa Hall—and the girl in the portrait. I just haven’t figured out why you’d want to hide that little gem from me, but I’m working on it. And I want to know why in the hell you picked my mother and me for this little game of yours.”

		She frowned and looked confused and for a moment I almost believed that she didn’t know. But then I remembered how she’d been avoiding my phone calls and how she’d taken the journal and I narrowed my eyes. I wasn’t fooled, regardless of what was about to come out of her mouth.

		“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Melanie. I’ll admit that when I saw my last name on the Crandall family tree, I was intrigued, but I didn’t know of any connection before that. I was as surprised as you.”

		“So surprised that you stole the folder with the family tree that Yvonne meant for me and ‘accidentally’ picked up the one Mrs. McGowan had prepared? Do you think I’m stupid, Rebecca? I know all of this is related somehow and I’ve got a strong feeling that you know how. But you’re holding out on telling me for whatever reason.” I drew a deep breath, my anger sucking all the wind out of my lungs. “But I will find out—without your help.”

		I held up my hand. “Don’t bother saying anything. It’s all going to be  lies and I don’t have the time to listen to it.” I pulled my purse strap over my shoulder, prepared to leave. “Just know that my mother is off-limits to your questions from here on out. Please don’t darken our doorstep again. You will not be welcome.”

		I turned to leave, eager to get out of there before I saw Jack or started to cry—or both. I’d only felt this humiliated and betrayed once before—and Jack had been involved then, too. Then I’d believed he was interested in me when all along he was out to find the treasure hidden in my house. I felt the same way now, except this time I had only myself to blame for forgiving him once and letting him back into my life.

		I’d made it to the door before I heard Jack call my name. “Mellie, wait.”

		I jerked open the door and turned around to find Jack in jeans and an inside-out T-shirt, his hair wild. “Why? So you can humiliate me some more? How long have you and Rebecca been laughing behind my back? Is that why you didn’t return my phone calls? Because you and Rebecca had decided to work together and leave me out?” I felt the tears in the back of my throat, but I swallowed them back, not wanting to give him the satisfaction.

		“It’s not like that at all. This”—he waved his hand behind him, but I wasn’t sure if he was indicating Rebecca or the mess in his condo—“was just something that happened.” He stepped forward and when I looked him in the eyes, I could almost believe him. Quietly, he said, “I promised you before that I would never lie to you again. And I haven’t.”

		Our gazes locked. I did remember his promise. I even remembered that I had believed him. But when I looked at him, I couldn’t help but think of our kiss and I wondered if he recalled the way the rain tasted on our lips, how our bodies seemed to fit, and how empty the days were when we weren’t together. And I wondered if I was the first person he thought of calling whenever he had something to say, too. I’d been denying all of it in a stupid bid for self-preservation, and I realized that he might have been doing the same thing.

		
			I looked over his shoulder to Rebecca, who stood watching us with an unreadable expression on her face. I turned back to Jack. “One of you is lying. The very first time I met Rebecca she showed me a picture of my mother wearing an heirloom necklace and earrings. The same jewelry  that was listed as belonging to Mary Crandall and lost with the sinking of the Ida Belle, the boat carrying them from Connecticut to South Carolina. Rebecca wanted to know where the jewelry came from, using the pretext of being a journalist and writing a story about my mother. Don’t you see? She’s been lying to me since the beginning. She wants something from me, and she’s using you to get it.”
		

		Rebecca moved forward and put her hand on Jack’s arm, pulling him back. “Let her go, Jack. She needs to calm down so she can begin thinking rationally again. She’s too distraught to see reason at the moment and it’s no use talking with her.”

		I kept my eyes focused on Jack. “Ask her why she was taking pictures of the stained-glass window at my mother’s house. We both know it’s a clue to something, and I have a feeling Rebecca’s figured it out. Or maybe she’s already told you and you’re holding out on me. Whatever. Just know that I don’t trust her and by association I don’t trust you, either.” I clenched my eyes, unable to look at him anymore. “And I cannot believe that you’d sleep with her.”

		His eyes hardened. “I believe that would be an instance of the pot calling the kettle black, Mellie.”

		I flushed, knowing he was referring to Marc Longo and our brief encounter before I’d learned the truth about Marc’s involvement in the search for the missing diamonds.

		“But you’re wrong about Rebecca,” he said. “She came here to tell me about her discovery—how her family is related to the Crandalls. It’s purely coincidence that there’s a connection with your family.”

		I smirked and gave in to the impulse to roll my eyes. “The one thing that I have learned from you, Jack, is that there’s no such thing as coincidence.” I walked out of the door but turned around one final time. “I never, ever want to see you again. And I really mean it this time.” Then I walked to the elevator and pushed the button for the lobby without looking back once.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 25
		

		I drove directly to my office, hoping to lose myself in my work as I’d always done when faced with personal problems. In my career life, I was strong, confident, and successful—all the characteristics I lacked in my personal life. At least in my office I could pretend that the two overlapped and I was as good at dealing with other people as I was with selling houses.

		Nancy Flaherty greeted me with a bright smile when I entered the lobby, her mood having improved with the return of warm golfing weather. I noticed she wore leather golf gloves as she gripped the receiver of the office phone and she caught me staring at them.

		“My kids gave me new gloves for Christmas and I’m trying to break them in. I keep dialing the wrong extensions, so I apologize in advance if you get the wrong caller.” She replaced the receiver then leaned forward, trying to get a good look at me. “You look awful, Melanie. Have you been crying?”

		“No. Allergies.”

		“In January?”

		I narrowed my eyes at her. “Are there any messages for me?”

		“Yes. I’ve put them on your desk. Two are from Jack, two are from the Dembrowskis—the couple from Poughkeepsie double-checking the time for the showings tomorrow and also verifying that you’re on the same page with them about not wanting anything older than five years.”

		I frowned. “Anything else?”

		“Yes. Sophie called. She knew you’d be in the library so she didn’t want to call you in case you’d left your phone on. But she wants you to  call her as soon as possible. Says she’s found something you’ll be interested in hearing.”

		“Thanks, Nancy,” I said as I handed her my coat, feeling slightly better now that I was in familiar territory. “One last thing. If Jack calls, I’m not here. I’m never speaking to him again.”

		“Still? Or is this a new time?”

		I pretended I hadn’t heard her and headed toward the back of the building. As soon as I got to my office, I called Sophie. She answered on the third ring.

		“Hey, how are you?”

		I stared down at the phone. “I’m okay. Why are you asking?”

		She didn’t answer right away. Then, “Jack called. Said you might be calling.”

		“Did he tell you anything else?”

		“Not really. Just that you might not be inviting Rebecca to any birthday parties. Please tell me that he and Rebecca . . .”

		“I don’t want to talk about it right now, okay? Maybe later, after I’ve had a few days to add perspective, but not right now.”

		“Do you want me to send her name in to the American Association for Nude Recreation as a possible future keynote speaker?”

		Despite myself, I smiled. “Thanks, Soph. You’re a good friend. But that’s all right. I think I can handle this one. So,” I said, eager to change the subject. “What did you want to tell me?”

		“I found Meredith.”

		“What?” I pressed the phone closer to my ear to make sure I was hearing her right.

		“I found Meredith. And I wasn’t even looking for her.”

		I waited for her to explain, having learned through experience that if I didn’t ask any questions, she’d eventually get around to telling me what I wanted to hear.

		“Do you remember me telling you about the fund-raising they’re doing at St. Philip’s to restore some of the older markers?”

		I had no idea what she was talking about, figuring it had been couched between the mind-numbing requests for more money or the hiring of another specialist. Or maybe she’d mentioned it right after she suggested we make the Legare Street house a museum to restored sound—as in no  electricity, running water, or anything else that could be heard from the inside of the building that would make one think, God forbid, that they were living in the twenty-first century. “Uh-huh,” I said into the phone and waited for her to continue.

		“Well, I’ve been going through all of their oldest records to at least determine what some of the dates on the stones would be, or even if the full inscription was recorded in the church’s records. And guess what I found.” She was so full of excitement that I pictured her holding her breath in puffed-out cheeks.

		“Meredith?” I ventured.

		“Oh, right. I already told you. Only it wasn’t actually Meredith, but a memorial marker.” The rustle of paper crackled through the phone. “Let’s see—right. Here it is. The memorial marker was installed in 1890 by Rose Prioleau in memory of her cousin Meredith Prioleau, who went missing and was presumed perished in the earthquake of 1886. An obituary was included, presumably for the church bulletin. It stated that Meredith was a distant cousin who was adopted by Rose’s father—her mother having already died—and raised as a sister to Rose after Meredith’s parents perished in a shipwreck.”

		“Wow.” I sat back in my chair. “Did it make any mention as to what might be on the marker?”

		“No.”

		I tried to hide my disappointment. “Damn. Because knowing my family, I wouldn’t be surprised if some sort of puzzle piece was put on that marker.”

		“You didn’t let me finish, Melanie. I said there was no mention in the records of what was on the marker. But you interrupted before I could tell you that the marker itself is still there and all I had to do was cross the street to read it.”

		I leaned forward, my elbows on the desk. “What did it say?”

		Again, I listened to the rustling of papers. “It reads: ‘Meredith Prioleau, born 1870 and died 1886.’ There are no other words, but there is an engraving of a heart-shaped locket that’s identical to the one your father gave you. Except . . .” I could imagine her frowning as she squinted at her notes.

		“Except what?” I prompted.

		
			“Except that this one has the initial R on it.”
		

		
			I let the words sink in for a moment. “An R? Are you sure?”
		

		“Yep. It’s as clear as day.”

		I chewed on my bottom lip, watching as two lights appeared on my phone, indicating waiting calls. “Can you meet me for dinner tonight to discuss all of this? I really need somebody to talk to and I’m not speaking to Jack as long as I live.”

		“Again?”

		Ignoring her comment, I continued, “My schedule’s pretty packed but I think I can get away at five. We can go over all of the possibilities. . . .”

		“Melanie, I’m sorry, but I can’t. I’ve got a date.”

		I stopped in midbreath. “A what?”

		“You know, a date. What normal people have when they’re not preoccupied with work and hunting ghosts.”

		“But with whom? And what about Chad?”

		“It’s, um, actually, with Chad.”

		“You’re going on a date with Chad?”

		“Um-hm. We decided to test the waters and go on a date. Dinner and a movie. He’s found a really cool theater in North Charleston that only screens foreign films and we’re going to try and catch a few.”

		I shuddered silently at the thought of sitting in a darkened theater with a bunch of people who preferred art films and movies with subtitles. They probably all wore Birkenstocks, too.

		“Wow, well, um, you two have fun. And let me know how it goes.”

		She sounded almost giddy, which made me smile. Dr. Sophie Wallen was not a giddy person as a rule, regardless of how she dressed. And if Chad made her giddy, then I’d have to say that we were on the right track.

		“I will,” she said. “How about dinner tomorrow night? We can talk then. Maybe figure out what the memorial marker means in relation to everything else.”

		“Sure,” I said, knowing that I couldn’t wait that long. We said our good-byes before I slowly hung up the phone.

		Ignoring the waiting calls, I sat staring into open space, going through  my options of people who would make a good sounding board for all the wild theories I had sprouting in my brain. I even considered calling Marc Longo before good reason set in. I still wasn’t sure how much I trusted him, and I didn’t want to use him as a Jack substitute, especially when I was sure that Marc would fall short.

		The last person’s name who filtered through my brain was my mother. I remembered how we’d stood together in the hidden room and spoken to Wilhelm, and how I’d felt stronger with her by my side. I wasn’t sure if she could help snap a few puzzle pieces into place, but she was a Prioleau after all, and puzzles were as much a part of the gene map as long legs and a penchant for sugar.

		I pressed the button on my phone for the front desk. “Nancy, could you please take messages for my waiting phone calls and cancel and reschedule my appointments for the rest of the day?”

		Instead of seeming annoyed, her voice sounded almost hopeful. “Oh, do you have a date?”

		I frowned at the phone. “No, Nancy, I don’t have a date. Why do you ask?”

		“I can’t imagine any other scenario that would make you cancel your appointments.”

		“I’ve got things to do at home, that’s all. And I don’t think the world will grind to a halt in my absence.”

		“My, my. I think somebody’s grown up. It’s about time you realized that, Melanie. I’m thinking you should take up golf. You know, find something relaxing to do when you’re not working.”

		“I don’t think I’ve gone that far, Nancy, but thanks. I’ll keep it in mind.” I hung up the phone, then headed to the reception area to grab my coat.

		Nancy stood, revealing the red argyle pants I’d seen before. “Don’t forget. You have a closing at nine o’clock tomorrow morning. Let me know if you need to reschedule that, too.” She smiled and waved her gloved fingers while I smiled halfheartedly. For the first time since I could remember, the thought of closing a deal elicited no physical response: no heart-thumping, blood-pumping release. I refused to think about the reasons why, but I was pretty sure that in the back of my mind somewhere I was thinking of Jack Trenholm and blaming him for  messing with the order of things and rearranging my life from the way it should be.
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		I was surprised to find my father’s truck gone and no painting vans parked outside the house. Mercifully, the fuchsia hues of the entranceway as well as the Nero-esque ceiling mural in my bedroom had been banished under historically accurate (at least in color, if not in process) paint. But we’d found it increasingly difficult to get painters to come back, regardless of how much money we offered to pay them. The revolving door of painting professionals kept telling us stories of paint cans overturning, brushes being thrown, and cold hands pushing them from behind.

		I opened the front door, smelling the scent of fresh paint, and feeling again a throbbing sensation in my bones, like the heartbeat of the old house. I closed the door behind me, listening to the hollow thud echoing off the bare floors. I stayed where I was, unsure of what to do next. My mind reeled with loose pieces of information, like confetti in a parade, and I found myself seeking the one person I’d never thought I would.

		“Mother?” I called out.

		“In the kitchen,” came the answer, and I quickly walked to the doorway where the hideous swinging doors had thankfully been taken away. My mother sat at the table with her back to me, staring out the window. She wore her gloves, and the journal lay on the table.

		“I need someone to talk to,” I said quickly, as if I’d forget all the words if I didn’t.

		“I know.”

		She turned in the chair and looked up at me, and I saw that her eyes were sunken in her face, her skin nearly translucent over the fine bones of her face.

		I approached her with alarm. “What’s wrong?”

		She shook her head. “She’s very strong, Mellie. I feel her reaching for me.”

		I sat down across from her, pulling the journal away. “Stop. You’re making yourself ill.”

		Speaking as if I hadn’t said anything, she said, “She’s very near. I think  she knows that you’re too strong, so she’s going after me now. I’ll be fine. I’ve fought her before. I just need to—rest.” She closed her eyes and her body swayed in her seat.

		“I’m taking you up to your bedroom so you can lie down. Where’s Daddy?”

		With her eyes still closed, she answered me. “He went to Summerville. To get clippings for the garden . . .” Her voice trailed away, and for a moment I thought that she’d fallen asleep sitting up. Then she opened her eyes and smiled at me. “I haven’t been alone. Wilhelm’s been here. He won’t show himself, though. He’s ashamed. Of what he did to Catherine.”

		She frowned as she looked at me. “What about you, Mellie? You look so sad.”

		Just her compassion was enough to make me want to cry. I shook my head. “I don’t want to talk about it now.” I didn’t ask that she not answer the phone or door if Jack called or came by because I was pretty sure that he’d do neither.

		I stood, then moved to her side. “Come on. Let’s go upstairs. You need to rest.”

		She didn’t argue and allowed me to help her stand. Pointing at the journal, she said, “Bring that up, too.”

		I hesitated only a moment before sticking it under my arm, then helped my mother up the stairs. I was surprised at how heavily she leaned on me, how frail she appeared, and I felt a tremor of apprehension. The whole house seemed to breathe with it, blanketing the air with stale fear.

		As she sat on the side of her bed, I knelt to take off her shoes, then helped her slide under the covers. I moved to take off her gloves, but she shook her head. Tucking the covers around her, I said, “I spoke to Sophie today. She found a memorial marker for Meredith, installed by Rose Prioleau in 1890. It listed her birth year as 1870 and the year 1886 was listed as her year of death.”

		“So she was sixteen when she died.”

		
			“Yes, but . . .” I thought for a moment, sifting through the puzzle pieces, selecting and discarding them just as quickly. “The girl found on the Rose was older.”
		

		Our gazes met, and she lifted her eyebrows. “Did Sophie find anything else?”

		I nodded. “Rose’s father adopted Meredith when Meredith’s parents died in a shipwreck and raised her as Rose’s sister.”

		“Well, then. That explains a lot, doesn’t it?” She pointed to the journal that I had placed on the nightstand. “I found something out today. An entry that you probably read before but didn’t mean anything. I bet it will now.” She reached across the journal and clumsily flipped through pages until she reached the one she sought. “Read this entry.” She handed the journal to me and I began to read.

		
			Father has a surprise for both of us for Rose’s birthday. I already know what it is, though, since Father borrowed my locket to have a duplicate made—but with R’s initial instead of mine. She wants to be just like me, and it scares me a little because sometimes I believe that she wants to become me. She likes to make me sit down next to her in front of a mirror so she can see how we are almost like twins. It is only when she stands or tries to walk that our differences are visible. She played a little joke on C last week, when she had me sitting in the drawing room and pretended to be her when he came in. I agreed only because it is so difficult to deal with her anger when things do not go her way, but now I fear that she will want to pretend to be me the next time he calls. I will have to send him a warning, so he will not give anything away.

		

		I thought for a minute, tapping my fingers against the yellowed page. “Rose married a man named Charles, four years after the earthquake. Four years after she left Charleston to travel Europe with family friends.”

		“Four years is a long time. Long enough for people to forget the physical differences between two girls who resembled each other so much that they might have really been sisters.” My mother’s gaze met mine. “We are not as we seem.”

		I pressed my fingers against my temples. “No, I suppose we’re not. So who are we?”

		My mother sat back against her pillows. “I’ve seen the pictures of Rose and Charles on their honeymoon, and I’ve seen the portrait of the two girls. And there’s the fact that the girl found on the boat had a hip  joint problem. If I were a gambler, my bet would be on Meredith being our ancestor—whoever she really was.”

		She licked her dry lips and I gave her a glass of water that sat on her nightstand. With narrowed eyes, she regarded me over the glass. “The question then is how Meredith supposedly died in 1886 yet gave birth to my mother in 1900.”

		
			“Then if Meredith wasn’t the one found on the Rose, who was it?” I probably knew the answer, but until my mother spoke, I held out hope that I was wrong.
		

		“Everything points to Rose. She wants us to ask, but we’re not ready to speak to her yet.”

		“Why not?” I asked, the small yet heavy feet of fear marching down my spine.

		She took a deep breath, as if to draw in strength. “The forensics report showed that her skull was cracked, as if she’d suffered blunt-force trauma. She has reason to be angry. To want revenge. And that makes her very dangerous.”

		“But why us?”

		“Because this was her house, her birthright. But instead of living here, and having children and grandchildren living here, she ended up at the bottom of the ocean, wearing a locket that wasn’t hers, while someone else lived the life she was supposed to have.”

		I sat down on the bed, feeling sick. “There’s more to this that I only recently discovered. Alice Crandall—the girl in the portrait at Mimosa Hall—is Rebecca Edgerton’s great-great-grandmother. The sapphire-and-diamond jewelry that your mother gave you originally belonged to Alice’s mother, who went down on a ship in 1870. When Rebecca saw a photo of you wearing the necklace and earrings, she knew there had to be a connection. That’s why she approached us in the first place.”

		
			A soft smile lit her face. “So if the jewelry was recovered, then a baby might have been, too. A baby wearing a heart-shaped locket, identical to the one her sister Alice wore except with an N. And then it was simply a matter of changing the initial on the locket and renaming her Meredith.”
		

		I shook my head. “I can almost feel sorry for Rose. Her father finds a baby and brings her home, then asks Rose to accept her as her sister.  Except the imposter is more beautiful, and perfectly formed, and loved to sail like their father. It must have been difficult for her.”

		My mother closed her eyes and I took the glass of water from her. I straightened my back as another thought occurred to me. “Does this mean that we’re descendants of a murderer?”

		My mother shook her head. “Don’t say that. We don’t know the circumstances. And from reading the journal I can’t help but believe that Rose had a hand in her own undoing.”

		I sat up, remembering something I’d heard. I turned to tell her, but her eyes were closed, and for a moment I thought she’d gone to sleep. But she opened them, touched my arm, and said, “Tell me.”

		I somehow didn’t find my mother’s ability to read my mind as disturbing as I probably should have. “Wilhelm told me that he saved her, the writer of the journal. If our assumptions are correct, and it was Meredith—or Nora—then maybe he was the one who found her after the shipwreck. Maybe she managed to survive the sinking and somehow ended up on shore.”

		A small furrow formed between her brows. “But he would have been dead for one hundred years by the time of the shipwreck.”

		I sent her a sardonic grin. “Right. Like we wouldn’t know how that works.” I sighed. “From what I’ve read in the journal, Rose couldn’t see Wilhelm, which probably meant that she didn’t have a sixth sense, which would make it likely that no one in her family did, either. But I’ve heard stories. . . .” I looked down to make sure she was still awake and found her gaze focused intently on me.

		“Go on,” she said, her voice soft.

		“I’ve heard of instances,” I continued, “where spirits can make themselves known to others by expending all of their energy for a brief moment.”

		“Who told you that?”

		“Grandmother Sarah.”

		A soft smile lifted her lips. “I’ve seen it happen. Usually it’s when the spirit is making his final good-bye to loved ones, or during an emergency when a life is at stake.”

		“Like when a baby is in danger of drowning.”

		My mother nodded. “Wilhelm said that he protects us in reparation  for what happened to his Catherine. And why he continues to protect the women of this family—Meredith’s descendants.”

		“Wilhelm told us that Catherine drowned.” I frowned, remembering the books on the table in Jack’s condo, regardless of how much I wanted to forget that entire scene. “Jack believes that the Prioleaus in the latter half of the eighteenth century might have been wreckers. Their plantation on Johns Island would have given them access and opportunity. Whether or not they lured ships up onto the rocks or were simply opportunists feeding off of a ship’s bad luck, it’s entirely possible that they built their fortune on the misfortune of others.” I swallowed, trying to bury my humiliation at the mere thought of being in his condo while he and Rebecca were back in the bedroom. “He marked a passage in a book that concerned the disappearance of a British schooner in 1785 off of Johns Island. The passengers, crew, and cargo were never seen again.”

		“And 1785 is the year Wilhelm’s Catherine died.”

		“I thought the same thing. And I keep thinking about the carving in the beam in the hidden room: ‘prisoner of the heart.’ Rebecca mentioned how some Hessian soldiers were hidden by Charleston citizens when the British fled the city. What if Wilhelm was held prisoner here in the house in exchange for doing some dirty work for the family, like scavenging cargo?”

		My mother nodded, her eyes never leaving my face. “And even if the ship was wrecked by Mother Nature and not by intervening human hands, no mercy was shown to survivors, as they would be witnesses to the scavenging.”

		I thought for a moment, almost hearing some of the puzzle pieces clicking into place, and feeling dread as I reached a probable conclusion. “So if Wilhelm was doing his job, and scuttling cargo from a ship that his Catherine was on—but didn’t know it—and she drowned while he did nothing to save her, his guilt would have been unbearable.”

		“So he spends his centuries making amends for the woman he loved but couldn’t save.” My mother turned her face to the side, revealing the black-and-blue imprint of a human hand.

		I stood, staring at the bruise. “What happened?”

		She struggled to a sitting position. Her face was nearly as pale as  her pillowcase, and she tried to hide it with her hand. “I told you. She’s getting stronger. She’s trying to weaken me so that she can then go after you.”

		“Why were you trying to hide this from me?”

		Her eyes were hard. “Because I didn’t want you to feel fear. Fear is what will make you weak; it is what she will be looking for. It is what will allow her inside your head and she will win.” She leaned toward me and grabbed my arm. “She can hurt you. Her hatred is that strong.”

		“What does she want?”

		She didn’t answer right away. “I don’t know.”

		“Yes you do.” I leaned closer to her and she met my gaze again. “Why won’t you tell me?”

		“Because I feel your fear right now. She’s near. Can’t you feel her? She’s waiting for her chance.”

		I backed away. “I don’t want this. I’ve never wanted any of this. Why can’t we just walk away—leave this house to her?”

		“You know that you can’t. She’s followed you before, and she won’t rest until she’s won. Until . . .” She stopped speaking, her chest rising and falling in shallow breaths.

		I glanced sharply at her. “Until what?”

		Instead of answering, she laid her head back on the pillow and closed her eyes. “Get the door.”

		“I didn’t hear . . .” Before I’d finished my sentence, the front doorbell rang. I moved to the window and looked out onto Legare and saw Jack’s black Porsche parked at the curb.

		“It’s Jack,” I said, unable to keep my voice steady.

		She took a deep breath. “You should let him in.”

		“No. You don’t know what he did.”

		She opened her eyes halfway. “I suppose I do, actually. But you should still let him in. He needs your help.”

		“I can’t. . . .”

		She sat up on her elbow, her eyes angry. “He’s going to need you soon as much as you need him now, so go answer the damned door and stop arguing with me.”

		My eyes widened. I didn’t remember my mother ever yelling at me,  and despite the anger I felt, there was something comforting in it, too. Like she and I were growing accustomed to our roles and didn’t need to make nice anymore.

		Without a word, I went downstairs, taking my time, making him wait. And the whole time I was trying to figure out what my mother had wanted to tell me, and wondering if I should tell her that I felt Rose’s presence now, as close as a scarf about to be squeezed tightly around my neck.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 26
		

		I stood inside the door for a long moment before finally unlocking it and pulling it open just enough to frame my face.

		Jack was clean shaven and his hair wet as if he’d just stepped out of the shower, reminding me of an altar boy or a boy presenting his best face before being scolded by his mother. His clothes were cleaned and pressed and he smelled of soap and shampoo and that other unnamable scent that I just referred to as Jack.

		“Are you sure you’ve got the right house? I thought Rebecca lived in Ansonborough.” I was proud at how even my voice sounded, not giving away any of the hurt and humiliation that seemed even worse now that I was facing him again.

		“Look, Mellie, I’m sorry. I’m sorry you were in that situation; I can’t imagine how embarrassing that must have been for you.”

		“Embarrassing? Walking down the street with the back of my skirt tucked into my panty hose is embarrassing. That scene in your condo was . . . mortifying. And degrading.”

		“Degrading?” He raised his eyebrow and I sensed his anger. “It would only have been degrading if you and I were involved in a relationship, Mellie, and you made it perfectly clear to me that you didn’t want one. I’m certainly no saint, but I would never cheat on a committed relationship. Your apparent disinterest led me to assume that I was free to pursue other interests. So I did. You can’t have it both ways, Mellie.”

		I wanted to slam the door in his face, but I couldn’t. Because there was no escaping the fact that he was right. I just needed to make sure that  whatever happened next I never let him see how much I hurt or regretted missing my chance to lose some self-control.

		“Can I come in, please? I have something to show you.”

		I opened the door a little wider. “Can you just show me out here so that you can be on your way?”

		
			Without saying anything else, he reached into his back pocket and pulled out a gold chain. He held it up in front of me, the sun’s reflection off of it like a conspiratorial wink. I squinted to see it clearly, to make sure that I’d seen what I thought I had. Hanging from the center of the chain on a tiny gold loop was a golden heart locket with the initial A engraved in the middle of it.
		

		I stepped back in surprise and Jack took the opportunity to push the door open farther so that he could move inside to the foyer.

		“Where did you get that?” I asked, although I was pretty sure I already knew.

		“Rebecca left it on the floor of my bathroom. I’m thinking it fell off as she was getting dressed and she doesn’t know that it’s missing yet.”

		I decided to ignore the implications of why Rebecca might have been getting dressed in his bathroom. My eyes met his. “It’s Alice’s, isn’t it? And if Rebecca’s had it in her possession, then she must have known about the connection between her family, the Crandalls, and the Prioleaus.”

		He nodded but I wouldn’t drop his gaze.

		I crossed my arms across my chest, my anger a welcome cover to the crushing bruise around my heart. “Did you know?”

		He shook his head. “I probably figured it out at about the same time you did. And I’m telling the truth that I didn’t believe Rebecca knew anything before that, too.”

		“Is that why you brought the locket, then? To prove to me that you weren’t lying?”

		“Partly.”

		“Only part?” I wanted to slap down the part of me that felt a rising hope.

		A corner of his mouth twitched and I was happier than I’d admit to see something of the old Jack. “You know I can’t leave a good mystery alone. And we do work well together.”

		I curbed my disappointment. “Just don’t ask me to work with Rebecca.”

		He didn’t answer right away. “Fine. I don’t know what she’s up to, and she’s probably already figured some of this out, but I’m sure it’s not as bad as you’re thinking. Regardless, I won’t make you work with her if that’s what you want.”

		I stared at him for a long moment. “Why Rebecca?” I said the name with the same distasteful inflection most people reserved for names like Hitler or bin Laden.

		“Why Marc Longo?” he mimicked in the same tone of voice.

		Despite myself, I smiled.

		“Truce then?” he asked.

		I could think of a million reasons to say no, including his ability to lure me into doing things I really didn’t want to, but I could see in Jack’s eyes that I’d already been shot, bagged, and my head mounted over his fireplace. “No” simply wasn’t an option. “Fine,” I said, sighing heavily. “At least until we can figure out all of this.”

		“And then what?” He sounded almost hopeful.

		“Then I can move back into my Tradd Street house, and you can get back to writing your historical true crimes. We’ll send Christmas cards for a while, and I’ll wave to you from a distance when we see each other at the annual Oyster Festival at Boone Hall Plantation that Sophie will make us buy tickets for each year until we’re too old to walk without assistance.”

		He smiled, but his eyes didn’t. “Great. Then we have a truce.” He drew a deep breath. “So let’s get busy.” He reached into another pants pocket and pulled out a stack of photographs and began laying them out on the foyer floor. I recognized them as the pictures I’d seen on his dining room table. The last thing he pulled from his pocket was a folded-up piece of paper that he straightened and placed on the floor above the photographs. I knelt to see better and realized that it was a handwritten version of the verse on my grandmother’s tombstone, and that each line had been numbered, and each letter had been numbered from left to right starting at the number one at the beginning of each line. Someone had highlighted what seemed like random letters with a yellow highlighter.

		
			
				When bricks crumble, the fireplace falls; 
When children cry, the mothers call. 
When lies are told, the sins are built, 
Within the waves, hide all our guilt.
			

		

		“What is this?” I asked.

		“I’m not sure. I think I’ve figured most of it out, but I need you to help me with the rest.”

		I tried not to grin like an idiot and kept my gaze focused on the verse. “Show me how far you’ve gotten.”

		He set up the photographs of the lasso-like outline that encircled the verse on the grave marker and the stained-glass window in the same order as they appeared with the top, two sides, and the bottom forming a circle. He pointed to a gap between the top of the left side and the upper line. “See how there’s a separation here? That makes me think that they’re in order from number one to number four, starting at the top and moving clockwise around the circle.” He slid the paper with the gravestone rhyme next to the photographs. “Notice how there are four lines on the marker. Since the border appears on both the marker and the window, I assumed it wasn’t a coincidence.”

		“Since there’s no such thing as coincidence according to the Jack Trenholm school of thought.”

		He didn’t smile, and I hoped it was because he was remembering when I’d last said that to him, when he was defending Rebecca as I confronted him with the evidence of her connection to the Crandall family.

		“Exactly,” he said through narrowed lips.

		“There’s something in the journal, too,” I said. “How the soldier—Wilhelm—would tap on the glass four times, always by the quadrant where the depiction of the angel’s head is.”

		“You didn’t tell me that.”

		“You’ve been avoiding me.”

		Clearing his throat, he pointed to the photographs again. “Remember how I noticed that some of the weird marks in the border were larger and bolder than the rest? Like here.” He indicated the top border where the second and fifth black marks stood out from the others. “I played with it a bit until I figured out that they corresponded to a word in the  rhyme. For instance, the second and fifth words in the first line are ‘bricks’ and ‘fireplace.’ ”

		My eyes met his and I felt a surge of adrenaline. It had been this way between us before, when we’d worked together to solve an old cipher. “That’s really good,” I admitted.

		“I know.”

		Our eyes met again and I couldn’t help but roll my eyes to disguise my smile.

		“Going around the border, these are the words that I picked out.”

		He flipped the paper over and I read the words out loud. “Bricks, fireplace, the, sins, within, hide, our.”

		He glanced up at me and I found myself staring at his lips and remembering our kiss. I looked back at the words, struggling to speak past the lump in my throat. “Obviously, they’re scrambled. Have you been able to make any sense out of them?”

		“Not yet. That’s why I came here. You’re really good at creating order from chaos.”

		“Thank you,” I said. “I’ll take that as a compliment.” Without waiting for him to respond, I stood and went to the kitchen to pull out two notepads and pencils. When I returned, I handed him one of each. “There’re only seven words. Create as many sentences as you can using those words—making sure nouns, verbs, pronouns, etcetera are all in the right place so that they’re forming coherent sentences.”

		“You don’t need to tell me that, Mellie.”

		I shrugged. “I’m sure I wouldn’t know that. You seem to have an appalling lack of judgment.”

		He didn’t say anything as he sat down on the floor beside me. Then he leaned over and whispered, “Marc Longo.”

		I pretended I hadn’t heard him as I began to write.

		
			
				Our bricks hide within the fireplace sins. 
Sins within our bricks hide the fireplace. 
The fireplace sins hide within our bricks.
			

		

		I glanced over at Jack, who’d made equally nonsensical sentences. With a sigh, I returned to my word bank and studied them again, the words  seeming to twist and warp on the page, teasing me. I closed my eyes, seeing the words like metallic glints against my eyelids, on what seemed like a scrolling marquee. I focused on the words behind my lids, then popped my eyes open to stare at the paper again. I squinted, trying to get them to lie flat, focusing on the nouns and verbs in a final attempt to wrestle them into some kind of a coherent sentence. I blinked, then sat up, eyeing the words again and seeing how obvious they were, and wondering why they hadn’t been as obvious to me the first time I’d seen them.

		
			With a firm grip on the pencil, I wrote, Within the fireplace bricks our sins hide. Putting the pencil down, I said, “I think I’ve got it.”
		

		Jack stood and I handed him my notepad. He read the words out loud. “Within the fireplace bricks our sins hide.” His eyebrows knit together. “I think you’re right.” His gaze met mine. “But which fireplace?”

		I thought for a moment. “All of the fireplaces in this house are brick, including the one in the kitchen. But we’ve already examined every inch of it. If there’s anything else hidden there, we would have found it by now.”

		“And what sins can you hide?”

		I shook my head. “I don’t know. But since the words appear on a window my grandmother installed, as well as on her grave marker, I’d say it’s fairly safe to assume that the sins directly relate to her and her family.”

		“The Prioleaus.”

		“Or not. Meredith Prioleau was born Nora Crandall.”

		Jack raised his eyebrow. “Something else you forgot to tell me.”

		“Not exactly. You were—busy, if you recall. That’s why I went to your condo, to tell you what I’d learned.”

		He didn’t say anything in his defense, so I continued. “My mother and I believe that the infant Nora Crandall wasn’t lost at sea, but was rescued by a member of the Prioleau family, perhaps by my great-great-grandfather, and raised here as a distant cousin to Rose. They changed her name to Meredith, and treated her as Rose’s sister.”

		“Which would explain the change in the locket initial. And why Alice Crandall would have an identical locket.”

		“And,” I continued, “Rose’s father had one made for Rose, which is how she ended up with hers. Apparently Rose felt quite a bit of jealousy for Meredith, always wanted what Meredith had.”

		Jack was frowning at something I’d said.

		“What is it?”

		
			“Rose’s locket. We’ve found the other two, but where is the one with the R on it?”
		

		“Hold that thought,” I said, and went back to the kitchen to retrieve the photograph my father had found of my great-grandparents on their honeymoon.

		Jack flipped it over to read the names, then studied the sepia-toned faces. “I don’t get it. What does this have to do with Rose’s locket?”

		“It says it’s Rose, but it’s not. The woman in the photograph is tall and slender. Look how tall she is in comparison with her husband and the horse behind them. And she doesn’t have a cane. The remains discovered in the sailboat were of a person who was no more than five feet two inches, and who would have walked with a limp.”

		“So who do you think it is in the photograph?”

		“Meredith. I’m sure of it.”

		“But if Rose is the one on the sailboat, why was she wearing Meredith’s locket?”

		Quietly, I said, “Within the waves, hide all our guilt.”

		My legs were getting cramped as I knelt on the floor and I moved to stand. Jack extended a hand to me and I paused for a moment before taking it.

		He didn’t let go of my hand right away, but stood close to me, a look of hard concentration on his face. “If you’re right, then somehow during the earthquake of 1886, Meredith and Rose swapped identities. But how? And why?”

		I shook my head, gently untangling my hand from his. “I don’t want to speculate. I don’t want to think that my great-grandmother was a murderer.”

		“A locket could be hidden within a fireplace brick.” Thoughtfully, he added, “Within the fireplace bricks our sins hide.”

		We stared at each other as a strong gust of wind pushed at the house, making the front door shudder. The chandelier above our heads swayed, the mirrored glass tinkling gently like a muted conversation.

		“A bad storm’s coming in this evening,” Jack said. “A nor’easter. It’s going to get pretty nasty on the coast.”

		A breath of cold air descended on me and I shivered, but Jack didn’t seem to feel it.

		He looked at me oddly. “You do realize that all this means that you and Rebecca are cousins.”

		The thought had crossed my mind, but I’d avoided thinking about it, much as a person avoids muddy puddles on a city sidewalk. “I suppose you’re right. I guess that explains her ability to see things in dreams. But the rest of her,” I shook my head, “comes from a completely different gene pool.”

		I thought for a moment he would laugh, but instead he focused on something behind me. Clutching his arm in apprehension, I turned.

		My mother appeared at the bottom of the stairs, her hand trembling on the newel post. “Rebecca’s in danger. We need to find her—quickly.” A streak of lightning illuminated the graying sky outside, shooting white light across her face, making her seem transparent.

		“How do you know?” I asked, but I could see the journal tucked under her arm, and I knew.

		“Meredith,” she whispered as her knees gave way and she ended up sitting on the bottom step.

		I moved to sit next to her, and put my arm around her narrow shoulders. “You’re not going anywhere, Mother. You don’t look well.”

		Despite her diminished appearance she trembled with anger as she faced me. “Don’t tell me what to do. You need to listen to me, and do what I say. And we must find Rebecca. Rose is with her, and Rebecca doesn’t know how to fight back.”

		I wanted to argue with her until I realized that her fury was directed against someone or something that meant me harm, too. Relenting, I asked, “Where is she?”

		My mother’s eyes were blank and we both turned to Jack.

		“She left shortly after Melanie did, and I haven’t heard from her since. I’ve called her cell phone a couple of times, but it keeps switching to voice mail.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket and dialed before raising it to his ear. He waited for a long minute before snapping it shut. “Still no answer.”

		“Where would she have gone?” I asked out loud as my eyes settled on the journal still tucked under my mother’s arm. “Can I see it?”

		My mother relinquished it with what seemed like relief. I opened it to the back cover that showed the illustration of the angel head. “Maybe this might tell us.”

		
			Jack approached as I opened my cell phone to the picture of the stained-glass window that illuminated the hidden picture. I pointed to the angel. “This was the other thing I came over to show you today. It’s a picture of the figurehead from the Ida Belle, the ship carrying Nora and her parents from Connecticut to Charleston. The figurehead was the only part of the ship that was ever recovered—and they found it on Edisto Island.”
		

		Jack’s gaze met mine. “Which is very close to Johns Island.”

		I nodded. “I think that the way the figurehead is situated in the picture, with it half turned, could mean that it’s pointing to something. See?”

		With my fingernail, I indicated the bottom of the triangle made by the angel’s hair and wings. “The tip is missing, as if it’s buried under sand, which I think indicates land. My father told me that he saw Rebecca taking pictures of the window, as if she might have figured this out, too. The picture of the figurehead from the boat is on the Internet, so it’s more than possible that she discovered it. And what it might mean.”

		Jack pointed at the depiction of the house in the picture. “Do you know the location of the old Prioleau plantation on Johns Island?”

		I frowned, thinking. As a Realtor, I’d sold a lot of houses on the island, and I was familiar with all the golf communities and the names of the neighborhoods named after the former plantations upon which they were built.

		“Belle Meade,” I said. “It’s a golf club community now. I know where it is, but I haven’t been to the house since I was a little girl. My grandmother Sarah took me.”

		My mother’s voice was strained. “I can find it. If you can get me into the neighborhood, I’ll know where to go.”

		The house shook as a large roll of thunder launched itself at the earth, making me shudder. Heading out to an old ruin in a thunderstorm on pure speculation didn’t sound like a good idea. “It’s practically gone. Hurricane Hugo took off the roof and toppled chimneys, but local preservationists wouldn’t let them bulldoze the rest. It’s taped off to prevent trespassers because it’s not safe.”

		“Chimneys?” Jack asked, and I jerked my head toward him.

		I nodded. “There were at least three fireplaces that I can remember. But the largest was in the main room of the house, what used to be part of the original farmhouse.”

		“She could have figured out what we have, and decided to search for whatever is hidden in the fireplace,” Jack said.

		My eyes widened. “Like Rose’s locket.”

		Rain pelted the house as bright forks of lightning illuminated the gray world outside the windows. I wanted to suggest that Rebecca and Rose might be evenly matched, but from looking at my mother’s drawn face I realized that the situation was much more serious than I wanted to think.

		“We need to go. Now.” We both faced my mother, who was gripping the newel post and trying to stand. I wanted to tell her that she obviously wasn’t well, but her obstinacy and determination reminded me too much of myself.

		I walked toward my mother and helped her up. “Let’s go, then. But I’m driving. Jack’s car is too small, and you can barely stand.” I grabbed my purse from the hall table and carefully led her outside while Jack closed the door firmly behind us just as another flash of lightning illuminated the sky like an omen.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 27
		

		We headed toward US Highway Seventeen South and the Ashley River Bridge to the road that would lead us onto the island. Bohicket Road was a narrow two-way thoroughfare canopied by old oaks and sweeping Spanish moss. It was ethereal and magical in the sunlight, but in the height of a thunderstorm it brought to mind the presence of things that went bump in the night.

		Against my better judgment, I let Jack drive my car so I could sit in the backseat with my mother, who appeared too weak to sit up on her own. She rested her head on my shoulder, and I recognized the scent of her shampoo as the one I used. I remembered recognizing the same scent on Rebecca. I recalled, too, Rebecca’s ability to see things in dreams, and the way her hands had seemed so familiar to me, and I shook my head, castigating myself for being so oblivious. But as I sat in the back of the speeding car, listening to the storm whipping at the windows and feeling the weight of my mother’s head on my shoulder as if it were the most natural thing in the world, I realized that being oblivious was sometimes just another form of denial.

		I navigated from the backseat, directing Jack to turn onto an unmarked road. The community was so exclusive that the residents believed that if you didn’t know it was there, you had no business being there. When we reached the security gate, I showed my Realtor credentials to the guard and with a few odd glances at my mother and me in the backseat, he opened the gate and we drove through.

		The asphalt drive was still dry, the storm behind us but approaching quickly. Ginnette lifted her head, sensing the change in direction and  pointed to an unpaved road that led to the right off of the main road. “That way. Follow it through the woods until you reach a fork in the road, and go right. If you go left, you’ll end up in the old family cemetery.”

		Her voice held a note of panic in it and I glanced at her, only to find her looking past my shoulder, into the darkening woods. I followed her gaze, seeing the fading NO TRESPASSING signs and broken, rusted chains that had once blocked access to the road. “She’s there,” she said quietly.

		“Rebecca?”

		“Both of them.” Raising her voice, she turned toward the front seat. “Hurry, Jack. You must hurry.”

		I listened as the bottom of my car scraped rocks and tree roots, trying not to imagine the repair bills. Within ten minutes of entering the front gates, we emerged into a clearing, the darkness of the woods behind us and the roofless ruins of an old plantation house looming in front of us against the darkening sky. And there, parked under the shelter of a towering oak with a heavy shawl of Spanish moss, was Rebecca’s red Audi convertible.

		The distant rumble of thunder reminded us that we needed to hurry. Jack exited the car, then opened the back door. Our eyes met above my mother’s head, and his worried expression mirrored my own thoughts. Gently, he helped her out and as I followed, I sniffed the air.

		“Do you smell that?”

		Jack and Ginnette turned to me, matching looks of alarm in their eyes.

		“It’s smoke. Wood smoke, not burning leaves,” I said.

		The three of us turned toward the house. Jack was the first to spring into action. Addressing me and my mother, he said, “Stay here in the car. If I’m not out in ten minutes, use your cell and call 911.”

		I wanted to argue with him, and insist that I go in, too, but I was reluctant to leave my mother by herself, knowing that in an emergency she wouldn’t be able to move quickly enough to get out of harm’s way. I nodded my assent, and watched as he jumped over rotting steps to the front porch, then through the gaping hole where a front door had once guarded the entrance. I looked down at my watch, and began to time him.

		We resettled ourselves into the backseat of the car, still smelling  smoke but not yet seeing any signs of fire. Swallowing heavily, I turned to my mother. “Rose can’t actually hurt anyone, right? I mean, she gave us bruises, but that’s all. Right?”

		My mother took my hand and I noticed that she’d removed her gloves. “I need to tell you something, Mellie. Something I probably should have told you long ago.”

		
			I glanced down at my watch. Two minutes.

		“About why I left.”

		Slowly, I turned my attention to her. I’d waited years for this moment, years of uncertainty, and questions, and hope, and grief, yet now that it was here, I could only feel panic. I’d based my entire life on certain assumptions, and if I suddenly learned that they weren’t true, then where would that leave me?

		I couldn’t meet her eyes and instead focused on the trees behind her, and the way the wind tortured the leaves into pulling away from their stems and into the gathering maelstrom.

		“Your grandmother, as she lay dying . . .” Her voice broke and she took a moment before continuing. “I was there. She told me . . .”

		“That we aren’t as we seem,” I interjected, wanting to interrupt her so she couldn’t tell me what I was afraid she would.

		“Yes. But that’s not all.” Gently, she placed her fingertips on my jaw. “Look at me, Mellie, and listen carefully. Your grandmother didn’t trip. She was pushed. By the same spirit that haunts the back stairs today. The spirit that was made stronger when they pulled her remains from the sailboat.”

		“Rose,” I whispered.

		“Yes.” Her voice was so soft that I had to lean down to hear her over the rising wind. “I was pregnant . . .”

		“I don’t want to hear this,” I said, wanting to push her away, to leave the car.

		“I know. That’s why I didn’t tell you before. But you need to hear it now. Your fear gets in the way of your strength, Mellie. You need to be strong. We need your strength.”

		
			I closed my eyes, trying the deep calming breaths Sophie had been trying to teach me for years. Then I opened them again, and glanced at my watch. Five minutes.
		

		“Listen to me, Mellie. I had a miscarriage. A baby boy. The trauma of seeing my mother die like that, and Rose’s taunting voice. I—I lost the baby because of her.” She squeezed my hands and made me look at her again. “I didn’t want to lose you, too.”

		I shook my head, but I couldn’t look away. “But you did. You left.”

		“I had to. Don’t you see? You were too young to fight her. She knew that as you grew, you would get stronger. And that if we worked together, we could defeat her. Send her away forever. But she wanted to make us pay for what Meredith did to her, although I didn’t understand her reasons at the time.”

		“You could have told me then. I would have understood.” Tears fell on our clasped hands, and I was surprised to see that they were mine.

		“You were seven years old, Mellie. You couldn’t have understood. And it would have been cruel for me to make you. We were a beacon for her, the two of us together. Being with you was dangerous—for both of us. But you were more vulnerable.”

		“I wasn’t going to stay young forever. I grew up. I grew stronger. You could have come back and we could have fought her together.”

		“No. You needed to overcome your fear. We were like a bonfire in the darkness for all spirits. Good and bad. You had your imaginary friends, remember? But there were other spirits in the house you avoided, who made you crawl into bed with me or your grandmother each night. You didn’t recognize that being able to see them and communicate with them gave you power over them. So they took advantage of you, fed on your fear. I couldn’t let that happen with Rose. She killed your grandmother, and my baby. I had to dilute our brightness, until you understood your strength. And I wasn’t going to let her hurt you, no matter how much it hurt me to lose you.” Using her thumbs, she wiped the tears from my cheeks. “I told you that before. Do you remember? That sometimes we have to do the right thing even if it means letting go of the one thing we love most in the world. I wanted you to remember that. Did you?”

		I did remember; I remembered lying in my darkened bedroom with my eyes half closed in sleep while she said those words to me. I might even have listened better if I’d known that I wouldn’t see her again for more than three decades. But I closed my eyes and shook my head in denial, trying to cling to everything I’d once known as truth, regardless  of how wrong, and stubborn, and irrational I was being. This was the woman I’d taught myself to hate, to forget, to pretend had never been in my life. I’d learned to resist everything I’d ever inherited from her. But she’d just told me that she’d let me go to save my life, and I’d spent that same life hating her, and wanting to be as far away from her as a person could go. Shame settled on me like a bird; I could still function, but every time I’d turn my head I’d see it.

		
			Pulling away, I fumbled for the door latch on the other side of the car and threw myself out onto the gravel and dead leaves. I had to hold on to the door to keep the wind from slamming it shut. The smell of smoke was stronger now, and I could see wisps of smoke coming from the back side of the house. I looked down at my watch one more time. Ten minutes.

		I tossed my cell phone onto the backseat, ignoring her look of anguish. “Call 911,” I shouted over the roar of the wind, my words splattering against the car like raindrops. “I’m going in to see if Jack needs me.”

		She leaned toward me and I had to struggle to hear her over the din of the approaching storm. “It was your fear when you were a little girl that threatened to be your undoing. You can’t afford that now, do you understand? Don’t listen to her voice, and keep telling yourself that you’re stronger than she is. The second you begin doubting yourself, you let her in.”

		I stared at her, wanting to ask her the question teasing my lips, but I stood paralyzed, not yet ready to relinquish the hold I had on the person I thought I was.

		“Yes, Mellie. You can do it. But run. Run fast. She’s near.”

		Our gazes held for a brief moment before I turned and headed toward the house, jumping over the rotting steps as I’d seen Jack do just as a large roll of thunder shook the ground.

		I stepped through the doorway, finding it hard to distinguish the inside from the outside in the roofless foyer. Green vines crept up what remained of the old plaster and rotting wood. Wide-planked oak floors, with termite holes and missing joists, created a sort of minefield to cross to get to the back of the house. I looked down through a hole to the brick pilings of the foundation, seeing if Jack might have missed his footing. A once-majestic staircase rose to emptiness in front of me, the banister and newel posts long since lost to Mother Nature or vandalism.  Ragged fabric hung at the open windows where not even a shard of glass interrupted the complete desolation of the house’s facade.

		“Jack!” I called, then coughed as I sucked in a lungful of smoke-filled air, wondering if I was imagining the unmistakable sound of crackling fire.

		“Mellie, back here. Be careful where you step—but hurry.”

		Moving quickly but carefully, I made my way through the front of the house toward the back, calling to Jack twice to reorient myself. The lightning was quickly answered by thunder, a celestial duet announcing the storm’s approach. In the dim light, I stepped through a beamed opening onto a brick floor, and apparently into an older part of the house. Most of this roof was still intact, partly I assumed because it was lower and thus spared the strong hurricane winds that had destroyed most of the house.

		I squinted into the darkening light, seeing the huge fireplace I remembered at one end of the room, with two figures huddled on the ground in front of it. “Jack,” I said, stepping forward.

		“Be careful. There’re loose bricks everywhere.”

		I moved closer, studying the fireplace that had once dominated an entire side of the old farmhouse kitchen. But where the chimney should have disappeared through the roof, the roof was gone, and the fireplace itself disintegrated in a pile on the floor that Jack was leaning over.

		“What is it?” I asked, moving closer still until I caught a movement from beneath the rubble. “Oh, my God,” I said, kneeling by Rebecca’s head, the blond hair now matted with blood. Her body from the waist down was covered with a large slate slab, and Jack appeared to be holding it off of her body.

		“What happened?”

		Rebecca groaned, her face a white mask of pain.

		Jack answered, “She said that the mantelpiece just suddenly dislodged itself, slipping from the wall and falling on her along with a lot of the fireplace bricks. I think her leg might be broken.”

		Rebecca screamed and I thought at first that something else had begun to fall. We both followed her gaze to see the other half of the room, mostly rotted wood timbers, explode into flame as a flash of heat and light washed over us.

		I looked to Jack, knowing he had the training to figure out our next move.

		“We’ve got to move fast; the wind’s feeding the fire and we don’t have time to wait for the rain.” He coughed, the smoke thick and heavy. “Rebecca, I’m sorry, sweetie, but this is going to hurt. Hopefully, you’ll faint so you won’t feel anything.”

		I didn’t have the heart to look at Rebecca’s face to see how she took the news. I was too busy watching the wall of flame consume the walls.

		Jack continued. “On the count of three, I’m going to lift this slab as much as I can so you can slide Rebecca out from under it. Can you lift her?”

		I nodded, my eyes tearing from the smoke, then moved my arms under her shoulders. She didn’t say anything and I wondered if she’d already fainted.

		With his eyes on me, he counted, “One, two, three!”

		Grunting, he managed to lift the slab enough for me to slide Rebecca out until she cleared it, then Jack let the slate crash back to the brick floor. Rebecca screamed, and the sound was nearly buried by another clap of thunder.

		The flames licked closer to us and had almost reached the threshold of the hallway from where we’d come—our only exit from the room.

		“Hurry,” I yelled at Jack, who was kneeling next to Rebecca and gently lifting her in his arms. Her jeans were bloody but she was still conscious, biting her lip to keep from screaming, and I felt a grudging admiration for her. The backs of my hands stung and when I glanced down at them, I saw them crisscrossed with bloody scratches that I didn’t remember getting.

		As Jack began carrying her to the exit, Rebecca struggled in his arms. “Stop!” she yelled, pointing a scraped and bloody finger back toward the fireplace.

		
			I turned and saw a dark wooden cigar box partially buried under a pile of bricks. The words from the puzzle echoed in my head. Within the fireplace bricks our sins hide. I paused, imagining time pausing, too. Before my name had even passed Jack’s lips, I ran to the box, extricated it, then followed Jack across the threshold just as a roaring whoosh of exploding  timbers filled our ears and the remaining roof crashed down onto the spot where we’d been just seconds before.
		

		Placing my shirt over my nose to help filter the thick air, I carefully followed in Jack’s footsteps until we emerged onto the porch and into a nearly blackened world as the sky opened up on us and began to pour down sheets of rain.

		We paused for a moment as we tried to catch our breaths. Jack turned to me, his eyes lit with fury as the rain slid down his face. “That was really stupid, Mellie. You could have been killed.” He was trembling, and I knew it was more than just anger.

		Despite the situation, a glimmer of hope emerged somewhere in my chest. Before he could read my thoughts, I ran past Jack to the car and threw open the back door so he could lay Rebecca down across the backseat. I stood staring into the car as he approached with Rebecca, not quite comprehending that it was empty.

		I pulled back to allow Jack room, then began frantically looking for my mother in the vicinity of the house, heedless of the mud and rain. “Mother!” I screamed. I ran to the side of the house that was now a blackened, smoldering shell, feeling the odd mixture of heat and ice on my face at the same time. I ran around to the front of the house, jumping up on the porch and sticking my head inside the opening. “Mother!” I screamed again, feeling a terror I hadn’t felt in a very long time—not since the morning I’d awakened to find her gone.

		I jumped back onto the gravel, then jogged around the other side of the house until I’d reached the back. Sour gums and tall, spindly pines huddled together near a muddy path that led to the creek, the rising water already at the top of the cord grass. “Mother!” I shouted, looking frantically for any sign of her.

		A strong hand grabbed hold of my arm and pulled me around. I faced Jack, and it wasn’t until he shook me that I realized how very close to losing control I’d come. I still held the box, and felt something shaking inside. I was breathing heavily and it took me a moment to catch my breath. “My mother. She’s gone. She was here when I came into the house. I gave her my phone. . . .” I stopped, realizing how useless it was talking out in the rain.

		Jack’s voice was strong and reassuring. “If she went inside the house,  we would have seen her. She probably went back to the gatehouse to get help.”

		I allowed him to lead me back to the car. He opened the passenger side and put me inside, putting his hand on my head like cops do on television shows. My teeth chattered, from fear or cold I wasn’t sure. Then he stripped off his button-down, leaving him in just a T-shirt, and ripped it into shreds before wrapping two of the strips around Rebecca’s leg to try to stanch some of the bleeding. She didn’t cry out although I could see how much pain she was in from the way her lips drained of color, making her even more doll-like.

		After Jack slid behind the steering wheel, I turned back to Rebecca, impressed by her stamina. “Are you okay?” I managed to ask.

		She nodded and I saw that she was shivering, too. “Hang on.” I leaned over and pulled the trunk lever before flinging open my door. I ran to the trunk and retrieved one of the blankets I always kept there for emergencies, huddling over it to keep it dry, then returned to the car, slamming my door behind me. Leaning over the seat back, I opened the blanket and laid it on her, then used my purse to make a pillow. She smiled her gratitude and closed her eyes.

		I turned to Jack. “I told my mother to call 911, but I don’t know if she did.” At the mention of my mother, a large tremor shot through me. Jack put his arms around me and began rubbing brusquely. “Not to alarm you, but I hope she did because my phone is out of range here.”

		“We’ve got to find her, Jack. She’s not wearing a coat, and it’s raining pretty hard.” I realized I was babbling, but I was unsure how to express concern for a woman who only months ago I had liked to pretend didn’t even exist.

		“We’ll start driving back to the gates, all right? We can’t delay too long, because we need to get help for Rebecca. I have to go slowly in the mud, anyway, and we’ll both be looking, so we can’t miss her.”

		I nodded and he started the engine, flipping on the high beams, although they did little more than reflect the rain that seemed to come from the heavy clouds as if being poured out of a pitcher.

		He drove slowly, as he’d promised, and we scanned the area on both sides of the car. I tried to tell myself that he was right, that she’d probably gone to the front gate to ask a guard to call an ambulance and a fire  truck, although with the deluge of rain I felt confident that the latter no longer mattered.

		The front right tire fell into a hole and I listened as Jack gunned the engine, then rocked it into reverse before shooting us forward again.

		“Stop,” I said, rubbing the window with my sleeve to clear the fog on the inside. We’d come to the fork in the road that my mother had pointed out to me earlier—the path that led to the old family cemetery. I closed my eyes, blocking out the fear and the cold and the sound of the storm, and tried to listen to the quiet place inside of me that my grandmother had always told me was there if I only took the time to find it. I needed to now, since everything else—my control, my organization, and even my spreadsheets—were completely useless to me.

		I pointed down the road. “She’s there. She went to the cemetery.” I looked back at Rebecca. Her shivering had slowed with the car’s heater blowing full force, and she’d managed to prop herself against the side door. Her color hadn’t improved but at least she was still conscious.

		“Yes,” she managed from a dry mouth. “The cemetery. I saw Ginnette there. In a dream. I didn’t know what it meant, until now.” Lightning shot across the sky, making her skin and eyes look jaundiced. “She’s—not alone.”

		Jack didn’t wait to be persuaded. He pushed down hard on the gas pedal, and we lurched forward, but I wasn’t paying any attention to the sound of rocks grating against the metal of my car. All I could think about was that my mother was in trouble, and she needed me.

		I remembered the box in my hand again, and looked down at it. “Is Rose’s locket in here?” I turned to face Rebecca in the backseat. “Is that what you were looking for?”

		Rebecca groaned as Jack hit a pothole, jarring her injured leg off the seat. I helped her right herself, struggling against the jolting car. She shook her head. “I wasn’t sure what was in there. I just knew that the figurehead in the window pointed to the house. And the code in the window and on the gravestone, about the sins hidden in the fireplace bricks, it had to be in the house.”

		
			I flicked open the latch on the box, then lifted the lid, pulling it back to allow the feeble light to show me what was inside. Blinking up at me was an emerald-cut ruby cocktail ring, and a diamond butterfly  hairpin—both items I remembered from the insurance claim from the Ida Belle. They’d been lost along with the sapphire-and-diamond necklace and chandelier earrings that were now in my mother’s possession.
		

		I held the box up to show Rebecca. “You did all of this for the jewelry? If you’d just told me, I would have given it to you.”

		She shook her head, wincing in pain as she did so. “I wasn’t looking for hidden treasure, if that’s what you mean. I wanted—my heritage. There’s an oil painting in my mother’s house of my great-great-grandmother—Alice and Nora’s grandmother. In it, she’s wearing the sapphire-and-diamond necklace and earrings. When I saw your mother wearing them on television, I needed to find out how you came into possession of them. I thought”—she took a deep breath, as if riding a tide of pain—“I thought you knew, that you were hiding the truth deliberately.”

		
			I brought the box back to my lap and shook my head. Then, looking down at it again, I noticed a tarnished silver baby rattle, nestled amid the jewelry. I held it up to my face and rubbed the handle with my thumb, exposing a monogram: NSC. I didn’t know what Nora Crandall’s middle initial was, but I would bet everything I owned that it started with the letter S.
		

		I closed my eyes for a moment, realizing that Jack’s theories about my ancestors were at least partially correct. I opened my eyes and spotted one more thing at the bottom of the box, a yellowed piece of paper that looked as if it had been torn out of a book.

		
			Using my short and torn fingernails, I worked at the edge of the paper to release it from its snug fit, managing to pull it off the bottom of the box without tearing it. Carefully, I unfolded it once, then turned on the overhead light. It was written in the same handwriting as the journal, and I realized with a start that that’s where it had probably come from, but the page had been removed undetected. Moving it closer to the light, I began to read out loud:
			
				It is now two days past the great earthquake that struck Charleston. No one knew for certain what it was at first, and Rose and I thought that a bombardment had started again from the dreaded Yankees that poor Father always talked about. But Father has been gone now for almost a year, and I am glad that he is not here to witness my shame.

				I am putting this all down on paper, to record the truth, to ensure that future generations will not be led into thinking ill of me. The truth always has a way of coming out, and this is my way of recording events so that they be known in their entirety. Later, when I have figured out everything, I will leave a trail to this place to be discovered in due course.

				Everyone is calling the earthquake a disaster, and there are few who would disagree. Yet I call it a fortuitous event; an event that allowed me the chance to right a wrong, and to hide my sins.

				On the morning of August 31, Charles was scheduled to call on Rose and to take her driving. We have been putting off telling her the truth about us, knowing how miserable Rose would make our lives if she knew. For that reason alone, we delayed letting our feelings be known, biding our time until the right opportunity presented itself.

				It was a hot summer day, so I had given the servants the day off, knowing Rose and I would need nothing except for our dinner, which Cook promised to return to prepare later that day.

				Earlier that morning, Rose cornered me in my sitting room, insisting that we play a trick on Charles. I didn’t want to, knowing that it could only lead to disaster, but Rose was insistent in the only way she knows how, like a spider ready to bite. I agreed, and was surprised when Rose made me swap lockets with her to complete the deception. She then settled herself on the settee in the drawing room until Charles called, whereupon Rose began to build her web.

				I stood outside the door, listening, and realized shortly afterward that Rose had suspected all along, and was only waiting for Charles to admit it and embarrass himself. And then go after me.

				I could not listen anymore and escaped up the back servants’ stairs, collapsing into tears of despair at the top. Charles is my one true love, and of all the things I have given up for Rose, he could not be one of them.

				I heard them arguing, and then the front door slammed and I waited, knowing she was going to look for me, and dreading the confrontation that would follow. I huddled where I was, hoping against all hope that she would not find me in the servants’ wing. But like all evil, it finds what it seeks.

				
					Despite her small stature and deformity, she has an almost inhuman strength. She hauled me up by the elbow and slapped me, drawing blood  from my lips. I told her that I was sorry, that we had never meant it to happen, but then she turned the tables and began accusing me of stealing everything she had ever had—her father’s affections, her friends, even the clothes on my back and the food that I ate. She had me pressed against the stairwell wall, and that is where I was when she spotted the R locket she had given me to wear. Her face contorted into an expression of pure hatred, and she accused me of wanting not only what she had, but to be her. And she was going to tell the world that I was not a Prioleau at all, that I had been found on a beach when I was a baby and adopted by my father as a companion for her. She told me about the jewelry and the baby rattle that was found with me, which she now kept in a box in her dressing table because it was her insurance if she ever needed to keep me silent, her payment for having been forced to share everything with me since she was a girl.
				

				I told her it was all lies, and that I would gladly relinquish everything if she would just let me leave with Charles. Her anger consumed her at my ready answer, and she grasped for the locket around my neck and pulled. It was clear to me that her intention was to propel me down the stairs. But instead, the unthinkable happened. The chain snapped in her grasp and she fell backward down the stairs, somersaulting until she reached the floor below, her head bent at an unnatural angle.

				I ran from the house, and caught up with Charles and brought him back to the house, where I confessed everything to him, including the fact that I was not a distant cousin as I had always been led to believe. It was us together who decided what we would do, and we promised to each other that we would never regret any of our actions.

				
					We placed Rose’s body in a trunk we found in the attic and loaded it into Charles’ carriage and brought it to Belle Meade. It was my idea to use the Rose as her coffin. We loaded the trunk onto the sailboat, then I took it out to deep water where we scuttled it. Charles followed me in a rowboat, and took me back to shore, where we looked back across the smooth ocean to where our sins lay hidden within the waves.
				

				And then the earthquake came, and it was such an easy matter to claim that I was Rose and that Meredith had perished. With all of the destruction and chaos, nobody seemed to notice anything different than they might have otherwise. There were no other heirs, yet if Rose had  known the truth of my origins, I was afraid others might as well and I would lose everything that I loved. Everything that my adopted father had loved and had wished for me to have.

				I plan to go away for a time, so that people will forget the differences between Rose and Meredith, and come to accept that I am Rose. If I’m gone for long enough, I can claim that I sought treatment for my affliction and can now walk unassisted.

				Charles will wait for me, and when I return, we will be married and we can put the past behind us. I can only pray that Rose has forgiven me. But forgiveness never came easily for her, and I can only hope that her vengeance cannot reach beyond the grave.

				My one regret is that we sent her to her eternal rest wearing my locket, and I in possession of hers. I found it at the bottom of the stairs with the broken chain where she’d dropped it, and I had a horrible premonition that she would want it back. Although she claimed everything I owned was rightfully hers, she took great pride in her locket. I suppose it is because it was given to her by her father, who showed her little affection, but regardless it is hers. And I have no doubt that if she is able, she will come back for it.

			

		

		I looked up, and saw that we’d reached the clearing my mother had spoken about. We’d climbed to higher ground, so there was no standing water, and tall pines sheltered the twenty or so graves within the boundary of a peeling wrought iron fence. Through the filter of the rain, I saw the shadowy ghosts of Prioleaus long since gone, but their attention wasn’t focused on me.

		I shoved the page back into the box and slammed it closed. “I know what she wants,” I said, my mind suddenly clear, the remaining puzzle pieces suddenly snapping into place.

		“What who wants?” Jack looked at me as if I were hallucinating.

		“Rose,” I said as I opened my door. “Pop open the trunk.” I turned to the backseat to check on Rebecca. Her skin shone with a cold sweat, but her eyes were open and regarding me quietly.

		With a quick nod, she said, “Be careful.”

		I ran to the back of the car and retrieved the shovel that I kept in  my trunk for times when I needed to put up my own signage for open houses. I ignored the look on Jack’s face as I passed him with my shovel.

		“Mother!” I called, my words stolen by the wind. But it didn’t matter because I’d already seen her; I’d followed the ghosts of the ancient Prioleaus to where my mother knelt in front of a small marker in the corner, digging into the moist earth with her bare hands. I ran toward her. “Mother,” I called again, and this time she looked at me.

		She was soaked through and shivering, her lips tinged with blue. I knelt beside her and took off my sodden sweater, then threw it over her shoulders thinking it had to be better than nothing. “What are you doing?”

		
			We both turned to look at the marker: MEREDITH PRIOLEAU. B. 1870 D. 1886. But this marker, unlike the memorial in St. Philip’s cemetery with the heart locket and the initial R, had no further inscription. Meredith had assumed, correctly as it appeared, that anyone who’d made it this far would have figured it all out by now.
		

		Ginnette placed a cold and trembling hand on mine. “We must hurry. She’s here. She’s here now, and her anger is feeding her hatred.” Her troubled gaze met mine. “She doesn’t want to go, not while we’re still living.”

		I stood and placed a hand on her shoulder and helped her stand. “Step back.” She saw the shovel I held and took a step backward. “You should go to the car,” I said. “The heater’s on and it will get you out of this freezing rain.”

		She shook her head, wet strands of her hair that had fallen from her chignon whipping her cheeks. “No. We can only do this together.” She suddenly pitched forward as if unseen hands had pushed her, and I managed to break her fall before she hit the ground. “Hurry, Mellie. Please.”

		While she huddled nearby, I lifted the shovel, but stopped midstrike, surprised to feel resistance. I turned, and saw Jack with his hand on the handle. “Let me do this. Stay with your mother.”

		I stared at him for a moment as the rain cascaded down his face and plastered his shirt to his chest. I started to argue that this was my battle and he’d already opted out, but he leaned forward and kissed me hard on the mouth, surprising me into making me let go of the shovel. He  sent me a dark gaze before driving the shovel into the wet and weeping earth.

		I knelt by my mother and put my arm around her, holding her close. Unseen hands pulled at our hair as the wind and another unknown force pushed at our backs. I struck out a hand, angry that she wouldn’t show herself. “Stop it!” I screamed to the pelting rain.

		Ginnette grabbed my hand and squeezed it. “Focus, Melanie. I need you to focus. I can’t do this without you and she knows it.” She closed her eyes tightly, and I saw how rivulets of water clustered on the tips of her eyelashes before spilling over. “We are stronger than you,” she said loudly, then said it again, squeezing my hand.

		“We are stronger than you,” we said in unison as Jack dug into the mud, unearthing a hole that quickly filled with water. I felt my mother’s warmth and her strength at the place our hands were joined, noting that the torturing hands had gone. A sense of triumph filled me, and I squeezed my mother’s hand tighter as a sign of victory while I turned to her with a smile.

		But her face was drawn and ashen, and she was looking past me to where Jack had stopped digging. “No, Mellie, not yet. Don’t let your guard down. She’s waiting!”

		Jack shouted, and I turned from my mother in time to see him hold up what appeared to be a square ivory box. I watched as he held it up so the rain could rinse off the dirt, then pried open the lid. He dug his fingers inside and held up the locket, the broken chain dangling between his fingers.

		Dropping my mother’s hand, I reached for it.

		“Mellie, give me your hand!” I could barely hear my mother’s voice as she shouted over the renewed force of the wind.

		As I turned I heard Jack call out a warning and from the corner of my eye, I saw the flash of light hurtle down from the sky, striking the earth in front of me. I watched in horror as Jack and my mother were knocked from their feet, then realized that I was already on the ground, my mouth tasting dirt and burnt ions. A warm trickle oozed down my forehead and right before I closed my eyes, I realized that I must have hit my head on a stone.

		I lay on my back as the rain poured down, but it wasn’t touching me.  I felt dry, and warm, as if I’d been pulled in from the storm and wrapped in a soft blanket, and I heard my grandmother nearby, telling me to get up. Groggily, I turned my head, a blood-searing scream in my ears, and I saw Rose. Her skin was white and waterlogged from being on the bottom of the ocean floor for so long, her eye sockets empty but projecting rage. Small fiddler crabs scuttled in and out of her mouth and empty eyes, scavenging for food.

		
			The screaming evaporated into a high-pitched whine, and was replaced by her voice, the same terrible voice I’d heard in the kitchen. She left you, Melanie, because she never loved you. She is jealous because you are stronger. Go to sleep, Melanie, and let me take care of her. Let me punish her for what she did to you.

		
			I turned my face from the stench of rotting sea creatures, toward the sound of my grandmother’s voice calling my name. And then I heard my mother’s voice, edging its way out from my past. Sometimes we have to do the right thing even if it means letting go of the one thing we love most in the world.  Closing my eyes and blocking out the sounds of all the voices, I searched for the dark quiet inside of me, and remembered my mother’s words. And after more than thirty years, I understood. Finally, I understood.
		

		I stuck my fingers into the earth, trying to claw my way from the hideous apparition, but I couldn’t move. I scratched harder, trying to crawl away, screaming and screaming as her icy breath brushed the nape of my neck. A door appeared in the darkness, with fingers of light escaping around the edges like a halo, and I struggled to a stand, suddenly certain that if I reached the door, the evil I felt at my back would go away, and I wouldn’t need to be afraid anymore.

		“Mellie!” somebody called in the darkness, but I wasn’t sure who.

		I was moving in slow motion, trying to reach the door. I kept my gaze focused ahead of me, knowing that if I turned I’d see Rose again and that if I had to look in her eyes, I would die. I scrambled toward the door, but instead of moving faster, I was swimming in a sea of black fear, roiling up against my skin like thick crude oil, the smell hot and rancid and stinking of rotting fish.

		“Mellie!” I recognized my mother’s voice this time. In my fear and need to escape, I’d forgotten she was there; I’d forgotten what she’d told me about fear and strength and our need to fight together.

		I stopped struggling, staring at the door that seemed no closer and panting as if I’d run for miles.

		“Mellie,” my mother’s voice called again, but not as strong this time. Almost, I thought, as if she’d given up.

		The evil thing moved behind me again, telling me to go to the door. To open it where I’d find safety. But I felt my mother’s presence, too, and it was stronger, and sweeter, and full of truth, and I stopped struggling, and I remembered her telling me not to listen to the voice. With one last look at the door and its beaming light, I turned around ready to face the encroaching darkness that nipped at my heels.

		The first thing I felt was the icy rain, hitting my face as I stared up at a nearly black sky. I sat up, catching sight of Jack, who was struggling to stand. Frantically, I searched for my mother and found her crumpled on the ground near Meredith’s marker. As I forced myself to stand, I felt something sharp biting into the skin on my palm. I glanced down at my closed fist and slowly opened my fingers, one by one, revealing the dull glint of a gold locket.

		The light shimmered around me, the air viscous like embryonic fluid feeding me the strength I needed and holding me together as I moved toward my mother. I placed my hand on her back, relief flooding me when I felt her take a breath. She moaned and turned over, looking up at me with glassy, feverish eyes.

		“Thank God,” she said, and grasped my hand and I felt the fizz of electricity shoot through me and back to her. She didn’t let go, even as I pulled her to her feet and we both looked up at the sky and the funnel of mud and leaves that circled above our heads. I made to jerk back but my mother held on, and I knew that I couldn’t let go ever again.

		“Give it back to her,” my mother shouted over the increasing wind. “Give it back to her, and tell her to find the light. To leave us in peace.”

		I looked down at the locket in my hand, then drew my arm back and threw it as hard as I could toward the funnel of air. A sound like the screeching brakes of a train pierced the air as the locket evaporated into the spinning cloud of debris. Every hair on my body stood on end as I held my ground and didn’t look away.

		“Go!” I shouted. “Leave now. Find the door and the light and leave this place forever. You have what was yours. Now go.”

		The air hummed with electricity as the funnel whirled faster and faster, sticks and leaves whipping at my face, but I didn’t back down. “Be gone!” I shouted and the funnel exploded into a million balls of light and ice, spraying us with hail and knocking us back to the ground.

		We lay there, breathing heavily, the air suddenly clear. Above us, dark clouds unfurled around the rising moon, wiping away the storm clouds as if an eraser had swept over the horizon. In the distance, I heard the call of sirens, relief consuming me now that help was on its way and I didn’t need to fight anymore.

		Jack staggered toward us, his face determined and I managed a thumbs-up before I lay back on the ground next to my mother, tasting rain and dirt and the metallic tinge of electrified air, and I knew that somehow I had found the strength she’d known I had all along to save us both.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 28
		

		I placed the last suitcase in the trunk, then tucked General Lee firmly under my arm before shutting the rear trunk of my rental car, my own car still in the shop undergoing massive body repairs. I only wished there was an equivalent in the human world, as my mind and body still felt bruised and battered, although it had been two weeks since the night of the storm.

		I stared up at my mother’s house, no longer feeling the undercurrent of a pulsing heart or dreading opening the front door to whatever might be lying in wait. I drew in a deep breath, taking in the warm air that was scented with the promise of spring. Although the official start of the new season was still a few weeks away, the gardens of Charleston were already pregnant with emerging bulbs and bud-laden stems, holding their secrets for just a little longer.

		The front door opened and I watched as my mother emerged from the house, followed closely by my father carrying a breakfast tray. After a night in the hospital, where it was determined that she was suffering from nothing more than poor blood iron, she’d returned to her old self. Well, almost. Because the woman who looked at me now wasn’t the same person who’d once hesitated before touching me or watched me with guarded eyes. I found myself sometimes missing the old version of herself, as now she felt no need to hold back when it came to mothering me. She felt free to comment on everything from my hair, makeup, wardrobe, dog-training methods, and diet without reservation. And although I pretended to be annoyed, I didn’t really mind it. I suppose because regardless of a woman’s age, she will always have the need to be mothered. Some  things remained off-limits, however, such as Jack and my relationship with Marc Longo, if only because such things were unexplainable.

		As I approached the garden, I watched as my father settled my mother in a wrought iron chair—discovered in the attic along with the matching table and other chairs—then draped a blanket gently over her shoulders. He then proceeded to place dishes and silverware onto the table, and a vase full of pink roses nearest to my mother’s chair.

		It was hard not to roll my eyes, but I managed. Despite coming to terms with my mother’s new presence in my life, I hadn’t yet managed to reach that point with my parents’ burgeoning relationship. Now that I understood my mother’s reasons for leaving all those years ago—although not completely agreeing with them—I could stand back and view the events of thirty years before more clearly. My father—whose alcoholism had done much to tarnish his image in the intervening years—was no longer the knight in shining armor that I’d envisioned as a little girl. Instead, I’d begun to see him as my mother had: intractable and closed minded when confronted with things that didn’t work inside his world order.

		Granted, he’d seen much more of the world than I with his years as an army officer, but I was his daughter and my mother supposedly the love of his life. And I couldn’t help but think that he should have pretended to accept, or at the very least condoned, the fact that my mother and I could see things that he could not. Maybe if she’d had his support in that darkest point in her life, she wouldn’t have felt the need to abandon us both.

		He looked up and smiled as we approached, and General Lee wrested himself out of my arms to receive a table scrap from my mother. I was still his favorite human, but he was easily enticed with food offerings. Unfortunately, he didn’t possess the family gene for a high metabolism, and he’d started to bulge out of the argyle sweaters that Nancy continued to knit for him.

		My mother held up her cheek for me to kiss and my father enveloped me in a bear hug before I sat down in an available chair. “The garden is lovely,” I said, admiring the burgeoning knot garden he’d been reconstructing from old photographs, and the neatly clipped boxwoods that lined the brick patio area. The dormant annual beds still slept, waiting for their place to shine within the coveted gates of a Charleston garden.

		“If I can get your mother to agree, I want to move the fountain to the back, so it can be enjoyed from the kitchen. I think Sophie’s gotten to her, though, as she’s resistant to alter anything that was original to the house.”

		I took a donut from a plate and eyed it thoughtfully. “Which means you’d need to have a consent form signed by God and witnessed by the Board of Architectural Review to allow it to happen. Better think of a plan B, Daddy.”

		He poured a cup of tea for my mother, then slid a plate with a donut on it in front of her. I almost stopped him to ask for ID and find out what he’d done to my real father.

		My mother turned to me. “Don’t forget your coffee cup—the one with the sales graph on it. I put it on the kitchen counter so you wouldn’t leave it behind.”

		“It’s not like she’s going away forever, Ginny. She’ll be back.”

		“I know. It’s just that I think she’d want to say good-bye before she left. To the kitchen,” she added slowly, her eyes heavy with meaning.

		Both my father and I regarded her silently. Slowly, I slid my chair back and rose. “Well, then. I guess I’d better go get it.”

		I left them to finish their breakfast in the garden, then entered the house through the front door. I smelled the hint of gunpowder in the air, and I began to realize what my mother had meant. We’d discussed Wilhelm’s presence in the house, and how he’d remained earthbound for us, but that it was time to set him free. I hadn’t understood at the time that she was allowing me the chance to exercise my newfound understanding of my psychic abilities.

		“Wilhelm,” I said out loud, summoning him. I closed my eyes, focusing inward, finding the power I was only beginning to comprehend—and appreciate—although I wasn’t sure if I’d ever get to that point. “Wilhelm,” I said again, opening my eyes. He stood in front of the stairs, his boots shiny, his hat tucked under his arm, and his musket gripped in his left hand. He bowed, and looked me in the eye. My gaze traveled down to his boots and that’s when I noticed that I couldn’t see through him anymore. It was as if in discovering my own strength, I’d given some to him.

		
			You look beautiful this morning, Melanie. More so than yesterday, but not as much as tomorrow.
		

		I smiled. “Did you used to say that to Catherine?”

		
			A mischievous smile crossed his face. You are very clever, Melanie, because you are correct. Catherine was very beautiful. You remind me of her. But perhaps you already knew that.

		I blushed, remembering how he’d kissed me, feeling foolish that I hadn’t guessed why. I considered him for a moment, thinking how he’d carried his musket for over two hundred years in penance for an event he’d had no control over. His presence had been a warm memory of my childhood; his help in protecting me from Rose had probably saved my life more than once. But it was selfish to expect him to wander this house aimlessly, mourning for his lost love. It was time to say good-bye.

		Swallowing the thickness in the back of my throat, I said, “She’s waiting for you, Wilhelm. On the other side. She wants to be with you again.”

		
			His eyes were unsettled. I went back for her. Into the water to be with her forever. But instead I stayed there by the shore for long years, watching for ships. Guiding them away from danger. Until baby Nora, and I came here. I don’t know how to leave this place.

		“You were a good protector, Wilhelm. But you’re not needed here anymore. It’s time to go, to find Catherine at last. I can help you. My mother said that helping you leave can be as simple as letting you go.”

		
			I want to. I do not know how.
		

		I remembered the door, and the bright light behind it. For me, the door had been closed, but for Wilhelm the light would be burning brightly, the door leading to it opened wide. “Look for the light. It will show you the way.”

		
			But who will take care of you?
		

		“My mother and I will be together, and Rose is gone.” I smiled, trying to appear more confident and sure than I felt. “We’ll be all right. But it’s time for you to move on.”

		
			His face began to glow as a smile transformed his face. I hear Catherine. I hear her calling me.

		“Follow her voice. She’ll lead you to the light.”

		
			He stepped toward me and I looked into his eyes, seeing the flecks of brown in them that I’d never noticed before. He leaned down and kissed me gently on the lips. Good-bye, Melanie.

		I heard a quick intake of breath and I turned to see my father standing inside the door, watching us and I realized that he could see Wilhelm as clearly as I did.

		Wilhelm straightened and clicked his heels together before placing his tricorn hat on his head. And then, with military precision, he saluted my father, then slowly began to fade away until nothing was left of him except the faint whiff of gunpowder smoke and the warm tingling on my lips where he’d kissed me good-bye.
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		I pulled into the driveway at my Tradd Street house, squinting to see if I’d really seen a banner strung across the front door. I hoped they hadn’t used masking tape since that might ruin the ridiculously expensive paint that Sophie had insisted I use because it had been blended to perfectly match the color of the original used more than one hundred and fifty years before. Every time Sophie mentioned touching up the paint on the door from workmen bumping it or from the sun fading it, I just heard the huge ch-ching of a cash register. I kept threatening to replace it with a storm door with plastic windows just to see her look of horror.

		I grabbed General Lee from his car seat and slowly walked through the garden to the piazza, listening to the soft trickle of the fountain. I stood back to read the sign: WELCOME HOME, MELANIE! I smiled, figuring it had to be Chad and Sophie. I didn’t know anybody else whose enthusiasm reached out to somebody who’d been staying only blocks away while her wood floors were being refinished. I paused, my smile fading. Then again, I couldn’t help but wonder if they’d found something else in the house that would require not only a prolonged absence, but also a huge outlay of funds and they were trying to soften me up before felling me with the news.

		Dispirited, I turned the handle and opened the door, prepared to be pelted with confetti or at the very least a work order and deposit check that needed to be signed immediately. Instead, I was greeted with silence and an empty foyer. I put General Lee on the floor and he scampered to the back of the house in the direction of the kitchen. After dropping my  keys and purse on the hallway table, I moved inside, smelling the reassuring odor of wax and fresh wood—a tangible reminder of all the money it had cost to restore the floors. But from what I’d seen, they looked beautiful and would serve as the perfect backdrop for the home I hoped to create when all the work was finished. Whenever that would be.

		I was about to head upstairs to my room when I spotted wrapped packages on the dining room table. Warily, I approached, then peeked at the tags, which were all addressed to me. Feeling somewhat despondent, I sat down and began opening them.

		The first was from Jack: a small blue T-shirt, apparently for General Lee, which had splayed across the back, BITCHES LOVE ME. I tried not to laugh, and ended up sputtering instead. I still wasn’t sure where Jack and I stood. We’d seen little of each other since the night of the storm, and I knew that he’d joined Rebecca at her family’s summer home on Paw leys Island for a few weeks while she recuperated. I’d visited her in the hospital, where I’d been forced to sign her pink cast and listen to her call me “cousin.”

		I’d returned the box of jewelry to her and called it even. She didn’t argue, and instead began talking about hosting a barbecue to introduce me to the rest of the family. I remembered the days when I thought of myself as an only child as a bad thing, and found myself thinking of them with nostalgia.

		There was a gift bag with tissue that held a can of paint, to “touch up the front door” as the tag read, from Sophie and Chad, and a tube of Chanel lipstick in hot pink from Rebecca—her favorite color, which she thought would look great on me, too. There was also a framed oil miniature of Belle Meade as it must have looked in the early 1800s, with only the words “thank you” written on the card in Rebecca’s rounded, girlish handwriting.

		The sound of voices and a door slamming brought me into the foyer again in time to see Chad, Sophie, and Jack coming in from the kitchen. They all stopped when they saw me, and it was apparent from the looks on their faces that they’d been discussing me. Or the house. Or both.

		“What’s wrong?” I asked, secure that whatever it was it couldn’t be the roof because I’d already paid to have it replaced.

		“Did you see your gifts?” Sophie asked, pointing to the dining room.

		“Yes, actually, I did. Thank you. I think the T-shirt might be a little small on me, Jack, but I’ll give it a try.”

		He raised an eyebrow and sent me his killer grin, and I almost forgot that we were wrong for each other and that I’d practically thrown him into the arms of another woman on purpose.

		I faced Chad, knowing he’d be the easiest to crack. “The floors look beautiful. It’s hard to believe that you did them all by hand without an electric sander.”

		I saw the alarm in his eyes and knew that I had him. I zeroed in for the kill. “So, what’s wrong with the house now?”

		Without looking at Sophie, he said, “There’s a pretty thick crack in the bricks on the back of the house and Soph thinks there might be something wrong with the foundation.”

		I stared at him and blinked soundlessly for a good minute, having absolutely nothing to say. They all began talking at once, but I held up my hand. “I’m going upstairs to change, and I might even lie down a bit. I need a little time to recover first before I can listen to any more.”

		I’d barely taken a step toward the staircase when the knocker sounded from the front door. When nobody else moved, I made my way to the door and pulled it open.

		Amelia and John Trenholm, Jack’s parents, stood on the piazza, looking uncertain and trying to see past my shoulder. Amelia smiled tentatively. “Hello, Melanie. I’m glad to see you looking so well. Is Jack here? We’ve been trying to find him, but he’s not at home and he’s not answering his cell. We were driving by and saw his car outside.”

		I pulled back, opening the door wider, just as I caught sight of the third person standing on the piazza with them. She was a young girl of about twelve or thirteen years old. She wore platform shoes, low-rider jeans, halter top, heavy blue eye shadow, and was at that moment sticking a wad of bright pink bubble gum on one of the front columns of my house.

		She turned to me and smiled and my eyes widened. The girl had black wavy hair and dark blue eyes, but it was the dimple in her left cheek that gave her away.

		“Jack,” I said slowly. “You might want to come out here.”

		He came to stand next to me and had opened his mouth to say something when he caught sight of the girl and stopped.

		Her grin widened when she saw him, and I knew the effect wasn’t lost on him, either.

		“Hello, Daddy,” she said, leaning nonchalantly on the railing. “Surprise.”

		I looked from the girl’s multipierced ears to Jack’s astonished face and suddenly having a cracked foundation didn’t seem like such a big problem after all.

		“I’ll let you talk in private,” I said before sweeping back into the front hall of my Tradd Street house, smelling the scents of varnished wood and new paint that reminded me I was home, then closed the door behind me.
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		To my readers, whose enthusiasm for the first two books about Melanie and Jack inspired this one.
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			CHAPTER 1
		

		
			The phone rang out in the night-shrouded house, shrill and insistent, bringing me abruptly out of an odd dream that somehow involved me, Jack, a shovel, and something dark and undulating buried beneath the black earth. But when Jack opened his mouth to speak, I heard only the ringing of the telephone, jerking me upright in the bed and sending General Lee scampering to the floor with an irritated bark. I reached for the phone, remembering too late that the cord had been pulled from the wall, and held it to my ear before I recognized the pinpricks of warning on the nape of my neck.
		

		
			
			Melanie.
		

		I listened for the words that weren’t really words, more like sounds punctuated with static that only I could hear. “Grandmother?”

		
			
			Melanie, I heard again, the sound soft and melodic. I felt no fear, although I suppose a phone call from the dead would alarm most people. But I was used to it.
		

		“Grandmother?” I asked again, hearing only the staccato pop of static. I closed my eyes as my mother had taught me, and focused on the sound, trying to make words form in my mind.

		
			Don’t be afraid.
		

		I resisted rolling my eyes and tried hard to push aside my impatience, wondering once again why ghosts couldn’t just come right out and say what they wanted. My life was like one long B movie, with me as the lone member of the audience shouting at the screen, “Just tell her already!”

		Refocusing again, I closed my eyes tighter and listened while trying  to ignore General Lee’s pawing at my leg in an attempt to get my attention.

		
			Don’t be afraid. And listen to your heart for a change.
		

		My eyes popped open as I suddenly realized that Jack had been telling me the same thing in my dream. The dial tone sounded in my ear and I quickly hung up the phone. General Lee whined and pressed his paw against my nightgown. I looked down at the small black-and-white fur ball, reluctantly inherited along with the housekeeper, Mrs. Houlihan, and the historic house on Tradd Street where I now lived. The same house that was apparently crumbling beneath my feet and sucking money from my bank account at an alarming rate.

		I bent to pick up the neglected dog, but he escaped my grasp and instead ran to the dressing table and began pawing at one of the drawer handles, making the brass clang against the dark polished mahogany.

		“What?” I asked, following him and wondering why I actually expected an answer. General Lee was only slightly less communicative than the ghosts I’d been speaking with since I was very small and hadn’t yet learned to keep such “skills” to myself.

		With only the light from an outside streetlamp to guide me, I crossed the room to the dresser and was about to repeat my question when I spotted what looked like a wallet lying on the middle of the dresser top nestled between my La Mer night cream and the folded spreadsheet I used each day to allocate my—and sometimes other people’s—time.

		
			I flipped on a small crystal lamp, then blinked until my eyes became accustomed to the light. Because I was convinced that wearing my glasses would officially make me old, they were hidden in my nightstand drawer, so I had to squint to see. I stared hard at the object I was positive hadn’t been there when I went to bed. It was definitely a wallet, and a familiar one at that. I picked it up and flipped it open, not at all surprised that I recognized the face on the South Carolina driver’s license. Jack Trenholm, six-foot-two, one eighty-five, black hair, blue eyes. After glancing in the bills section and noticing he had two twenties and a ten tucked inside, I snapped it shut with disgust. Nobody had a decent driver’s license photo; my own closely resembled one of those fuzzy photos taken of Bigfoot. But Jack’s, of course, was almost as good  as the publicity photo that appeared on the back cover of his books. As a bestselling author of true-crime historical mystery novels, he had no right to look like a GQ model. It was irritating and not a little unnerving.
		

		I frowned down at General Lee. “How did this get here?” The more appropriate question should have been, “Why?” but I’d long since learned unusual things happened around me a lot, and always for a reason—but never for a reason that was easily explained. Besides, I was talking to a dog, and the subtleties of my question would surely be lost on him.

		I rubbed my hand against the soft leather while I thought. I hadn’t seen Jack for about two weeks—not since the disastrous afternoon when a heretofore unknown teenage girl had shown up on my front porch and called him “Daddy.” I’d happily stepped back to allow Jack, his parents, and Jack’s girlfriend (my very distant cousin Rebecca Edgerton) to take care of that little problem. I had plenty of issues of my own to deal with—the least of which being the diagnosis of a cracked foundation on my very old historic albatross of a house. And my inability to ignore my unreasonable attraction to Jack Trenholm.

		I looked at the clock on my bedside table, and while I was wondering whether five fifteen was too early to call Jack, the doorbell rang. General Lee and I looked at each other and I thought I saw him frown, but that could have been my poor eyesight. I quickly slid my feet into my slippers, slipped a robe over my nightgown, and put the wallet in the robe’s pocket. After scooping up the dog, I descended the staircase to the main hall, sincerely hoping that my visitor was the living, breathing kind.

		The front door lights had been left on, illuminating the piazza of my Charleston single house and making it easy to recognize the familiar outline of my visitor through the glass sidelights on either side of the door. After punching in the code to disarm the alarm—A-B-B-A, for my favorite musical group—I unlocked the dead bolts and opened the door.

		“Jack,” I said calmly, my voice completely belying the jumpy, skippy thing my heart seemed to be doing. “I hope you have a really good reason for waking me up and darkening my doorstep at this hour.”

		He smiled the smile that had cut down swaths of women in his wake since he’d been a toddler. “Now, Mellie—I saw a light in your window, so I know you were awake. What were you doing? Organizing your closet alphabetically by designer?”

		While I tried to think of a response that didn’t include the embarrassing fact that I’d already done that, I saw his gaze traveling from the toes of my slippers up to the high neck of my nightgown that peeked out of the top of my oversize and very thick robe. Despite its being late spring, I was dressed for winter, since I was notoriously cold-natured.

		I frowned at him, taking in his khaki pants, loafers without socks, and white button-down shirt with rolled-up sleeves. I also noticed the messy hair, the unshaven jaw, and circles under his eyes that, unfortunately, did nothing to lessen his appeal.

		Before I could say anything, he said, “I don’t remember seeing that in the Victoria’s Secret catalog. Is it new?”

		“What do you want, Jack? I have far more important things to do than hang around my front door chatting with you.”

		His smile slipped just enough for me to notice. He looked behind him to glance at a darkened spot on the piazza before turning back to me. His smile now resembled a grimace, and I felt the first tremors of unease. “I need to ask a favor.”

		I crossed my arms, relieved. Obviously, this was some kind of a joke. Jack never asked for favors. His usual MO was to ply his victim with charm so that she never knew she was doing exactly what he wanted her to do. “Will this involve getting me on my back? Or maybe just getting me drunk so that I embarrass myself?” He hadn’t technically done either thing, but I liked to pretend that those two instances had been both deliberate and his fault.

		Instead of the snarky comment I expected, he frowned and gave a quick shake of his head. Too late, I realized that he wasn’t alone on the piazza, as the young girl I’d met only once before emerged from the shadows behind him. Jack stopped slouching against the doorjamb and straightened, allowing the girl to move into the foyer ahead of him. She eyed me in very much the same way her father just had, but with a far more critical eye and accompanied by the loud smacking of chewing gum.

		“Nice slippers.” She blew a large purple bubble with her gum, then snapped it back into her mouth.

		I looked down at my feet. My slippers had been a gift from my best friend, Dr. Sophie Wallen, a professor of historical preservation at the College of Charleston, and I rather liked them. I kept telling myself it was because they kept my feet warm and not because they resembled General Lee, since I wasn’t really a dog person. Especially at this moment, as I watched my fickle dog move from my side to sit at the girl’s feet and nuzzle her leg.

		Jack moved into the foyer, closing the door behind them, and I could see the lines of strain around his mouth, even though he was trying very hard to keep his smile in place. “Melanie, since I didn’t get the chance to formally introduce you the last time we were here, I’d like you to meet Emmaline Amelia Pettigrew. Emmaline, I’d like you to meet my . . .”

		He paused, as if unsure what to call me, and I couldn’t blame him. “Friend,” I interjected, feeling the unusual need to help him. It was very clear to me that Jack was completely out of his league with this woman-child.

		“Melanie Middleton,” I added, and stuck out my hand, because I couldn’t think of anything else to do.

		The girl stepped under the foyer chandelier and I got a better look at her. Despite the heavy black eyeliner, bright red lipstick, teeny-tiny denim skirt, and pink Converse high-top sneakers, I could tell she was very young, maybe thirteen or fourteen. She also had beautiful black, wavy hair and startling blue eyes that left no doubt as to her relationship to Jack.

		Ignoring my hand, she snapped another bubble with her gum. “Nola,” she said. “My real name’s Nola.”

		I dropped my hand and looked at Jack.

		“We just received her birth certificate from California, and it seems she was officially named Emmaline Amelia. Apparently she’s always been called by a nickname.”

		Nola crossed her arms across her chest and she wore an expression that was somewhere between a smile and a smirk, and I knew enough to brace myself. “Mom always called me Nola because I was conceived  in New Orleans, Louisiana, when she and this guy were drunk off their asses.”

		Jack spoke through gritted teeth and I had the fleeting thought that I should be enjoying this a lot more than I was. “Like I said, her name is Emmaline Amelia and she’s been living for the last thirteen and a half years with her mother in Los Angeles.”

		I raised my eyebrows at him. There was a whole story behind those words that he’d have to share with me eventually. But not now. An almost imperceptible tremor shook the girl, and her knuckles were nearly white where her hands gripped a ratty backpack. And there was something in her take-no-prisoners stance, in her bravado, that didn’t ring true. Something sad and lonely and scared. Something that reminded me of the young abandoned girl I had once been.

		I didn’t know a lot about teenage girls, despite having once been one, but I knew that assigning a new name to her right now wasn’t a good idea. I also knew that the girl standing in front of me wasn’t an Emmaline or an Amelia.

		Directing a warning glance to Jack to remain silent, I said, “Nice to meet you, Nola. I think that name suits you.”

		With a triumphant look that was meant for her dad, she said, “So, are you sleeping with him?”

		“Absolutely not,” I said at the same time Jack said, “Not for lack of trying.”

		Nola rolled her eyes. “I told him that I would only consider staying with you if the two of you weren’t hooking up or anything.”

		Or anything. I wasn’t sure what that last part encompassed, but I knew for sure that whatever Jack and I had going on, it certainly couldn’t be classified as “hooking up.”

		“Stay with me?” I turned a sharp look at Jack.

		“Yeah. That’s the favor I was going to ask.”

		“What about Rebecca?” I asked, feeling light-headed. I already had a pretty jam-packed schedule, and I couldn’t envision making room on my spreadsheet for one more thing, much less a troubled teenager.

		Nola made a gagging sound as she leaned against my Chippendale console table, causing the Dresden figurine on top to wobble but, fortunately, remain in place. “Oh, please. Don’t make me puke. All that  sugary pink fakeness would make me want to strangle her, and I don’t want to spend time in juvie.”

		I raised my eyebrows, although I was in complete agreement with her assessment of Rebecca. Forcing my voice to remain calm, I suggested to Jack, “And your parents?”

		“They’ve already downsized to a one-bedroom condo. They’d put it up for sale today and buy a new house to make room for Emma . . . Nola, but I don’t want them to do that. Besides, we, ah, kinda need something now.”

		“And she can’t stay with you because . . . ?”

		Jack clenched his teeth. “Because . . .” He shrugged, either because he couldn’t think of a good enough answer or because he didn’t want Nola to hear it.

		Nola piped up. “Because he doesn’t want me. He never has.”

		Jack took a step toward her, his hands palms out. “That’s not true, Nola. I’ve told you that. I don’t know why you won’t listen.”

		Nola’s voice rose a notch. “You’re the one who won’t listen.” Nola’s face reddened beneath her makeup, but it was more than just anger or hurt, and it suddenly occurred to me that I knew nothing about the circumstances that had brought her to Jack. Something had wounded Nola in a much more profound way than she wanted anyone to know, and it was apparent even to me that Jack really didn’t have a clue.

		My neck started to feel a little clammy. “Maybe I can just be your intermediary whenever you two have an argument. Sort of like a referee. I’ll even do house calls.” I smiled at them hopefully.

		They both looked at me with identical expressions of disdain, two pairs of matching blue eyes making me feel very, very small and hardhearted. Some part of me even enjoyed watching them spar like a normal father and teenage daughter. I’d never fought with my parents, but only because I’d never been given the chance; my mother had left when I was six and my father had usually been too drunk to care. Despite my relationships with both parents having vastly improved over the last year, I still felt a huge void in my growing-up years. Not that I wanted to revisit them. I was thirty-nine years old, after all. Way too old to be dealing with teenage angst. Or to be single, but that was another matter altogether.

		Grasping at my final straw, I said, “But she doesn’t even know me.”

		Nola’s look was so searing that I expected to see smoke rising from my terry-cloth robe. “It would be better than staying with him.” She jerked her chin in Jack’s direction. “Or living on the street.” Her look indicated that the latter choice was only marginally worse than living with me.

		Jack put his hand on my arm and turned the full force of his considerable charm on me, starting with a penetrating look from his very, very blue eyes. “We’re here at this ungodly hour because we were arguing up until midnight, when I called a truce just to get some sleep. That’s when I caught her trying to sneak out. I made her sit with me on the living room couch until I thought you’d be up.” He shook his head. “Please, Mellie,” he said, using the nickname that I barely tolerated, although both he and my mother delighted in using it—my mother because it had been my childhood name, and Jack because he enjoyed irritating me. He continued. “It will only be for a little while, until we can figure this all out with cool heads—something we apparently can’t have while living under the same roof.”

		In a last-ditch effort to avoid disaster I said, “What about school? Doesn’t she need to be registered where she lives?”

		Nola rolled her eyes. “School’s lame.”

		Jack looked like he wanted to say something to her but thought better of it. Instead he said, “I already got her transcripts and she’s a straight-A student. I’m going to try to get her involved with a homeschooling group to finish up the year. In the meantime, my mother’s trying to get her into Ashley Hall, her alma mater and your mother’s, too. I’m hoping their combined efforts can get her a spot in the fall.”

		I knew what an Ashley Hall girl looked like—smooth hair, lacrosse stick, fresh-faced—and I couldn’t imagine Nola fitting in there any more than I would have at her age. But I bit my tongue. It had nothing to do with me.

		Jack added helpfully, “So basically Nola has the whole summer to get acclimated to Charleston.”

		I looked at both of them as they stared at me expectantly, Jack hopeful and Nola resigned. I wanted to shout out an immediate “no.” I had my own life to live, unfettered by husband or children or any other  responsibilities that didn’t include making my sales quota for Henderson House Realty. Or continuing the restoration of my beautiful yet money-sucking house. But when I looked at Nola, I saw again a scared and abandoned child who, except for the telltale trembling, was trying very hard to appear brave and strong. Unfortunately for both of us I saw not just her trembling; I saw myself.

		“Fine,” I said carefully, wanting to end Nola’s misery and not willing to set her up for more rejection. “She’s welcome to stay here for a bit. The guest room has clean sheets on the bed, and there are clean towels in the hall bath. I’ll make sure Nola feels at home for as long as she needs to stay here.” I shot a questioning glance at Jack in the hopes that he’d be able to give me not only a finite time period, but some kind of encouragement, too.

		Instead, the only look I got from him was one of extreme relief. For all of the emotional trauma he’d caused me in the last year, I should have been gloating. Instead, I could only feel sorry for him and for Nola, their estranged relationship so much like the one between my father and me up until recently, when he’d finally decided to become sober.

		“Thank you,” he said, and all I could do was smile.

		Jack walked to the door and pulled it open. “I know Nola doesn’t want to forget this.” He reached for something on the piazza and pulled inside the house a beat-up guitar case, scuffed and scratched, the original black of the case nearly completely hidden by stickers, most of them illegible. On the top near one of the latches was a small white rectangle with the faded black words I LOVE N’AWLINS. NOLA.

		He set it down by the foyer table and I stared at it for a moment, feeling the telltale pinpricks of gooseflesh on the back of my neck for the second time that night. I looked around, expecting to see . . .  something. The temperature seemed to drop by a few degrees, and I watched Nola rub her arms. And then I heard what sounded like very quiet music. I glanced at Jack and Nola to see if they were hearing it, too, but they were concentrating on trying to figure out how to say good-bye without physical contact.

		I strained to hear better, but the melody was so light that it was almost beyond my hearing range. The notes were strummed on an acoustic guitar, the tune hauntingly beautiful.

		“So, Nola,” Jack was saying. “You have my cell phone. Call me if you need anything. Anything,” he emphasized.

		She nodded, her jaw sticking out in the same way Jack’s did when he was upset and trying not to show it.

		I turned to Nola. “I want to speak with your dad for a quick moment. Why don’t you go ahead up to your room—at the top of the stairs turn left. It’s the third door on the right, and the bathroom’s right next door to it. Make yourself at home and I’ll be right there.”

		With a heavy sigh, Nola picked up her guitar and slung her ratty backpack over her shoulder, the unzipped corner exposing the well-worn face of a nearly threadbare teddy bear. It surprised me to see it, and it told me more about Nola than all of her heavy makeup and belligerent attitude. It also reminded me that Nola was only thirteen years old, and very alone. Well, almost. General Lee, the little traitor, happily followed at her heels, content to be led away by a perfect stranger.

		As she headed up the stairs, I called after her, “Nola, I have to go into my office early in the morning, but I’ll tell my housekeeper, Mrs. Houlihan, to look after you and get you anything you need. I’ll have her make you breakfast, so tell me what you want and I’ll make sure we’ve got it.”

		She turned around and with a sullen expression said, “I don’t like to wake up before noon, and I only eat vegan and organic.” Without waiting for a response, she turned around and headed up the stairs, one slowly exaggerated step at a time.

		I faced Jack again, seeing a faint glimmer in his eyes. “That could be a problem for you, Mellie, seeing how you only eat processed baked goods and animal protein. I guess I should have warned you.”

		“About a lot of things, apparently.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “You’ve got a lot of things you need to tell me, starting with where her mother is.”

		His face sobered as he sent a quick glance up the stairs. “She’s dead.”

		Jack’s words didn’t surprise me; I suppose I had known from the first moment I’d seen Nola. But a lifelong attempt at trying to bury my sixth sense made me extremely obtuse sometimes.

		He placed his hands on my arms and pulled me closer to the door. Quietly, he added, “Nola’s probably listening, so I don’t want to talk  about it now, but meet me at eight o’clock at Fast and French for coffee and I’ll tell you everything.”

		I sighed. “You really owe me.”

		With a low voice, he said, “I know.” He didn’t drop his hands from my arms as he continued to look at me, and for an odd moment I thought he might kiss me, and I even thought that I might want him to. But the time for that was long gone, buried too deep beneath all sorts of reasons why Jack and I were wrong for each other—not including the fact that he had a girlfriend and now a teenage daughter.

		He let his hands slip from my arms. “That wasn’t an almost-kiss, was it?”

		“No,” I said, a little too quickly.

		“Good. Because I think I’ve lost count,” he said, referring to his annoying habit of reminding me each time he almost kissed me. But that all seemed like such a long time ago. He stepped out onto the piazza. “I’ll see you at eight then.”

		“I’ll be there,” I said, before I closed the door and latched it, then set the alarm. As I began turning off the lights and heading back upstairs, I heard the music again, so faint that I couldn’t be sure I was hearing it at all, and I found myself turning my head like an antenna trying to pick up a better signal.

		It seemed to get louder as I reached the top of the stairs and headed for Nola’s room, where I found General Lee sleeping outside her closed door. I raised my hand to knock and held it there while I listened as the music faded and was replaced by the sound of sobbing coming from the other side of the door. I lowered my hand, then quietly backed away and headed toward my room, leaving the hall light on and my door cracked open. I slid out of my robe, and as I began to get ready for work, I couldn’t help but wonder how many ghosts this lost and lonely girl had brought into my life.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 2
		

		
			I had just finished writing the note of warning to Mrs. Houlihan to let her know that a teenage girl was sleeping upstairs and would expect to be fed something vegan for breakfast when she woke around noon. I’d hoped to make it out the door before the housekeeper got there, because I was sure there were going to be way more questions than I could answer. I’d left my business card and a note under Nola’s door telling her to call me when she got up so we could figure out the rest of her day. Hopefully, my breakfast with Jack would answer at least part of that question.
		

		I scratched General Lee behind the ear, then gave him a treat, because I just couldn’t stand that forlorn look he gave me each time I left him behind. As I shut the kitchen door behind me I heard voices from the back garden. I froze for a moment as I always did when I heard voices in my house, remembering the ghosts who’d inhabited it when I moved in. Most of them were gone, the ones remaining unobtrusive and with a mutual understanding that we not get in one another’s way.

		Carefully negotiating the flagstone path my father had installed for me as part of his garden restoration, I followed it by the side of the house to the garden, where the voices mingled with the sound of the burbling fountain of the peeing boy. I stopped and stared, not sure whether I should frown or laugh.

		
			Sophie, never a candidate for a magazine cover, except for maybe National Geographic, wore what looked like a pair of oversize jeans split in the middle and then connected with quilted patches to make a sort of long skirt. She had on her ubiquitous Birkenstocks, her toenails each  painted a different color, a tie-dyed tank top, and her long, curly black hair barely tamed by a lime green scrunchy. She was in stark contrast to the man in the plaid shirt and jeans standing next to her, my plumber, Rich Kobylt. His tool belt hung heavy on his hips, leaving the jeans a little lower in the back than I would have liked. They were both staring at the brick foundation of my house and shaking their heads. It couldn’t be good if Sophie, an expert in the field of historical restoration, was shaking her head while staring at my very old house.
		

		With more good cheer than I felt, I called out, “Good morning.” I walked closer to them, and the spike of my high-heeled shoe stuck between two flagstones into the soft grass, sucking my shoe into the clinging mud and bringing to mind how this whole house had sort of done the same thing to my life.

		“Good morning,” they both said in unison, much the same way I would imagine an undertaker would greet his subject.

		“What’s wrong now?” I asked as I stopped in front of Sophie and followed her gaze to the rather large crack that wound its way through the brick from the ground to the first floor. “I already know about the cracked foundation. Please tell me it’s not more serious than that.”

		Rich and Sophie glanced at each other before the plumber turned back to me and spoke. “Actually, Miz Middleton, except for a hurricane, things don’t get much worse for an old house like this than a cracked foundation. And this one’s as bad as it gets.”

		I nodded slowly as I listened, hearing the familiar sound of a cash register ringing in my brain. “How bad is bad?”

		“Well.” He drew the word out. “Looks like your bond courses are broken. Don’t much know why, except the house is old. Maybe the roots of that old oak tree have stretched a little too far. It’s anybody’s guess, really. You’re in danger of a wall collapse, since this is a structural wall—”

		He’d lost me at “bond courses.” My eyes must have glazed over, because Sophie interrupted him.

		“What he’s trying to say, Melanie, is that it’s only going to get much, much worse if we don’t take care of this right away. It’s going to be pretty major—lifting the house from the existing foundation, then building a new one. It’s the only way to do it right.”

		I stood blinking in the bright morning sunlight, my dream of finally settling into my house and resuming my ordinary, quiet life suddenly as foreign to me as wearing one of Sophie’s outfits. I turned to Rich. “Aren’t you a plumber?”

		“Yes, ma’am. I’m also a certified technician in foundation repair, and co-own Hard Rock Foundations with my son, Brian. We offer a lifetime transferable warranty, and we’re listed in the BBB, too. Plus Dr. Wallen here has used me on many of her restoration projects and can speak for us.”

		Resignation filled just about every muscle fiber in my body. “How much will it cost?” I asked, then quickly held up my hand. “No, don’t tell me. I’ll call you later to discuss it in detail and after I’ve had a glass of wine.” Or two. “Just tell the workmen not to start before six o’clock in the morning, because I don’t want to be awakened before I have to.” I thought briefly of Nola and her weird sleep habits but didn’t say anything. She wouldn’t be staying with me long enough for it to matter. “Sophie, just let my dad know so he can write the checks.” My father was the trustee for the estate I’d inherited and in charge of all the expenses relating to the house’s restoration. I wondered briefly how much a detonator and TNT would cost.

		“Actually,” Sophie began as she and Rich exchanged another glance between them.

		“Well, see now, Miz Middleton, what Dr. Wallen’s trying to say is that the house won’t be livable while we’re workin’ on it. You’ll need to move out for a spell.”

		I considered throwing myself onto the grass and having a tantrum, complete with banging fists and kicking feet. But that would have taken much more energy than I had.

		“For how long?” I ventured, trying to keep my smile from turning into a feral grin. “I only just moved back in after having all the floors stripped and redone, for crying out loud. And I’ve just retrieved all of the furniture from storage.” I raised my hands, palms up. “And what will General Lee think, being thrown out of his house again?”

		Sophie looked hard at me for a long moment before responding. “I’m sure you and General Lee will cope just fine at your mother’s. And I’m thinking three months—tops. Depending on the weather, of course.”

		I opened and closed my mouth several times, feeling like a drowning fish. Giving up on words, I simply nodded, then turned on my muddy heel and nearly ran right into Nola. The first thing I noticed was that she was wearing the same clothes I’d seen her in the previous evening, and they looked like she’d slept in them. The second thing I noticed was that she didn’t look very happy.

		“What the hell?” she shouted at me, her fists on her hips. “Why would you open my window when it’s, like, a thousand degrees out here? And why was my guitar in the bed with me? What in the hell were you even doing in my room?”

		Before I could think of something to say, Sophie stepped forward. Sticking her hand out, she said, “You must be Nola. I’m Sophie Wallen, a friend of Melanie’s. And can I say I just love your nail polish—the black polish I use doesn’t have that kind of shine.”

		After a moment, Nola raised her hand and allowed Sophie to pump it a few times before letting go. Her gaze swept Sophie’s outfit from head to toe and I stiffened, prepared to defend my best friend, regardless of how much I might agree with Nola’s assessment.

		“Nice skirt,” she said, completely devoid of sarcasm. “My mom made me one just like it, but I had to leave it behind in California because it didn’t fit in my backpack.”

		I glanced over at the plumber/foundation repair specialist and assumed his horrified look matched my own.

		Nola crossed her arms over her chest. “How did you know who I was?”

		I waited for Sophie to answer, having been just about to ask the same question.

		Sophie beamed, an expression honed by years of teaching college students and coercing them to see her as a person of authority despite being half their size. “Oh, sugar,” she drawled, despite the fact that she’d been born and raised far north of the Mason-Dixon Line, “your daddy and I are good friends and we chat quite a bit. I was the one who suggested he bring you here when he mentioned you weren’t comfortable staying with him.”

		I raised my eyebrows at Sophie so she’d know that we’d be having a discussion later.

		“Not that here is any better,” Nola remarked, glaring at me. “I’m not used to getting up at the break of dawn. I mean, what the f—”

		Before she could say the final word, I tried to draw her back down the pathway to the kitchen. “I think I heard Mrs. Houlihan’s car. Why don’t we go get you some breakfast? I’m sure you’ll feel better about things once you’ve eaten.”

		Nola remained rigid. “Right. I already checked your kitchen. Just a lot of dead animal meat and a bunch of processed and high-gluten doughnuts. Ugh. Who eats that crap? I guess my dad just wanted me to starve to death.”

		With a warning glance at me not to say anything, Sophie took Nola’s arm. “I know what you mean. I can’t believe she eats that stuff, either. Why don’t you run upstairs and get changed and then I’ll take you to my favorite place to eat breakfast. They’ve got awesome tofu muffins and eggless eggs. You’ll love it.”

		I stifled a shudder as I watched Sophie lead Nola back into the house. “Drop her at my office when you’re done, all right?”

		Without turning back, Sophie shot me a thumbs-up. As they disappeared around the corner of the house, I heard Nola say, “But who opened my windows?”

		Sophie’s reply carried clearly to us in the back garden. “It’s an old house, sugar. Things happen here that wouldn’t ordinarily happen anywhere else.”

		I avoided looking at Rich, knowing he’d had several “experiences” while working on the house; I just wasn’t going to go there.

		Instead, I began walking down the path, raising my hand in farewell. “Thanks, Rich. Just let me know when you’re ready to start work so I can empty the house. Again. You know how to reach me.”

		I walked to my car, parked in the old carriage house in the back of the property that had been converted to a garage. After closing the door, I sat inside it for a long time before starting the engine, wondering yet again how my once-controlled life had spun off the tracks like a train in a hurricane without my having had to do a single thing.
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		There was already a small crowd waiting at Fast & French on Broad Street when I walked up to the door at exactly five minutes past eight  o’clock. I was punctual to a fault and considered myself late if I wasn’t at least ten minutes early. I hoped this wasn’t a harbinger for the rest of my day.

		I glanced through the crowd, not really expecting to see Jack, as he wasn’t the early-to-rise sort, and I figured he’d probably gone back to sleep after he’d left my house earlier that morning. And if he was here already, it must be because what he wanted to discuss was very important to him.

		My phone beeped, alerting me to a text message. It was from Jack, letting me know he was seated at the counter in the back room. Excusing myself as I moved by people to get through the door, I tried not to feel nervous as I made my way past the hostess and to my seat next to Jack, two menus already waiting on the counter.

		Fast & French, otherwise known as Gaulart et Maliclet to non-Charlestonians, was a personal favorite. I loved the artsy interior, with murals and other artwork displayed on just about every flat surface. I found the juxtaposition of the modern artwork set against the classical old-house woodwork of the fireplace and cornices charming. Not wanting to be accused of actually liking or appreciating old architecture, I kept that little observation to myself.

		“Good morning,” I said warily. “Have you been sleeping outside on the sidewalk since you left my house waiting for them to open?” He still had the five-o’clock shadow, but his clothes were cleaned and pressed and he smelled faintly of soap. Still, I couldn’t resist the dig. Except for this morning, I’d never seen Jack out of bed earlier than ten o’clock. Or in it, either, but that was yet another path I’d rather leave undiscovered.

		“Good morning,” he replied cheerily, his dimple showing through the scruff on his cheek. “And no, I didn’t sleep here. I just didn’t want to be late since I know how much that irritates you.” His dimple deepened.

		A young and perky waitress stood in front of us on the other side of the counter. “Are y’all ready to order?”

		Without looking at the menu, I said, “Two chocolate-filled croissants and a cappuccino with double cream, please.”

		“Will that be all for the two of you?” she asked, looking at Jack and giving him a big smile. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d written  down her phone number and reached over to slide it in his pocket. It had happened more than once.

		Jack cleared his throat. “Actually, that’s all for her. I’m just having coffee. Black, please.”

		The girl raised her eyebrows as she wrote down our order and picked up our menus. I shrugged. Of all of the inherited traits from my mother’s Prioleau side of the family, a high metabolism was a bonus. I considered it a fair trade-off for the other, much more annoying trait of being able to talk with dead people.

		“One day you’re going to wake up fat, Mellie, and it will serve you right.”

		I’d always been taller and thinner than girls my age, and nothing had changed in the last thirty-nine years. Despite the lack of any bust to speak of, I did appreciate the ability to eat what I wanted and still fit into my pants.

		I snorted, taking a spoonful of cream off the top of the cappuccino that had been set in front of me. “You’ll be the first person I’ll tell when that happens, Jack,” I said as I closed my eyes, savoring the sweet taste on my tongue.

		“So, how did it go after I left?” Jack asked as the waitress poured coffee into his mug.

		“As well as could be expected, I guess. She’d just been dropped off at a stranger’s house by her father, after all. When I went up to her room after you left to see if she needed anything, she was crying pretty hard. I didn’t go in. I remember being that age, and knew that intruding wouldn’t have been the right thing to do.”

		Jack nodded contemplatively. “That’s why I figured leaving her with you was the right thing. I would have barged right in and asked what was wrong.”

		“Because you’re a guy.” I took a sip from my cup. “Still, I would think that all your experiences with women would have taught you how to handle it better.”

		“She’s only thirteen, Mellie. And my daughter. Believe me, when I was a thirteen-year-old boy, girls my age were from a different planet. Apparently, they still are.”

		I surreptitiously studied him as I took another sip, imagining that  he’d been no less devastating at thirteen than he was now at thirty-five. “Have you sought any professional help?”

		He nodded. “Yeah. We went to see a child psychologist, who told me that Emmal . . . Nola is surprisingly well-adjusted, considering what she’s been through, and the best thing I can do right now is to integrate her into my life.” He snorted. “We can’t even live under the same roof, so I’m not sure how I’m going to manage that.”

		“You’ll figure it out,” I said, patting him on the arm, my words more confident than I felt as I remembered the bewildered girl he’d dropped off on my doorstep.

		We waited while the waitress placed my croissants on the counter between us and added an extra fork. I slid the plate in front of me, along with both forks, then took my first bite. After chewing and swallowing, I said, “You’d better start from the beginning—like who Nola’s mother was, and why I’ve never heard of her or her daughter.”

		Jack began to trace circles with his finger on the counter as he spoke. “It’s not what you think, Mellie. I dated Bonnie Pettigrew—Nola’s mother—my senior year in college. She was from Columbus, Georgia—a real sweet Southern girl. I wouldn’t say she was the love of my life, but we had a good time together. We made each other laugh. I was the starting quarterback at South Carolina, but you probably already know that.”

		I kept a blank look on my face as I stood by my insistence that I had never Googled him. He regarded me steadily for a long moment to see if I’d crack, and when I didn’t, he continued. “Bonnie was a cheerleader, so we had that in common, too. It was almost sort of expected that we’d date, you know?”

		I nodded, even though I didn’t know. My four years in college had been more academic than social, and I could count on one hand the number of football games I’d attended while at South Carolina. And on three fingers the number of dates I’d had.

		Jack continued. “Bonnie was pretty musical, too. Used to write songs all the time and play them for me on her guitar. She was good. Real good. Wanted to write music and planned to head out to California just as soon as she graduated. Said it was a great place to be an artist, and the scenery would inspire her. It was pretty much understood that we would part ways then, and I was okay with that.”

		“And then there was that trip to New Orleans for Mardi Gras,” I said, unable to keep the sarcasm out of my voice.

		“Yeah. There was that,” he said, his voice flat. “We had a good time. I wasn’t a raging alcoholic then, but definitely working on it. We partied a lot. Drank a lot.”

		“And apparently didn’t use protection.”

		Jack signaled for the waitress to bring him more coffee. “Apparently not. I was young and very stupid. Although I was probably too out of it to even realize, because it never occurred to me that Bonnie might have gotten pregnant. She never even said anything at all. I just remember that about a month before graduation she told me she decided it was time for her to go, that she didn’t need a degree to do what she wanted to do with her life, and that she was moving to California. She just forgot to mention that she was pregnant.”

		“And after she had the baby, she never contacted you?”

		He shook his head. “Not once. And I had no idea how to get in touch with her—not that we’d really ever planned to do that, anyway. I did write to her mother in Columbus once—her dad had died when she was a baby, and all she had was her mother. Bonnie had never been that close with her mom, and the only thing she could tell me was that Bonnie had made it to California and she hadn’t heard from her since or expected to. It was sad, really, but I figured Bonnie was doing what she wanted to do.”

		“So you forgot about her.”

		With a hard look at me he said, “I didn’t say that. I just moved on. But I never forgot her.”

		I pressed my fork into the remaining crumbs on my plate. “Why do you think she didn’t tell you about the baby?”

		He stared down at his cup for a long moment. “Because she knew that I would have wanted us to get married, to raise the child together. And Bonnie would never have settled for that. She would have been miserable being stuck in South Carolina and forced to leave all of her dreams behind. She probably figured she could handle being a single mother if it meant she could pursue her dreams.”

		A surprising wave of relief swept over me. The Jack I knew, even though he wasn’t without faults, would never have knowingly abandoned his own child. I drained my cup, leaving it up to my face longer than necessary so that he couldn’t read my expression. He was too good already at reading my mind. Putting my cup down, I asked, “So what happened to Bonnie?”

		Jack motioned to the waitress for another refill and I did the same. “She killed herself.”

		I coughed on the final mouthful of crumbs. I hadn’t expected to hear that. “Intentionally?”

		“It appears so. It’s what’s on the coroner’s report, anyway. Drug overdose, although from what I’ve learned from the police detective assigned to the case, she wasn’t a stranger to OD’ing. She’d been rushed to the hospital at least three times in the last two years for taking various cocktails of prescription and street drugs.”

		“Poor Nola,” I said, remembering her expression when I’d met her, of loss and grief and something else that had been unnameable at the time. But now I understood what it was, because I’d seen it for so long in my own reflection: abandonment. “Who would take care of her when her mother was sick?”

		“No one, as far as I can figure out. Bonnie had had a long string of live-in boyfriends, and the latest one, Rick something-or-other, had been there for about two years. But I imagine Nola would have taken care of herself. She doesn’t seem the sort to want to have to ask for help.”

		“No.” I shook my head, in complete agreement with him for once. “She doesn’t.” I swallowed. “So how did she find her way to you?”

		“Bonnie left her an envelope—one of those ‘open only in the event of my death’ kind of things—and in it was my name, the name of my parents’ store on King Street, and a one-way Greyhound bus ticket to Charleston.”

		I raised my eyebrows. “She traveled cross-country on a bus all by herself? I can’t even imagine what kind of guts that took. She looks much older, but she’s only thirteen, for crying out loud.” I shook my head.

		“She hid at a friend’s house and then slept on a park bench for a night to evade child services before deciding that finding me might be a better option.” Jack kept his voice level, but I could tell it was hard for him.

		“Why didn’t she call you first to let you know she was coming?”

		Jack pushed away his empty mug. “Nola’s not very talkative about a lot of things—especially about her mother’s death—but she was very clear about this one thing: Bonnie had always told her that I knew about the pregnancy but chose to give them both up.” He looked up at the ceiling and blinked hard, and all I could do was place my hand on his arm and squeeze. After a moment, he said, “I believe she did that so Nola would never be tempted to leave her. And from what little I can get out of Nola, they had a good relationship when Bonnie was clean. Bonnie even taught Nola how to play the guitar, and they’d play together sometimes for extra change. Not that Nola will let me hear her play. She dragged that beat-up guitar all the way from Los Angeles and yet refuses to play a note.”

		I remembered how I’d developed an aversion to opera music after my own mother, a famous opera diva, left my father and me. “She needs time,” I said, hoping that she would require less than the thirty-three years it had taken me to get over it, and then only because my mother was still alive to explain that she’d left me to save my life. With Bonnie’s death, her reasons would always remain unspoken.

		“I know. That’s why I had to bring her to you. Sophie said you’d understand.” He gave me an apologetic smile. “No matter how many times I tell Nola that I didn’t even know she existed until I saw her on your front porch, she won’t believe me. And we can’t forge a relationship until she accepts that—which she won’t if we’re living under the same roof and continually banging heads.”

		I frowned. “There’s only one problem. I’m happy for her to stay with me as long as you think this will take, but I’m about to be kicked out of my house again.”

		Jack quirked an eyebrow.

		“Sophie and the plumber were yammering about it this morning, but it all comes down to a cracked foundation. I haven’t asked my mother yet, but it looks like I’ll be moving in with her for about three months. I’m sure she’d love to have Nola, too, but I’ll need to check with her. She’s always going on and on about someday having a grandchild, so maybe having her best friend’s granddaughter living with her might cure her of that for a while.”

		“Or cure her of ever wanting one of her own,” Jack said with a strained look. “Teenagers aren’t for wussies.”

		“Then it’s a good thing my mother and I aren’t.”

		The waitress brought our checks and I could see her straining to see if Jack wore a ring on his left hand. She sent me a smug glance when she caught me watching her. Jack shoved his hand in one pocket of his jeans and then the other. “That’s odd. My wallet’s missing.”

		Calmly, I reached into my purse and pulled out the wallet General Lee had found on my dresser. I’d left it on the hall table and had picked it up on my way out of the house that morning. “Is this it?”

		He took it from me and flipped it open. “It’s definitely mine. Where’d you find it?”

		“In my bedroom.”

		He furrowed his brow. “Not to be coy, but if my wallet was in your bedroom, wouldn’t I have had to have been there, too? And believe me, I would have remembered that.”

		I swatted his sleeve. “I have no idea. All I know is that I got one of my calls from a disconnected phone right before I found it. I’m sure they’re related.”

		“Your grandmother again?”

		Jack was one of the few people who knew about my sixth sense. Although it had been a closely guarded secret for most of my childhood and adult years, the idea that it was more of a gift than a curse was gradually growing on me at my mother’s urging. But only gradually.

		I nodded.

		“Did she say anything?”

		
			I thought about her words—listen to your heart for a change—and knew better than to tell Jack. He’d find some way to embarrass me or bribe me later if he knew. “Not really,” I said. “You know it’s never clear.”
		

		“True, but we’ve also learned that there’s no such thing as a coincidence. If she’s responsible for my wallet being in your room, then she wants to tell you something about me.”

		I dug into my own wallet to hide the color rushing to my face. “Maybe. Like ‘don’t answer the door.’ If only I’d listened.” I smiled up at him but he wasn’t looking. Instead he was looking inside his very empty wallet.

		“I had fifty dollars in here. Any idea what might have happened to it?”

		I shook my head. “It was there when I found it last night. I didn’t check it again before I slid it into my purse before coming here.”

		Our eyes met as a mutual understanding dawned. “Don’t jump to conclusions, Jack,” I said. “I’m sure there’s a logical explanation. Maybe it fell out and it’s still on the table. I’ll ask Mrs. Houlihan as soon as I get home. Just don’t do anything until you hear from me, okay?”

		He pressed his lips together, then relaxed. “Fine. But I want you to call me the second you find out.”

		“I will.” I stood and picked up his ticket. “My treat. You can get the next one.”

		“Already asking me for the next date. That’s sweet, Mellie.”

		Before I had a chance to respond his cell phone rang, but when he looked at it he just frowned and turned off the ringer.

		“Bill collector?” I asked as I pushed open the door.

		“Rebecca, actually,” he said, following me out of the café.

		I wanted to ask him why he wasn’t taking her call, but I held back. I didn’t want him to think that I cared. As I slid on my sunglasses I said, “There’s something you should know, Jack.”

		He folded his arms and gave me his famous half grin. “I already know you think I’m pretty hot, Mellie. Tell me something I don’t know.”

		This time I gave in to the temptation to roll my eyes. “Nola didn’t come alone, if you know what I mean.”

		He straightened, his face serious. “Bonnie?”

		“I have no idea. Whoever it is stuck the guitar in Nola’s bed last night and opened her window. All I know is that it wasn’t me or General Lee.”

		“Did you tell Nola?”

		I shook my head. “She’s already having a hard enough time adjusting, so I don’t think it would be a good idea right now—or ever. At best it would freak her out, and at worst she’d never believe another word I said to her. Which could be a problem if you’re using me to help build her trust.”

		“True. We’ll just play it by ear, then.”

		“Fine.” I fumbled in my purse for my car keys. “Look, why don’t you give her a couple of days and then come to dinner Friday night? We can do a cookout. Burgers, hot dogs, cole slaw—that kind of thing. Sophie and Nola kind of hit it off this morning, so I’ll invite Sophie and Chad, too. It might help move things along.” I frowned up at him. “Nola’s really vulnerable right now, Jack. As difficult as she’s bound to be, we need to give her a little slack.”

		Surprising me, Jack pulled me forward in a close embrace, and after a moment of trying to figure out where my own arms should go, I let them fall around his broad shoulders.

		“Thanks, Mellie. I knew you were the right person to come to.”

		I patted his back, wondering whether he’d drag out that awful “friend” word, but enjoying being held in his arms anyway. Finally, I pulled back, ending the embrace, if only because it reminded me too much of what I’d willingly given up. “You’re welcome. I’m glad I can help.” Clearing my throat of something I couldn’t identify, I added, “And don’t think I won’t expect some kind of payment in the future.”

		His face brightened. “Is that an invitation, Mellie?”

		Looking up to heaven and shaking my head, I turned and started walking down Broad. “Grow up, Jack,” I called over my shoulder, then listened to his laughter until I turned the corner onto King Street.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 3
		

		
			I stood with Nola outside Trenholm’s Antiques on King Street and paused. I didn’t like being around old furniture any more than I liked being in hospitals or cemeteries; it made it far too easy for lost souls to find me. I caught sight of our reflection in the large plate-glass window: me in my sharp navy D&G suit and heels, and Nola dressed like Sophie’s protégé in worn Converse sneakers, striped leggings, and a short floral dress. And there, right behind Nola’s left shoulder, was the face of a woman that disappeared almost as soon as I saw it. So quickly that for a moment I thought I’d imagined it, except for the lingering aura of sadness that permeated the air and pressed against my chest.
		

		Taking a deep breath, I pulled open the door and held it open for Nola before following her into the store. Jack’s parents had owned Trenholm’s Antiques since before he was born, and it was not only a fixture in Charleston, but also known and respected worldwide for its high quality and oftentimes rare furniture and objets d’art. Even as a child, I’d admired the store, but only from the sidewalk and from what I could see through the large front windows. As it was, I already heard the rustling of old skirts and the murmurings of soft voices as I stood inside the door, waiting for my eyes to become accustomed to the dark interior.

		“Melanie, Nola. What a lovely surprise.” Impeccably dressed as always in a St. John cream-colored suit, Jack’s mother, Amelia, approached from the rear of the store, where she’d been arranging delphiniums and foxgloves in a very large blue-and-white Meissen urn. She appeared to be as delicate and rare as the porcelain, but I knew better. Anybody who’d raised Jack Trenholm and lived to tell about it had to have been made of stronger stuff.

		She enveloped me in a whiff of Chanel No. 5 as she kissed both cheeks before turning to Nola. Nola conveniently crossed her arms in a successful attempt to avert a hug or any kind of physical contact.

		Amelia looked confused for a moment but quickly regained her equilibrium. “I was doing some shopping yesterday on King Street and I saw something in a window that I couldn’t resist. I hope you like it.” She walked quickly to an Italian marquetry desk in the corner and reached behind it.

		
			When I saw the shopping bag from Palm Avenue, I cringed a little. I loved Palm Avenue: What’s not to love about pink and green and Lilly Pulitzer prints? But I somehow couldn’t quite picture Nola in a cotton piqué polo shirt, or in any color that might be called pastel.
		

		Amelia continued. “Your daddy said Miss Middleton is having a little cookout on Friday, so I thought you might like something new to wear. I had to guess at your size, but I think I got it right—I’m a bit of a pro at shopping.” She gave a little laugh and I was surprised to hear nervousness in it. “I hope you like it.” She held out the shopping bag to Nola like a queen bestowing a knighthood.

		Nola took the bag, frowning into the pastel-colored tissue depths, and I knew an immediate intercession was necessary. “Here,” I said, taking the bag. “Let me put this by the door so we don’t forget it on the way out.” I smiled broadly as I placed it by the door and returned, hoping they couldn’t tell I was gritting my teeth.

		We both watched as Nola turned to study an intricately carved che-val mirror. A thick fog had begun to form around Nola’s reflection in the mirror, although nothing was visible in the store. I looked at Nola and Amelia to see whether they’d noticed anything, relieved when it appeared that they hadn’t. The whispered voices around me seemed to get louder, and I recognized my name spoken several times from more than one voice. As I’d learned to do since I was a child, I began humming to myself to drown out the noise and let the spirits know that I didn’t want them speaking to me.

		I stopped suddenly when I realized that both Amelia and Nola were staring at me.

		Nola frowned. “Was that supposed to be music?”

		I gave her the look I normally reserved for Realtors who’d just given me a less than favorable counteroffer. “Of course. ‘Fernando’ was one of ABBA’s greatest-selling singles.”

		
			Nola snorted. “ABBA? As in the guys who wrote the music for that lame musical Mamma Mia!? What are you—like a member of their fan club or something?”
		

		I was spared from answering by Amelia. “Why don’t you look around, Nola? Miss Middleton and I have a little business to talk about. I promise it won’t take long, and then maybe we can go have lunch. Do you like pizza?”

		I took Amelia’s arm and began to lead her back to the desk. “Only if it’s made of grass and tastes like cardboard.”

		Amelia sent me a questioning look.

		“I’ll explain later,” I said as we each took a seat at her desk. I reached into my purse and pulled out the spreadsheet I’d made of my home’s inventory, separated by room. There were columns for the approximate year each piece was built and its value, along with a column for my thoughts about each piece and whether or not I liked it. I wasn’t really sure of the reason for this last column, only that an inventory seemed incomplete without it. I spread it out on Amelia’s desk and turned it to face her.

		“Sophie said it would be a good idea to empty the house before they begin working on the foundation. I figure I could either put it all in storage, or you and Sophie could find several house museums that would be interested in hosting an entire room from my home for a short period of time. It just all needs to be gone as soon as possible.”

		Amelia slipped on her reading glasses and stared down at the spreadsheet. “What’s this?” she asked, indicating a column head.

		“That’s the amount of time it would take to bring each piece down and up the steps based on its weight and how many men it would take to carry it.”

		Her eyes were wide and blue over the tops of her glasses as she regarded me. After a while, she returned to the spreadsheet. The manicured nail of her index finger indicated another column. “What does this say?”

		I squinted, not having brought my own glasses, then sat back, embarrassed. “Nothing. Just my personal thoughts about a piece of furniture.”

		“Isn’t that Jack’s name?” She adjusted her glasses on her nose. “The print’s so tiny—I guess you were trying to make sure it fit in the box. It has to do with the grandfather clock in the front parlor.”

		I stared at the indicated box, squinting and trying to pretend I couldn’t read it.

		“I’m pretty sure that’s Jack’s name,” she said, turning it around to face me. “In fact, I’m sure that’s it—isn’t it?”

		Resigned, I nodded. “It says, ‘Reminds me of Jack.’ That’s the clock where we found the Confederate diamonds.”

		She was looking up at me, a small smile on her lips. “I see,” she said, and I was afraid that she actually did.

		We went through the entire list, and as we were finishing up I realized that I’d lost track of Nola. I stood suddenly, wondering whether she might have sneaked out, but saw her in the back corner of the showroom, her back to me. She seemed mesmerized by whatever she was staring at, and I moved to stand next to her, Amelia behind me.

		“I just got that in and stuck it back here while I try to figure out the best way to display it,” Amelia said. “John thought the front window would work best.”

		Nola took a step back and I got a better view of the enormous dollhouse that sat on the ground yet whose turreted roof was visible behind Nola. It was a Victorian with lacy fretwork, decorative brackets and spindle work, and a large circular turret that claimed one corner of the house and culminated in a mansard-style roof.

		“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Amelia asked as she moved to stand next to Nola.

		Nola just shrugged as if uninterested, but her gaze was fixed on the house. Mine was, too, but I guessed not for the reason hers was. The edges of the house seemed smudged to me, like the surface of a highway in the midday sun, and when I stepped closer to try to see more clearly, my skin felt singed.

		Amelia continued. “We think it’s about seventy years old, but I’m not sure yet. I’m still tracking down its provenance—something Jack  has always helped me with. I purchased it here in Charleston, but it’s had lots of owners. For some reason, people don’t like hanging on to it for very long.”

		I watched as the house’s edges continued to undulate, the air heated and suffocating along its periphery. I took a step back. “So you don’t know anything about the original owners?”

		Amelia shook her head. “Not yet. I do know that the most recent owners had had it less than a year and were eager to sell it. The price they were selling it for was so low I almost feel as if I should send them an additional check.”

		My gaze shifted to Nola, who was now using her index finger to delicately trace the scrollwork on the front porch balustrades. My skin felt burned just watching her, but she didn’t even flinch.

		“Did you have a dollhouse like this when you were little?” I asked Nola, eager to draw her out of the trance she seemed to be in. The blurred edges around the house were now becoming blackened, like the way approaching night throws everything in shadows. I wanted to grab her arm and pull her back, but I hesitated, not wanting to have to explain myself.

		Nola’s black-rimmed eyes met mine as she dropped her hand. “No,” she said, the word short and harsh. Amelia looked at me and I could tell that she’d heard the hollowness, too. Nola turned her back on the dollhouse and crossed her arms. “It’s just a stupid kid’s toy. I’m glad my mom never wasted her money on something like that.”

		The words hit Amelia like raindrops, so that she seemed to droop under the weight of them. I imagined she was thinking of all the years her granddaughter had grown up without her, without all the love Amelia would have showered on Jack’s only child. She managed to hold on to her smile. “You’re probably right, Nola. I imagine this dollhouse has been passed around so much because little girls grow tired of it fairly quickly and don’t want it taking up so much space in their bedrooms.”

		I looked back at the dollhouse, where the spindles and brackets had now all turned black, and knew that whether or not Amelia really believed what she was saying, she was wrong: Apparently there was another compelling reason why little girls didn’t want that dollhouse in their bedrooms.

		The rustle of long skirts brought my attention to a woman in an Empire-style gown with a high waistline and ruffled sleeves sitting at an eighteenth-century dressing table with a marble top and three-way mirror. The green of her gown was marred only by the red stain spread across the bodice of her dress. I looked away as soon as she stood and began walking toward me.

		“We need to take a rain check on lunch, Amelia. I just remembered an appointment,” I said as I took hold of Nola’s arm and began leading her toward the door. “Thanks so much for your help. I’ll see you and John at the barbecue.” I stopped for a moment and faced her, seeing the woman in the green dress coming toward me again and hearing the rise and fall of more voices. “You know you’re welcome to drop by anytime to see Nola.”

		Amelia smiled at me gratefully. “I know.” She turned to her granddaughter. “I hope that’s all right with you. I want us to get to know each other better.” She stepped forward as if to embrace Nola, but Nola quickly turned, pretending not to see.

		I spotted the shopping bag by the door and thrust it into Nola’s hands. “Thanks, Amelia, for the clothes. I’m sure Nola will love them.” I opened the door for Nola and she started to go through it before she stopped and turned back to Amelia.

		“Thanks,” she said slowly. “For the clothes.” She gave Amelia a brief smile before ducking through the door.

		The light in Amelia’s eyes brightened. “You’re welcome,” she said, but Nola had already moved down to the front window, where she’d pressed her forehead against the glass and was staring at the dollhouse again while pretending not to.
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		I began to walk down King Street toward Market, and Nola followed. I had almost two hours before my next appointment, and even though I liked to spend my mornings coordinating my BlackBerry with my other two calendars I kept for backup, I figured a chat with Nola was overdue.

		I turned to her. “I’ve got a little time right now, so I figured I’d  show you a bit of Charleston. If you don’t mind the walk, I thought we’d go to the open-air market. It’s kind of touristy this time of year, but there are some pretty neat local vendors and handcrafted items you might enjoy.”

		Nola shrugged and I took that as a yes. We continued walking past the windows of the small boutiques and chain stores along King Street, but I kept my gaze focused straight ahead. I didn’t want to be distracted by the tempting displays or from my real reason for taking a long walk with Nola.

		Although the temperature was only in the high seventies, the humidity hovered around ninety percent, and I could feel it in the way my skirt was beginning to stick to my legs. I glanced over at Nola and saw beads of perspiration on her upper lip, her heavy makeup beginning to run. I reached into my purse and pulled out a neatly folded tissue before handing it to her. Frowning, she stared at it for a moment before taking it and pressing it against her cheeks. “It’s so frigging hot here,” she said.

		I refrained from mentioning that it wasn’t even summer yet, or that she wore too many clothes for the climate. I also didn’t comment on her choice of words. I figured all that could wait for later. Instead I said, “I know you took the money from your father’s wallet.”

		Her steps didn’t falter and she didn’t look at me, but I saw her shoulders go back as if preparing for an assault. “So?”

		At least she hadn’t denied it. Still, I hadn’t been raised by an army father for nothing. Despite his battles with alcohol, I’d been raised by the strict military code and still adhered to it. “It’s stealing. There are two things I won’t tolerate and that’s stealing and lying. Don’t do it again. Do you understand?”

		She didn’t say anything, and when I stopped walking, she stopped, too. “Do you understand?” I asked again.

		She met my eyes—something I hadn’t expected—and replied, “Yeah. I get it.” There was still defiance in her words, but there was relief there, too. “It’s stuffed under my pillow. I’ll give it back.”

		I thought for a moment that she wanted to say something else, but when she didn’t I said, “Good,” and continued walking. “I’m glad we understand each other.” I knew the conversation wasn’t over, but I also knew that she wasn’t ready to continue just yet. And if I wanted to get  to the bottom of why she’d taken the money in the first place, I’d have to bide my time. There was more than just stealing involved, something I’d been convinced of when she’d met my eyes and told the truth. Her resemblance then to the young me had been uncanny, and I couldn’t help but want to give her a second chance.

		We reached the covered open-air market that stretched between Meeting and East Bay streets, where long tables were set up displaying wares for the throngs of tourists in their kaleidoscope-colored T-shirts. The pungent scents of horses, from the nearby tourist carriage barns, and cooking food mingled in the air like new neighbors still trying to get to know each other.

		The rumor was that the market had once been a slave auction house, but that was just something made up for the tourists. The land had actually been donated in the late eighteenth century for a food market, and while its wares had changed over the years, its purpose had not. I generally avoided it because, slave market or not, it was filled with the spirits of Charlestonians both past and present.

		We strolled slowly through the crowds of people until Nola paused by a table displaying the traditional sweetgrass baskets. A woman whose black skin had been baked by the sun into the color of dark coal sat in a chair behind the table weaving a basket in the time-honored tradition passed down by the generations of women in her family. A middle-aged woman sat next to her, watching carefully as Nola picked up a tiny basket only slightly larger than my hand. She held it up to get a better look, studying the intricately woven blades of sweetgrass done with such skill that the beginning and end of each blade disappeared into a seamless weave.

		I smiled at both women before turning to Nola. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it? These baskets are part of the local Gullah history brought over with slaves from West Africa. Dr. Wallen takes some of her classes on a field trip to Edisto Island to see how they’re made. She says there’s a direct correlation between the making of these baskets and the restoration of the old houses here in the city. I have no idea what she’s talking about, but I do love these baskets.”

		Reluctantly, Nola put the basket down and prepared to move on. I noticed again the ratty condition of her backpack and the frayed rubber  of her Converse sneakers and made the educated guess that she didn’t have much spending money. In a move that I can only call impulsive, since I rarely did anything without advance planning, I picked up the basket and held it out to the younger woman. “How much is this one?”

		“Seventy-five dollars,” she said as she stood and moved to the edge of the table to face me. “All made by hand.”

		The price was high, and I could tell by Nola’s quick intake of breath that she thought so, too. But I figured any kid who’d had the guts to get on a bus and take it to the other side of the country to live with strangers needed a little something to call her own.

		“I’ll take it,” I said, drawing my wallet from my purse. The woman quickly processed the transaction and placed the basket in a plain white paper bag before handing it to Nola.

		Nola kept her arms crossed in front of her, pressing the Palm Avenue shopping bag against her chest. “It’s not mine,” she protested.

		“I got it for you,” I said, taking the bag and pressing it into Nola’s hand. “It’s a welcome to the Lowcountry. Besides,” I added, as I drew her away from the table, “I’m going to make your dad pay me back.” I winked at her, eliciting a small smile, and began walking again.

		We passed tables of beaded jewelry and homemade perfumes, wreaths made of twigs and dried marsh grass, and individually wrapped bags of candied pecans and peanut brittle. Never one to pass up sugar, I bought one of each and held one up to Nola.

		She shook her head. “No, thanks. It’s probably made with real eggs and lots of sugar.”

		I took a bite of peanut brittle, savoring the burst of sweetness on my tongue. “I certainly hope so.”

		“How can you put that stuff into your body?” she asked with disgust as I took another bite.

		I swallowed with a smile. “Very easily, thank you.”

		As Nola paused at a booth selling hand-carved wooden animals, I broached the next question. Gently, I asked, “Why did you take the money from the wallet?”

		She picked up a statue of a sleeping cat and moved it up to her face to study it closely. “I needed to buy something.”

		“You do know that you can ask your dad for money, right? Don’t  tell him I said this, but I think he’s a pretty reasonable and fair-minded guy. I don’t think he’d be a pushover, but he’d listen.”

		She continued to study the cat, turning it over and running her fingers over the smooth, dark wood. “I know.” She placed the cat gently on the table, keeping her eyes averted. “That’s not the problem.”

		I frowned, not understanding until I saw the stain of pink rise on her cheeks. “Oh,” I said, unsure how to continue. “You needed . . .  female things?”

		She gave a short nod, followed by a shrug.

		I placed my hand on her arm and gently led her away from the table. “I think he could handle it, Nola. He’s not as clueless as he looks.”

		That brought another slight upward turn to her lips. Still, she wouldn’t meet my eyes as she turned to walk back in the direction we’d come.

		I followed. “He’s your father, Nola. No matter how embarrassing you think it would have been to ask him, it would have been better than stealing the money.”

		She stopped so suddenly that I nearly ran into her back.

		The hand clutching the two shopping bags turned nearly white. “My mom never had money for that stuff, so once a month I took a bus to a different town and stole what we needed. I figured paying money for it would be better.” She turned and continued walking.

		It took a moment for her words to sink in, and then I had to jog in my high heels to catch up. “Look, Nola. Let’s go to Trellis Pharmacy and we’ll get you everything you need, okay? Even makeup. But don’t ask me to buy you any black eyeliner. You’ve got the most beautiful blue eyes, and nobody can see them with all that black goo smeared around them.”

		Her eyes narrowed and her mouth puckered in a look I was already beginning to recognize as defiance, and I cut her off before she could speak. “You can keep the red lipstick for now if you like. Just get rid of the black eyeliner.” I’d work on ditching the lipstick and multiple earrings later.

		Her expression didn’t change as she spoke. “If you’re not trying to hook up with Jack, then why are you being so nice to me?”

		Her question brought all kinds of thoughts to mind—like why she  was referring to her father by his first name, and how somebody so young could know so much about circumspect adult behavior.

		I took a deep breath and met her eyes. “Because you remind me a lot of somebody I used to know.” Before she could ask any more questions, I started walking. “Come on; the store’s not too far.”

		She shrugged and fell into step beside me, and we walked in silence for several blocks before she spoke again. “Mellie?”

		I didn’t register surprise that she was not only calling me by my first name, but that she was using my nickname, because it occurred to me that it was the first time she’d addressed me directly.

		“Yes?” I replied, keeping my gaze focused straight ahead.

		“Thanks.”

		“You’re welcome,” I said, forcing my smile to remain small. And as I turned to look at her I caught our reflections in the front window of a store as we passed by, seeing the unmistakable image of a third woman following closely at our heels. I stopped, turning abruptly, and found myself staring at nothing at all.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 4
		

		
			I had just finished discussing the menu for that night’s barbecue with Mrs. Houlihan—which included tofu burgers and baconless baked beans served on a separate table so unsuspecting guests wouldn’t accidentally eat any—when I heard a tapping on the back kitchen door.
		

		I stood to let my mother in, along with a blast of hot air. Despite the heat, my mother barely glowed with perspiration and carried with her the scent of flowers. She closely resembled a more refined, albeit brunette, version of Dolly Parton, with the same enviable proportions. If not for the fact that I closely resembled her in almost every other way, including our ability to communicate with those no longer living, I would have demanded my DNA be checked.

		She kissed me on both cheeks and that’s when I noticed the yellow rose in her hair.

		“Nice flower,” I said as I closed the door, then led her out of the kitchen. Mrs. Houlihan was very protective of her domain, and when it was time to get to work you didn’t want to get in her way. General Lee remained on his bed in the corner, his eyes trained on the housekeeper, hoping to catch a stray scrap.

		“Thank you. An early-morning gift from your father and his garden.”

		I didn’t bother to ask her what my father was doing at her house in the early morning, because I really didn’t want to know. Although they’d been divorced and estranged for over thirty years, their budding romance might have actually been sweet if it weren’t for the fact that they were my parents.

		As my mother followed me into the front parlor, she asked, “Are you expecting the ladies from the Historical Society for tea or something?”

		I sat down on the sofa while my mother took the Queen Anne chair opposite. “No, why do you ask?” I began to pour coffee from the tray Mrs. Houlihan had brought in earlier while I’d been doing paperwork at my grandmother’s desk. Amelia had found the desk at an estate auction, and my mother had given it to me. It gave me no small comfort to sit at it to go through mail or pay bills and feel my beloved grandmother with me, despite the fact that with her phone calls I never felt that she was that far from me anyway.

		My mother made a point of studying my heels, white linen dress, and Grandmother’s pearls before responding. “Are you wearing that for a barbecue?”

		I handed my mother a cup of black coffee on a saucer while I filled my own cup with four sugar cubes before filling it, making sure to leave enough room for cream.

		“What’s wrong with what I’m wearing? The hem’s not hanging out, is it?”

		She closed her eyes and shook her head. “Don’t you have, oh, I don’t know, a pair of skinny jeans or something? Something that would make you look young and hip, maybe a little sexy?”

		I tried to pretend that my mother hadn’t just used the word “sexy” in a sentence directed at me. A thumping beat began to reverberate throughout the house, followed shortly by two slamming doors and then the sound of water being forced through old pipes.

		I raised my voice slightly so I could be heard over the noise. “Why would I want to look sexy in my own backyard?”

		She lifted both eyebrows.

		“What?” I really had no idea what she was getting at.

		“Isn’t Jack coming tonight?”

		I pretended that my pulse hadn’t just skittered at the mention of his name. “Of course. The party’s for his daughter. But what’s that got to do with what I’m wearing?”

		She closed her eyes again, as if summoning divine strength. “Mellie, sweetheart, I think that Jack would appreciate seeing you in a nice pair of well-fitting jeans. Especially if he’s bringing Rebecca to the barbecue.”

		My hand stilled with the coffee cup halfway to my mouth, and I could see little ripples in the surface caused by the thumping noise from upstairs. Carefully, I replaced the cup in its saucer and sat back. “Mother, in case you haven’t noticed, Jack’s seeing Rebecca. Not me.”

		“Yes, well, we all know the words to that song ‘Love the One You’re With.’ If you ask me, she’s his second choice, because you’re too high-strung to let yourself go and see that the two of you were made for each other. Really, Mellie. It’s time you listened to your heart for a change.”

		I stared at her for a long moment. “Have you been speaking with Grandmother?”

		“No, why?”

		“Because she called earlier this week and told me the same thing.” I decided not to mention that I’d been dreaming about Jack right before the phone rang.

		“Good. Then maybe you’ll listen.”

		“Mother, you know as well as I do that Jack and I couldn’t be together for any length of time before one of us killed the other.” The thumping sound from upstairs reminded me of another reason. Before she could say anything else, I said, “I asked you over this morning because I have a favor to ask.” I smiled benignly. “I have to move out for about three months while my foundation is being repaired, and I was hoping that I could move in with you.”

		She actually looked genuinely pleased. “Sweetheart, you know you don’t even have to ask. Your father and I would love to have you.”

		I skipped over the “father and I” part and went straight for the next part of the favor. “I won’t be alone. I hope that’s not a problem.”

		“Well, of course you’ll need to bring your adorable General Lee. He’s part of the family.”

		I kept smiling as the noise from upstairs escalated. The bathroom door and then the bedroom door were thrown open, followed by a slam.

		
			“What is that, Mellie?”
		

		My smile didn’t falter, but I was surprised my teeth didn’t rattle. Living with a teenage girl for three days had left me feeling as if I’d been run over by a truck and then left in the middle of the road. We’d moved past the point of polite strangers and were now testing boundaries like  a pin to a balloon. “That’s Emmaline Amelia Pettigrew. Otherwise known as Nola, Jack’s daughter.”

		Her left eyebrow rose, Scarlett style. “I see. Amelia’s been telling me about her. And she’s living with you because . . .”

		“Because she and Jack keep butting heads. Apparently Nola’s mother told her that Jack abandoned them both and she believed her.” I glanced toward the foyer, afraid that Nola would sneak up and overhear. “I’ll tell you everything later. But for now Nola’s with me, and where I go, she goes.” I perked up. “Besides, you always say how you regret not being there for my teenage years. Here’s your chance.”

		My mother dabbed at the corners of her mouth with one of the linen napkins and stood. “You and I have dealt with evil spirits and vengeful ghosts. Surely we can handle one teenage girl.”

		We heard doors open again and the sound of a hair dryer turning on. I quickly walked to the foyer and called up the stairs. Raising my voice, I called out, “The fuses are a little delicate. You might want to turn off the stereo. . . .”

		The lights flickered once, then went out completely, along with, fortunately, the noise that had been coming from the stereo. Even though I’d just purchased it for Nola, I had a small spark of hope that it had been ruined beyond repair.

		“Shit! What the . . .”

		“Nola!” I shouted back. “We have company.”

		My mother, to her credit, didn’t flinch. Instead she moved past me and stood on the bottom step. “Nola? Hello. This is Mrs. Middleton, Melanie’s mother. I’m looking forward to meeting you when you’re in a better mood. In the meantime, why don’t you make yourself decent and come on down so Melanie can show you how to change a fuse. I have a feeling it will be a skill you’ll come to appreciate.”

		With a satisfied smile, she stepped down into the foyer as Mrs. Houlihan stuck her head out of the kitchen door. “Somebody blew a fuse and I lost my power. Do you want me to change it?”

		“Thanks,” I said, “but I’ve got it covered.”

		“Just make it quick,” the old housekeeper said. “These baked beans won’t bake on their own.”

		I faced my mother again, but her attention was focused on something behind me. I turned, too, and saw Nola’s guitar case leaning against the newel post, where I could have sworn it hadn’t been earlier.

		“What’s that?”

		I spotted the N’awlins sticker on the case, not like I needed further ID. “It used to be Bonnie’s—Nola’s mother—but it’s now Nola’s. Although according to Jack, she won’t play a note.”

		Two furrows formed between her eyebrows. “Then what’s it doing here?”

		“Nola and I would like to know the same thing. Sometimes she wakes up with it in her bed; other times it just appears at random locations throughout the house, as if it wants to be seen.”

		“Maybe Bonnie is trying to tell you something.”

		“Could be,” I said, not meeting her eyes. “I haven’t tried to contact her so I’m not sure, but it seems likely.” Unlike my mother, I preferred to let sleeping spirits lie. I wasn’t one to jostle them awake and ask them to move to the light already. I’d spent a childhood being ridiculed for my particular “gift” and an adulthood trying to hide it. And at the age of thirty-nine, I saw no reason to change my MO. Changing it just made life messy.

		My mother’s eyes were understanding as she met mine. “You haven’t told her yet, have you?”

		I sighed. “About her mother possibly still being here or my ability to have a conversation with her?” I shook my head. “I don’t think she’s ready to hear either. She already has trust issues, and I can’t see her believing anything else I say if I started out with, ‘Hi, Nola. I see dead people.’”

		“You’re probably right, but eventually you’re going to have to tell her. And you’ll have to find a way to talk with Bonnie—or whoever it is—to figure out why she’s still here.” She took a step closer to the guitar case. “I could place my hands on it if you think it would help.”

		I gripped her forearm, holding her back. My mother had the ability to communicate with spirits by touching objects associated with them, sometimes with disastrous results. I liked to think of it as only a last-ditch measure. “I don’t think that’s necessary. Bonnie could just be hanging around to make sure Nola gets settled. Why don’t we wait and see?”

		She gave me her knowing look, the look mothers most likely acquire during the birthing process, and I tried very hard not to squirm in my Valentino heels.

		“After the barbecue tonight, I’m heading over to Caroline Lane’s. Her sister passed last fall and left some unfinished business that Mrs. Lane would like to settle so her sister can rest in peace. You’re welcome to come along.”

		“Mother, please. You know how I feel about performing like a circus seal. And what would my clients think if it got out? I’d never be taken seriously again.”

		A shriek sounded from upstairs, rapidly followed by stomping footsteps and a door being thrown open. Again. “Stop moving my damned guitar! Where’d you put it?”

		Hating to shout in my own house, I moved to the base of the stairs again. “I’ll give it to you after you help me change the fuse.”

		The door slammed in response.

		“Somebody needs to talk with her about that language.”

		“I know, Mother. I just can’t do it yet—she’s still too raw from the trauma of the last month. We’ll figure it out.”

		I walked with my mother to the front door, and she paused on the threshold. “I’ve got a few errands to run, and I know you’ve probably got something to organize, so why don’t we plan on your picking me up at my house at one?”

		I frowned. “What for?”

		“To take you shopping for a nice pair of jeans. Bring Nola, too. Amelia told me she’d purchased some things for her at Palm Avenue, and it doesn’t take any psychic powers to guess that Nola wouldn’t wear most of it. We can return what doesn’t work and hopefully find something else we can all agree on. Amelia will understand.”

		Knowing it was futile to argue, I said, “Whatever.” I cringed at how much I was starting to sound like Nola after only three days. I wondered whether, after three months of living with her, I’d be cursing and admiring Sophie’s fashion sense. I shuddered at the thought.

		“Great. I’ll see you both at one.” She kissed me on both cheeks, then walked down the piazza, her heels clicking across the black-and-white marble tiles.
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		I was in the process of walking with a pot of real baked beans toward one of the tables set up in the garden when a low wolf whistle came from behind me. I turned to see Jack lounging in a chair with a nonalcoholic beer resting beside him on the wrought-iron table. Turning my back on him, I set the pot down and began to arrange the flowers my father had provided for the occasion. “What? You’ve never seen baked beans before?”

		He shook his head slowly. “Not escorted by such a fine pair of blue jeans, that’s for sure.”

		His expression sobered quickly as the kitchen door opened behind me and Rebecca Edgerton appeared, a vision in pink shorts, a matching pink sweater set, and a pink headband resting on her blond head, a mutinous-looking Nola following close behind.

		Jack stood and smiled warily at his daughter and Rebecca, no doubt wondering whether he should gird his loins. I stared at Nola for a moment, trying to reconcile what I was seeing with what I knew of the girl. She wore her Converse sneakers with green neon laces, and matching socks that went to almost midcalf on her long, gangly legs. Her skirt was denim, one I recognized from our shopping trip that afternoon, but with a shredded hem that I was sure hadn’t been on it when it was purchased. Her new, crisp white Lilly Pulitzer blouse looked like it had been mistaken for a subway wall by a graffiti artist with a penchant for peace signs, and although her eyeliner had been applied with a lighter touch, the red lipstick had not been. But the most notable part of it all was the pink headband, remarkably like Rebecca’s, that pushed back her dark hair, showing off her beautiful bone structure and features, and highlighting the scowl on her face.

		Sophie turned from where she’d been working on displaying her eggless, sugarless, and tasteless lemon bars on a tray. “That’s just wrong,” she said under her breath.

		Nola stopped in front of her father, crossed her arms over her chest, and glowered in his direction. Rebecca put an arm around Jack’s waist. “Doesn’t she look precious? Pink is really her color—don’t you agree?”

		“Just precious,” Jack answered as he avoided Rebecca’s kiss by offering his cheek instead. “Is that a gift from you?”

		Nola shot him a “you’re the most oblivious man on the planet” look, and I was starting to prepare for violence when Sophie walked toward them. “Hey, Nola. You’ve got to try one of my lemon bars. They’re completely vegan, and very tasty, if I may say so myself.” She gently put her arm across Nola’s shoulders. As she passed me I heard her add, “As soon as she’s not looking, you can toss that thing into the fountain.”

		A real smile erupted on Nola’s face. I was mouthing the words “thank you” to Sophie when I caught sight of her left hand on Nola’s shoulder. The little sparkling diamond on her fourth finger, to be more specific.

		“Sophie? What’s that ring?” My voice was a lot louder than I’d intended, effectively ending all conversation.

		Chad, Sophie’s colleague at the College of Charleston and what I thought of as her platonic roommate, looked up from where he’d been tossing a tennis ball with General Lee, his eyes wide and innocent. Not so platonic after all, I guessed.

		Sophie clasped her hands behind her back but it was too late. My mother rushed forward and past me, her hands reaching for Sophie’s. “Let me see it; let me see it!”

		“You’re engaged?” I asked, surprised and not a little hurt that she hadn’t confided in me. I considered Sophie Wallen to be my best friend, and as such I would have expected her to tell me first.

		She shot me an apologetic look as she held up her left hand to show my mother the round diamond in an antique platinum setting. It was a little more traditional than I thought Sophie would have wanted, but it was lovely. And sparkly. And completely and totally unexpected. I was happy for her—I was. It was only that I couldn’t yet wrap my mind around the fact that it would be Sophie and Chad from now on, and not just Sophie and me.

		Chad joined his fiancée as everyone crowded around the happy couple, and I found myself being forced back as I listened to how he’d proposed while they were sharing a shift checking the loggerhead turtle nests on Isle of Palms.

		“It’s like they were made for each other,” a voice said beside me.

		Startled, I looked up to see the dark and handsome face of Marc Longo. We had dated for a short while the year before, until I’d learned  that he’d lied to me to gain access to Confederate diamonds hidden in my inherited house on Tradd Street. Although he’d since apologized and made attempts to amend our relationship—no doubt helped along by a single blow to the jaw offered by Jack—I doubted that I could ever really trust him again, regardless of how sincere he seemed. It didn’t help that Jack loathed him and used every opportunity to let Marc know it. The feeling was mutual.

		“Marc,” I said, offering my cheek for a kiss. “It’s so good to see you.” I stared up at him, wondering how to ask him why he was there. He’d definitely not been on my small family-only invite list.

		As if reading my mind, he offered, “Your mother invited me. Said something about there being too many females and she needed me to even things out.”

		I shot a look over at my mother, who was pretending not to notice Marc or me and instead was making a good show of listening as Sophie and Chad told everyone about their ideas for the wedding. I caught the words “barefoot” and “hemp,” but was too distracted by Marc’s hand, which was now squeezing mine in an earnest grip.

		“So does that sound like something you’d like to do?”

		I glanced back at Marc, realizing he’d been talking to me. “I’m sorry; what did you say?”

		“I said that I’m planning on having a party at my beach house to celebrate Carolina Day. I was hoping you’d come and play hostess.”

		“I’m pretty sure she’s busy that night,” Jack said, coming up behind me. “Or she will be, seeing as her birthday is the same day.” He offered a big smile and a hand toward Marc. “Matthew, right?”

		To my surprise, Marc took the offered hand and shook it. “Ah, the famous Jack Trenholm. A pleasure, as always.”

		I studied Marc’s face, confused by the look I saw there. It was similar to the look I imagined a cat wore while standing next to the empty bowl of cream.

		“Why, thank you, Matt. Can’t say I feel likewise, but the sentiment’s appreciated just the same.” He glanced down at Marc’s impeccably tailored shirt and pants, the dark brown Italian loafers. “Just stopping by on the way to the opera? We don’t want to make you late.”

		“Actually, no. I’m here for the duration. I was invited by Mrs. Middleton, although I’d like to think Melanie and I are good enough friends that I wouldn’t need an invitation.” He squeezed my hand, doing nothing to make the situation less awkward.

		I was thankful when Marc let go of my hand. “So when’s the next international bestseller coming out, Jack, or is that a closely guarded secret?”

		Again, I couldn’t decipher Marc’s expression. Usually I felt the need to stand in between Marc and Jack to prevent any blows, but Marc actually seemed genuinely interested in Jack’s answer. Surely he couldn’t know what a sore subject it was for Jack. Although originally enthusiastic about Jack’s book about the hidden Confederate diamonds and the disappearance of a former resident of my house on Tradd Street, his editor and agent had suddenly stopped taking his phone calls.

		“Thanks for asking, Matt. But I rarely mix business with pleasure, so I’m going to spare Melanie the boring details and instead escort her over to Nola, who wants to know whether the cake is vegan and when she can have a piece.”

		Jack tugged on my arm, leaving me no choice but to follow. I waved, and from the corner of my eye I watched Rebecca approach Marc, her gaze directed at Jack and me.

		“Remind me to have a word with your mother,” Jack said in my ear. “My daughter’s here and I don’t want her to be exposed to lower lifeforms like that.”

		We both looked over to where Nola was standing between Sophie and Chad. The pink headband was long since discarded—most likely in the fountain behind her—and Sophie and Chad were wearing matching quilted vests and single braids, a collection of hemp necklaces around their necks. If I hadn’t known the three of them and happened to come across them in a dark alley, I’d probably head the other way. “Yeah, I know what you mean,” I said, but the sarcasm, for once, seemed lost on Jack.

		I looked around the small gathering. “Where are your parents? They said they’d be here.”

		It took Jack a moment to register that I was speaking to him. He shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m sure they’re on their way. My mother  mentioned something about a gift for Nola. Maybe that’s what’s holding them up.”

		A cold breeze swept across my back like icy fingers, making me shiver despite the heat. I looked up at Jack to see whether he’d noticed it, but he was too busy staring at Marc and Rebecca with a concentrated frown. Marc looked up and saw us, then smiled an unnatural smile again. Jack tensed beside me.

		“Melanie?” I turned at Sophie’s voice.

		I faced her, a smile plastered on my face. “Congratulations on your engagement,” I said, trying very hard to keep the ice out of my voice. “When were you planning on telling me? After the third baby was born?”

		“Look, Melanie, I’m really sorry about that. I wasn’t sure how you’d take it, so I was working on a way to tell you when I was sort of found out tonight.”

		“Then maybe you shouldn’t have worn your ring.”

		“Why not?” piped up Nola, who seemed to have appeared beside Sophie like a new appendage. They even wore matching braids now.

		“Because,” I explained, “best friends tell each other stuff first.”

		Nola looked up at the sky as if seeking guidance on how to address incredibly stupid adults. “Yeah, but she probably felt bad about telling you that she was going to get married, seeing as how you’re old and not married and don’t even have a boyfriend.”

		It took me a moment to mentally chip the ice from my lips. “Thank you, Nola, for that observation. I’m only thirty-nine, for your information. That’s hardly nursing home material.”

		
			Nola screeched and threw her hands over her mouth. “OMG! I didn’t know you were that old! You’re practically dead.”
		

		Unable to find a response that wouldn’t require my getting physical, I abruptly turned around, only to run into my mother. “Mellie, just the person I was looking for. What do you say we do your fortieth birthday party here? Your garden is just perfect for entertaining, and your father said he can start working on plans right away.”

		I felt the embarrassing and completely unexpected prickle of tears behind my eyelids. I wasn’t sure whether it was from what Nola had  said—which I somehow thought might have a glimmer of truth—or the fact that my mother seemed to be in collaboration with Sophie, Nola, and apparently the rest of the world on making me feel old and permanently single. I wanted to tell her that it was all her fault, that abandoning me was what had sent me down this path of approaching spinsterhood, but I held back, afraid that if I opened my mouth I’d start crying.

		A commotion at the garden gate made me turn away, and I stared in surprise as two men wearing Trenholm Antiques hats and matching uniform shirts slowly stepped their way down the brick path through the gate, carrying a pallet with something tall and bulky hidden under a quilted tarp.

		Behind them came Amelia and John Trenholm, Jack’s parents, both grinning broadly. I approached and gave them each a kiss on the cheek. “Wow—I can’t imagine what that could be.”

		
			The words dried in my throat as I smelled singed tar and ashes, the edges of the tarp seeming to melt into rubbery, reaching fingers. I watched the men lower the pallet to the ground, then slowly remove the tarp. Don’t! someone shouted, but the voice came from inside my head and nobody else heard. I opened my mouth to make the men stop, but it was too late. The turret of the dollhouse had already been revealed, the tarp slowly being pulled away inch by inch, like some bizarre burlesque show.
		

		“It’s exquisite,” Sophie whispered beside me, but I hardly heard her. I was too busy trying not to choke on the stench of burning tar.

		“The house looks so familiar,” she continued. “I wonder whether it was built as a replica of a real house.”

		Amelia shook her head. “I have no idea. It’s had a lot of owners, so chances are it might not even be originally from Charleston. I’m sure we can find out. Jack’s pretty good at that.”

		Everyone who’d gathered around the dollhouse to admire it now stepped back as Jack approached with Nola. I could tell that she was trying very hard to pretend that she didn’t particularly care that at the advanced age of thirteen she’d been given the first dollhouse she’d ever owned, or that it was probably one of the few gifts she’d ever received. Because I could see her eyes, and they were the eyes of a girl who never  expected anything good to happen to her and had just realized that it could.

		I felt my mother watching me and I turned my head. Her eyes were narrowed in concentration, and I knew she could smell the acrid scent heavy in the early-summer night. She stepped forward, and before I could stop her she reached out her hand to touch the curling eave of the old dollhouse, and the air screamed.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 5
		

		
			I stood in the doorway to Nola’s room and watched as she carefully unwrapped each doll figure from old newspaper, standing them on the wraparound porch of the dollhouse one by one. There was a father, a mother, an older brother, and a younger sister. They were all blond and blue eyed, except for the daughter, whose chestnut hair hung down her back, and wire-framed glasses hid dark brown eyes. There was even a dog, a shaggy-looking mix between a golden retriever and a sheepdog. Each human figure was carved from wood and dressed in Victorian clothing, their stares vacant. I only hoped that the voices I’d begun to hear right after my mother fainted were a temporary thing.
		

		“Are you sure you want the dollhouse in your bedroom?” I asked, remembering the acrid scent of smoke and my mother’s reaction to it when she touched it. She’d actually fainted, right there in my garden, and I had to tell everybody that she had low blood sugar. My father had taken her home immediately, but before she’d left she’d told me that she’d seen only a bright flash of white light.

		Nola looked at me long enough for me to see her roll her eyes. “I don’t want to hurt Amelia’s feelings. She’s pretty nice, even if she is old.” She carefully moved the dog to be beside the boy, and I had the oddest sensation that that was where it belonged. “I mean, how clueless do you have to be to give a teenager a dollhouse?”

		I noticed how she called everybody by their first name, as if she were afraid to acknowledge any familial relationships such as “father” or “grandmother.”

		I pressed on, not completely sure that the dollhouse should be in her  bedroom, especially at night while Nola slept. “But if you wanted it in the living room, I wouldn’t have a problem with it, and I’m sure your grandmother wouldn’t mind. Might even give you more room up here. I was thinking about maybe putting in a little music corner here, with a great chair for guitar playing, and a place for your music and your mother’s guitar. . . .” 

		The look she gave me wasn’t as hostile as I’d been expecting. It was more bleak, as if she’d rehearsed this conversation to keep the emotion out of it. “I don’t like to play the guitar. I just keep all that crap because it was hers.”

		A cold breeze rippled a pile of sheet music Nola had stacked next to her bed. “Air-conditioning,” I said quickly in response to her questioning look. The vent was directly over my head and wasn’t currently blowing anything. I hoped Nola wouldn’t notice.

		I thought I saw something move on the dollhouse, but when I turned to look I was met with five blank, staring gazes. I rubbed my hands over my arms, feeling chilled. “Well, let me know if you change your mind.”

		“Whatever,” she said as she moved to the open back of the house and began arranging the miniature furniture.

		“Don’t stay up too late.” Without waiting for an answer, I backed out of the room, not sure whom or what I didn’t want to turn my back on, then headed down the stairs. Jack sat on a Chinese Chippendale chair in the foyer, but when I opened my mouth to greet him, he put a finger to his lips and motioned for me to follow him onto the front piazza. Curious, I followed, flipping on the outside lights against the gathering gloom, then took a seat in one of the wicker rocking chairs. He leaned against the porch railing and casually crossed his ankles, but his tense jaw and shoulders belied his relaxed pose.

		“Where’s Rebecca?”

		“I needed to speak with you, but Rebecca needed to get home, so Marc drove her.”

		I studied him in the dim light, wondering whether anything he’d just said hit him as awkwardly as it had me. But from the engrossed look on his face, it looked like his thoughts were elsewhere.

		Clearing his throat, he said, “I wanted to talk to you about Nola, but didn’t want her to overhear.”

		“Good move,” I said. “Although she seems pretty preoccupied with her new toy.”

		“Yeah.” He shook his head. “What was my mother thinking? I don’t know about you, but I think that dollhouse is pretty creepy.”

		I raised my eyebrows but didn’t say anything, wondering whether the signals the dollhouse was sending out were so strong that somebody with a thick skull like Jack could pick up on it.

		He placed both palms on the railing and leaned toward me. “Is there something I should know about that dollhouse?”

		I shrugged, not sure how to answer. “I don’t know. Yet. I’m not crazy about it being in Nola’s room, but she was really insistent. I’ll keep an eye on things, though.” I paused for a moment. “Could you tell me what Bonnie looked like?”

		He tilted his head. “She was tall and slender—like Nola. But her hair was long, and she always wore it straight. She liked to wear loose-fitting clothes, like Sophie, but with a little more style.” He smiled softly. “Why?”

		“I told you that I thought Nola hadn’t come alone—and your description of Bonnie matches that of a woman I’ve seen a few times. Since Bonnie’s guitar keeps finding its way into Nola’s bed or other strange places, I just wanted to make sure it was her doing it.” I shrugged. “Maybe the dollhouse spirits can keep Bonnie company.”

		Jack narrowed his eyes at me. “Do ghosts really do that? Make friends, I mean?”

		“I have no idea. I try not to hang around them too much. Most of the ghosts I’ve known are sort of the loner types.”

		His gaze was focused on the black and white tiles of the piazza floor. “Has Bonnie . . . said anything to you?”

		I shook my head. “Not yet. She seems kind of shy. But as I said, she keeps moving her guitar—which makes Nola mad at me, since she thinks I’m doing it—and just now she rustled some sheet music. Maybe she simply wants Nola to take guitar lessons.”

		I studied Jack for a long moment, smelling the fragrant oleander from the garden, which would always make me think of him, probably because like the beautiful and sweet-smelling flower, Jack was an irritant and quite possibly fatal to my well-being. His hair was still dark,  his shoulders broad, his waist trim. He was devastating at thirty-five. I couldn’t help but wonder what he’d looked like as a college football quarterback. “You need to tell me more about Bonnie so that I can try to reach her. Did she have any success as a songwriter? Did she ever marry? That kind of thing.”

		He looked stricken, as if I’d just told him that the tooth fairy wasn’t real. “I have no idea. I can’t believe that I don’t know anything about her life after we broke up. Or that I had a daughter. Somehow I think I should have known.”

		I clasped my hands to keep them from reaching out to him. This was dangerous territory, and I wasn’t completely sure that I would survive the journey unscathed. Besides, comforting him was Rebecca’s job now. “Don’t beat yourself up, Jack. Bonnie didn’t want you to know. That’s why she lied to Nola about you. She was hell-bent on cutting ties with her past, and she was very successful at it.”

		He rubbed his hands over his face. “Has Nola opened up to you at all? Anything about her mother? About her growing up?”

		I shook my head. “Not a thing. I’ve tried to start conversations to get her talking about it, but let’s just say that teenagers aren’t the best conversationalists. Especially those who feel like they’ve been exiled into hostile territory.” I considered him for a moment. “As crazy as this sounds, I think your mother did the right thing giving Nola that dollhouse. Seeing her with it was the first time I ever saw her face go soft. Like a kid’s should be. It’s strange seeing such a grown-up face on a thirteen-year-old. Maybe this is the beginning.”

		He was regarding me closely with what I secretly called his “Jack look,” and I shifted uncomfortably. Usually when Jack Trenholm wanted something, it was only a matter of time before he found even unwilling subjects bending backward to do what he wanted.

		“What?” I asked, running my tongue over my teeth to make sure I didn’t have food stuck between them.

		“Does Nola have a diary?”

		Warily, I said, “I have no idea. Why?”

		“I’m just thinking that if she won’t open up to us, maybe we should try to find her diary to see in her own words what’s going on in her head. There might even be stuff in there about Bonnie.”

		I started shaking my head before he’d even finished speaking. “No way. Uh-uh. Even if she does have a diary, it’s off-limits to you, or to me, or anybody but Nola.” I thought of my own teenage diary and how humiliated I would have been for anybody to have read it, but not for the reasons one might imagine. My diary during those awkward teenage years (and even beyond, if I wanted to be honest) consisted solely of lists of what I’d worn each day, to make sure I wouldn’t repeat an outfit in a certain period of time. I was so hopeless and pathetic there wasn’t even one remark about a crush on a particular boy or hating my parents.

		He at least had the decency to look abashed. “Yeah, you’re right. I’m a guy, you know? I don’t always consider all angles before I speak.”

		I cleared my throat. “You know, Jack, for someone with such a long track record with women as you claim to have, you’re a little clueless about the younger versions.”

		A wicked grin spread across his face. “Tell that to Mary Beth May-bank, who sat in front of me in math class in seventh grade.”

		I raised an eyebrow and Jack shrugged. “She was an early developer. I could unhook her bra through her sweater in five seconds flat. Made me a hero with the other guys when she had to get up to go to the girls’ room to fix it.”

		“That’s different. This is your daughter. Imagine some teenage boy doing that to Nola.”

		His face changed immediately and I have to admit to being a little scared. “I’d kill him.”

		“Exactly. This is uncharted territory for you, Jack. For both of us, really. But at least I have faint memories of actually being a teenage girl once upon a time so that maybe I can relate a little. From what I remember about my own thought processes back then, I think the only choice you have is to be patient and to keep trying to get through to her. And not be too upset at the repeated rejections. She’ll come around as soon as she realizes that she’s safe here and that she’s got a family who loves her, bad fashion sense and all.” I kept to myself how Jack’s concern for his daughter was a completely unexpected—and totally appealing—quality. Maybe a little too appealing.

		“Still,” he said, straightening, “I’m going to try to find out as much  about Bonnie as possible. Maybe there’s something that can help me bond with Nola. I’ve got nothing else, so I might as well start there.”

		I was about to tell him that being a concerned and present father was the best place to start—something I did happen to know about—and that he’d already covered that, but my phone rang. I slid it out of my pocket and looked at the number.

		“It’s my mother,” I said to Jack, then held the phone to my ear. “Hello?”

		“Your father’s sleeping, so I thought now would be a good time to speak to you about that dollhouse.”

		My father, a lifelong disbeliever in all things that went bump in the night, had recently seen his first ghost, the long-dead Hessian soldier who’d resided in my mother’s ancestral home for a couple of centuries. Although he still denied their existence, explaining what he’d seen as a trick of the light or my own projected imagination, his resistance wasn’t nearly as adamant as it had once been.

		“What about it? You said all you could see was a bright white light.”

		She was silent for a moment. “At first, yes. But . . .”

		“But what?” I prodded.

		
			“There was something behind the light. Something . . . bad. But somebody, something, was preventing me from seeing it. To protect me or them, I don’t know. Whatever you do, don’t put it in Nola’s room until we can find out for sure what it’s all about.”
		

		I frowned into the phone. “It’s a little late for that.” I glanced at Jack and he was frowning, too.

		I listened to my mother breathe into the phone. “Then be very, very careful. Keep an eye on Nola and her behavior. Let me know if you see her acting strangely, or becoming overly negative.”

		“Really, Mother? Like how could I tell the difference?”

		“Never mind. You’ll be moving here within the week, so I’ll be able to keep an eye on her, too. Maybe even suggest she keep the thing downstairs.”

		“Good luck with that. She’s very pigheaded about what she wants. She gets it from her father.” I glanced at Jack to see him scowling at me.

		“Be that as it may, keep a close eye on her, and let me know when I can expect you.”

		“It might be another week. Amelia and I are still trying to coordinate where all the big pieces of furniture are going. I don’t suppose I need to be here for that. And I—”

		My words were cut off by a muffled scream from inside the house. Before I could tell my mother I’d call her back, Jack was already inside and sprinting up the stairs. I reached Nola’s room right behind him and had to stop for a moment to register what I was seeing.

		General Lee, a dog more closely resembling a teddy bear than a wolf, had his teeth bared and he was snarling in the direction of the dollhouse, where Nola stood glowering at him. I was sure that if she could curl her lips above her teeth, she’d be snarling, too.

		“What happened?” Jack demanded, his voice a lot calmer than how I knew we both felt.

		Nola’s hair was soaking wet and dripping on the rug and wood floors, but I didn’t think it was a good time to point it out. “I went to take a shower and when I got back the dog must have been messing with my dollhouse, because all the people are moved. And look—the head’s broken.” She held out a shaking hand where the figure of the boy, its head at an awkward angle, lay.

		General Lee whimpered, so I bent down to scoop him up. But when I took a step toward the dollhouse, he wiggled out of my arms and ran as fast as he could out of the room. My eyes met Jack’s for a moment before we both turned to get a closer look at the dollhouse.

		The entire dollhouse family, except for the boy and dog, was crowded in the high turret window as if trying to see something outside. I swallowed thickly. “Where’s the dog?” I asked.

		“Right here.” She tapped a spot on the floor in front of the dollhouse with a black-painted toenail.

		The head of the dog figure was cracked in half, the body almost hidden under the bed, as if it had been thrown with a good deal of force.

		“And where was the boy?”

		“Same place.” Nola’s face reddened. “I want you to keep that damned dog out of my room, okay? He’s just going to wreck everything.”

		I was sure that General Lee would ignore any kind of restraining order, just as I was sure that he’d had nothing to do with rearranging  the dollhouse figures—and not just because he didn’t possess the opposable thumbs required to do that kind of manipulation. Luckily, Nola was either unaware of dog anatomy or was too upset about the broken figures to really care.

		“Look,” I said, trying to force a calm reason I wasn’t feeling, “I’ve got some superglue downstairs. I’m sure I won’t have any problem making this look brand-new again, okay?” I held out my hand to Nola.

		With a sniff, she dumped the boy into my hand. “Fine. But I’m keeping my door closed. I know this is your house and all, but I really don’t like you and your dog messing with my stuff.”

		I glanced at the bed, noticing for the first time that Bonnie’s guitar was propped up on the pillows. “I’ll remember that,” I said as I began backing out of the room.

		“Are you going to be okay in here?” Jack asked. “You can always come back with me, you know.”

		Nola’s voice dripped with an equal measure of angst and sarcasm. “Right. That would solve everything.”

		“Just checking. You have my number if you need me. Anytime.”

		I waited in the hallway for Jack to close Nola’s door.

		“What was that all about?” he asked quietly as we headed for the stairs.

		“I’m not sure—and neither is my mother. And it might not even be about the house at all. All my life I’ve done a lot of reading on the subject of spirits and the like—just so that I’d know that I wasn’t crazy and that other people had the same kind of experiences that I always have. Anyway, Nola’s at that emotional, hormonal age where they sort of attract energies wherever they are.” We reached the foyer and I stopped to face him. “But there’s one more thing you can research while you’re looking into Bonnie’s past.”

		He raised his eyebrows.

		“The dollhouse’s provenance. Just in case.”

		“Just in case what?” he asked slowly.

		“To find out exactly what came with the dollhouse besides just furniture and dolls.”

		His eyes met mine for a moment before I turned away and led him toward the front door.

		“And if something did?” he asked.

		I paused just for a moment. “We could give it away. To Rebecca.”

		Jack’s head tilted. “Why Rebecca?”

		“Because the spirits would take one look at the pink haven she calls her bedroom and they’d be tripping over themselves to get to the light.”

		I could tell he was trying very hard not to laugh. “Good night, Mellie.”

		“Good night, Jack.”

		I’d already closed the door behind him before I thought to remind him again not to call me Mellie.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 6
		

		
			For the second time in less than a year, I found myself on my mother’s doorstep with stuffed suitcases, except this time I also came with a recalcitrant teenager. I was almost looking forward to the stay, if only so I’d have an ally in the war against the sullen surliness I was now experiencing on an almost hourly basis. I knew it was mostly because objects in Nola’s room refused to stay put and she believed that I was responsible, but I somehow felt that it was easier accepting the blame than telling her the truth.
		

		Nola looked up at the square, brick Georgian house with the two-tiered portico, her mouth open. Even the late-spring garden was opulent in its display of colors and scents, and a new trellis arbor—courtesy of my father—showed off its stunning crimson offering of butterfly roses. My mother had grown up in this house, and I’d spent the first six years of my life visiting my grandmother here. I suppose that was why I never noticed the grandness of it or how imposing it might seem to a stranger who’d never experienced the love and warmth inside. Or its ghosts.

		“Holy shit,” she said.

		I frowned at Nola, recalling something my mother had once said when I was still young enough to listen, after I’d repeated something my father had said when he thought I was out of hearing. I could still taste the Dial soap on my tongue. Speaking softly, I said, “Ladies don’t use foul language. And if my mother hears any, she’ll wash your mouth out with soap.”

		Nola’s eyes widened with what I thought to be worry, so I took the opportunity to press on. “And I won’t stop her, either.”

		Nola took a step back from me, making me feel as if my words had made an impression. But I was too horrified at realizing that I was becoming my mother to appreciate any victory. We both turned toward the door at the sound of approaching footsteps.

		“Mellie, Nola!” my mother sang as she flung open the door before ushering us into the foyer of her Legare Street home. She enveloped us in successive hugs scented with Chanel No. 5 and wrapped in silk. I had once hated that particular perfume, as it always reminded me of the mother who’d abandoned me when I was six, but it was beginning to grow on me again, just like my burgeoning interest in opera and sharing shoes. The whole “mother-daughter” thing was a lot like moving to another part of the world where nobody spoke your language, and with the addition of Nola to the mix, I had a feeling it was about to get a lot more interesting.

		“Hello, Mother. Thanks again for letting us stay.”

		“Don’t be silly, Mellie. You’re my daughter and I want you to think of my home as yours. And you, too, Nola. I’ve even had house keys made for both of you so you can come and go as you please. Mrs. Houlihan has already set herself up in the kitchen with General Lee, so it will be just like home.”

		Nola groaned. “Why does the dog have to come, too?”

		Not that long ago, I would have agreed with her. Moving from military base to military base with my father, I wouldn’t have been allowed to have a pet even if I’d wanted one. But then I’d inherited General Lee from the late Mr. Vanderhorst and I’d found myself a pet owner, if one could call me that. I was more like General Lee’s companion and sleeping buddy, source of food and treats, and a warm lap. Not wanting to display weakness, I thought I’d done a pretty good job of hiding my growing fondness for the furry little guy.

		I frowned at Nola—something I found myself doing a lot lately, and if I wasn’t careful, it would give me wrinkles. “If you say one more mean thing about my dog, you’re going back to your father’s.” I picked up my suitcases and headed past them toward the stairs. “I’m assuming I have my old room?”

		There was a brief silence as Nola and my mother contemplated each other as my last words sank in. “Yes, dear, and Nola has the room across from you. The bathroom, luckily, has been redone, but I’m afraid the  bedroom hasn’t been tackled yet. I’ve been too busy with the rest of the house and didn’t anticipate having a guest so soon.” She began walking toward the stairs as she spoke to Nola. “Colonel Middleton will be here shortly and can carry the rest of your things if you just want to grab your backpack and guitar for now.”

		I staggered under the weight of my own suitcases, and wondered why she hadn’t mentioned that to me.

		She continued speaking to Nola. “But the mattress is new and the sheets are clean, so I’m sure you’ll be comfortable.”

		“As long as there’s room for my dollhouse, it should work.”

		I turned and met my mother’s gaze. Jack and Chad were supposed to bring the dollhouse over later, and I’d hoped that by the time it showed up my mother and I would have had time to convince her to keep it anywhere other than her room.

		
			I stumbled into my bedroom and dumped my suitcases before joining Nola and my mother. Like the rest of the rooms in the house, Nola’s room was large and airy, with tall windows and ceilings, the requisite deep crown moldings and medallions. But what this room lacked was my mother’s and Amelia’s keen eye for interior design. The previous owners—scrap-metal millionaires from Texas—had, unfortunately, left their mark on this room, making me think of that line from Macbeth about all of Neptune’s ocean scrubbing something clean. As I examined the room’s color palette, I doubted that an entire ocean would be enough.
		

		Black foiled wallpaper with hand-painted and oversize neon orange daisies sprouted on all four walls from floor to ceiling in an apparent attempt to re-create a drug-induced alternate reality. A puce velour rug covered up the beautiful hardwood floors, but not enough to completely disguise the purple-dotted decals that were affixed to the wooden boards in a random pattern, like vomit from a similarly hued leopard. Long strings of miniature pom-poms in an assortment of colors even Crayola wouldn’t claim hung from each window as some sort of space-age curtain. My stomach heaved a little from staring at it.

		“This is awesome!” Nola exclaimed as she dropped her guitar and backpack in a corner, the teddy bear’s face poking out of the opened zipper. I felt sorry for his eyes that lacked lids to block out the horror. “I thought you said you hadn’t had a chance to decorate it yet.”

		“Um, er, not exactly,” stammered my mother. “The previous owners left it this way.”

		“Wow. You got lucky. You don’t have to change a thing, huh?”

		My mother and I traded glances again and I was sure her horrified expression matched my own. Swallowing heavily, I said, “We’re thrilled you like it.”

		Walking to the far side of the room, my mother pushed open a door. “And you have your own private bathroom.”

		Nola stuck her head inside the newly remodeled space, taking in the tasteful neutrals, the black-and-white marble, the delicate faux paint pattern on the wall. “Too bad they didn’t fix the bathroom, too.”

		I stood in the middle of the room near the large tester bed that my mother had covered in a simple white chenille bedspread she’d found in the attic. I stared at the expanse of white like a person stares at the stationary horizon to quell carsickness. The room held only the bed, a dressing table, a dresser, and a low chest of drawers that my mother planned to convert into a TV table for the small flat-screen that would be arriving later. The furniture had been culled from the attic, my house, and Trenholm’s Antiques, and I was just realizing that we should have crammed more furniture into the room. As we’d left it, there was plenty of room for one large dollhouse in any of the four corners.

		“I love how airy you’ve made the room, Mother. Lots of good, empty space. I wouldn’t add a thing.” I smiled hopefully at Nola as she emerged from her bathroom.

		“Except for the dollhouse,” she said as she stomped across the room in her military-style boots, something I wouldn’t necessarily call a fashion accessory or wear in public with striped leggings and a short, ruffled skirt. “I think it would be perfect here,” she said, indicating the corner to the left of the headboard. “Don’t you think so, Mellie?”

		I was too busy scrounging around for reasons why the dollhouse shouldn’t go anywhere in a thirty-foot radius of her to correct her use of that dreaded nickname.

		“Actually, Nola,” my mother said, “we were thinking that the empty room down the hall would be the perfect spot for it. That way you can put it in the middle of the room and see it from all angles instead of against a wall. I could even find a large table to put it on so everything’s more or less eye level. What do you think?”

		Nola’s lower jaw stuck out just enough to remind me of her father when he made up his mind. And if blood were indeed thicker than water, I knew that we had as much hope of persuading her to change her mind as we had of convincing the Architectural Board of Review to allow me to paint my Tradd Street house purple.

		“I think it would be perfect in that corner.” She moved to the bed and stepped up on the little stool beside it to plop down on the bedspread. “Maybe we can find another bedspread that goes with the room, something with a little more color. I mean, if it’s not too expensive.”

		I tried to think of a tactful way to tell her that if she wanted to find something that matched the room’s decor, she’d have to be prepared to Dumpster-dive behind Goodwill, where I’m sure they discarded those items that would never sell. As if reading my mind, my mother sent me a look of warning, so I kept my mouth shut.

		The doorbell rang. Turning to Nola, my mother said, “That must be your grandmother. We’ll leave you here to freshen up and get ready for lunch. We have to be at Alluette’s Café at noon, so we’ll need to leave in about half an hour.”

		A crease formed between Nola’s eyebrows. “Why are we going again?”

		“We wanted you to meet Alston Ravenel and her mother, Cecily. They’re cousins of yours—third cousins, once removed on your grandmother’s side.” She began listing Nola’s family tree, as all Charlestonians are wont to do, until Nola’s eyes began to glaze over.

		My mother noticed and stopped with the genealogy lesson. “Anyway, you and Alston are the same age and both entering the eighth grade. Alston is already enrolled at Ashley Hall, your grandmother’s alma mater—and mine, too—so we thought this would be a good way to find out more about the school before your admission interview.”

		“Admission interview?”

		There was a hint of panic in Nola’s voice, and I instinctively took a step toward her, remembering my own sense of panic each time my father had announced yet another move to a different army base. “Didn’t Amelia tell you about this?”

		“Yeah, I guess.” Nola shrugged. More quietly, she said, “I didn’t think I’d still be here to deal with it.”

		I stilled. “Where did you think you might be?”

		She shrugged again, avoiding my eyes. “Anywhere but here.”

		I saw my mother open her mouth but I quickly shook my head. Turning back to Nola, I asked, “What made you change your mind?”

		With her gaze glued to the floor, she mumbled, “Mrs. Houlihan makes good tofu burgers.”

		I bit the inside of my cheek. “I’ll take your word on that.” I found myself clenching my hands together, my nails biting into the skin as I tried to find the right words that would tell her I understood without sounding too emotional. The one thing I’d learned about Nola was that she didn’t allow emotions to guide her in any decision, and it bothered me to consider what she’d gone through in her short thirteen years to make her that way. I’d at least had thirty-three years of maternal abandonment as my excuse.

		I recalled watching part of a music video on MTV when the cable guy had come to install my DVR. It was a live concert where kids were throwing themselves into a crowd with raised arms, trusting that somebody would be there to catch them. I’d found myself holding my breath, sensing the danger, but feeling somehow bereft, too, knowing that I’d never known that kind of security, especially not as a teenager. Taking a deep breath, I said, “You must feel like you’re jumping into a mosh pit at a Slipshod concert, not really sure where you’ll land or who will catch you.”

		She lifted her eyes to mine and her expression could only be called a scowl, but I saw the brightness in her eyes again, and I couldn’t help but feel I’d hit the mark. “The band is Slipknot, Mellie. Nice try.”

		My mother took my elbow. “Come on. Let’s not keep Amelia waiting. Come down when you’re ready, Nola.”

		Twenty minutes later, the three of us turned from where we were sitting in the parlor when we heard loud clumping coming down the stairs, then watched with matching stunned expressions as Nola appeared wearing the same outfit she’d been wearing earlier—complete with combat boots and short, ruffled skirt.

		Amelia quickly stood and gave Nola a hug. “You certainly have a  sense of style, dear, and one that even your old grandmother can appreciate.” She left her arm around Nola and faced us, the older, elegant woman in the St. John knit suit and Ferragamo pumps next to the beautiful teenager dressed in an outfit that looked like it came out of a ragbag. I had the absurd impulse to jump up and high-five Amelia for knowing the right thing to say.

		My mother and I stood and gathered our purses. As I held open the front door for everyone as they exited, Nola said, “I hope this stupid café has food I can eat.”

		Amelia didn’t bat an eye. “Alluette’s is known for its organic and vegan menu. That’s why I chose it.”

		
			
			And another point for you, Amelia, I thought as I locked the door behind me. Aloud I said, “I hope they have food for the rest of us.”
		

		My mother sent me a look that I’m sure was meant to remind me of my manners. I rolled my eyes in response as I dropped the keys into my purse, then followed them to Amelia’s car.

		I sat in the back of the Lincoln with Nola, Amelia and my mother up front. I’d never ridden in a car with Amelia Trenholm before, but for the first time in our acquaintance I began to understand where Jack got his penchant for driving at breakneck speeds down narrow, tourist-filled streets. I clutched at the door handle with my left hand and braced my right on the headrest of the driver’s seat in front of me.

		Nola kept her gaze focused outside her window, apparently oblivious to everything except her own thoughts. My mother didn’t seem to notice as she and Amelia chatted away as if driving like a Formula 1 driver through the streets of Charleston were an everyday occurrence. The radio was set at a very low volume to an oldies station. I thought I recognized the song they were playing but couldn’t hear it clearly enough to know for sure. Hoping that music might distract me from the knowledge that I was most likely hurtling toward certain death in a car driven by a woman I’d never have thought had homicidal tendencies, I tapped my mother on the shoulder.

		“Can you turn up the radio, please?”

		Without pausing in her conversation, she reached over to the volume control and turned it up. I relaxed somewhat against the cream leather upholstery as I recognized the familiar strains of ABBA’s “The  Winner Takes It All.” Closing my eyes, I began to sing quietly to myself about a heartbroken lover who’s desperate enough to ask her ex if his new lover kisses like she did. My eyes jerked open as I realized what I was singing aloud, and found Nola staring closely at me with Jack’s blue eyes.

		“Do you know who sings that song?” she asked.

		Smugly, I said, “Of course. ABBA.”

		“Great. Let’s keep it that way.” She sat back in her seat and pretended to stick her finger down her throat. “As if listening to ABBA wasn’t nauseating enough to begin with.” She leaned forward and tapped her grandmother on the shoulder. “Can you change the station, please? I think I’m getting carsick.”

		Without a pause in the conversation, Amelia switched the channel to an alternative rock station where they were playing the recent hit of a new and up-and-coming star, Jimmy Gordon. He had more of a bluesy sound than a rock sound, but his voice dripped honey, and he wasn’t too hard on the eyes, either. The song “I’m Just Getting Started” was haunting and melodic, with just enough of a beat to give it airtime on more mainstream stations.

		I turned to Nola to ask her what she thought of the song, but stopped in midsentence. Her skin was even paler than usual, her fingers like claws digging into the tops of her thighs through the striped tights.

		“Are you all right?” I asked, wondering whether she’d been serious about being carsick.

		“Change the station,” she said with a strangled voice, but loud enough for both women in the front seat to hear. My mother turned her head to ask why, but when she caught sight of Nola’s expression, she reached over and pushed a button. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

		Nola sat back, her face cold and immobile. “I hate that song. And I hate Jimmy Gordon.”

		“I don’t think he’s that bad. I actually like him—” I began.

		Nola cut me off. “I’ve met him. And I don’t like him.”

		The icy tone of Nola’s voice must have captured Amelia’s attention. “Who’s Jimmy Gordon?” she asked, looking at us in the rearview mirror.

		Nola stared out her window, her shoulders curved into a perfect  letter “C” as if to shut out even the light, effectively letting us know that the conversation was over.

		“Apparently not one of Nola’s favorite recording stars,” I said. “Why don’t you turn the radio off? We’re almost there anyway.”

		With a frown in my direction, my mother shut off the radio without question. I wondered if she’d have been so understanding with me at that age, or if all the absent years and the separation of a generation was all that was needed to bridge the mother-daughter abyss. If I ever had children—which was highly doubtful, seeing as how I was thirty-nine and perpetually single—I decided that I’d drop them off on my mother’s doorstep when they reached ten and retrieve them again once they were in their twenties.

		Amelia found garage parking on Meeting Street and then we walked a couple of blocks to Reid Street, where Alluette’s Café was located. The coral-colored restaurant appeared casual yet charming, with a rustic counter bar and a square pass-through behind it to the kitchen, where several people were busily preparing for the lunchtime rush. Above the pass-through was a chalkboard with the day’s specials, along with the words HOLISTIC SOUL FOOD AND VEGANS WELCOME. Despite the warning, the list of specials included fresh local fried shrimp that’s along with the savory scent of cooking food, made my mouth begin to water. Three large glass canisters filled with what appeared to be chocolate-chip cookies sat on the bar. Organic or not, they looked moist and delicious, and I knew I’d be leaving with at least two to tide me over until dinner.

		I turned to see my mother and Amelia greeting a tall, slender blond woman dressed sharply in a navy twill pants outfit with an Hermès scarf knotted around her neck and a younger version of herself standing just inside the doorway.

		My mother motioned for Nola and me to approach. Not sure why I was doing so, I put my arm around Nola’s shoulders and led her forward. I shook hands with both Cecily and Alston Ravenel, then introduced Nola by gently propelling her in front of me. I watched as both Ravenels took in Nola’s boots and choice of clothing, my fists clenching.

		Cecily smiled and reached out her hand to Nola. “You are the spitting image of your father, but I’m sure you’ve heard that.”

		I looked closely at her, trying to judge her age, which I assumed was probably a few years younger than my own, and wondered whether she’d dated Jack. Most of the female population of Charleston seemed at one time or another to have had some sort of relationship with him. My fingernails were now biting into my palms, and I had to force myself to unclench my hands.

		“Your grandmother and Mrs. Middleton have been telling me so much about you that I can’t wait to get to know you better.” Her smile was warm, her words genuine, and I found myself relaxing. She was either an authentic Charleston lady who kept any negative thoughts to herself, or she really was looking forward to getting to know Nola. Or she’d dated Jack and still had fond memories. I felt like mentally slapping myself to get the image out of my head.

		Nola’s smile was guarded as she shook Cecily’s hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

		I looked on with surprise, realizing I’d been holding my breath to see how Nola would respond. Obviously, her mama hadn’t forgotten her Southern roots, regardless of how far she’d left them behind.

		Reaching behind her to grab the blond girl’s elbow, Cecily said, “And this is my Alston, who, as I’m sure you’ve already learned, will be starting eighth grade at Ashley Hall this fall.”

		Alston reached out a slender, manicured hand, a pearl bracelet circling her wrist. “Hello,” she said, her voice so soft that I had to lean forward to hear her. “It’s nice to meet you.”

		As with her mother, there was nothing underlying her comments, and I looked on closely as Nola took Alston’s hand and shook it. “Likewise,” she said slowly, as if waiting for Alston to pull something out of her Coach bag and hit her on the head with it.

		Alston withdrew her hand. “I like your boots,” she said softly, and I realized two things right then about Alston Ravenel: She was very shy, and she was also very kind. Or, despite her tailored appearance, had really bad taste in clothing.

		“Thanks,” said Nola, taking in Alston’s Lilly Pulitzer skirt, blouse, and pale yellow cardigan tossed over her shoulders. Even the girl’s headband boasted a Lilly print. I was about to pat myself on the back for a  successful meet-and-greet when Nola leaned forward. “What kind of name is Alston?”

		I held my breath, waiting for Alston’s answer. She looked surprised, like nobody had asked her that question before. And, I realized, living in Charleston where everybody recognized the name, they probably hadn’t.

		Matter-of-factly, she said, “It’s a family name on my daddy’s side. His great-grandmother was an Alston and I guess he wants everybody to know it. What about Nola? Is that a family name?”

		Nola smirked, and I forced myself to keep my hand by my side instead of clamped over Nola’s mouth. “Nope. It’s a nickname. It stands for New Orleans, Louisiana.”

		
			
			Good, I thought. Time to stop there. I watched as the older women began to move away toward our table, hopefully out of earshot.
		

		“That’s where I was conceived,” Nola continued.

		Cecily looked a little shocked, but Alston threw back her head and let out a decidedly unladylike laugh. “That’s the funniest thing I’ve heard in, like, forever.” We began to move to our table, the two girls following me. In a quieter voice, Alston said to Nola, “I guess it’s a good thing I’m named Alston, because otherwise they might be calling me Four-poster.”

		Nola let out a loud laugh, causing heads to turn, but I didn’t care. It was the first time I’d ever heard her laugh, and I couldn’t wait to tell Jack. As I settled in my chair, I felt the old familiar tingling on the back of my neck. Turning my head slightly so no one else would notice, I stared at the front window, where a woman with a sad face was peering into the restaurant. She wore a flowing skirt and a T-shirt, her blond hair long and parted in the middle like a seventies hippie. She was so solid that I’d started to think she was real. But then somebody on the sidewalk walked right through her and she vanished, leaving only a lingering feeling of despair.

		I turned back to the table and saw Nola watching me closely, and as we ate our meal, I couldn’t help but wonder whether Nola had felt it, too.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 7
		

		
			I backed myself through the front door of Henderson House Realty, balancing my briefcase and my usual breakfast of a latte with extra whipped cream and bag of chocolate-covered doughnuts. I’d worked at Henderson House for over a decade as a Realtor specializing in historic Charleston real estate, despite the fact that I held firmly to the belief that old houses were little more than money-sucking holes in the middle of an otherwise great lot, and usually filled with enough spirits to keep a person up all night. Assuming you were unlucky enough to have been born with the ability to hear them.
		

		But I was good at what I did, and it paid the bills and kept me in my Louboutins, so I couldn’t complain too much. Except when the spirits of the dead got tired of me ignoring them and decided they needed to get my attention.

		I carefully made my way through the reception area, intent on making it to my office in the back without spilling anything, when I made an abrupt halt. Slowly retracing my steps, I stopped in front of the receptionist’s desk, where the intrepid Nancy Flaherty, receptionist and wannabe golf pro, had sat ever since I’d come to work at Henderson’s. There was her golf ball paperweight, golf club bookends, St. Andrews course mouse pad, and T-shaped paper clips all on her desktop, but no sign of Nancy. Instead, in front of the desk on what appeared to be a bright orange yoga mat, sat an attractive woman in her late fifties or early sixties, with white-blond hair and sparkling blue eyes. She sat in an extremely uncomfortable-looking pose, with her legs crossed and her feet on top of the opposite inner thighs and her hands folded as if in prayer.

		“Namaste,” she said in such a thick Southern accent that I had to think for a long moment before I understood what she’d said.

		“Good morning,” I said hesitantly. “Where’s Nancy?”

		The woman unfolded herself from her pose and rose to her full height, which hardly seemed to be much over five feet, if that. “Hi, there,” she said, offering her bejeweled hand. “I’m Charlene Rose, and I’m a friend of Nancy’s. Yesterday we were playing golf and I accidentally pinged her on the head with a badly timed shot. The doctors say she’ll be fine once the stitches come out.”

		“Stitches? Was she hurt badly?”

		“Just three stitches, and I said I’d pay for any plastic surgery if so much as a mark is left on her forehead. But she’s okay. I booked her into the Charleston Place hotel and spa for a week so she can recover.”

		“Great,” I said, staring closely at the woman. “Have we met before?” I asked, still wondering why she was there on a yoga mat in the reception area.

		She brightened. “I was in a movie once with Demi Moore. I was an extra, actually, but I had a speaking part. They cut all of those scenes out, but I was in a crowd scene at the end. Maybe that’s where you saw me.”

		“Maybe,” I said, pausing long enough for her to explain why she was there. And why there was a yoga mat on the floor.

		Her gaze traveled to my latte with the towering dollop of cream and the bakery bag with the grease spots on the bottom. “You must be Melanie Middleton.”

		“Good guess,” I said, realizing that if Nancy had felt well enough to prep Charlene, then she must really be okay.

		Charlene frowned. “That stuff isn’t good for you, you know.”

		Catching myself before I rolled my eyes, I said, “Why are you here? And why are you doing yoga in the reception area?”

		Charlene’s bright smile didn’t dim a single watt. “I like getting up early to exercise, and Nancy promised me that nobody gets here before nine except for you, and that you didn’t mind her chipping practice.” She patted the phone that I noticed had been moved to the edge of the desk. “I made sure I could reach it.”

		
			I restrained myself from stamping my foot. “But why are you here?”
		

		“Oh, I guess I should have explained myself. I’m here as a substitute  for Nancy while she’s out. She knew I’d be perfect for the job, because she talks about all y’all a lot, so I feel as if we’ve practically known each other for years. And don’t worry about training me. Nancy’s already told me everything and I’m a quick study. Plus, I’ve got Nancy’s number on speed dial in case I run into any trouble.”

		“Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” I said slowly as I began to make my way back to my office. “I don’t like . . .”

		“. . . to be disturbed before nine o’clock, because you need this time to organize your day and your calendars, although I can’t see why a person would need more than one. And I’ll be happy to pick up your breakfast on the way in each morning. Maybe something healthier. You’ve got a cute figure now and all, but with what you’re eating and your age, you can’t expect that to go on forever.”

		I gritted my teeth and walked a little faster so I wouldn’t be forced to dump a hot latte on her.

		I was just washing down my last doughnut when my BlackBerry buzzed on my desk. I glanced at the screen and saw Jack’s name and cell phone number. I flipped it over so I wouldn’t be tempted to answer. I needed to separate myself from him, and speaking with him first thing in the morning was a guaranteed way to make me think about him all day. I’d call him back at one minute past noon, so then I’d have the morning free from thoughts of Jack.

		I’d just started my spreadsheet of the day with all of my appointments and bathroom breaks when the office phone on the corner of my desk rang. I hit the speaker button. “Yes, Charlene?”

		“It’s Jack Trenholm on line one.”

		My jaw clenched. “I thought you knew that I don’t take phone calls before nine.”

		“But this is Jack. Nancy said that you always take his calls.”

		I took a calming breath. “No, she’s mistaken. I’d really rather not talk to him at all, but especially not first . . .”

		I looked up to see Jack standing in the doorway of my office. Speaking into his cell phone, he said, “Thank you, Charlene. You don’t need to patch me through. And did I mention how pretty you look in blue?”

		I hit the disconnect button at the same time Jack shoved his phone in a back pocket. He looked better than the last time I’d seen him, and  I wondered whether it was because he didn’t have the daily stress of dealing with a teenager to age him. Still, there was something in his eyes that didn’t quite match his usual self-assured Jack-ness.

		Sitting back in my chair, I slid my reading glasses off my desk and into the top drawer. I didn’t think I could take one more reference to my age. “Hello, Jack. Lovely to see you, as always.”

		Without being asked, he came inside and sat down on one of the two comfortable armchairs I had placed in front of my desk for clients. “Likewise. Although I will admit to feeling a little hurt that you’ve been screening my phone calls.”

		“Sorry. But some of us have actual jobs that require us to work.” I scrutinized him, taking in his chin stubble, his wet hair, his slightly rumpled appearance that I found oddly attractive. “And it’s rare to see you awake and mobile at this hour of the morning.”

		“Maybe I never went to sleep.” His eyebrows lifted slightly. I felt a little stir somewhere in the pit of my stomach that I attributed to too much sugar.

		I forced myself not to blink. “You must want something if you’re here instead of in bed.”

		He paused just long enough to make sure that my use of the words “bed” and “you” in the same sentence had not gone unnoticed. “I’m on the way to the airport, but I wanted to stop by and show you something first.”

		“Shouldn’t you save all your personal viewings for the TSA guys?”

		His only response was another quick raise of his eyebrows before he leaned over to the backpack he’d set on the floor beside him. He unzipped the top, then reached inside to retrieve a small object before placing it in the middle of my desk. I stared at the miniature piece of furniture, so exquisite in its detailing that it looked like the full-size version had been miraculously shrunk.

		“What is that?” I asked, resting my chin on the desk so I could examine it more closely.

		“When Chad and I moved the dollhouse to your mother’s, I noticed this miniature sideboard in the dining room. It looked really familiar, so I borrowed it to show my mother, and I was right.”

		“About what?”

		He pointed at the diamond-shaped inlays on the double-tier top of what appeared to be mahogany wood. “This inlay design is characteristic of Robert Walker. He was a cabinetmaker from Scotland who had a shop here in Charleston. His furniture is very rare and valuable now, and my mother had a very similar piece in her store a few years ago.”

		I sat back in my chair. “Meaning . . . ?” 

		“Meaning that if what we’re assuming is correct—that the house and its contents were modeled after a real home—then the house was mostly likely in Charleston, and might even still be. That should help us find the original owners and find out whether any of them are still hanging on in the miniature version.”

		“So no luck tracing previous owners?”

		“Not much. Following the sales records, all I’ve been able to determine so far is that it’s been all over the South and spent a year at a house in Boston. The dollhouse doesn’t seem to be a favorite with any owner. The longest it’s lasted at the same location is a year and a half.”

		I thought for a moment, remembering the figure of the boy and the broken dog, and could pretty much figure out why nobody wanted to keep the dollhouse for very long. “But if the house it’s modeled on is still here, why wouldn’t Sophie or I recognize it? Between the two of us, we know every single historic house in Charleston, at least by sight. But not this one.”

		“Well, assuming it wasn’t torn down before the Preservation Society got its teeth into the area, it could be disguised. Over the years owners made changes to make a house seem more modern. We’ve seen Greek Revivals remade into Victorians and vice versa, depending on the current day’s style. Our house could be hiding behind a Georgian pediment, for all we know.” He slid the sideboard toward me. “I’ll let you have this now so you can put it back before Nola sees that it’s missing.”

		“Good idea,” I said. “And speaking of Nola, I learned something interesting this week. We were in the car and that new hit by Jimmy Gordon, ‘I’m Just Getting Started,’ came on the radio, and Nola got pretty upset. Had us change the station even. Said that she’d met him and she didn’t like him.”

		Jack leaned back in his chair. “Did she say anything more? Like how she’d met him?”

		“No, actually. She made it very clear that it was a subject she didn’t want to pursue.”

		He tapped his fingers against the desktop. “She and I need to spend more time together. Maybe while I’m gone you can think of something that a father and daughter could do together that would be fun.”

		I didn’t think it would be helpful to point out to him that I had no frame of reference for that sort of thing. My childhood with my father consisted of me trying to keep him sober, or making sure he at least appeared that way.

		Jack continued to look at me, but I could tell that he wasn’t really seeing me, and I wondered whether he was thinking about Bonnie. Finally, he said, “In the meantime, I’ll do a little checking on Jimmy Gordon. Could be he and Nola met through Bonnie, since she was a songwriter. Would make sense, I guess. It’s worth checking out, anyway. Anything to get through to Nola would be a help at this point, since nothing else is working.”

		His voice sounded full of defeat. I didn’t want to, but I found myself feeling sorry for him. “How long will you be gone?” I asked gently.

		His eyes brightened, and I could tell that the old Jack was back. “Why? Are you planning on missing me?”

		I sighed, all sympathy vanished. “No. I just wanted to know whether I should be the one to check back with your mother about the piece of furniture. If you’re off somewhere having fun, I wasn’t sure you’d remember to call.”

		He rested his elbows on the chair arms, steepling his hands in front of him. “I’m going to New York, but not for fun. Unless you’d like to come with me.”

		Again, something stirred in the general region of my abdomen, and I made a mental note to skip the double cream in my latte next time. “I believe I mentioned that some of us are required to work. And have a teenager at home.” I sent him a pointed look as I sat up. I spread my hands on my calendar as an indication that I was ready to get back to work instead of ready to drop everything and join him. Which all of a sudden didn’t seem like such a bad idea. “Besides, I don’t think Rebecca would like it if you and I took a trip together.”

		His eyes didn’t leave my face. “I said nothing about a romantic getaway with you, Mellie. I was merely implying that you could use some fun, and New York with me would be a great way to experience it. I didn’t for one moment believe that you would assume we’d be sharing a room and all that comes with it.”

		
			I knew there were flaws in his logic, but I was too busy feeling flustered, because that was exactly what I’d been thinking and he knew it. Without dropping my gaze, I reached out to the phone and pressed a button for the receptionist’s desk. “Can you get me somebody on the phone? Anybody. It doesn’t matter.”
		

		Jack smirked as he stood. “Don’t worry; I’m leaving. I’ve already spoken to Nola, so she knows where I am and how to reach me. And you know that I appreciate you taking her in and keeping an eye on her.” He lifted his backpack onto his shoulder. “Just let me know if my mother turns up anything.”

		My boss’s voice interrupted my mental struggle to come up with a parting shot at Jack’s back. “Melanie? Is that you? I don’t really think it’s my job to be placing phone calls for you.”

		I froze, staring at the phone as I realized I’d hit the wrong button. “Sorry, Dave, my mistake,” I said in a voice I hoped sounded as groveling as possible. I looked up and saw that Jack had already left, but the sound of his laughter carried down the hall and through my open door.

		

		
			[image: ornament]
		

		I recognized Sophie’s new white Prius parked in front of my mother’s house on Legare Street. She sat on a curved iron bench in my grandmother’s rose garden with her left hand held out in front of her as if catching the sparkle of sunlight through her new ring. An unexpected pang of . . . something hit me hard as I watched her. It wasn’t jealousy, I knew. I was truly happy for her and Chad and really only wondered what had taken them so long to figure out how perfect they were for each other. I walked quicker, not wanting to have the time to examine my feelings more closely, afraid that the source might be more about lost opportunities and the passing of time.

		“Hi, Sophie. Were we supposed to be meeting? I don’t remember seeing it on my calendars.”

		She quickly placed her hand in her lap, then shook her head, her wild, unruly curls held off of her face at random intervals with several multihued scrunchies. “Nope. Was driving by and decided to stop in and see if you were home. Your mom and dad said I could wait. They were on their way to SNOB for dinner and then a movie, and told me to tell you that you don’t have to wait up.”

		“Where’s Nola?”

		“With her grandparents. They were invited to a Lowcountry boil at the Ravenels’ house out on Sullivan’s Island, and their granddaughter, Alston, invited Nola. They’ll bring her back, but it will be late. I have no idea who any of these people are—I’m just repeating what your mother told me. Said it would save her a phone call to you, since she was already running late for her date.” Sophie’s eyes widened. “I didn’t know a woman in her sixties could get away with a plunging neckline, but your mother sure can carry it off.”

		I didn’t want to think about my mother dressing up for a man—my father, no less—so I quickly changed the subject. “Can I sit?”

		She moved over to her side of the bench and I settled myself next to her, dropping my briefcase on the ground. “So what did you want to see me about?”

		She held up her left hand, the sun making the diamond on her fourth finger shoot sparks of light through all of its prisms. “This.”

		“Oh.” I smiled. “It’s beautiful.”

		
			“Amelia helped Chad pick it out. You know how big he is on recycling, and he thought an estate piece made more sense than buying something new.” She stared down at the antique setting in the platinum band, the intricate design around the round diamond unusual and marking the piece as an antique. “I think it’s beautiful just because it’s mine, but I’m not really good at being able to tell if something’s actually beautiful, you know?”
		

		I tried to reply with a straight face. “Yeah, I’ve noticed.” I took her hand to move the ring in the light. “But it really is stunning. Chad—and Amelia—did a fabulous job.”

		She placed her other hand over mine and squeezed. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before. I really did want you to be the first to know. Things just sort of . . . got out of hand.”

		“Yeah, I figured. I’m not upset—not anymore.”

		Sophie sat back and looked at me. “Really? Because you still have that pinched look around your mouth.”

		“That what?”

		“You know, that look you get when you have an unexpected visitor you hadn’t planned on, or some task on your spreadsheet takes longer than it should and messes up everything that follows. Or when you see Jack and Rebecca together. That look.”

		
			I concentrated on making my face neutral. “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about. But I am happy for you and Chad. I knew you were made for each other the minute I saw him. I mean, you’re both vegans, and he likes the way you dress. Believe me, he’s one of a kind.”
		

		Sophie elbowed me. “Yeah, I know.” Serious again, she said, “I’m glad you’re okay with it, because I wanted to ask you if you’d be my maid of honor.”

		The unmistakable pinpricks of tears threatened my eyes. I blinked hard and forced myself to look stern. “That would depend.”

		“On what?” Sophie said, her expression guarded.

		“On who’s picking out the bridesmaids’ dresses.”

		She tossed back her head and laughed. “Oh, gosh, Melanie. You had me worried there for a moment. Like that would matter.”

		“I’m serious. I won’t wear gauze, or tie-dye, or anything with beading. And definitely no hemp.”

		Sophie threw her arms around me in a tight hug. “You’re the best, Melanie. I’m sure we can find something we both like. But just so you understand, we want it to be outside so everybody can come barefoot.”

		I nodded slowly, holding back from saying what I really thought of the idea. It was Sophie’s wedding, after all, and if she wanted me to walk down an aisle barefoot and swinging incense, it was her call. And if I ever got married, I would simply pay her back by making her wear a hoop-skirted taffeta confection with her hair tucked into a neat chignon.

		“Sure. Whatever you want. It’s your wedding. Let me know if you need any help. I’m pretty good at organizing things.”

		Her eyes widened, and it took her a moment before she could come up with an answer. “Thanks, Melanie. I’ll keep that in mind. Although  I don’t think I’ll need much organizing. It’s going to be a small wedding—just family and friends. But I’ll be sure to let you know if we need any spreadsheets.”

		
			I patted her knee and stood. “You do that.” I looked up at the empty house. Not that long ago, I had relished my solitary existence: coming and going as I wanted, enjoying the quiet and solitude of an empty house. Now it just seemed . . . well . . . lonely. I looked down at Sophie. “Want to come watch Glee with me? I’ve seen a few episodes with Nola, because she made me, and it’s kind of addictive.”
		

		Sophie stood, too. “Thanks, but Chad’s cooking a vegan lasagna tonight. You could join us, but I know you’d go home hungry and have to raid Mrs. Houlihan’s pantry.”

		“Yeah. That’s all right. Maybe General Lee will watch with me.”

		Impulsively, Sophie hugged me again. “Thanks for agreeing to be my maid of honor. You know I’d do the same for you.”

		“Don’t hold your breath,” I said as I pulled away and headed for the front steps under the imposing double-tiered portico.

		
			I could hear the smile in Sophie’s voice. “And I promise not to tell anybody you watch Glee. I think that would turn off more prospective clients than telling them you see dead people.”
		

		I smirked at her retreating back, watching her for a moment as she approached her car, probably already anticipating her romantic evening with Chad and vegan lasagna. I almost called back to her that I’d changed my mind, but stopped myself. They were engaged and probably wouldn’t welcome a third wheel, regardless of how much they said they wouldn’t mind.

		I entered the foyer and breathed in the old-house smell that I’d grown to love, along with the smell of boxwoods and lemon oil. They were comforting scents that must have been familiar to the generations of my family who’d lived in this house before me. The scents no longer brought to mind the alarming sound of money being sucked out the windows and chimneys. Lately I’d discovered that instead they made me think of how lucky I really was. Not that I would ever admit that out loud, of course.

		
			After kicking off my heels and placing them neatly on the steps to carry upstairs when I went, I placed my briefcase next to my grandmother’s desk in the parlor. I was halfway through the foyer on the way to the kitchen when I heard an odd whimpering, followed by a scratching sound. I paused, wondering whether I’d imagined it, then heard it again. General Lee.

		In my bare feet I raced up the stairs, taking them two at a time, automatically heading down the hall in the direction of Nola’s bedroom. I found the dog standing in front of the closed door, his plumed tail—usually curled above his back—now tucked between his hind legs. As I approached, he whimpered again, then raised a front paw and scratched at the door.

		
			I knelt down and he leaped into my outstretched arms. I hugged him to me, surprised at my relief at finding him safe. I did not like dogs. I wasn’t prepared to take the first step on the road to becoming one of those old spinster women who lived alone but with a thousand pets.
		

		I buried my face in his soft fur. “Are you okay, sweetness? Mommy’s here.” I looked around, just to make sure nobody was listening. I turned my attention to the door, wondering whether the strip of light beneath the door had become brighter.

		The doorknob turned in my hand, and I pushed the door open, staying safely in the hallway. I listened as the door struck the doorstop on the wall behind it, icy cold air hitting my face.

		The large windows on the facing wall were all thrown wide-open, allowing inside the warm late-afternoon air. Buttery light from the lowering sun crept like long fingers across the wood floor and four-poster bed, across the putrid rug, and toward the dollhouse that now dominated the far corner of the room.

		Once again the dollhouse family, minus the son and the dog, stood crowded at the turret window. I stepped forward and General Lee began to whimper again. I put my hand on the back of his head so he wouldn’t jump out of my arms and hurt himself. And personally, I didn’t really want to be alone at that moment.

		I looked around the floor for the two missing figures, even knelt down to see whether either one had rolled under Nola’s bed. I was just about to shut the windows when I spotted them. They were standing on the antique captain’s chest that was used as a bench seat under the  windows. I could see the lines of dried glue where I’d reattached both sides of the dog’s skull and fixed the boy’s neck.

		A strong breeze blew into the windows, although the trees outside weren’t moving. Then, one by one, each window shut as if a person moved down the line, closing them in succession.

		I swallowed. It was always easier when they approached me first. And if they didn’t, I ignored them and then they usually went away. But this was Nola’s room, and I had no idea who this spirit or spirits were. I couldn’t just let them be.

		“Hello?” I said, my voice cracking. “Hello?” I said again, more forcefully. I could see my breath as I spoke, my lips and teeth cold.

		I heard the flutter of paper and turned around to where Bonnie’s guitar case had fallen open, a stack of sheet music in a heap on the floor in front of it. The pages shook and shimmied as if somebody were thumbing through them.

		“Bonnie?”

		The rustling stopped just as the radio on the night table turned on, the volume set as loud as it could go. I recognized Jimmy Gordon’s “I’m Just Getting Started.” I quickly walked toward the bed and flipped off the radio, the sound of my thudding heart filling the void.

		“Bonnie?” I said again, but the room had already begun to warm up again and I knew that she was gone.

		General Lee managed to leap from my arms to the bed, and then off the bed and out the door as fast as he could go.

		I stared at the kaleidoscope of colors in the room, the contrast with the nineteenth-century furniture, and felt the press of years enveloped in the room push down on me. A heavy sigh filled the space as I backed myself toward the doorway, and I wasn’t sure whether it was mine. “Never mind,” I said to the empty room, then closed the door on its ghosts.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 8
		

		
			My eyes flickered open. A narrow strip of gray eked its way through the tall, dark drapes and I lay still, wondering why I wasn’t in my bedroom in my house on Tradd Street. Then I remembered the crumbling foundation and yet another forced evacuation, and I allowed my eyes to flutter closed again. Until I realized that General Lee wasn’t on the pillow next to me, and that the noise I’d heard that must have awakened me was the sound of footsteps outside my door.
		

		I bolted upright, straining to hear anything out of the ordinary. Not that there was a lot on that list under the “historic Charleston home” heading. If your house didn’t pop, groan, creak, or moan, it just wasn’t old enough. I grabbed my robe from the foot of the bed, then slid my feet into the fluffy slippers and made my way into the darkened hallway.

		Nola’s door was open, and when I peeked inside I saw that the room was empty and, fortunately, quiet, with all windows shut. Even the guitar was behaving itself and resting silently in the corner like a guitar should be. I squelched a gnawing worry as I headed for the stairs, noticing my mother’s bedroom door was closed at the same time I caught the scent of my father’s cologne. I focused on not tripping on my robe as I descended the stairs, wondering what was the least awful thought to contemplate—a missing teenager or one’s parents sharing a bed. As I pushed open the kitchen door, I still wasn’t sure.

		Like the rest of the house, the kitchen was dark, with lonely shards of light from the outside streetlamps stealing inside the tall windows. Slivered fingers of gray touched the stainless-steel appliances and the newly restored mantel of the fireplace that had hidden a room behind it  for two centuries. The room was emptied now of all its secrets and, I had thought, its ghosts.

		
			I heard a slight rustling sound and my eyes scanned the far wall. “Wilhelm?” I whispered the name of my protector, a Hessian soldier whom I thought I’d sent to the light a month before. I sniffed the air, expecting to smell the unmistakable scent of gunpowder that surrounded his apparition. I stopped abruptly, recognizing a completely different smell instead. Sugar?

		Without turning around, I stuck my hand out behind me and flipped on the light switch. The overhead canned lights and pendants over the island shone brightly, illuminating the granite countertops, polished floors, and Nola and General Lee sitting on the floor in front of the pantry door with a package of powdered doughnuts opened between them. Both wore identical guilty expressions and equally matching patches of powdered sugar on their faces.

		Relief at finding them both safe overrode my surprise. I knelt on the floor and patted my knees for General Lee to come to me. With a reluctant look back at Nola, he slowly walked over to me and allowed me to pick him up. As I brushed the powdered sugar off of his muzzle, I looked more closely at Nola and saw tearstains on her cheeks, leaking into the sugar encrusted on her lips and chin.

		As a child the one thing I’d hated the most was to be caught crying. If I’d wanted people to see my tears and ask me what was bothering me, I would have stood in the middle of the street and screamed out how unfair it was to have a mother who didn’t want me.

		“Don’t worry; I won’t tell anybody you’re eating refined sugar,” I said, scratching General Lee under his chin. Lowering my voice as if I were speaking in a confessional, I added, “I actually had some of Chad’s vegan lasagna that Sophie brought over for you, and it was pretty good. But I will deny it with my last breath if you tell them.”

		I turned around and put General Lee on the floor. “But before you put those doughnuts back in the pantry, take a couple out and sit down at the table.”

		With a loud groan, Nola slid up the refrigerator to a stand and did as I asked and plopped two doughnuts on a clean plate Mrs. Houlihan had left in the dish drain. I took two glasses out of a glass-fronted cabinet, then removed two cartons of milk from the fridge—one soy and one regular—and filled each glass nearly to the brim.

		I put a glass in front of Nola at the table, then sat across from her, reaching for my doughnut at the same time. I took a bite and chewed slowly, hopefully giving Nola a chance to talk. But she said nothing. Taking a chance, I said, “The house makes a lot of noises at night, doesn’t it? I hope it’s not keeping you awake.”

		
			She shrugged, and I noticed her oversize T-shirt from a Rush concert in 1993. Bonnie. I knew then that her sitting on the floor in a dark kitchen and crying wasn’t because of something like being scared in an old house or being lonely or misunderstood. Her mother had abandoned her in the most permanent, irrevocable way possible. It was hard to accept and understand that from the perspective of a grown woman, and I couldn’t begin to understand how a thirteen-year-old would try to wrap her head around it. I kept remembering the glimpses I’d had of Bonnie, and the lingering despair she left behind, and I knew there was much more to her story.
		

		“Are you missing your mom?” I ventured.

		Nola slid her plate across the table, her doughnut untouched, and looked away, but not before I saw her lower lip trembling. I almost told her then: that I kept seeing her mother and that if I kept trying, I might be able to get her to talk to me. But reason intervened; it was still too early, and if I ever wanted her to trust me, now didn’t seem to be the time to make her think that I might be mentally unstable and delusional.

		Her voice was so quiet that when she did speak I thought for a moment that I was imagining it. “I sometimes hear her playing her songs on her guitar, like she’s still here. Do you think that means I’m crazy?”

		I tried not to shake my head too vigorously. “No. Not at all.” I thought for a moment, wondering whether I’d ever seen eyes that sad before. “I think it means that you miss her, and you’re holding on to the thing you both loved—the music. You know, Ashley Hall has a wonderful music program. Maybe if you got involved . . .” I stopped, the thunderous look on her face telling me I’d gone too far.

		General Lee walked over to Nola’s chair and hoisted himself up on  his hind legs, placing his front paws on her leg. His face had that pathetic-cute expression he must spend hours practicing in a mirror that’s impossible to deny. I watched as Nola scowled at him before emitting a put-upon sigh and picking him up. She cradled him in her arms, and I saw some of the tension leave her shoulders. I’d give the dog an extra treat later.

		With her face buried in his fur, she said, “My mom didn’t want me, and neither does my dad.”

		I was completely out of my league here; this wasn’t a real estate negotiation, or an exclusive listing, or a counteroffer—all things I was competent at. All things that required hard bottom lines and no emotions. I was as out of place and unprepared here at my mother’s kitchen table as I would have been taking over for the pope in Rome.

		I closed my eyes, wishing Sophie were there. She always knew the right thing to say. Instead I found myself channeling my mother and repeating something she had said to me, a truth I was still discovering, tasting it slowly like a long-simmered soup. “Sometimes we have to do the right thing even if it means letting go of the one thing we love most in the world.”

		Nola looked up at me with red-rimmed eyes. “Are you saying she was right to kill herself?”

		
			I shook my head, still not fully understanding my mother’s words, but at least knowing what they hadn’t meant. “No.” I tried hard to visualize this conversation as a list of to-do items, making sure that nothing was left off. It’s how I got through my life, and I had no other resource. “I’m saying she must have thought she had no other choice.” Again, my thoughts wandered to my own mother’s explanation of why she’d left me all those years ago. Feeling relief and gratitude toward her for this unexpected guidance, I said, “She must have believed somehow that you would be better off without her.”
		

		Nola ducked her head back into the dog’s neck. “Then why would she leave me with . . . him?” She spit out the last word, not even willing to say Jack’s name.

		I found myself in the unusual position of having to defend Jack. But I felt I was on solid ground here with my advice, because my father and  I had gone through the same awkward dance when he recently decided to become a part of my life after decades of emotional absence. “He’s a good person, Nola. And I know he loves you. He just has no idea how to be a father right now—you need to give each other time as you get used to this situation.”

		“He abandoned us. My mother told me that. That he knew about me, and still didn’t want me.”

		If a heart could physically break, I was pretty sure mine would be lying on the kitchen table in a thousand pieces. I gave up on my mental spreadsheet and list, knowing they would be of no help to me here, and instead leaned back in my chair. At least I had the truth on my side, and that was something.

		“I don’t know why your mother said that, and I’m sure she had her reasons. But your father would never have abandoned you if he’d known about you. And he wants to do the right thing now, if you’d just give him a chance. He’s annoying and pigheaded, sure, and used to getting his way.”

		I was rewarded with a small twitch of her lips.

		“But,” I continued, “he’s also kind and caring. And he understands his responsibilities.” I narrowed my eyes at her. “And if you tell him I said those nice things about him, I will force you to wear a lime green skort and lacy white blouse. With matching green Keds. I have that exact outfit in my closet, so it wouldn’t be that hard.”

		She pretended to shudder. “My mother wouldn’t lie to me. She wouldn’t.”

		Despite the determination in her words, I heard the question in them, too, and I felt encouraged enough to press forward. “He wants to do something fun—like a father-daughter outing. So you can get to know each other. I was thinking maybe a kayaking excursion in Charleston Harbor. There’s an outfit on Shem Creek that takes groups and does a saltwater tour.”

		She contemplated the ceiling for a long moment. Finally, she said, “Whatever. But can I bring a friend?”

		I knew that wasn’t what Jack had intended, but at least it was a place to start. “Sure,” I said. “Which friend?”

		She gave me a look apparently meant to make me feel like the stupidest person on the planet. She succeeded. “I’ve only got one. Alston Ravenel.”

		I remembered the shy Alston with the infectious laugh and good sense of humor. Smiling, I said, “Sure. Give her call. Your dad gets back from New York tomorrow, so how about Saturday?”

		Nola sighed heavily, as if speaking to me were taking a great effort. “Nobody calls anybody anymore. They text, or Facebook, but they definitely don’t call. That’s so 2000.”

		I contemplated her for a long moment, wondering how many blows my ego could take before holding up a white flag. “I didn’t know you had a cell phone.”

		“I don’t.” She looked pointedly at me.

		Feeling a little more secure in adult territory, I said, “I’ll be happy to talk to your dad about it—that’s his decision, not mine. In the meantime, you can use the good old-fashioned house phone. Call your grandmother if you don’t have the number.”

		“Whatever,” she said again, but made no move to get up. She chewed on her lower lip while I waited, hoping whatever it was she had to say wouldn’t make me feel any more inadequate. Finally, she said, “Does Jack drink?”

		Her question took me by surprise. Jack was a recovering alcoholic, and had, in fact, been my father’s AA sponsor the previous year. But I thought Jack should be the one to tell Nola. “Not anymore,” I answered, hoping that would be the end of it.

		“Because when I was staying with him, he bought a six-pack of beer and then the next day I saw him smash each of the full bottles in the sink. He’d been leaving messages for somebody all day—I think somebody in New York—and nobody was calling him back, so I think he was pretty pissed.” She paused, as if deciding whether she should tell me more. Slowly, she said, “My mom’s boyfriend—two boyfriends ago—used to smash the bottles when my mom brought home booze. He was trying to keep her clean. I think that’s why she broke up with him.”

		Something hard and heavy formed in the pit of my stomach, but I forced my expression to remain neutral. I was worried about Jack, and what would have made him buy beer after he’d been sober for so long. But the sick feeling came from listening to Nola, and how easily she  used words like “keeping clean” and “booze.” She was only thirteen years old, but as I stared at her across the kitchen table with her face scrubbed clean and the multiple earrings removed from her ears—something Sophie, of all people, had suggested—Nola looked like what she was: a scared and lonely child.

		“I appreciate your telling me.” I took a deep breath. “I think your dad’s going through a tough time right now, but I’ll make sure that he won’t go it alone, okay?” I had no idea what I was actually promising, but I knew I had to reassure her that at least one parent would be a stable anchor for her.

		I watched as the sky through the window behind her began to pinken. “Why don’t you try to go back to bed? I’m going to go ahead and get dressed and get to the office early. I think my mother said something about taking you in for a haircut. . . .” My words trailed off as I heard the distinct sound of a man speaking quietly.

		With my fingers held to my lips, I stood and darted for the light switch, then turned off the overhead lights.

		“Good night, Ginny,” came the loud and definitely masculine whisper from the foyer.

		
			
			“Sh!” came an equally loud reply from upstairs. “Don’t wake up Mellie or Nola. You’ll know we’ll never hear the end of it.”
		

		“Sorry. I just think I’m a little too old to be sneaking around like a teenager in heat.”

		Something clattered on the marble floor.

		“Ouch! What was that for?” My father’s annoyed whisper was louder than his usual speaking voice.

		“You forgot your belt. I don’t want Mellie finding it in my room. Now go before the sun is up and the neighbors see you.”

		“Can I see you tonight?”

		“Only if you leave right now.”

		“Ginny?”

		“Yes?”

		“I still love you.”

		“Go.”

		There was a long silence, followed eventually by the sound of the dead bolt on the front door turning, and then the door closing softly.

		I looked at Nola in the brightening gloom, her cheeks red, her eyes sparkling. “Ew,” she said.

		“Ew,” I spit out, before we both dissolved into smothered laughter that erased, at least for a while, all the sadness the predawn hours had laid open.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 9
		

		
			I paused outside my bedroom door, still wrestling with the clasp on my necklace, listening to the faint sound of music. At first I thought I was hearing the radio, until I realized the sound was coming from the bathroom, with the hum of water from the shower as the backdrop. Nola’s bathroom had another entrance into the hallway, and I moved to stand in front of it to listen more closely.
		

		I noticed the melody of the song first, haunting and lyrical, one of those songs that stays with you long after it’s over. Then I noticed the voice singing it. If I hadn’t known who was behind the door, I would have thought an angel had somehow decided to take up residence in my mother’s house.

		Leaning against the doorjamb, I closed my eyes and allowed the notes and the words to fill my head. The doorbell rang and I jerked myself away from the door, embarrassed to find my eyes moist, the heartbreak in Nola’s voice real enough for me to feel it. Glancing at my watch, I realized that it must be Alston, and she was exactly five minutes early. I knew there was a reason I liked the girl.

		I opened the front door and Alston stood there wearing cute plaid walking shorts, a pale pink polo shirt, pearls around her neck, and her hair in a high ponytail. “Good morning, Miss Middleton. I hope I’m not too early. It’s a bad habit, but I hate being late.”

		Her smile faded a bit as she took in my own outfit. Thinking I might have dropped powdered sugar down the front of my shirt, I looked down and cringed. We wore nearly identical outfits, right down to the white Keds and plaid shorts, except my plaid was in darker hues  of green and blue, whereas hers were in pale yellows and pinks. I laughed as I opened the door a little wider and ushered her inside. “I guess we both got the same memo, didn’t we?”

		“That’s for sure.” She looked around. “Is Nola ready?”

		“No. And Mr. Trenholm isn’t here yet, either. Can I get you something to eat or drink while we wait?”

		“Actually, I wanted to see Nola’s dollhouse. She keeps telling me about it and I’ve been dying to see it.”

		“Sure,” I said, leading her toward the stairs. “She’s still in the bathroom getting ready, so we won’t be in her way.”

		I tapped on the bedroom door and, when I didn’t hear anything, turned the handle and stuck my head inside to find the room empty. Turning back to Alston, I said, “Give me just a minute to make sure the coast’s clear.” I picked my way across the floor to the connecting bathroom door and knocked. “Nola?”

		The shower stopped. “What?”

		“Alston’s here and she wants to see the dollhouse. Is it okay if I bring her in?”

		“Whatever. I have all my stuff in here. Just don’t mess anything up.”

		I looked behind me. Nola didn’t have a lot, but what she did have was strewn from one end of her room to the other, as if the laundry basket in her closet, or drawers and hangers, didn’t exist. “All right,” I said. “But hurry up. You have reservations at nine and the excursion won’t wait.”

		As I made my way back to the bedroom door, I kicked clothes to the side to create a walking path to the dollhouse. “The coast’s clear,” I called out to Alston.

		At first glance, everything appeared to be normal, assuming “normal” was a word that could be used to describe this particular dollhouse. The girl figure was poised at an upstairs window with a miniature telescope, the father at a desk in the library. I had to look hard to find the boy, eventually locating him in what appeared to be an upstairs nursery, sitting on the floor in front of a mini replica of the dollhouse. A china-faced doll sat on the floor beside him, and a tiny silver tea set was on a table nearby.

		A quiet voice came from behind me. “Did you and Mrs. Middleton decorate Nola’s room?” Alston asked, a polite smile stuck to her face.

		I thought for a moment to torment her and tell her that it was our pride and joy, but I just wasn’t that convincing as a liar. “Oh, gosh, no. We just haven’t had the chance to redo it yet. But Nola seems to like it.”

		Relief passed over her delicate features. “It’s not my taste, but I can see why it appeals to Nola. She likes a lot of bright colors, doesn’t she? Probably because she grew up in LA. From what I’ve heard, things are a lot more colorful there.”

		I was about to suggest a future career in diplomacy when Alston reached inside the dollhouse to the parents’ bedroom. “Why is the mother facedown in the bed and covered up like that?” she asked as she pulled the mother out and sat her in the wing-backed chair by the fireplace.

		“Maybe she was tired,” I said, striving for a light tone.

		Alston picked up the dog that had been hiding behind a sofa in the front parlor and brought him up to the mother to place him at her feet. “Nola said that sometimes she dreams about these people, but they’re real in her dreams. And they tell her where they want to be placed in the house.”

		I looked at her with alarm, wondering whether she and Nola understood just how odd that was. “Must be that vegan diet,” I said, interjecting a hollow laugh.

		“Maybe.” She stood and frowned. “I really want to see the front. Nola said it looks like a real house.”

		I stood, too. “It’s too heavy for us to move, but there should be enough room for you to slip between it and the wall to get a good look.”

		With her back to the wall, Alston slid behind the house. “This is amazing,” she said, her eyes brightening. “I thought the rooms and the furniture looked real—but this is awesome.” A light crease formed between her eyebrows. “Actually, there’s something really familiar about it.”

		“Really?” I said. “You recognize it?”

		She shook her head. “Not exactly. But still . . . I don’t know. It’s like I know this house from somewhere, but not this exact thing, you know?”

		I tried to keep my voice steady. “If you think of it, would you let me know? I’m . . . curious who these people might have been and who the dollhouse belonged to.”

		“Sure,” she said, giving me an odd look. She slid out from behind the house just as Nola opened the bathroom door. She’d apparently had a hairstyling lesson from Sophie, and her beautiful dark waves were bound on top of her head with an assortment of brightly hued barrettes. She had been paring down her makeup little by little and now wore only a bit of eyeliner—in brown, not black—and mascara. I’d like to think that it was because she was learning from my mother and me how to properly accentuate one’s features with makeup instead of obliterating them, but I think it had more to do with using the time to sleep. She kept on insisting that she was meant to sleep until noon, no matter how many times I had to pull her out of bed several hours earlier than her target.

		Her clothes were still a hodgepodge of mismatched styles, colors, and patterns, and I kept waiting for her to tone that down, too. Surely it was only a matter of time before she realized that she wasn’t doing herself any favors. Then again, there was Sophie. Her inability to dress appropriately hadn’t seemed to hold her back any. Today Nola had chosen a simple torn white T-shirt and long, ripped denim shorts to go kayaking in. Her feet were bare, so there was still hope she’d wear something other than combat boots or high-top Converse sneakers.

		“Hi, Alston.” She gave a small wave to her friend. She stopped when she spotted me, her eyes going from me to Alston, then back again. “Really? What did you two do—rob a J.Crew store?”

		The doorbell rang. “That must be your dad,” I said. “I’ll go down to let him in while you finish getting dressed, then come down. You don’t want to be late.”

		As I turned to leave the room, I noticed that the dollhouse mother had somehow returned to her bed and was lying facedown in her sheets. I glanced at Alston, hoping she wouldn’t notice.

		Jack appeared the same as he had the last time I’d seen him, except he was freshly shaved and was wearing khaki shorts and a collared golf shirt. His bare feet were clad in Top-Siders. I looked behind him on the porch. “Where’s Rebecca?”

		“Don’t get me started,” he said, brushing past me. “She said I’d promised to take her furniture shopping, but I thought she’d understand that an outing with Nola might be more important.”

		“Sorry to borrow a word from your daughter, but ‘duh.’ Of course it is.”

		His eyes darkened as he regarded me. Quietly, he said, “I knew you’d say that.”

		I swallowed thickly. “But those are two-person kayaks, and Alston’s already here.”

		He looked pointedly at me. “Do you have plans this morning?”

		I’d anticipated a quiet morning to organize my closet, something I hadn’t had a chance to do yet since moving in. And the grout in my bathroom wasn’t as white as I’d like, and I’d planned to attack it with an old toothbrush and bleach. Neither of which would constitute “plans” to Jack.

		“Not really,” I said. “But I don’t like deep water.”

		“You’ll be wearing a life jacket.”

		“But what if it falls off?”

		He grinned his trademark grin, as effective as him picking me up and putting me in the kayak. “I’ll be there to save you.”

		I was working on my next protest when Nola and Alston came down the stairs, their physical appearances as different from each other as possible, but both of them moving with the same lanky stroll, with arms and legs that seemed too long for them.

		“Good morning, Nola.” Jack smiled, a different smile from what I was used to. It was a genuine smile not intended to charm or coerce—I could tell by the way the corners of his eyes wrinkled—but there was uncertainty in it, too. And that was one thing I’d never seen.

		Alston stepped forward and offered her hand. I wanted to say that I’d never seen such a mature teenager, but I knew I had been just like that at an even earlier age. At least in my case it was because I knew at least one person in my family needed to be an adult.

		“Good morning, Mr. Trenholm. I’m Alston Ravenel. My mother told me to say hi. We both love your books.”

		“Your mother?”

		“Cecily Ravenel, but you probably knew her when she was still Cecily Gibbes.”

		Both eyebrows rose as a secret grin crossed his face. “Ah, yes. CeCe Gibbes. I remember her well.” He paused, my imagination filling in the  empty space. “Please give her my best. And before you go home this afternoon, remind me to send you back with an autographed copy of my latest book.”

		“Oh, we already have that one—the one about Napoleon, right? We’re waiting for the new one. When will that be out?”

		Jack’s face hardened almost imperceptibly. “That would be the million-dollar question. I’ve just come back from New York asking the same thing. Unfortunately, I still don’t have an answer, but I promise you that as soon as it comes out, I’ll send over a copy.”

		Alston beamed. “Thanks, Mr. Trenholm. I can’t wait to tell my mother.”

		Jack turned his attention to his daughter. “I’m looking forward to today. It’ll be fun.” He looked at her pale arms, exposed in the white T-shirt with the torn-off sleeves. “Do you have sunscreen? It’ll be hot out on the water, and the reflection will make you burn that much faster.”

		She looked up at the ceiling as if asking for divine guidance. “It’s a little too late for trying to play daddy, don’t you think?”

		Before he had to come up with a response, I walked over to an insulated bag I’d prepared and left on a hall chair. “I’ve got sunscreen and some snacks in here, so not to worry. I’m sure Nola knows she needs to protect her skin. I also stuck in two golf visors Nancy gave me to shade their faces.”

		
			Nola looked at me in horror. “Not the ones with ‘Fighting Cocks’ on them, right? There’s no way I’m wearing that word on my head.”
		

		
			I looked pointedly at the T-shirt she wore, with a disembodied fist making the horn sign demonstrating that she couldn’t be that particular about signage on her clothing.
		

		Jack looked offended. “Everybody here knows the University of South Carolina’s Fighting Cocks. Now, I wouldn’t go to New York or Los Angeles wearing that on your head, but here it’s pretty much mandatory. Even your mom had a T-shirt or two.”

		Nola scowled. “And look where that got her.” She brushed past us and out the door.

		Jack stared after her for a long moment, and I figured he must have been trying to get the look of desperation out of his eyes, because only  a little bit remained when he turned back to me. “We’ll wait out on the porch while you’re getting changed.”

		“Actually, I’m ready to go.”

		“Like that?”

		I tucked in my chin. “What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?”

		I knew he wanted to make a comment about my shorts not being short enough, but there were two minors within earshot, luckily. Instead, he said, “You’re wearing pearls.”

		Indicating Alston, I pointed out, “She’s wearing them, too.”

		Alston nodded. “Mama says that a lady doesn’t wear diamonds until after five o’clock unless it’s her engagement ring. It’s still morning. Besides, a lady’s perspiration actually polishes the pearls, so it’s good for them.”

		We both looked at Jack as if that should be enough of an explanation.

		When it appeared that he couldn’t argue with that sound bit of logic, I hoisted the insulated bag and put the strap over my shoulder. “I put a few extra pairs of those pedicure flip-flops in the bag just in case anybody needed waterproof footwear or if they got their sneakers wet.”

		I was relieved to see a flash of humor return to Jack’s eyes. “You’re like a soccer mom. It’s kinda scary.”

		“I like being organized and prepared. Wish there were more people like me.”

		“God forbid,” Jack muttered as he took the insulated bag and held open the door for Alston and me.
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		We stood on the dock behind the kayak rental at Shem Creek with white streaks of sunscreen striping our cheeks and arms. Alston had been the one to convince Nola that she needed it, and I’d had to do the same thing with Jack. I pointed out that he should be a good example to Nola, and that was all the coercing I’d needed to do. Apparently the apple didn’t fall far from the Trenholm family tree.

		The man assigned as our guide, Lew, began handing out the bright orange life vests to the people on the dock, assessing the kayakers for  size with practiced eyes. There were several groups bunched together to get outfitted before going on their respective tours, and I had somehow managed to end up at the rear of the line. When Lew reached me, he paused. “We’re out of adult vests, but I think this children’s one should fit you.”

		I heard a snort behind me, and I turned to find both Nola and Jack smirking at me. Alston had the decency to look away as if she hadn’t just overheard that humiliating exchange. I grabbed the offensive life jacket and put it on, trying to remember what Lew had told us about how to fasten all the straps correctly.

		“Can I help?”

		Even though Jack’s eyes were partially hidden behind sunglasses, I imagined I could see them laughing. “No. I think I’d rather it fall off and me drown, thanks.”

		“Suit yourself.” He moved over to Alston and Nola, who’d done a pretty good job of strapping themselves in, and Jack just had to tighten and test the snugness and fastenings. When he turned back to me, I’d managed to converge all the straps into the front in one massive knot.

		“Still don’t want my help?”

		I looked around for Lew, but he was busy with a couple of newlyweds who’d somehow managed—intentionally or not—to attach their life jackets together. Giving one last ineffectual tug at the knot, I said, “Go ahead. But if it falls off I’m claiming in the lawsuit that it was intentional.”

		Softly, so I was the only one who could hear him, he said, “It’s not a life jacket I’d want to make fall off, Mellie. Now come stand a little closer so I can fix this for you. I promise I won’t bite.”

		We stood facing each other, practically nose-to-nose, as he fiddled with the straps on my jacket. I could feel his breath on my face, and the heat of his body, and for an awful moment thought that I might actually swoon. As soon as he was finished I backed away, wondering whether I might already be in menopause to at least explain the powerful hot flash I’d just experienced.

		“Thanks,” I said quickly, as I began to make my way to the line where everybody was being handed oars. I stood next to Alston. “So I guess it’s you and me, since it’s two to a boat.”

		“No way,” said Nola. “I’m going with Alston. You get to go with my dad.”

		I sneaked a sidewise glance at Jack to see whether he looked hurt, but his expression remained relaxed. I assumed his military training had prepared him for dealing with a teenager assault.

		“Fine,” he said with a smile. “Your loss. It’s a well-known fact that I can’t go anywhere on the water without dolphins swimming right up to me. Apparently they love me.”

		“Really?” Alston asked as she prepared to get into their kayak.

		Nola sent her friend a disdainful look. “Please. My mom told me that men will make up anything to impress you.” She accepted the guide’s hand and stepped into the back of the kayak.

		Alston looked at Jack, who just shrugged, as she sat on the front seat and gripped her oar.

		Jack took my arm and led me to the next-loading boat. “You sit up front. Just be careful getting in. I wouldn’t want you to fall in the water, because I can’t swim.”

		I looked back at him in alarm, only to see him grinning broadly. Wanting to wipe it off his face, I said, “I hope my oar doesn’t accidentally slip out of the water and knock you overboard. I’d never see your body floating away.”

		There were only four kayaks in our small group, one with the guide and the last one with the newlyweds, who seemed oblivious to everything but each other. We headed out into Charleston Harbor, where we could see Fort Sumter looming like a mirage off in the distance.

		“What’s that?” Nola asked, pointing to the Civil War landmark.

		Jack answered. “That’s Fort Sumter, where the first shots of the War of Northern Aggression were fired.”

		“The what?”

		Alston tried to hide her smile as Jack explained. “It’s what the rest of the world calls the Civil War. In polite Charleston society, it can also be called ‘the Late Unpleasantness.’”

		Nola frowned until Alston said, “He’s joking, Nola. We haven’t called it that for at least fifteen years.”

		Nola rolled her eyes and firmly gripped her oar. The girls struggled a bit at first, unsure as to how much strength each one was putting into  each stroke of the oar, or what direction they needed to turn. They ended up ramming into our kayak a couple of times, and I couldn’t tell whether it was intentional or not. They hit the newlyweds and the guide only once each. But each time, Jack calmly offered suggestions, coaching them in a gentle and helpful way that even I couldn’t find fault with. After the first few scowls, Nola began to accept her father’s instructions, and soon the girls were commanding their kayak on their own with very few mishaps.

		Watching their struggles made me notice how easily Jack and I controlled our own kayak. We slid smoothly through the water, instinctively knowing when and how much to push, when to turn right or left, when to speed up or slow down. I only hoped Jack hadn’t noticed it, too.

		“We’ve got a great rhythm going on, Mellie. Like we’ve been doing this forever.”

		“Hm,” I said, paying great interest to Lew as we drew up to a rookery where hundreds of birds, including blue herons and brown pelicans, speckled the sky and took turns huddling and flying, squawking in alarm as we approached. The smell of all those bird droppings nearly made me gag, and I wanted to tell the birds that their squawks were completely unnecessary, as the smell alone would keep me—and most other sane humans—away.

		Jack continued, his voice low so the other kayakers couldn’t hear us. “It’s like our bodies can communicate telepathically to move in the right direction for optimum momentum. We’re like two spoons in a drawer.”

		“More like two negative ends on separate magnets,” I muttered as I stabbed an oar into the water and let it drag, effectively making us turn in a circle. I faced him. “Do you talk like this to Rebecca?”

		His eyes were cool behind his sunglasses. “Actually, no.”

		Flustered, I turned around and saw that the three other kayaks had moved beyond us, closer to the rookery.

		“I miss you, Mellie.”

		I began paddling, feeling a heavy drag, and knew he was letting me go it alone. “I’m right here, Jack. And we see each other all the time.”

		“That’s not what I mean and you know it. We’re not through, you know.”

		“I don’t think Rebecca would be happy to hear that.”

		He didn’t respond, and I didn’t turn around to see his expression. I startled as a sleek gray body glided by just under the surface of the water, parallel to our kayak.

		“Is that a dolphin?” I asked, incredulous.

		Jack’s dimple showed as he grinned. “Yep.”

		I shook my head, staring into the dark gray waves as tiny bubbles rushed to the surface. “I bet she’s female,” I muttered.

		“Nola! Alston!” Jack called, getting the girls’ attention, then motioning for them to come closer.

		Nola looked skeptical as she glanced at me, so I mouthed the word “dolphin” so she’d understand. They began to paddle closer to us; then Jack held up his hand when their kayak was about twenty feet from us, the spot where I’d first seen the dolphin between us.

		“Come on, baby,” Jack said quietly, his eyes searching the water. Five seconds later, not more than four feet from the front of Nola’s kayak, two sleek gray backs with dorsal fins arched out of the water in a synchronized leap, landing with enough of a splash to drench Nola and Alston.

		Nola jerked back, laughing hard, then pulled her legs up to a half stand so she could see better.

		I heard Jack behind me. “Don’t stand in the . . .”

		Again, the two dolphins jumped from the water, a little farther away this time, but surprising Nola enough that she stumbled backward, grasping air, and then tumbled neatly into the water headfirst.

		Jack was in the water at nearly the same moment and swimming toward her. Nola stayed on the surface, thanks to her life vest, but she must have inhaled a good deal of water, because she started coughing violently, gasping for breath in between her coughs.

		With practiced and controlled movements, Jack came up from behind her and held her head back and out of the water until her coughing had mostly subsided. Then Nola started making an odd sound, and I wondered whether she was trying to cry or shout or scream at Jack. Instead, I saw that she was grinning broadly in a grin that wildly resembled her father’s.

		“That was a freaking dolphin!” Oblivious to the fact that she and  her father were treading water in the open sea, she craned her head back to see her friend. “Did you see that, Alston? Two dolphins!”

		After several attempts to hoist Nola back onto the kayak without rolling it and Alston into the water, Jack finally managed to hold the boat steady long enough for Nola to seat herself inside. He then swam back to our kayak and, after a few harrowing near rolls—which I thought he was doing on purpose to torment me—managed to reseat himself behind me.

		Alston wiped the wet hair out of her face. “The dolphins were pretty cool. How did you do that, Mr. Trenholm?”

		Nola regarded her father without the usual scowl. “Yeah, Jack, how did you do that?”

		He picked up his oar and stuck it up in the air as a signal to Lew that we were fine and ready to move on. “I told you that I can’t go out on the water without seeing a dolphin.” He dipped the oar into the water and pushed. “Like I said, I always mean what I say.”

		I stabbed my oar into the water, feeling my cheeks warm as I realized he wasn’t talking about the dolphins anymore.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 10
		

		
			I sat in one of the low black leather chairs at Fabulous Frocks on Church Street, an upscale consignment bridal salon, watching as Sophie twirled in front of me wearing a white silk-and-chiffon concoction with delicate beading on the bodice and a train that would have made Princess Diana proud. Maybe it was the worn brown Birkenstocks peeping out from beneath the hem or Sophie’s wild array of braids sprouting from her head, but despite the beauty of the dress it just looked . . . wrong.
		

		I looked over at Nola, expecting her to be picking at her nail polish or texting on her new cell phone, but instead found her sitting on the edge of her seat, studying Sophie and the consultant, Gigi, with close interest.

		
			“OMG. This is just like Say Yes to the Dress! You know, like when the bride walks out in the dress and everybody’s watching her? Alston is just going to die when I tell her. Except in this case, Dr. Wallen, you should definitely be saying no. You look like a poodle at one of those dog shows.”
		

		Gigi and I both blinked silently at Nola, maybe because we were grateful to her for voicing our thoughts out loud, but unsure whether we should saying anything about comparing the prospective bride to a toy dog breed.

		Gigi smiled helpfully. “I once had a bride try on eighty-six gowns before she found the One. You’ll know it when you see it, sugar. You will.”

		
			
			Eighty-six? We’d suffered through ten try-ons already, and I was  starting to think that it was time to ask to be taken outside and beaten senseless rather than face another one. It wasn’t that sitting in the beautiful showroom with its ice blue walls and tall ceilings while surrounded by exquisite gowns was so awful. It was seeing the hopeful look on Sophie’s face change to disappointment each time that was so hard to watch. Sophie was beautiful and . . . unique, and despite Gigi’s best efforts at matching what Sophie thought she wanted in a wedding gown, nothing was working.
		

		Tears began to well in Sophie’s eyes. “I know. And I appreciate your help. I know this is the place to find my dress—this is the place all my friends have told me has the best wedding dresses—but I just don’t think I can try on any more right now.”

		Gigi raised her hand. “Wait—how about one more? I’d almost forgotten about this one, because it just came in and is still in the office waiting to be steamed and tagged. It’s an antique—nineteen twenties, I think—but it’s satin and very simple and elegant. It was found in the attic in a house over on Queen Street, and the new owners have no use for it. Thought that selling it might help with some of the renovation costs.”

		“Unless it’s lined with gold bars, I don’t think a dress will help much.”

		Sophie shot me a hard look before turning back to Gigi. “All right, I’ll look at it. But it’s the last one today—really.”

		I stood and faced the consultant. “Let me see it before you bring it out. I’ll know whether it’s something Sophie will like or not.”

		Sophie looked at me gratefully as I followed Gigi out of the room and through a door into what appeared to be an office with a computer sitting on a large desk and surrounded by tulle, satin flowers, beads, veils, netting, and just about every other form of bridal paraphernalia. Gigi motioned me forward and then closed the door behind me. Hanging on a hook behind the door was a garment bag made out of an old sheet, the formerly red roses now faded into a graying pink. As soon as I saw it I smelled the heavy scent of gardenias, almost as if somebody had just wafted a bouquet underneath my nose.

		“Do you smell that?” I asked.

		“What?”

		“Gardenias. I smell them really strongly right now.”

		Gigi raised her eyebrows. “The only thing I’m smelling right now is mothballs. This dress must have been buried in them inside a trunk in that attic. I’ve been trying to air it out, but I’m going to have to have it professionally fumigated, I think.”

		I took a deep sniff, smelling only the flowers, and for a brief moment I almost felt as if I were walking on a garden path filled with them.

		“Are you sure . . . ?” I began when the phone rang.

		“Can you excuse me for a moment? I need to get that, but I promise I’ll be right back with you. If you like, you can go ahead and bring the dress to the dressing room across the hall to get a better look at it in the right light.”

		I nodded my thanks as she moved to the phone. The smell of flowers was now nearly gagging me as I reached up and took the hanger from the hook. Holding the gown as far away from my nose as I could possibly get it, I carried it to the dressing room, where Sophie’s clothes lay in an inside-out heap, her ancient fringed leather purse on top guarding the pile.

		Carefully, I placed the hanger on a hook over the large wall-to-wall mirror, then bent to raise the sheet that covered what I could see was off-white satin beneath. With my fingers gripping the hem I began lifting, then froze, my eyes focused on the mirror in front of me where the distinct apparition of a young woman appeared standing behind me.

		I looked away, hoping she’d disappear before I looked back, but when I raised my eyes back to the mirror she was still there. I stared at her for a long moment, willing her to vanish, but her image instead grew stronger, more solid, almost as if she were drawing strength from my attention. Her hair was dark and short, curling softly around her face. Two curls folded over each cheek, in the style of the roaring twenties, her rosebud lips darkened heavily with lipstick. Around her neck she wore ropes of pearls, her slinky dress falling to midcalf, showing off shapely legs and white leather shoes with ankle straps. She was solid and real, and if her feet weren’t hovering about six inches from the ground, I would have sworn she was a living and breathing person.

		
			
			You can see me? she asked, her words carrying surprise.
		

		I glanced away and started to sing to myself as I continued to raise the sheet, uncovering more and more of the dress. From years of practice, I’d learned that by my ignoring the ghosts, with a few notable exceptions, they usually gave up and went away.

		
			
			You can see me, she said, an icy hand brushing my shoulder.
		

		My voice rose as I sang the words to ABBA’s “Take a Chance on Me,” trying to block out the voice of the woman who shouldn’t be there. The sheet reached the top of the gown. I tucked it behind the dress to examine it better and found myself holding my breath. As Gigi had said, it was simply cut, but elegant in its loose satin folds with a delicate lace overlayer. The sweetheart neckline draped demurely without being too revealing, the train in back short but pleated, as if made for the perfect wedding photo. It had been created for a petite figure like Sophie’s, each embellishment perfectly placed and not too overwhelming. The satin, the color of candlelight, would be the perfect complement to Sophie’s complexion.

		
			Why are you pretending that you can’t see me?
		

		I focused again on the dress, the woman’s words making me remember something my mother had said: something about how our gifts were for helping others instead of a source of embarrassment. I wasn’t sure I’d ever see the day when I’d agree with her, but as I looked back at the spectral woman, I couldn’t help but wonder about her story, or why she was still here.

		I faced her in the mirror. Slowly, and very quietly, I said, “Yes, I can see you.”

		
			A heavy sigh filled the room, accompanied by a fresh scent of more gardenias. She smiled. That’s my dress.

		I guess I’d known that from the moment she’d first appeared. “It’s very beautiful.”

		
			
			I know. She frowned, her delicate brow wrinkling. I never got to wear it.

		Sadness flooded me, filling my chest and making my arms feel heavy. “What happened?”

		
			
			I got sick. It was just a cold at first, but then . . . Her ghost eyes met mine. I died.

		“I’m sorry,” I said, forcing my heavy hands to flex. I looked at her carefully. “Why are you still here?”

		
			My dress deserves to be worn. It’s too beautiful to rot inside of a trunk, not when it was made to symbolize true love.
		

		I looked from the dress and then back to her reflection. “I think this dress would be perfect for my friend. She loves antique things, which will make this dress especially dear to her. And she’ll look beautiful in it, I know.”

		
			She smiled again, and the sadness lifted like a boat on a wave, leaving only the lightness of relief. Finally, she said.
		

		“What is your name?”

		
			Mary Gibson. I lived with my parents and younger brother on Queen Street. It was my mother who packed away my dress.
		

		I turned around to face her and saw that she’d already begun to fade. “Is that all?” I asked, wondering at the same time if there was some instruction manual my mother needed to give me to tell me how this was supposed to be done.

		
			Mary smiled, but shook her head. Bonnie . . . She stopped, her head tilted to the side as if she were listening to somebody I couldn’t see.
		

		“You know Bonnie?” I watched as her image began to blur, as if somebody had begun to erase her edges.

		
			Her voice had become so faint I had to strain to hear it. Tell Nola that Bonnie loves her and didn’t mean to hurt her. She says you need to find my daughter’s eyes.

		“What?” I reached out, trying to keep Mary with me just a little longer. “Why won’t she talk to me?” I shouted to a thin strip of fading light.

		
			
			Jack was all she said, and then she was gone.
		

		“Mary! What about Jack?”

		“Mellie? Who are you talking to?”

		I swung around toward the open door and found Nola watching me the way people watch circus entertainers. I thought for a moment of just telling her the truth, but there was no easy way to tell her that her dead mother was communicating through another dead person to tell her that she loved her and hadn’t wanted to hurt her. And that for reasons unknown to me she wouldn’t talk to me directly because of Jack. Nola would probably look at me with an even stranger expression than she already was.

		“Nobody. Just working out scenarios to convince Sophie that I think we found her dress.” I stepped away so Nola could see better, glad for the distraction.

		Her eyes widened. “That’s freakin’ perfect! It even looks like it would fit.”

		“Oh, I know it will. She’s practically the same size as the woman it was made for.”

		Nola regarded me again with those piercing blue eyes. “How would you know that?”

		“Um, just a guess. I mean, obviously if the dress fits Sophie, she would have to be the same size as the original owner, right?”

		“Right,” Nola said slowly. Giving me an odd look, she continued. “Let’s go show this to Dr. Wallen. She’s started talking about making her own dress from old sheets. I’m all for recycling, but even I think that’s a bad idea.”

		I followed Nola out of the fitting room, giving one last glance behind me, realizing as I did so that the smell of gardenias had disappeared, too. “Rest in peace, Mary,” I said quietly, then went to show Sophie the dress of her dreams.
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		Sophie and I sat in the front of my four-door sedan with Nola in the backseat. I’d insisted on driving, not because I thought Sophie’s car was more like a tiny tin can—I did—but because I lost about a year off of my life every time I got in the car with her. She was easily distracted by historic architecture, which was as prevalent in Charleston as palmetto bugs, and had driven up onto a sidewalk more than once. I figured that I didn’t need her prematurely pushing me onto the other side of forty.

		Sophie was on her way to meet Chad at the home of a spiritual healer to have their chakras and auras read, and I was navigating my way in that direction when I caught sight of Nola in the backseat. The radio was very low, but her lips were moving silently as she sang along to the music.

		Remembering her singing in the shower, I said, “You have a beautiful voice, Nola.”

		She clamped her lips shut. “How would you know?”

		I almost told her that it was because I’d heard her in the shower, but I knew that would probably be the last time I would hear it. Instead, I said, “Just now. You were singing to the radio.”

		She narrowed her eyes at me. “Right.”

		Sophie sent me a warning glance. As a college professor she had a lot more experience with teens and young adults, but it wasn’t my nature not to press a point.

		“Your voice is really outstanding. Did you have any formal training?”

		Nola stared out her side window, her jaw working.

		“My mother is a well-known opera singer; did you know that?”

		She spared me a glance in the rearview mirror, and I recognized a flash of interest. Satisfied, I said, “I’d like for you to sing for her. If you’re as good as I think you are, she might suggest lessons or something.”

		Her eyes hardened. “I. Don’t. Like. Singing. It’s stupid, and pointless, and nothing I want to be wasting my time with, okay? So drop it.”

		I had opened my mouth to tell her I thought she needed to work on her manners and that she was just plain wrong when Sophie poked me in the side, making me shut up to catch my breath. Glancing back in the rearview mirror to see if Nola had noticed, I saw a halo of light next to her on the seat. It stretched and moved like a cat inside a bag, restless and determined to escape. It began to take the form of a woman with long blond hair parted in the middle, and pale eyes staring at me in accusation.

		“Watch it!” Sophie screamed.

		I jerked my gaze back to the road in front of me and narrowly missed a woman on a bicycle, and a parked car.

		“Sorry,” I said, stealing a glance in the backseat and fortunately finding only Nola. “I got distracted.”

		Sophie snorted. “Maybe I should drive next time.”

		I opened my mouth to give her my opinion on that thought when Nola’s cell rang.

		“Hey, Alston. What’s up?” There was a brief pause. “Really? Whatever. Hang on while I give her the phone.” Leaning forward, she tapped the cell phone on my shoulder. “Mellie? Alston needs to talk to you.”

		I raised my eyebrows but took the phone. “Hi, Alston. This is Melanie.”

		“Hi, Ms. Middleton. I’m sorry to bother you, but I thought you’d  want to know that I think I figured out which house Nola’s dollhouse is a copy of. You seemed real interested yesterday when I said it reminded me of something.”

		I glanced over at Sophie, who was watching me closely. “Yes, I’d love to know.”

		“Well, when I was little I used to take piano lessons at a house on Montagu Street. It’s one of those old spooky Victorians behind Colonial Lake. Miss Manigault was my teacher, and she was as old as the dinosaurs back then, so she must be really ancient now. Anyway, she used to be the music teacher at Ashley Hall—which is how my mother knew her—and taught private lessons in her house after she retired. But I’m pretty sure it’s her house. I think some of it’s been changed, which is why I didn’t recognize it right away, but the turret with that fancy woodwork on it is definitely her house.”

		“Do you remember the house number?” I wanted to be more excited, but couldn’t. Despite my success at the bridal store, I wasn’t all that enthusiastic about purposefully encountering more ghosts. Especially ones that threw boy and dog dolls out of windows and broke their necks.

		“No, ma’am. But I think if you drive down the street looking at turrets, you can’t miss it.”

		“Thanks, Alston.”

		We said good-bye; then I handed the phone back to Nola.

		“What was that about?” she asked, looking more annoyed than interested.

		I focused on keeping my tone neutral. “Your grandmother, father, and I have been trying to trace the house your dollhouse was most likely copied from. We were pretty sure it was from Charleston, but none of our leads turned up anything. Until yesterday, when Alston was in your room looking at your dollhouse and thought it looked familiar but couldn’t figure out why. It finally came to her that it strongly resembles the house where she used to take piano lessons.”

		“So? Why would she be calling you about it?”

		Sophie and I exchanged a glance. I’d already explained to her everything that had happened so far in the dollhouse, and she was in complete agreement that it was too soon to tell Nola about its ghosts or my ability to see them.

		Trying to meet Nola’s eyes in the rearview mirror, I said, “Because I’m curious. Don’t you want to know anything about who owned your dollhouse and about the house it was fashioned after?”

		“Whatever,” she said, then returned to her perusal of the world outside her window.

		Turning my attention back to the road, I nearly sideswiped a horse-drawn carriage carrying tourists. Sophie glared at me. “I’d like to live to wear that wedding dress, if you don’t mind. Do that again and I will bodily remove you from the driver’s seat, okay?”

		I scowled at her. “Do you need me to drop you with Chad first or do you want to find the house?”

		She looked at me over the top of her round sunglasses without comment.

		“Fine. Then let me drive while you two look. Nola, you get the left-hand side; Sophie, you get the right.”

		I headed down Rutledge Avenue so we could start near the top of Montagu and work our way down. Many of the older homes in the Harleston Village area of Charleston had been subdivided into apartments, but there were a few intact grand dames of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries remaining. I hoped that Nola’s house had been left whole. Not that I would admit this to anybody, but subdividing a historic single-family home had begun to feel like sacrilege to me, an odd sentiment, considering I’d once thought that large portions of the historic district would be better served by demolition balls. Of course, after receiving bills for the never-ending reconstruction of my Tradd Street house, I sometimes couldn’t find too much fault with my previous thinking.

		I drove slowly, pulling into driveways or against the curb when cars drove up behind me. A couple of times Nola informed us that she was bored, but Sophie and I ignored her, intent on our mission. We passed midcentury modest brick homes and Charleston singles, a few older Victorians and Greek Revivals, the houses a silent documentary of an older neighborhood.

		“Stop!” Nola shouted from the backseat, and I stopped immediately, warranting an angry fist wave from a guy on a bike who had been behind me.

		Without saying another word, Nola got out of the car and stood in front of a large house with peeling gray paint, a rusted iron gate hanging from a single remaining hinge, and weeds as high as my knees. But it was more than neglect the house wore; it sat on the side of the street like an empty shell, as if the life inside it had been suddenly and irrevocably extinguished.

		I pulled the car over to the side of the road and Sophie and I got out to stand next to Nola.

		“Wow,” said Sophie. “Now, this is a specimen—I must bring my class to come see it.” She pointed to the right corner of the house, where a tall circular tower was capped with a pointed roof and weather vane. “The turret with the stained-glass windows and all that fretwork is typical Queen Anne. But you can see from the centered pediment with its deep dentil moldings and even the fact that those columns are Doric that somewhere along the way somebody tried to disguise it and make it into a Greek Revival. Kind of hard to hide a turret, though.”

		I looked up at the house’s facade, seeing the different architectural styles stuck onto the same house, and it made me think of a little girl dressing up in her mother’s clothes: Despite the outside changes, she was still a little girl.

		“It’s my dollhouse, isn’t it?” Nola asked. “At least, it used to be.”

		Sophie nodded. “Yep. I’m pretty sure it is.”

		“So what do we do now? Go and ring the doorbell?” Nola asked.

		“Let me do some research first,” Sophie said. “Find out whether the people living here are connected to the original family. From the looks of it either nobody lives here or whoever does doesn’t want visitors.”

		Nola turned to look at both of us. “Why do we care? It’s just a dumb dollhouse.”

		Sophie, adept at lecturing, started on her spiel of the importance of knowledge when it comes to architecture and its relevance to history. I was only half listening, as I was paying more attention to the skin rising on the back of my neck. I looked back at the house, my attention returning to the turret and up to the window facing the street, and froze. Staring at me from the previously empty glass was the face of an older  man with pale hair, his expression radiating hate, his eyes empty black holes.

		I blinked hard, hoping it was my imagination seeing something in the curvy waves of old glass. When I opened my eyes, the image was gone but not the thought that whoever it was I’d seen in the window wanted us to go away and never come back.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 11
		

		
			I stood with my mother in the back garden of my Tradd Street home, trying to ignore the thumping sound of the hydraulic lift in its attempts to assist in lifting the house from its foundation to repair it, the architectural equivalent of putting an accident victim on life support. Once, I would have questioned whether all of the lifesaving heroics I’d pulled in the recent past had been worth it. But every time my mind wandered in that direction I couldn’t help but remember what my benefactor, Mr. Vanderhorst, had once written about owning a historical house: It’s a piece of history you can hold in your hands. His words always softened my heart a bit, at least until I got the next bill.
		

		“Miz Middleton?” I turned to see the contractor, Rich Kobylt, approach while unwrapping what looked like a coleslaw sandwich. Rich and I had been working on my house for nearly two years, and I’d seen him eating coleslaw in one form or another at least one hundred times. I’d always wanted to ask him why not peanut butter or ham or really anything else, but I was afraid a conversation with him would steer toward the paranormal and the things I knew he saw in my house.

		“Is there something wrong?” I asked, my standard greeting where Rich was concerned.

		“No, ma’am. Just wanted to let you know that we’re stopping for lunch now, so you ladies will have a bit of quiet to talk.”

		“Thank you. We appreciate it.”

		He tipped his Phillies baseball hat in our direction and turned to go back to his crew. My mother and I instinctively turned away, having already experienced more than once the unexpected sight of Rich’s  hindquarters displayed above his sagging pants. Rich and I didn’t know each other outside of our client-contractor relationship, but I thought maybe a Christmas present of a belt would be a nice gesture on my part. I’d probably be able to get a lot of people to chip in.

		My mother continued our conversation. “I thought we could set up the tent for the food here.” She indicated the flat expanse of lawn by the old oak tree where a board swing still hung. “I’ve already contacted Callie White, because she’s such a fabulous caterer and I wanted to make sure we had the date booked with her. And I thought over here”—her hands swept in a round motion, indicating the space in front of the ancient rose garden—“we could have a dance floor. We’ll have a string quartet for dinner, of course—the tables will be set up inside the house and piazza—but I thought a live band and dancing after dinner would be perfect.”

		I nodded absently, trying to find even the tiniest bit of excitement. “Where are you going to put the billboard with my measurements and mentioning my good teeth?”

		
			Moving forward to pluck a few dead leaves off of a red Louisa rose, she said, “I wouldn’t do anything as tacky as a billboard, dear. I was just going to buy a full-page add in Charleston magazine.”
		

		I frowned. “Thanks for your tact.”

		“So what’s bothering you, Mellie? Besides this party, that is.”

		I looked at her closely, wondering yet again why she was so good at reading my mind, and knowing, too, that it made no sense to lie, because she’d know that, too. “I sent another ghost into the light yesterday.”

		She raised her elegant brows but didn’t say anything.

		“Her name was Mary Gibson, and it’s her wedding dress that Sophie will be wearing. That’s all Mary wanted—for somebody to wear the dress that she never had a chance to.” I shook my head. “I can’t believe somebody would wait that long for something so . . . inconsequential. I always thought that spirits who were stuck here were here for something monumental. But a wedding dress?”

		My mother bent again to pull a stray weed, straightening slowly as she studied it while twisting the stem between her fingers. “What is inconsequential to one person could mean the world to another. Even  among the living you’ll find people holding on to things much longer than you think they should. Grudges, grievances, old hurts. Things that a simple ‘I’m sorry’ or ‘I love you’ or ‘I forgive you’ are really all that’s needed for healing and moving on.”

		She crumpled the weed in her hand and faced me. “When people die without having said those things, their spirits can be left earthbound, still waiting for the chance to say them. In my experience, it’s those little words that hold spirits back much more often than unfinished business or from a sudden death where the spirit doesn’t know they’re dead. Hard to imagine, isn’t it?”

		My mother’s eyes met mine and I felt the flash of old anger, the anger I’d held on to for more than thirty-three years. Regardless of her justification for leaving me when I was only six years old, I had still been abandoned by my mother and had lived my life defined by it. So what was she trying to tell me now? That I should forget about it?

		As if she could read my mind, she said, “Forgetting is not the same as forgiving.” She took a deep breath. “I’m sorry for all the pain I caused you in the past, Mellie. None of it was meant to hurt you, and I truly believed that I was acting in your best interests. I can’t even say that I would have done any of it differently. Because when you get right down to it, is your life so bad now?”

		
			I wanted to tell her that the jury was still out on my life, the admission of which I was sure would send me on a downward spiral of self-pity. Yes, there was a lot of good in my life. But there still seemed to be something unnameable—and unreachable—missing. However, I was not having this conversation with her. Too many conflicting emotions battled in my head. I’d never been asked, at least before I’d met Jack, to examine my conscience or my actions, and I wasn’t about to start now in the garden of the house I still wasn’t sure I wanted and within earshot of an entire construction crew.
		

		
			I stared at the Louisa roses, their garish red petals like a smear on the abundance of shiny green leaves, so deceptive in their beauty, as they hid their thorns beneath the blooms. Like a mother’s love, I thought, remembering again the encounter I’d had with the ghost of Mary Gibson.
		

		Instead of answering, I said, “There was something else, too, that Mary said. She had a message from Bonnie for me to give to Nola.”

		“And?” my mother asked softly.

		My voice sounded accusing. “Bonnie wanted Nola to know that she loves her and didn’t mean to hurt her.” I paused, letting the words sink in. “And to look for ‘my daughter’s eyes.’ I have no idea what that means, or how to tell Nola, or even why Bonnie won’t speak directly to me. I did ask Mary about that last part, and all she said was ‘Jack.’”

		My mother nodded slowly, her green eyes registering that she hadn’t forgotten her question. “You need to find a way to tell Nola. I agree that she’s not ready—yet. But soon. That could be all Bonnie needs to move on.”

		“And if she doesn’t?”

		“Then there’s something else, and you’ll need to find out what it is so she and Nola can both find peace.”

		I shook my head. “I have a full-time job, remember? I don’t have a lot of time to go chasing ghosts. Can’t you try to speak with her?”

		A small smile lifted my mother’s lips. “It’s you she keeps appearing to, which means she feels a connection. Maybe it’s Nola, since you’re spending so much time with her. Or Jack.”

		Ignoring the last part, I asked, “But why won’t she talk to me? This could be a lot easier than she’s making it.”

		“She killed herself. If she feels shame, she might have difficulty approaching you directly. Or she could be jealous, and sees you as a rival for Jack’s affections.”

		Heat flamed my cheeks. “There are no affections there beyond the platonic. Surely she knows that from wherever she is?”

		“Mellie.” My mother’s tone of voice made me think of what she might have sounded like if she’d been around to scold me when I was a child. The rest of what she was going to say was lost to the sound of an earsplitting scream from inside the house. It was the last day anybody would be allowed inside the house during the foundation work, and I’d left Nola with a book in the kitchen, where she’d promised to stay in the otherwise empty house. My mother and I both turned and ran down the garden path to the kitchen door.

		I flung it open and paused in the threshold, waiting for my eyes to adjust to the light, my relief at finding Nola alone quickly replaced by the unease that she’d seen something I wasn’t prepared to explain to her.

		“What’s wrong?” I asked, walking toward her where she was pressing herself against the refrigerator as if trying to make herself blend in with the stainless steel.

		She shuddered, then pointed to a spot behind me. Bracing myself, I turned, expecting to see Bonnie or one of the harmless spirits that still walked the rooms of the house on Tradd Street, seemingly content to exist in their shadow world. Instead, my gaze immediately settled on her source of terror: A large palmetto bug—known to the rest of the world as a flying cockroach—rested on the lip of the granite counter by the farmhouse sink, its reddish brown shell reflecting the overhead light, its long antennae twitching. I would have preferred a ghost, or a snake, a mouse, or even a charging bull. As much as I loved the city of my birth, the ubiquitous insect was almost enough for me to relinquish all claims to the Holy City.

		My mother stood frozen in the doorway, and I thought for a moment what a picture we must make: three able-bodied and intelligent women petrified at the sight of a six-legged bug. A three-inch six-legged bug with wings, but still.

		
			“What is that?” Nola shrieked.
		

		Standing with my back to Nola so I could keep my eye on the unwanted visitor, I said, “It’s the South Carolina state bird.” I kept my tone light so she wouldn’t know that I was petrified of the little beasts.

		
			“It flies?”
		

		As if it understood what Nola was saying, it fluttered its wings in warning.

		Nola screamed again and ran for the door into the hallway, starting a chain reaction as my mother and I followed.

		Nola almost crashed into Jack, who was running from the front door to the kitchen. He grasped Nola by the shoulders. “What’s wrong?”

		The panic on his face reminded me of the look he had right before he dived from the kayak after Nola fell into the water. It made my heart squish a little in my chest before I remembered what had caused the crisis.

		“It’s a palmetto bug in the kitchen.” I was a strongly independent woman who’d never relied on a man for anything, yet I would be a fool to bypass this opportunity. “Can you go get rid of it?”

		His hands dropped as his gaze took in all three of us. “A bug? You’re screaming and running through the house because of a bug.”

		“A big, flying bug,” my mother added.

		“And it’s about five inches long,” Nola added.

		“Five inches?” Jack repeated.

		Nola nodded.

		“All right. I’m prepared to do battle. Where is it?”

		“On the sink,” I said, pushing him forward. “Just don’t squish him—see if you can get him outside first and then kill him.”

		“Do you have to kill him?” Nola asked, chewing on her lower lip.

		I gave her the look I usually saved for clients whose lowball offer for a house bordered on insulting. “It’s a cockroach,” I said.

		“A palmetto bug,” Jack and my mother said in unison, as if the more genteel name made it less of an insect.

		Nola continued to look at her father, her eyes hopeful.

		“Fine,” he said. “I’ll scoop it up in a cup and set it free outside, okay?”

		Nola nodded, and her lips twitched into what might have been a smile.

		“Don’t use one of the good cups,” I said to his departing back. “And throw the cup in the garbage when you’re finished.”

		“Yes, Mellie,” he said as he disappeared into the kitchen.

		“That’s one thing men are good for,” I said to Nola, feeling it was my duty to instruct her in the ways of the world.

		“I heard that,” Jack shouted from the other side of the kitchen door.

		When he returned a few minutes later, he looked like a knight returning from the Crusades. “Taken care of. He’s off amid the blades of grass, ready to populate the world with baby palmetto bugs.” He smiled at me. “Ready to go?”

		“Where are you going?” my mother asked.

		“We’re going back to the house we saw earlier this week—the one that we think the dollhouse was modeled after. Jack and Sophie did some digging and found out that the woman who lives there, Julia Manigault, is the last remaining member of her family—the same family who’s owned the house since the late eighteen hundreds. From what  Sophie found, it looks like Julia is in her nineties now, and the dollhouse might have been hers.”

		“Seriously, who cares?” Nola asked. “I don’t give a rat’s a—” My mother sent her a sharp look. Nola continued. “. . . rat’s paw who it belonged to. Why should we care?”

		My eyes met Jack’s for a brief moment over Nola’s head, long enough to acknowledge our shared secret and for me to feel a little flush of heat flood my body.

		Nola continued. “I mean, really. Do I have to go and talk with some old lady? She’s probably too senile to remember a stupid dollhouse anyway.”

		Jack turned to her. “I guess not, but if you don’t I could make you spend the weekend with Rebecca and me at her parents’ home in Sum-merville instead. Your choice.”

		Nola rolled her eyes. “I think I’d rather move in with the old lady,” she mumbled as she stared at the floor like she’d never seen it before. She glared back at her father. “But why are you going?”

		Jack shrugged. “Because I’m always on the lookout for the next book idea. And besides, Mellie asked me.”

		I hadn’t, but I didn’t bother to mention it. Jack and I had been investigating past lives in old houses long enough that it didn’t occur to me that he needed to be asked or that he wouldn’t naturally assume he should accompany me.

		“Julia Manigault,” my mother repeated. She looked up, her eyes widening. “Do you know whether she ever taught at Ashley Hall?”

		“Yes, she did,” I said. “I didn’t think to ask whether you knew her. Alston said she taught music at Ashley Hall until she retired, then taught piano lessons from her home—that’s how Alston knew the house.”

		My mother smiled, a faraway look in her eyes. “She was my first vocal teacher. I went to her to take piano lessons, but when she heard me sing we focused on voice. I only stayed with her that first year, before my parents found a more specialized teacher, but I’ve always credited her with being the person who inspired me to pursue my singing. I had no idea she was still alive. She was pretty old when I knew her.” She gave a little laugh. “Although she was probably younger than I am now.”

		“Come with us, then. I’m sure she’d be thrilled to see you. I called and spoke to her housekeeper and set up an appointment—I doubt bringing one more would be a problem.”

		“I’d love to, but I have another appointment that I can’t change at the last minute.” She gave me a sideways glance. “It’s to see Mr. Mc-Ghee regarding his late wife.” She glanced up at Jack and me so we would understand what sort of appointment she was referring to. “Please give her my best and tell her I will come by to see her soon.”

		Nola headed to the door. “Can we go now? The sooner we get there, the sooner we can leave.”

		My mother touched my arm. “May I have a word with you, Mellie?”

		I had the sinking feeling she was hoping to continue our previous conversation. I looked to Jack for help, but he either missed or ignored my silent plea.

		“Can we take your car?” he asked. “I don’t want Nola in the backseat of the Porsche—it’s too cramped, and to be honest I don’t know how safe it is.”

		I handed him my car key, then stared at his back for a moment as he headed to my car, remembering the times I’d been forced into his backseat to allow Rebecca in the front. “I’ll drive. Go wait by the car and I’ll be right there.”

		He cocked an eyebrow, then said good-bye to my mother before sauntering toward my car with Nola.

		“Yes?” I asked.

		“I’ve been thinking about what you said—how Bonnie said Jack’s name when you wanted to know why she won’t speak to you directly.”

		I relaxed a bit. “Did you come up with something?”

		“Maybe Bonnie wasn’t answering your question at all. Maybe she was trying to tell you something else entirely.”

		“Like what?”

		She looked over my shoulder to make sure we weren’t within earshot of Jack or Nola. “I spoke to your grandmother last night.”

		I looked at her, surprised. My grandmother always communicated with me first. It had always been that way, even when she’d been alive. “I wonder why she didn’t speak with me.”

		“She already has, but apparently you weren’t listening.”

		I remembered the phone call the night I’d found Jack’s wallet on my dresser, something about listening to my heart. “I don’t understand.”

		“Jack’s in trouble, Mellie. I don’t know how or why, but maybe that’s what Bonnie was trying to tell you.”

		“But why me? Why not Rebecca?”

		My mother looked at me, her eyes hard. “Let it go, Mellie. Whatever it is you’re holding on to that’s preventing you from seeing what everybody else sees so clearly, let it go.”

		I thought of Jack, and the way he’d always made me feel as if I were standing at the edge of a cliff, and how unprepared I was for the free fall if I should take a step forward. And I had no idea what it was that made me cling so hard to solid ground.

		“They’re waiting for me. I’ve got to go.”

		I looked away quickly from the disappointment in her eyes, and walked to the car wondering how I was supposed to save Jack when I had no idea how to save myself.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 12
		

		
			It was a short drive to Montagu Street, and I found parking in front of the house. As we stood on the opposite side of the street from the house, I took it as a good sign that a bird sang from the overgrown crape myrtle that obscured most of the front garden and walk. I didn’t dare look up at the turret window.
		

		Jack faced the house, studying it with a practiced eye. From his younger years, when he’d helped his parents find items for the store at estate sales, he’d developed a good sense for fine lines and quality workmanship in both furniture and houses. And probably women, too, but that was something I tried not to dwell on.

		“Sophie must have jumped out of her Birkenstocks when she saw this,” he said, leaning back to see the weather vane on top of the turret roof. I followed his gaze, stopping at the bottom of the window.

		“Pretty much. And neither one of us has any doubts this is the house.”

		“Me, neither. I’m thinking the paint used to be blue instead of gray, although I’m guessing the original color was yellow, like the dollhouse,” he said, stepping back to allow Nola and me to proceed ahead of him.

		We had to duck down to pass beneath the crape myrtle’s branches while simultaneously watching our step to make sure we didn’t get stuck in any of the holes in the path from broken or missing bricks. The front steps seemed solid enough as we climbed them to the front porch that wrapped around the front and sides of the house. The paint covering the Doric columns that supported the porch roof was peeling and chipped, as was the haint blue ceiling. The color was supposed to ward  off evil spirits and nesting birds—something it had failed to do on both counts, judging from the large amount of bird droppings liberally deposited at the base of two of the columns, and my previous experience with the man in the turret window.

		The double front doors, heavy wood with a leaded-glass transom, badly needed refinishing, as did the splintered wooden floorboards of the porch. I stopped myself from examining anything else, embarrassed by how naturally my train of thought now went to restoration details.

		A tarnished brass button next to the door drew our attention. With a backward glance at Nola and me, Jack pressed it. A distant tinkling bell sounded from inside of the house, and for the first time Nola looked nervous.

		“I wonder if the house is haunted,” she said. “If you believe in that kind of thing,” she added quickly. “No way would I come trick-or-treating here if I was a little kid.”

		I kept my gaze trained on the front door, afraid to look at either Nola or Jack lest my expression give me away.

		After a few moments the sound of heavy footsteps approached the doors before one of them was opened by a middle-aged heavyset woman with sandy blond hair held back in a ponytail, curly wisps straggling down the sides of her cheeks. She wore a loose white T-shirt, black capris, and flip-flops, all three speckled liberally with what looked like paint.

		The woman smiled brightly, her blue eyes examining us closely, her gaze settling on Jack. Her smile widened. “Can I help you?”

		Attempting to redirect her attention, I stepped forward. “I’m Melanie Middleton. I believe we spoke on the phone yesterday about coming to see Miss Manigault?”

		Her eyes didn’t leave Jack’s face. “Oh, right. I forgot—must be the paint fumes. I’m Deanna Davenport, Miss Manigault’s house manager or whatever you want to call me. I’m sort of her hands and feet, so to speak, since she can’t do for herself anymore.” She straightened, her ample bosom pressing against her T-shirt. Still looking at Jack, she said, “I’d shake your hand, but I’ve got glue all over my fingers. And you can call me Dee for short.”

		Nola and I exchanged a look as Jack smiled back. “May we come in?”

		Distracted, Dee finally stepped back. “Oh, of course. Where are my manners? Come in, come in. She’s in the library. Let me show you in and I’ll go fix some tea.”

		We followed her into a large alcove and waited while Dee closed the door behind us. The first thing I noticed was the ornate furniture and heavy dark wood everywhere. And where there wasn’t dark wood on the cantilevered ceilings, stair balustrades, furniture, or walls, the fabrics and paints were all in matching somber hues. We passed through the alcove into a huge foyer dominated by a wide staircase that wound its way up to the upper levels in a box design. The maroon-colored runner and thick, nearly black banisters and spindles did nothing to lighten the space; nor did the small lamp burning on a hall table. A stained-glass window, nearly covering the wall at the first landing, let in little light through the intricate pattern that was almost completely obscured by dirt on the outside.

		We passed by what looked like a drawing room, the forest green velvet drapes closed against any encroachment of light, and a music room with a grand piano featured prominently in the center. I remembered what Alston had said and wondered whether this was the piano where she’d once taken lessons.

		“OMG.” Nola had stopped in front of the music room. “It’s like I’m inside my dollhouse, and it’s freaking me out. I mean, everything’s the exact same—even the wallpaper. Except it’s not peeling off the walls like it is here.”

		She was right. It appeared that the house had been built and decorated around the turn of the last century and not touched since. Except for the addition of electricity and, I hoped, modern plumbing, the house was perfectly preserved to show life as it was over one hundred years ago. On closer inspection, I saw that the rugs sported bare patches, the wood floors missing pieces of the inlaid patterns, the paint flaking, the wallpaper drooping or missing in spots. The last time I’d walked into a house in such dire need of restoration I’d ended up owning it. That thought alone almost made me run screaming into the street. Instead I followed Jack and Dee, assuming Nola was close behind.

		At the end of a short corridor, Dee slid open a pair of pocket doors and stepped back, waiting for us to enter. We blinked at the sudden  brightness after such solemn darkness in the rest of the house. Three large windows, each arched at the top like frowns, went from the floor to the ceiling. Part of the wraparound porch was visible through them, and I wondered whether the windows slid open to act as doorways. From the stale smell of dust and something else I couldn’t identify, it was apparent the windows hadn’t been opened in a very long time.

		When my eyes adjusted I tried to take in the rest of the room, and had to blink a few times to make sure I wasn’t hallucinating. The room was large and round in a rear turret not visible from the street. Shelves lined the curved walls, apparently intended for books but now filled with . . . Santa Clauses? I took a step closer to one of the shelves, where a jolly Saint Nick wearing a red velvet suit and matching hat stared jovially back at me. There were hundreds of Santas—sitting, standing, riding various animals and sleighs. All had the same face, with rosy cheeks, bright blue eyes, and noses with pink tips. I remembered Dee’s paint-splattered clothing and wondered whether she might be responsible for some of the ceramic craftwork.

		“Miss Julia loves Christmas,” Dee explained. “It’s sort of become my hobby.”

		I nodded, taking in the miniature decorated trees that sat on every available surface, the paper cutout snowflakes strung from the ceiling, the snowmen figurines clumped together in family groups.

		“Miss Julia?” Dee said, and I turned my attention to the far side of the room. The woman was very old, and very small, which was probably why I hadn’t seen her or her wheelchair when I first walked in. She was dressed all in charcoal gray, her white hair and very pale face in stark contrast. Her dark eyes, almost black, looked back with surprising alertness. She was bent over nearly in half, her chin bobbing as she tried to look up at her visitors.

		Jack stepped forward first, then knelt with one knee in front of her wheelchair so she wouldn’t have to strain her neck. “Miss Manigault, I’m Jack Trenholm. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

		He held out his hand and she placed a small, knobby hand into it. “Are you the writer?” she asked, her voice strong and clear, a smile forming on her wrinkled lips.

		“Yes, actually, I am. Have you read my books?”

		
			She smiled up at him and fluttered her eyelids, and I wondered whether she might actually be flirting with him. “Every last one of them. Dee here goes to your signings to get me autographed copies. I’ve been waiting for quite a while for your next book. It had better be soon, as I don’t think I can wait too much longer.”
		

		Jack’s own grin dimmed somewhat. “It’s in the works right now. I’ll bring an autographed copy personally, if you’d like.”

		She practically beamed at him, and I resisted the urge to roll my eyes.

		I stepped forward and leaned down over the wheelchair. “I’m Melanie Middleton. I believe you knew my mother, Ginnette Prioleau.”

		Her eyes widened. “Oh, my dear Ginnette. What a voice! Has she come with you today?”

		“She couldn’t make it, but promised to come by another time.”

		“Did you inherit any of her singing talent?”

		“No,” Jack answered before I could, eliciting a frown from me.

		“And this is . . .” I turned around for Nola, but saw she wasn’t there.

		“Why don’t you two take a seat and I’ll go get tea and find out what’s keeping the young lady,” Dee said before leaving the room.

		We eyed two gothic-style armed chairs, one with splotchy red velvet, the other a dark brown horsehair with a healthy collection of dust. A small sofa in the room, covered in heavy brocade and draped in lace doilies, sat against a wall. We were considering our seating options when the sound of piano music glided into the room.

		Jack and I looked at each other. “Nola?” we said in unison.

		Dee reappeared. “I think I found her.”

		The music grew in volume and insistency, and for a long moment we stayed where we were, listening. It wasn’t the grunge or heavy-metal music I heard from her bedroom or from the radio when she got in the car before me and changed the station. This was . . . beautiful, haunting. It reminded me of the melody of the song I’d heard Nola singing in the shower, and I wanted to simply stay where I was and listen for as long as she would play.

		“Dee,” Miss Julia commanded, the strength of her voice once again surprising me. “I want to see who’s playing.”

		Dee moved behind the wheelchair and pushed Miss Julia out of the  room, Jack and I following close behind. We paused in the doorway to the music room, taking in the scene of the young girl seated at the grand piano, her fuchsia sneakers the only bright spot in the room with burgundy walls, thick brocade drapes, and closed venetian blinds. Her face was devoid of the usual cynical grimace or blank stare, both replaced by an almost single-minded attention to her fingers as they glided over the ivory keys of the old piano. To my amazement, her cheek lifted into what I was pretty sure was a small smile.

		Something brushed my leg, and I looked down to find a shaggy dog sitting on its haunches staring up at me, his ears cocked as if listening to the music. I bent to scratch him behind the ears, just like General Lee liked me to do, and it was as if by moving I broke the spell. Nola’s fingers crashed down on the keys, the notes colliding together in a cacophony of sound.

		She looked at us with the eyes of a person just awakened from a dream. She blinked slowly, taking in Dee and the woman in the wheelchair, and then Jack and me. “That was totally weird,” she said. “I just saw the piano and it was like it wanted me to play it.” She thought for a moment. “The one in the dollhouse plays, too, but it only has twenty keys.”

		I didn’t know what surprised me more: the fact that the dog seemed to have vanished under my hand or that Nola had counted the keys on the miniature piano.

		Jack stepped forward, his eyes uncertain. “Nola, that was incredible. I had no idea you could play or sing, and the music itself . . .” He stopped next to his daughter and seemed to consider something before speaking. Softly, he asked, “Did your mother write it?”

		Her expression changed as if she’d been struck. She looked at him as if she were seeing him for the first time, realizing that this was the father who she believed had abandoned her and her mother without a second thought. She stood abruptly, the bench teetering behind her.

		“No,” she said quietly, her gaze frantically moving from one face to another. “No!” she said again, louder this time.

		“Sweetheart.” Jack took a step toward her, his arms outstretched.

		She sidestepped him, her eyes wide with panic and something that looked a lot like fear. “No,” she whispered as she raced past us and out the front door.

		“I’ll get her,” Jack said as he walked quickly past our little group huddled in the doorway. He followed Nola through the front door as I turned to Dee and Miss Julia.

		“I’m so sorry about that, Miss Manigault. I have no idea what that was all about—”

		Miss Julia cut me off. “What dollhouse?” she asked, her words low and deep.

		“It’s a dollhouse that looks just like this house. It was a gift to Nola from her grandparents. We think it might have belonged to somebody who once lived in this house. . . .”

		“Get out,” she said.

		“Excuse me?” I was sure I’d misheard.

		“Get out,” the old woman said again, louder this time.

		“I don’t under—”

		“I’m sorry, Miss Middleton,” Dee said, her face serious. “I’m afraid you’re going to have to leave.”

		“I just wanted to ask about the dollhouse,” I persisted. “Do you know whether—”

		“Get out!” the old woman screamed at me.

		Her face wore two dots of pink on her cheeks, reminding me of the Santa Clauses in the library.

		“All right,” I said, backing toward the door. “I’m sorry to have upset you. I really am.” I opened the door and stepped out onto the porch, the sunshine from outside illuminating the shaggy dog sitting next to the wheelchair again. “Good-bye,” I said, closing the door behind me.

		I ran down the steps, feeling the nape of my neck prickle. Standing on the sidewalk in front of the house, I turned around and looked up at the turret window. The same man I’d seen before stood there, with the same empty sockets for eyes, the same pale face. Except this time his thin lips were pulled away from his teeth in an awful smile, grinning down at us as if he were glad to see us go.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 13
		

		
			I worked silently in my bedroom at my mother’s house, using my labeling gun to sticker the new bins I’d stacked in my temporary closet, absently wondering whether I should organize my shoes alphabetically by designer, by season, or by type. I paused every once in a while to see whether I could hear anything from Nola’s room, each time being met with silence. It had been that way since we’d returned home and she’d escaped to her bedroom, not even being tempted out of it by a soy burger or glazed doughnut.
		

		Jack had stayed outside her door, pleading, cajoling, apologizing, threatening, and apologizing again until he’d also reverted to silence. At my insistence, he’d left, but only if I promised to call him if she came out of her room.

		The clock showed it was midnight. My parents were out again—doing what, I had no idea—and although I had an early-morning showing the next day, I couldn’t go to bed knowing that Nola was still awake and miserable.

		When I was a young girl, my grandmother would bring me hot cocoa before bed and talk about my day with me. Despite the haphazard relationship between Nola and me, I realized I had no other source of inspiration or ideas, and that it couldn’t hurt to try to open up some sort of communication avenue. Or just make her feel good. I didn’t know whether there was such a thing as vegan cocoa, but we’d just have to make do.

		Placing my labeling gun on my nightstand, I headed for the door. As my hand touched the doorknob, a small knock sounded from the  other side. Relieved that Nola must be feeling better, I threw the door open and started in surprise when I saw Jack standing in the hallway.

		Throwing one hand over my mouth, I used the other to grab his arm and pull him inside.

		“Wow, Mellie,” he said as a dimple deepened in his cheek. “Your eagerness to get me into your bedroom is flattering.” His eyes slowly swept over me, returning to my face with a satisfied look of appreciation. Belatedly, I realized I wore a nearly sheer summer nightgown that my mother had given me after the air-conditioning on the top floor had lost its cooling power and we’d been left to suffer for a few days until the repairman could come and fix it. It was almost like sleeping naked—something I’d never done—but gave the illusion of wearing a nightgown.

		Quickly crossing my arms over my chest, I backed across the room until I reached my bathroom, where I pulled my thick bathrobe off a hook and threw it on.

		Jack looked disappointed when I reappeared. “I liked the other outfit better.”

		I belted the tie around my waist. “What are you doing here, and how did you get in?”

		He dangled a key in front of me. “Your mother gave it to me.”

		I opened my mouth to speculate on why she’d done so, hoping it had something to do with Nola, but quickly shut it when I realized it might have nothing to do with his daughter at all. I made a mental note to talk to my mother about it later.

		I glanced back at my bed, where General Lee, happily ensconced on the pillow, lay with his eyes half-open. “You’re a great watchdog, pal. Thanks for the warning that a stranger was in the house.”

		The dog’s eyes slowly closed in response, followed by a soft snore.

		Jack continued. “I’ve been trying to call your cell.”

		I looked at my nightstand, where I normally kept it. “I guess I left it in my purse in the kitchen.” I frowned at him. “What was so important that it couldn’t wait until morning?”

		It was his turn to frown. “My daughter was so distraught and uncommunicative when I left that I needed to know whether she was okay. She’s not answering her cell, either.”

		My heart did that little squishing thing it did every time Jack allowed me to see this softer side of him. My shoulders relaxed. “I told you I would call you. Anyway, nothing’s changed. I still can’t get her to talk. I was just about to go downstairs and make hot cocoa and bring it in to her to see if that might help.”

		He wiped the side of his neck. “It’s a hundred degrees up here—do you think hot chocolate is the right way to go?”

		“It worked for me when my grandmother gave it to me when I was little.” I sounded a little defensive.

		The side of his mouth curled up. “Besides, I don’t think she likes sweets.”

		I remembered Nola’s and my secret rendezvous over doughnuts in the kitchen and my promise to keep it secret. “I thought I could at least try. I don’t know what else I can do.”

		He took a step toward me and my nerves began to press against my skin, making me hypersensitive to the air that moved over me. He reached up to touch my hair, moving it behind my shoulder, his expression indecipherable. “Thank you.”

		“For what?” I hoped he hadn’t heard my voice crack. His standing so near made my body respond in ways it wasn’t supposed to.

		His eyebrow lifted slowly and I knew he’d heard. “For helping me with Nola. You’ve been good for her.”

		I shrugged. “I’ve had a lot of help—from both our mothers. And you, too.”

		“How? She still doesn’t want me around.”

		“Not yet. But she sees that you care, and that you keep trying. She tries to hide it, but she notices. She just needs time, I think.” I found myself staring at the buttons of his pale blue oxford-cloth shirt, not wanting to stand this close to him face-to-face.

		“Mellie?”

		“Hm?” I saw that one of the threads in his button was loose, and found myself wondering who did his mending.

		His fingers touched my chin and tilted my face upward so that I was forced to look into the deep blue of his eyes. His lips were close enough to mine that I could almost feel them, could remember clearly how they’d tasted even though it had been months since our first—and last—kiss.

		Looking intently into my eyes, he said, “You’d make a great mother, you know.”

		Whatever it was I’d expected him to say, it wasn’t that. I twisted my chin out of his grasp. “I have no idea how that’s supposed to happen.”

		His face widened with a grin, although his eyes lost none of their intensity. “I thought you knew. But I’d be happy to show you.” He moved even closer, then stopped, cocking his head to the side. “Did you hear that?”

		I shook my head, then walked to my door and pulled it open. The sound of muffled sobs carried across the dim hallway.

		Jack flipped on the hall light, then walked past me, and before I could stop him he had tapped gently on Nola’s door. “Nola, sweetie? It’s . . .” I watched as he struggled with what to call himself. “It’s Jack. Can I come in?”

		“No! Go away! It’s all your fault.” The words seemed to pass through the door like a physical blow, forcing Jack to recoil.

		I put my hand on his arm. Quietly, I said, “Let me try. She’s more comfortable with me. Maybe I can find out what’s wrong.”

		His eyes were so stricken that I found myself leaning up to kiss him softly on the cheek. “It’s going to be all right. It will.” I wasn’t sure I was telling the truth, or how everything would be all right, but I needed to tell Jack something to wipe that look off of his face.

		His hand was touching his cheek where my lips had been when I tapped on the door and went inside.

		The first thing I noticed were the pages of music scattered around the room like a dusting of black-dotted snow. The second thing I noticed was that the dollhouse had been moved to the foot of her bed, but with so much force that it leaned backward where its forward movement had been stopped by the bottom bed rail.

		I stood next to the four-poster, where Nola lay curled in a fetal position on top of her bedspread, still fully dressed. Through the triangle of light from the hallway I watched my breath vaporize in front of me. I shivered in the icy air, glad I had on my thick robe.

		“Nola? Are you okay?” I put my hand on her arm and felt goose bumps. “You’re freezing,” I said as I pulled up the quilt that had been draped at the foot of the bed and placed it over her. Gingerly, I sat down  on the bed next to her; then, not knowing what else to do, I put my hand on her shoulder. We were both silent, waiting for the other to speak.

		I tried to remember back when I was her age, when I lived with my father without a mother to confide in or many friends. I’d had a doll who’d witnessed all of my tearstained confessions and insecurities, unappreciated, because I’d never stopped wishing my mother would suddenly reappear to make everything all right.

		Reaching over, I snagged the teddy bear from the corner, tucking it under the quilt with Nola. Without a word, Nola reached over and hugged it to her, and I resisted the impulse to smile. Instead, I said, “I know I’m not your mother, but I am a girl, and I even used to be thirteen.”

		“A million years ago,” came the muffled response.

		I was so relieved to see some of the old Nola return that I wasn’t too offended.

		“Yes. A million or so years ago. But what I’m trying to say is that even though I don’t know exactly what you’re going through, if you need somebody to listen, I’m here.” I took a deep breath, trying to see in the darkened shadows of the room, my breath gathering like storm clouds over the bed. I remembered huddling in my own bed as a child, feeling the presence of others around me but knowing I was still horribly and irrevocably alone. I looked down at the child huddled in the quilt, and wondered how much I could tell her.

		
			“When I was about your age, I didn’t have any friends. I was . . . different from the other kids.” That’s one way of putting it. “That’s when I started making lists. I’d keep paper and pencil by my bed, and whenever I felt alone or scared, I’d jot down things I needed to do or wanted to do. It helped me get my life in control when so much of it seemed as if I couldn’t. It’s sort of taken over my life now, but it really saved me back then. I’m thinking you don’t need to do that because you have me to talk to, but if you want me to get you a pad and pencil instead, I will.”
		

		She lay there quietly, but I knew she hadn’t gone to sleep. By her silence, I assumed I had her answer and began to stand so I could go find her something to write on. Her hand clasped my wrist, stopping me, and I sat back down on the edge of the bed.

		“I’m scared,” she whispered.

		“Of what?”

		There was a short pause. “That I’m going crazy.”

		My heart tightened in my chest. “Why do you think that?”

		“Because I’m too much like my mom.” She began sobbing, deep, choking sobs that left her gasping for breath. I grabbed a handful of tissues from a box on her nightstand and tucked them into her hand. Unsure what to do next, I patted her shoulder, remembering the events of the afternoon, trying to come up with a reason that would have led Nola to the conclusion that she was losing her mind.

		“That song you were playing today on Miss Manigault’s piano—did your mother write it?”

		She shook her head, her hair rasping against the pillowcase. “We wrote it together. But we never finished it.”

		“It was beautiful, Nola. We all thought so. But why would that make you think you’re going crazy?”

		Her body shivered with a silent sob. Very quietly, she said, “Because I keep doing crazy things and I don’t remember doing them. At first I thought it was the dog, but I figured out that he couldn’t be doing some of the stuff.”

		I sat very still. “Like what kind of stuff?”

		Without looking up, she waved her hand in the direction of the dollhouse. “I find it in different spots all over the room, and I don’t remember moving it. I don’t even think that I could if I tried.” She sniffed again, then pointed to the corner where Bonnie’s guitar case rested against the wall. “And my mom’s guitar, and all that sheet music—they’re never where I left them.” She began to sob again, and I knew I was hearing the sound of a heart breaking.

		
			I wasn’t even sure how to begin this conversation, but I had to try. “You’re not crazy, Nola. There’s a logical explanation for all of it.” Well, maybe not logical, but at least it was an explanation. “But your mother wasn’t crazy. I didn’t know her, but from what I’ve heard about her from Jack and from you, I’m guessing she might have been sad that her career wasn’t where she wanted it to be, and she tried to hide from her sadness with drugs and alcohol. Unfortunately, that happens to a lot of people. But that doesn’t make her crazy.”
		

		Nola shook her head vigorously. I had to struggle to make out her words between sobs. “I was such a good kid. I took really good care of her. I didn’t do drugs or drink, or hang out with the bad kids, and I made sure she ate good when I could get food in her. But she killed herself anyway, like I didn’t matter. Like she didn’t love me. Why would she do that unless she was out of her mind?”

		I was crying now, too, and knew I had no choice but to tell her the truth regardless of the consequences. “Oh, no, Nola. Your mother loved you very, very much. Please believe me, because I know it’s true.”

		Her fists hammered the mattress. “You’re lying,” she screeched, and I shrank back. “How would you know? She’s dead!”

		I said the words before I could talk myself out of it. “Because she told me.”

		She went absolutely still, her tearstained eyes glaring up at me. “What do you mean?”

		Closing my eyes, I tried to think of the best way to make her understand, and blurted out the first thing that came to mind. “I can communicate with people who have passed on.”

		Her eyes blinked slowly up at me as I waited for my words to register. Finally, she said, “You can talk to dead people? Like in that movie with the little boy and Bruce Willis?”

		
			I sighed. “Yeah. Pretty much.” I’d never seen The Sixth Sense until recently, when Sophie and Chad had invited me over for movie night and organic popcorn. I wouldn’t have gone if I’d known which movie Chad had chosen.
		

		Nola hiccuped. “And you saw my mom?”

		Nodding, I said, “She wanted me to tell you that she loves you, and never meant to hurt you.” I paused, trying to make up my mind as to how much I should tell her. “I see her around you a lot, like she wants to make sure you’re okay.”

		Her shoulder relaxed under my hand, as if all the tension inside of her had somehow seeped from her body. In a very small voice, she said, “Did you ask her why she did it? Why she left me all alone?”

		“I don’t know why, but she won’t speak directly to me. You remember when we were at the bridal salon and you heard me talking to someone? I was speaking with the bride who was the gown’s original  owner. Your mother sent her message through her.” I placed the backs of my fingers against her cheek. “And you’re not alone. You’ve got Jack and me, your grandparents, my parents, and Alston. Even General Lee is a fan. I think your mother might have known that she wouldn’t be leaving you alone. That’s why she led you to Trenholm’s Antiques.”

		Nola was silent for a moment. “Why won’t she speak to you directly?”

		I shook my head. “I’m not sure. My mother thinks it has something to do with Jack, because your mother said his name, but that could mean a lot of things.”

		“But why would she be moving the dollhouse?”

		I realized that she’d probably had all the information she could digest in one sitting and that I needed to save the rest for another time. Still, I tried to be as honest as I could. “There’s a lot going on here that I don’t understand. I was hoping that if I just ignored it, it would go away, but I don’t think that’s going to happen.”

		“But isn’t the whole point of you being able to talk to dead people so that you can help them?”

		
			
			Out of the mouths of babes. “I’ve been trying to figure that out my whole life. I used to think it was something I was supposed to tolerate—like being too tall, or having straight hair that wouldn’t curl. It’s only recently—thanks to my mother—that I’ve begun to look at it a little differently. Sort of like more of a gift than a curse.”
		

		She wiped the back of her hand across her face, then stared up at me. I was surprised and happy to see that she wasn’t looking at me like a two-headed sideshow freak. “Your mom knows about you?”

		I nodded. “She’s actually psychic, too. And Jack and Sophie know, but that’s about it. It’s not the sort of thing I’m comfortable telling everybody.”

		“I think it’s cool. In a creepy-weird way, but cool. I mean, you get to help people who get stuck here, you know? There’re probably not that many people who can do that.” She shifted out of the quilt covering her, and I realized the temperature in the room had returned to stifling. “Mellie?”

		“Mm?” I wiped her damp hair off of her forehead.

		“Can you stay here until I go to sleep?”

		I smiled. “Of course,” I said, knowing it wouldn’t be too much longer. Her eyes were already drooping.

		Her words slurred when she spoke again. “I still love my dollhouse, but it’s creeping me out now. Do you think we can move it to another room tomorrow?”

		“Definitely.” I continued to sit on the bed and watch as her eyes finally slid closed and her breathing became slow and even. Gently, I stood, waiting a moment to make sure I hadn’t awakened her before walking silently to the door, a shaft of light from the hall illuminating the bed in a yellow triangle.

		“Mellie?”

		I stopped and turned at the sound of Nola’s voice, heavy with sleep.

		“Yes?”

		“I think you and Jack have the hots for each other. It wouldn’t make me hurl if the two of you hooked up.”

		I crossed my arms over my chest. “Are you really that interested in seeing us together or are you just trying to get Rebecca out of the picture?”

		A soft snort came from the pillow, and then silence. I waited for a moment but heard only soft, gentle breathing.

		I closed the door silently, then turned to find the hallway empty. I pushed back my disappointment, telling myself I had just been eager to tell Jack that I’d told Nola my secret and that she seemed to be okay with it.

		I walked across the hall to my room, untying my robe as I did so, my eyes heavy with exhaustion. My hand was on the light switch when I stopped abruptly. General Lee had been replaced by Jack, who lay fully clothed—fortunately—on the top of my bed, his fingers laced behind his head. A spark of electricity zinged through my blood as I looked at him on my bed, the realization hitting me that all I had to do was take a few steps forward and then I wouldn’t have to think about anything at all.

		“That was sweet,” he said.

		Instead I leaned back against the door and closed my eyes so I wouldn’t have to see him. “How much did you hear?”

		The bedsprings creaked, and when I opened my eyes again Jack was  standing in front of me, his arms pressed against the door, effectively trapping me between them.

		“All of it,” he said softly.

		“She seemed to handle all of what I told her pretty well.”

		“Mm-hm,” he murmured, lowering his face so that our noses nearly touched. “Is that really how all your list making started? Because you needed to find some sort of control in your life?”

		“Pretty much.”

		He let out a small breath. “That explains a lot. But you still managed to become a nurturer to those around you who need nurturing.”

		I shook my head. “If you’re referring to Nola, I think I did what anybody would have done. It’s so obvious how much she needs somebody to talk to.”

		“Rebecca doesn’t see that at all. She thinks what Nola really needs is a boarding school. In another state. Preferably another country.”

		Half of my mouth turned up. “Yeah, I can see her point. Until you really spend time with Nola and get to know her better. Because under the makeup and neon clothing, she’s a pretty neat kid.”

		“Of course she is. She’s half mine.” His nose nuzzled mine and my lips parted involuntarily. I’d meant to use the next opportunity when we were alone to discuss what my mother had said about his being in trouble, but found now that I couldn’t form a single coherent thought. “And she thinks we have the hots for each other.”

		I stumbled over words in my head, trying to come up with a response, and failed miserably.

		He was standing so close I could feel his chest rumble when he spoke. “Remember when we were on the kayak and I told you that you and I weren’t over yet? This is what I was talking about.”

		My chin tilted up as his lips angled toward mine. I closed my eyes in anticipation, just in time to hear the front door open downstairs and my parents’ voices as they climbed the steps toward my mother’s room next to mine.

		My eyes flicked open, meeting Jack’s amused ones. I put my finger to my lips as we listened to my father say good-night to my mother, then retreat—luckily—back down the steps and out the front door again.

		I glanced meaningfully at the connecting door to my mother’s suite of rooms and made a flicking gesture at Jack so that he’d know he needed to leave.

		Leaning very close to my ear, he whispered, “And that was almost-kiss number six.” He straightened and I pulled away from the door, trying to recall my former equilibrium.

		He turned the knob very slowly and stepped out into the hallway, the light from under my mother’s door guiding his way to the steps. As if in afterthought, he turned and said, “I’ll be back tomorrow.”

		My heart skidded and thumped in my chest. Without thinking, I blurted, “To finish the kiss?”

		He raised an eyebrow, his face creased in a smile. “To move the dollhouse.”

		I stepped back, straightened. “Good. Because I was going to tell you not to bother if it was about the kiss. You’re dating my cousin, remember?”

		“Good night, Mellie,” he whispered, then headed toward the stairs. I could hear his soft laughter and retreating footsteps as I closed my door, wondering how Nola could see so clearly the one thing I couldn’t bring myself to acknowledge.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 14
		

		
			I struggled home the following afternoon after a horrendous day at work. It had started with Charlene, the new receptionist, swapping out my latte for green tea, leaving me with a caffeine deficit that nobody appreciated. Then I’d spent the entire day showing historic homes in the Radcliffeborough neighborhood to a couple from Mount Pleasant, only to be told after touring house number seven that they weren’t ready to move just yet. But the icing on the cake of my day had been my trip to the home of Sophie’s friend Carmen, from her yoga class, who was making the bridesmaids’ dresses. My dress was little more than a toga with a leotard underneath. Even a Wonderbra couldn’t help me look like anything but a male nymph stuck in time. My headpiece would be a crown of flowers, and the length of my dress wouldn’t matter because I would, indeed, be barefoot.
		

		I paused on the front walk of my mother’s house, studying the two cars parked at the curb. The first was Jack’s Porsche. I’d planned to not be at home when he came to move the dollhouse, although now I realized that he couldn’t move it alone and most likely would have had to wait until Chad was finished teaching for the day. My gaze strayed to the porch, where I recognized Chad’s bike, the identifying peace sign on the back fender faded from the sun.

		I considered retreating to my car for a much-needed nap, but the car parked behind the Porsche captured my attention. It was a bright red Beetle with curb feelers protruding from the wheel wells, a red-and-green fuzzy cover over the steering wheel. A small Christmas wreath  was affixed to the front grille, and a handicap tag dangled from the rearview mirror.

		Curious, I walked a little faster, almost jogging up the front steps and into the house. Dropping my briefcase and purse in the foyer, I followed the sound of voices into the front parlor with the large stained-glass window. Normally, the window was the topic of conversation for new visitors to the house, but I could tell from the tone of the conversation that they weren’t talking about a window.

		My mother met me in the doorway. “Mellie, I’m glad you’re here. We have company.”

		With a worried frown, she led me into the room. A square block of glass, something I recognized as a remnant from the garden that had been left behind by the former occupants, sat in the middle of the room in the same spot my grandmother’s Chippendale table had sat as of earlier that day. Julia Manigault sat in her wheelchair in front of it with her house manager, Dee Davenport, next to her and Nola on the other side. But the oddest part of the entire tableau was General Lee casually sniffing the rear end of the shaggy dog I’d seen before, who insisted on vanishing as soon as he caught me watching him.

		I stepped forward to greet Julia. “This is a surprise, Miss Manigault. I didn’t expect to see you again.”

		Her gaze held nothing of the venom I’d seen the previous day. “I wanted to tell you how sorry I was for my behavior. I don’t handle surprises very well, and your mention of the dollhouse . . .” She paused. “And I needed to see the dollhouse. To make sure it’s the same one.”

		I glanced at Nola, who just shrugged. “The same one as what?”

		“The same dollhouse that was given to me by my father in 1931, when I was ten years old.” I waited for her to say more that might unlock part of the mystery surrounding the dollhouse, but she pursed her lips tightly, as if afraid something she didn’t want revealed would escape.

		Dee stood and took my hand. “I’m sorry to come unannounced, but Miss Julia insisted on coming right over. She wanted to apologize in person for the . . . misunderstanding yesterday.”

		
			I raised my brow. Misunderstanding? The woman had screamed at me to leave. “I see,” I said, my Charleston upbringing not allowing me to  demand that she define misunderstanding in a language I could understand. “How did you know how to find me?”
		

		Dee grinned. “Your real estate ads are in the papers all the time. Not the best picture of you, Miss Julia pointed out, but we recognized you. We called your office, and when Charlene Rose answered the phone—she used to live two doors down from Miss Julia—I asked her for your home address.”

		I made a mental note to confront Charlene about how it wasn’t a good idea to be handing out my home address to anybody who asked—neighbor or not.

		She continued. “We went to your house on Tradd Street and the most peculiar man with pants that didn’t fit him very well told us we could find you here at your mother’s house. Which was a bonus, seeing how Miss Julia wanted to see Mrs. Middleton again anyway.”

		I sat down on the sofa opposite them and nodded to Mrs. Houlihan, who’d just brought in a tray of sweet tea and cookies and began passing glasses and plates around to the small group.

		Miss Julia’s eyes bored into mine. “I knew I’d seen you before, though, when you showed up on my doorstep. You were involved in that business with Nevin Vanderhorst’s house and the dead bodies buried in the garden. The papers didn’t mention anything besides what the police told them, but people in this town talk, and a lot of them were saying how you could see ghosts and that’s how you found out about what happened to poor Louisa Vanderhorst.”

		I felt my tongue stick to the roof of my mouth, suddenly glad that I’d already had the conversation with Nola about my “gift.” “Yes, well, you can never believe what you hear, can you?” My voice trailed off as everyone’s attention was directed toward the foyer, where the sounds of heavy footsteps and men’s voices became louder and louder.

		I stood and turned to see Jack and Chad with the dollhouse between them, their faces strained from exertion as they carried the large structure to the glass block and set it down in front of us.

		My mother stood to get out of the way. “Since Nola didn’t want it in her room anymore, we figured it would be easier moving it down here than bringing Miss Manigault upstairs to see it.”

		Chad gave us a quick good-bye and left, Dee’s gaze following his  backside as he walked toward the door. Nobody else noticed, as all attention was focused on Julia Manigault as she examined the dollhouse. She pressed her hand against her heart, and her eyes widened in what I could only describe as fear. Whether she would admit it or not, she knew this dollhouse well.

		“I want to see it close up,” she barked, and Dee stood immediately before wheeling her charge toward the rear of the dollhouse. Julia’s head jerked back and forth as she studied each room in detail, each cushion, each window treatment. She even stuck her finger inside and hit the small piano, an odd tinny sound adding to the strangeness of the moment.

		“Where are the people? The family that goes inside?”

		Nola sat up straight. “I put them all inside their beds last night. They should still be there.”

		“They’re not,” Julia said, her voice low as she turned her attention on me.

		Feeling chastised, I stood. “Maybe you took them out and forgot,” I said, hoping Nola knew I wasn’t doubting her. “I’ll go look.”

		“I’ll help,” Nola said, shooting out of her chair.

		We excused ourselves and climbed the steps to Nola’s room. As we stood outside her door, she grabbed my arm. “Do you think my mom moved them? Because they were still in their beds this morning when I left for Alston’s house.”

		“I’m not sure,” I said carefully. Knowing the dollhouse was out of her room encouraged me to tell her more. “I don’t think your mother is responsible. There’s something else here, something that’s not a gentle spirit like Bonnie.”

		“What do you mean?” Her face paled.

		“The way the figures were thrown, and the two broken, for instance. And I saw a man at Miss Manigault’s house who definitely didn’t want us around. I’m thinking they could be connected.”

		Nola squeezed my arm tighter. “And you let me put it in my room?”

		“We tried to talk you out of it, remember? But you insisted. And if I really thought you were in danger, I would have done something sooner. I also knew that your mother was there protecting you.”

		Her face softened and her eyes began to fill. She looked away quickly, then jutted her chin toward the door. “You open it.”

		I turned the handle and pushed. The door gave way a little, then slammed hard in my face.

		“Is it stuck?” Nola asked, taking a step away from the door.

		I shook my head. “No.” Taking a deep breath, I began to repeat out loud the mantra my mother had taught me. “I am stronger than you; I am stronger than you,” I said quietly. I turned the handle again, but before pushing, I faced Nola. “You don’t have to come in. In fact, it might be better if you stayed in the hallway.”

		“As if. You think I want to miss this?”

		
			“You are so Jack’s daughter,” I said, shaking my head. “Come on and help me push, then.”
		

		She joined me and pressed her shoulder against the door. “Ready.” I wasn’t surprised to see no fear in her eyes at all.

		I began repeating my mantra again, and Nola joined me as I turned the handle and both of us pressed hard on the door. It gave way easily, making us stumble into the room. The sheet music that Nola had picked up that morning and stored in the guitar case was scattered around the room again, flopping like unsettled moths in the breeze from the open windows. Heat from outside mixed with the icy cold of the room, creating an odd fog that hovered near the ceiling.

		I felt, rather than saw, Bonnie in the corner, and knew that if I turned to look at her, she’d disappear.

		“Why do they have to do that to the music?” Nola groaned, stooping down to begin picking it up.

		“It’s your mother. To let you know she’s near.”

		Slowly, Nola stood, the music slipping from her hands. “Mom?”

		The corner where the guitar case rested against the wall shimmered with light. I turned toward it. “Bonnie?”

		As if a light switch had been hit, the shimmering stopped. “Is she gone?” Nola whispered.

		I nodded. “I won’t give up, okay? I’ll figure out a way to find out why she’s still here.”

		“But why would she open the windows, too? It just makes more of a mess.”

		“Maybe she didn’t,” I said, my attention drawn to the wall behind the headboard. Scratched into the paint and plaster in bold lettering  were the words “Stop her.” My gaze slid down to the nightstand by the bed where the figure of the boy lay on its side, the head covered with plaster dust.

		“What the . . . ?” Nola started.

		I sent her a hard stare.

		“Heck,” she finished.

		I glanced around the room. “Where are the rest of the figures?”

		Nola began walking around, opening drawers, pulling aside the drapes. Finally, she knelt on the floor next to the bed and peered underneath. “I found them.”

		Something in her voice made me kneel down next to her. The remaining family members lay side by side, the father separated from the other two. A shiver coursed through me; all three figures were lying facedown, their eyes hidden. I reached under the bed and grabbed them before standing again. “Do you see the dog?”

		Nola shook her head. “He’s missing.”

		“Not really,” I said under my breath, remembering General Lee’s playmate downstairs. “We’ll look for him later. Right now, let’s get these out of your room and bring them down to Miss Manigault. But close your windows first. Unless you want palmetto bugs inside.”

		I’d never seen her move so fast as she hurried to latch the windows shut, being very conscious of where she put her hands and checking the wall for what might be crawling beside her. I would have laughed but then I would be a hypocrite.

		General Lee was running circles around the foyer as we descended the steps, only the disembodied tail of the other dog visible to me. I remembered the broken dog figurine and wondered where it might be. And wondered how the real dog might have died.

		I walked over to where Julia sat in her wheelchair in front of the dollhouse and handed her the dolls. The skin on her hands was as transparent as tissue paper, the blue veins like road maps. But they showed no sign of arthritis as she clutched the figures tightly before laying them out in her lap. She pointed to the chalky blond head of the boy with a shaking finger. “This is my brother, William. Always making a mess, isn’t he? Always trying to tell you something.” She looked up at me, her dark eyes fathomless.

		
			
			She knows, I thought. She’s seen the writing before.

		“Who are the others?” I asked.

		She pointed to the man and woman. “This is Mama and Papa—Anne and Harold Manigault. And this,” she said, pointing to the young girl with the dark hair, “is me.” Her brows formed a “V” over her nose. “Where is Buddy?”

		“The dog?” Nola leaned forward. “He was in the house earlier, but now I can’t find him. I’m sure he’s around somewhere.”

		I caught my mother’s gaze and knew she’d figured out what General Lee was chasing, too.

		“Buddy was a gift from my papa, too. But he ran away the same night William did. I never knew what happened to him.”

		I had a strong feeling it hadn’t been a natural death, but I didn’t think now was the time to tell her. Instead, I said, “The dollhouse was a gift to you from your father. I would think you’d want to save it to give it to your daughter or granddaughter.”

		Her face grew hard. “I never married.”

		This time, I shared a glance with Jack, who’d moved to stand behind his daughter, remembering what he’d told me of what he knew about the dollhouse, and how the sales records discovered for the dollhouse dated back to the late nineteen thirties, when Julia would have been young enough to still be contemplating marriage and children.

		I tried to lighten the tension that seemed to have thrown a thick cloud over the room. “Nola has really been enjoying the dollhouse. All the tiniest details are really astounding. It’s impossible to find that kind of craftsmanship today.”

		Julia looked past me as if I hadn’t spoken. “Nola. That’s such an unusual name.”

		I shot a warning look at Nola as she opened her mouth to respond. She frowned at me, but paused, finally saying, “It’s a nickname.” Very quietly she added, “My real name is Emmaline.”

		“Much more suitable,” Julia said. “Emmaline, what sort of musical training have you had?”

		I watched as Jack placed his hand on Nola’s shoulder and she didn’t flinch. Her eyes darted around to each of the room’s occupants, as if waiting for somebody else to answer. Finally, she said, “I haven’t.”

		Upstairs, a radio burst into life, the song “I’m Just Getting Started” blaring at high volume. Nola blanched as I looked at Jack and smiled thinly. “I think there’s a short in Nola’s radio—it keeps going on all by itself. Could you please unplug it from the wall?”

		He sent me an odd look as he left the room. I turned back to Julia, who continued to scrutinize Nola. “No formal training at all? I heard you on the piano yesterday, and that was no amateur playing. You play by ear then? But surely you’ve been exposed to music before.”

		Nola’s chipped and black-painted nails dug into the thighs of her torn jeans. She angled her face down, but I could see the bright red of her skin. Very quietly, she said, “My mother taught me how to play the guitar. I taught myself how to play the small keyboard we had until she sold it for drugs.” She looked up defiantly, not averting her gaze from the old woman.

		Jack had returned to the room in time to hear the last part, and I watched his face transform from the jovial Jack I knew into Papa Bear. He marched into the room and stood behind Nola again, both hands on her shoulders. He fixed a smile on his face as he addressed the woman in the wheelchair. “Is there a reason for this interrogation? You came to see the dollhouse and verify that it was yours. I hope you’re not wanting it back, because I doubt my daughter would sell it to you at any price. So, if that’s all, Nola and I have dinner plans.”

		Nola nodded vigorously. “Yes, we do.”

		Dee stood, smiling apologetically. “We’re so sorry to have taken up so much of your time. Miss Manigault did so want to see Mrs. Middleton again as well as the dollhouse, and since we’ve already seen both . . .”

		Julia glared at Dee, halting her progress. Turning back to Nola, she said, “Would you be interested in a formal musical education? Whether you like it or not, you have a lot of musical talent. It would be a shame for it to go to waste.”

		Nola had begun shaking her head before the old woman finished speaking. “No. I don’t like music.”

		Having listened to the stuff she normally played on her radio, I’d have to agree with that one. But I’d also heard her singing and playing the piano, and as much as I hated to, I had to agree with Julia Manigault’s assessment of Nola’s potential.

		“She writes music, too,” I said, avoiding Nola’s glance. Whatever was holding her back from acknowledging her gift had nothing to do with music; of that I was sure. I’d trodden that same path before and recognized it. It had everything to do with Bonnie and their mother-daughter relationship, and that was something I knew I could work with. The music part, not so much.

		“And she definitely knows how to sing,” my mother added. She turned to Nola. “You always sing in the shower and it’s hard not to notice. You have an extraordinary voice.”

		I sent my mother a grateful look, glad I wasn’t standing alone and feeling like a bully.

		Nola’s flush deepened. “I don’t like music,” she repeated, but she sounded less adamant.

		“Why are you asking?” Jack leaned forward, his shoulders creating a barrier behind Nola.

		Julia tilted her chin as high as her hunched back would allow. “Because I would like to teach her. She shows great promise despite her reluctance to pursue her talents. That’s the problem with youngsters nowadays. Too lazy. They don’t want to work at anything. They want to play with their phones and chat on Bookface all day long.”

		“Facebook,” Nola and I said in unison.

		
			Nola stood. “I am not lazy. I’ve always made straight As, and I helped my mom clean apartments when I wasn’t in school. I know how to work hard.” She was breathing heavily, her face flushed.
		

		A look of triumph passed over Julia’s face. “Then prove it. Mrs. Middleton was telling me that you’re applying to Ashley Hall. It couldn’t hurt your résumé to list my name as a private music tutor.”

		“Who cares if I get in? There are lots of schools I could go to.” Her jaw jutted out in an excellent impersonation of her father, who was doing the same thing.

		“Ah,” said Julia, tapping her thin fingers on the arms of her wheelchair. “It’s that hard-work thing again, isn’t it? Ashley Hall girls aren’t known for being slackers. I’m sure there are plenty of other schools in Charleston. I just never saw the need to know about them.”

		“Now, wait just a minute,” Jack said, coming around the sofa to  stand in front of Julia. Dee stood as if the old lady might need a bodyguard. “You don’t know my daughter well enough to be making any sort of judgment about her. You have no idea what she’s gone through, especially this last year. Stuff that would send most kids—and a lot of adults—into a wall. She could run rings around those Ashley Hall girls. And of course she’s musically gifted. Her mother was a damned fine musician, bordering on genius. You’d be lucky to have her as your student.”

		“So it’s settled then.” Julia glanced up at Dee, who settled a shawl on her shoulders and unlocked the brake on the back wheels. “I’ll have Dee call with details.”

		“What are you . . . ?” Jack began.

		I stopped him with a hand on his arm. “We’ll discuss it and let you know.”

		“Wait!” Nola shouted.

		We all stopped and stared at her.

		“You still have the dolls from the dollhouse.”

		“So I do,” said Julia, as she scooped them from her lap and held them out to Nola. “Be careful with them. And never put William and Papa in the same room together. They don’t like that very much.”

		Nola’s eyes widened as she accepted the dolls, then watched as Dee wheeled the old woman out of the room to the front door. I let them out, carrying the folded wheelchair while Dee helped Julia down the steps.

		As Dee settled Julia in the chair again to wheel her down the walk to the car, the old lady grasped my arm. “You be sure to be the one to bring Emmaline. Do you understand?”

		I straightened and gently pulled my arm away, understanding exactly what she meant. “I need to discuss it with Nola and her father. I’ll be in touch.”

		“You do that,” she said, turning her back on me as Dee wheeled her away. I didn’t wait to see how they managed to fit the old lady and her wheelchair in the Beetle, and hurriedly ran up the steps and closed the door behind me.

		I was halfway across the foyer when the radio upstairs blasted on  again, “I’m Just Getting Started” playing as loudly as before. Without a word, I detoured to the stairs, knowing that I would find the radio unplugged when I went to Nola’s room to turn it off, and knowing, too, that Julia Manigault’s visit today had nothing at all to do with teaching music.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 15
		

		
			I had just slipped on my nightgown when my mother tapped on my bedroom door. After I told her to come in, she stuck her head around the edge of the door and said, “I have a surprise for you.”
		

		She walked in, a dress bag from Berlins draped over one arm. “I think I found your dress for the party.”

		“Mother! You went shopping without me?”

		“We figured it would be better that way.”

		“‘We’?”

		“Sophie, Nola, and me.”

		There was a heavy pause as her words sank in. Slowly, I said, “You took Sophie and Nola to help pick out a dress for me?” I looked at the bag in horror.

		“Technically, no. I took Nola shopping—the poor girl needs clothes that fit in a desperate way—and brought Sophie along to help with that. Sophie knows all the young, hip stores and I don’t.”

		I was having trouble trying to sort through what my mother was telling me. “So you let Sophie pick out clothes for Nola?” I looked around the room. “There’s a hidden camera in here somewhere, isn’t there?”

		
			My mother turned to the tall armoire behind her and hooked the hanger on one of the doors before unrolling the plastic bag from the bottom. Gradually, something silky and deep, dark red began to appear. “Don’t be ridiculous, Mellie. I said Sophie knows where to shop, not how to shop. Nola has a good sense of style. It might not be our style, but she makes it work for her. She knows how to put things together  that give her that edgy California-artist look that suits her. Sophie just puts anything together so that she looks like a train wreck, but that somehow suits her, too.”
		

		She finished unwrapping the dress, blocking it from my view as if she wasn’t ready to reveal it yet. “When I told the saleslady at Berlins what I was looking for, she brought me this dress and I knew this was the one.” She stepped aside with a flourish of both arms. “What do you think?”

		I stared at the red silk confection, thinking that it belonged more on a starlet on the red carpet than hanging in my bedroom. It was off-the-shoulder, with a plunging sweetheart neckline. The midsection was gathered in to accentuate the waist, then flared in a tango-style hem past the hips. It was . . . exquisite.

		“I can’t wear that,” I said, my voice harsher than I’d intended.

		“Why not?” She sounded hurt.

		More gently, I said, “It’s a very beautiful dress.” My mouth opened and closed a few times as I searched for a reason, not completely sure I knew what it was. I continued. “But I can’t wear it because for one I’d need a turtleneck to wear under it so nobody could see my navel. And for two because it’s, well, it’s . . . it’s not me.”

		
			She crossed her arms and lowered her chin. “This dress is you. Or the you that you never allow anybody else to see. You’re not all businesswoman, Mellie. You’re also a very attractive woman who could use a dress like this to build up her confidence.”
		

		“I am confident! I couldn’t be successful if I weren’t.”

		“Yes, confident at work. But what about with men? You hide behind your power suits and pearls when you’re working. But when you put on a dress like this, you have to rely on your other . . . assets.”

		I stared pointedly at the neckline. “I don’t have any other . . . assets.”

		My mother threw back her head and laughed. “That’s not what I was talking about, but not to worry. See the ruching here?” She pointed to the gathered silk that wrapped across the breasts. “It gives extra volume just where you need it.”

		I shook my head, trying to clear the image of me wearing that dress. And Jack walking toward me . . . 

		As if reading my mind, my mother said, “I think Jack will like it.”

		I stepped closer to the dress, pretending to study it more closely to hide my face. “Why do you care what Jack thinks?”

		“Because you obviously do. I’m assuming it was his voice I heard in here last night.”

		My cheeks heated. “It’s not what you’re thinking. He came by last night to check on Nola, since she was so upset when we left Julia Manigault’s house. I wouldn’t have let him in, but apparently he has a key.” I looked pointedly at my mother. “What were you thinking, giving him a key?”

		My mother feigned innocence. “His daughter is living here with me. I thought it made sense so he could come and go as he wanted.” Fluffing out the bottom of the dress, she said, “There were some delectable shoes in the window at Bob Ellis, but you can do that on your own. They’re carrying Ann Roth shoes there now—remember the tapestry ones I bought that you love so much? Anyway, Sophie and Nola had joined me by then, and I don’t think that store has ever seen Birkenstocks cross their threshold. I didn’t want anybody to get upset.”

		Facing the armoire, she slipped the plastic back over the dress. “Go ahead and try it on. It’s your size and I know it will look fabulous on you, but I kept the receipt just in case you want to chicken out and buy something bland that a debutante would wear to the St. Cecilia ball.”

		I frowned as she kissed me good night on the cheek, wondering why I couldn’t shake the image of Jack seeing me in that red dress, and why the thought didn’t horrify me as much as it should.
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		I was in the kitchen making myself a cup of cocoa and finishing off a box of doughnut holes before I went to bed when Jack brought Nola home. When Jack had said earlier that he was taking Nola out to dinner to get Julia Manigault to leave, I’d never expected it to really happen. I suppose that Jack’s valiant defense of Nola in front of a roomful of people made her decide to lighten up a bit where he was concerned and actually agree to spend time alone with him.

		I peered out of the kitchen in time to see Nola, with a deep scowl on her face, stomping up the stairs while Jack stood at the bottom frowning as he stared up at her.

		“Good night, Nola,” he called up to her.

		She slammed the door in response.

		“So dinner went well,” I said, leaning against the doorjamb and taking a sip from my mug.

		He saw me for the first time. “Better than a sharp stick in the eye, anyway.” He spotted my mug. “What are you drinking?”

		“Hot cocoa.” I jerked my head in the direction of the kitchen. “Come on; I’ll make you some.”

		“You do know it’s summer, right?” he asked, following me into the kitchen.

		“Yeah, but there’s never a wrong time for hot cocoa.”

		“I was actually talking about what you’re wearing.”

		I filled the kettle and set it on the stove. “We got the air conditioner fixed, so my mother feels like she needs to make up for lost time by cranking it down to subzero temperatures.”

		“It actually feels pretty good in here to me.”

		I dumped four teaspoons of cocoa into a large mug, then remembered it wasn’t for me and returned two teaspoons back to the container. “I’m pretty cold-natured,” I said, licking the spoon before remembering I needed it to stir in the water.

		“I’ve heard that before,” he said, smiling innocently at me as I dumped the spoon in the sink and took a clean one out of the drawer.

		I waited for the kettle to whistle, then poured the hot water into the mug before handing it to Jack with the spoon. “Don’t burn yourself.”

		“I’ve heard that before, too,” he said quietly as he blew on his mug.

		I took a long sip of cocoa, needing something to open my throat again. “So, where did you go to dinner?”

		“Cru Café. I hadn’t been there in a while but thought Nola might like it. They’ve got a great menu and a cool atmosphere.”

		“Yeah, but do they have vegan choices?”

		He leaned back in his chair, tapping his fingertips on his mug. “Not exactly. They were very accommodating, however, and came up with a pasta-and-risotto dish that Nola seemed to like. She even ordered dessert, which surprised me.”

		“Good. So the dinner itself wasn’t a disaster.”

		“It wasn’t. The food was great, and I actually thought that we were  getting along. We stayed away from sore subjects—like her mom, and why I wasn’t there while she was growing up. We talked about things like her favorite bands, the differences between California and South Carolina, palmetto bugs.” He flashed his award-winning grin at me. “Important things like that.”

		“So why was she so angry just now?”

		“Because I made the mistake when I was standing out on the porch with her of telling her that I thought her mother would want her to pursue her musical talents.” He shrugged. “She’s obviously gifted—we all heard her, so it’s not like I’m the only one who thinks so. And she told me something tonight that explained a lot about why she runs away every time somebody wants to tell her how musically gifted she is.”

		I leaned forward, my hands cupping the cooling mug. “She says it’s because she hates music, but she’s never without it—either singing it or listening to it. When she thinks I’m not around, she’ll listen to the classical music station. The one thing she won’t do is pick up her mother’s guitar. I’ve yet to hear her strum a note.”

		“That doesn’t surprise me. That’s sort of what I figured out tonight. Nola told me that music made her feel like the ugly stepsister. That’s all she’d say on the subject, but it spoke volumes. I think Nola considered music to be her mother’s favorite child. It was the one thing Bonnie sacrificed everything for—including her flesh-and-blood daughter. Nola didn’t fail her; her music did. Bonnie always had dreams of driving along and hearing one of her songs on the radio. I guess after so many years of trying, she finally gave up, feeling the music had failed her. And that’s when she killed herself. Nola must believe that she wasn’t enough of a reason for her mother to stick around. That without the music, Bonnie didn’t see anything else worth living for.”

		I regarded Jack silently for a long moment, watching as he drained his mug, then slid it away from him. “I didn’t expect that from you.”

		He looked at me warily. “Expect what?”

		“For you to be so astute. For a guy, that was pretty insightful”

		His eyes met mine, making me nervous. “I’ve said this before, Mellie, but I think it bears repeating. There’s a lot you don’t know about me.”

		My leg started jiggling, a nervous habit I’d had since childhood, and I stood quickly so he wouldn’t notice, then picked up both mugs. “For  what it’s worth, I think you might be right. Obviously, there were the drugs and alcohol that heavily influenced Bonnie’s decision, but Nola’s only thirteen. It would make sense that somebody that young who’d lived the life she did would reach that conclusion.” I placed the mugs in the sink. “So what do we do now?”

		“We?”

		I paused, wondering why I’d said that inclusive word as well. And why it had come so naturally. I told myself it was because I liked Nola and I wasn’t ready to let her start navigating her life without me, but even I wasn’t so adept at lying to myself that I actually thought that was the only reason. Plastering a smile on my face, I turned and leaned against the counter, my arms crossed in front of me. “Jack, you have a teenage daughter. In the not-so-distant future she’ll be dating boys. Boys like the boy you used to be. Do you really want to handle it alone?”

		His face sobered. “I’m sure there are convents in Ireland where I can send her until she’s ready to date. Around the age of thirty or so.”

		My own smile faltered as I considered something else. “Unless, of course, Rebecca wants to step in.”

		Jack slid back his chair and snorted. “Who do you think gave me the convent idea?”

		I nodded, understanding completely. “So,” I repeated, “what do we do now?”

		He stood, his expression thoughtful. “I’ll arrange a schedule with Miss Manigault. But for the first few times, at least until Nola’s comfortable, I’d love it if you and your mother wouldn’t mind taking her over. She’s much happier when you two are around, and I thought that might help acclimate her.”

		“So Nola agreed to go?” I knew his powers of persuasion were legendary, but he’d seemed to hit a brick wall where his daughter was concerned.

		“Not exactly. But she agreed to go at least once, if only to prove to Miss Manigault that she’s not lazy. I’ll figure out a way to convince her to keep going.”

		He began to walk toward me, and I kept my arms folded across my chest. “I’d like to go back, and Julia requested that I accompany Nola.  She knew who I was—about me seeing ghosts. I think she wants me to help her with the spirits that are haunting the dollhouse—and her house, apparently. I saw one both times I was there, and he wasn’t the warm, fuzzy sort.”

		Jack stopped in front of me, his gaze resting on my folded arms. “Yeah, I thought there was something besides the desire to teach music to Nola that brought her over here. And the way she talked about that doll that looked like her brother, William, I knew there was something she wasn’t telling us. So of course I went to see Yvonne and did a little research.”

		Yvonne Craig worked at the library of the South Carolina Historical Society and had been a huge resource for both Jack and me in searching through historical archives relating to both my house on Tradd Street and my mother’s house. She was at least eighty years old but looked two decades younger. And had a huge crush on Jack, of course.

		It was my turn to raise a brow. “And what did you find?”

		“That her brother, William Manigault, disappeared from the public record in 1938, which, coincidentally or not, is the same year the Manigaults sold the dollhouse. The same year Julia’s mother, Anne Manigault, was committed to a home for the mentally weak. She died a year later.”

		“But as you’ve said more than once, there’s no such thing as coincidence,” I said.

		“Exactly.” He reached a hand toward me.

		I held my breath and waited, then felt his fingers brush something off my chin. “Powdered sugar,” he said, bringing his hand back down to his side.

		Embarrassed, I tried to think of something witty to say but was cut short by the sound of a radio blaring at high volume. We both followed the sound out of the kitchen, then stopped, trying to make sense of what we were seeing. Floating from seemingly thin air, pages and pages of loose sheet music drifted like snow into the foyer, carpeting the floor like rose petals.

		“What the . . . ?” Jack began before we heard a door being flung open with enough force to crash into the wall, the song from the radio, “I’m Just Getting Started,” even louder now.

		“Mellie!” Nola shrieked as she skidded to a halt at the top of the stairs. In her hands she held Bonnie’s guitar, each and every string snapped in half and curling over the brown varnished wood of the guitar’s body.

		Something flew through the air and whizzed by my face, striking Jack in the arm.

		“Ouch,” he said, before leaning down to pick up whatever had hit him. Our eyes met over the dollhouse figure of William Manigault.

		“Nope,” he said. “There’re no such thing as coincidence.”

		I looked up the stairs at a white-faced Nola watching another sheet of music floating past her face.

		I put my foot on the first step and looked down, the acrid scent of smoldering carpet heavy in my nostrils. The words “Stop her” had been burned into the runner, the edges still smoldering.

		My worried gaze met Jack’s. “This is probably the only time you’ll ever hear me say this, but I think you might be right.”

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 16
		

		
			I parked my car on Queen Street, then studied my face in the rearview mirror. I was meeting Marc for dinner at Husk, and I wanted to make sure I conveyed the right message: not too sexy, not too interested. Just dinner between old friends, if you could even call us that. He’d left a message with Charlene earlier, saying that he had reservations at seven and that he had something important to tell me. I’d tried to call him back to find out more, but his secretary had said he was in meetings all day and couldn’t be reached. I’d left a message with her, saying I’d be there, then proceeded to spend two hours in my closet trying to find the right outfit that would make me appear as neutral as Switzerland.
		

		I locked the car door, then tried to wipe a finger smudge off the back window left by a client’s child. I made a mental note to get my car detailed later to not only remove all finger and nose smudges, but also the french fries embedded in my carpets and sticky drips from leaking juice boxes off the leather upholstery. It was part of doing business, and since the clients had purchased a nice single home on Rutledge, it took the edge off of the sugar-coated seats and smudgy doors.

		I recognized Marc walking toward me on the sidewalk, both of us habitually early for any appointment. We hugged and gave double cheek kisses and then I waited as he held me at arm’s length.

		“Always beautiful, Melanie, but tonight especially.”

		I blushed, wondering whether the Diane von Furstenberg wrap dress leaned too far on the sexy side and whether I should have worn a camisole underneath so the V-neck wouldn’t have seemed so, well,  “V”-shaped. “Thank you, Marc. And you look handsome and suave, as usual.”

		We stood smiling at each other for a moment in mutual admiration until Marc looked behind me to frown at my car. “I wish you’d have allowed me to come pick you up.”

		“I know, but I had a late appointment and didn’t know whether I’d have time to go home first,” I lied. I’m not sure why I wanted to have my own transportation other than the certainty that being desperate and lonely wasn’t a good combination when having dinner with a man I wasn’t sure I even liked.

		Marc offered his arm and I took it as he led me toward the restaurant. The building was a restored double house with a sweet-smelling fountain filled with flowers dominating the small garden. As we walked up the steps to the front porch, I spotted a woman in period costume from the 1860s holding a baby. She was staring at me like she needed to ask me something. Turning to Marc, I said, “I love the costumed actors.”

		He gave me a confused glance, causing me to look back at the woman, who was now walking toward me, close enough that I could see the courtyard fountain through her. Out of habit, I quickly turned away and walked through the front door, humming ABBA’s “Take a Chance on Me” and causing Marc to send me another look.

		The maître d’ greeted Marc by name and escorted us to a cozy table for two by a window overlooking Queen Street. Despite the antique exterior of the home, the interior was done in a soothing contemporary style, with cool blue walls and floor-to-ceiling curtains done in a fabric of bright splotches of color that resembled flowers. The restaurant was crowded, the low hubbub of voices a soothing backdrop to the sounds of silverware on black skillet plates and the clinking of wineglasses.

		I paused in front of our table, where a bottle of champagne sat chilling in an ice bucket, two flutes sitting next to it. A pang of panic hit me as my eyes darted around for a ring box. As far-flung as that conclusion seemed to be, I couldn’t think of any other reason why he’d have brought me here for a celebratory dinner. Besides, I’d never been proposed to before, so I had no frame of reference.

		“Mellie? Matt? Is that you?”

		We both whipped around to a neighboring table for two by the side window, where Jack was in the process of standing. Rebecca looked pretty in a bland Barbie-doll way, in a pink sundress with a bow on one of the straps, and looking less than thrilled to see us. I remembered what Sophie had said about my own expression when I saw Jack with Rebecca and forced my face to remain neutral.

		Jack approached with his hand held out to Marc. “What a thrill to see you both here; isn’t it, Rebecca?”

		Rebecca nodded, her enthusiasm tepid. She stood, too, and I wasn’t sure whether it was to embrace me—which she did, including a kiss on each cheek, or to show off her adorable pink linen peep-toe platform pumps. “Hello, cousin,” she said, following my gaze. “Aren’t they great? They’re from the Ann Roth summer collection. I got them at Bob Ellis.”

		“My mother mentioned I needed to stop by the store—I guess I’ll have to.”

		She sent me an odd look, as if just remembering something.

		“What is it?” I asked.

		“Nothing, really. Just when you mentioned your mother it reminded me of a dream I had the other night.”

		I raised both eyebrows. Rebecca’s psychic inheritance had been the gift of prophetic dreams. But, as with communicating with ghosts, her visions usually lacked clarity but were more like puzzle pieces given upside down and out of order. “About my mother?”

		“Yes.” She gave a little laugh. “She was holding a baby. Of course, the baby could be symbolic—like the start of something new for her. Or even about her relationship with you, her only child. Obviously, your mother is past menopause, so it’s doubtful the dream has a literal interpretation, although there are certain scientific breakthroughs that would allow . . .” 

		I held up my hand. “That’s enough, thank you. I’ll let her know. Maybe she’ll have an idea what it’s about.”

		We turned back to the men, who were waiting with restrained impatience. I noticed that both Jack and Rebecca were surreptitiously eyeing the champagne and flutes. Marc noticed and stepped back to give them a better view. “Yes, Melanie and I are about to celebrate some very exciting news.”

		When he offered nothing more, Rebecca and Jack turned to me. I shrugged my shoulders. “I’m in the dark, too, I’m afraid.”

		Marc continued. “And I’d invite you both to share in the celebration, but we only have room for two, and it’s a full house tonight.”

		Jack had already turned and begun to drag his table next to ours, ignoring the glowers of the maître d’, the other diners, and Marc. “Problem solved,” he said, straightening the silverware before retrieving their chairs.

		Our waiter appeared, his smile trying to hide his annoyance at having to weave through the crowded aisle to reach us. “Two more champagne flutes?” he asked.

		“Absolutely,” Marc said, his tone and his expression holding a hint of restraint and something else, something that reminded me of a smoldering fire that was about to have a revitalizing puff of air bring it to life.

		“And a bottle of sparkling apple cider for me, please,” Jack said to the waiter.

		Marc held out a chair for Rebecca to sit, then took the chair next to hers, leaving Jack and me on the opposite side, with me facing Marc. We proceeded to engage in innocuous small talk that said nothing while the glances shooting among the four of us spoke volumes. Rebecca’s attention was divided almost equally between Marc and Jack, while I preferred to concentrate more on the excellent menu. I was starving and I saw no reason to embroil myself in the undercurrent of whatever was flowing between Jack and Marc. And Rebecca and Jack. And Marc and Rebecca. It was exhausting, and I really, really needed to eat before I drank a glass of champagne.

		We ordered a first course of salads and locally harvested oysters while the sommelier appeared with two more glasses and Jack’s sparkling cider.

		“So, what are we celebrating tonight?” Jack asked, his jovial question edged with something hard and sharp. I watched as his gaze slid to my empty left ring finger before his eyes met mine with a look of . . . relief?

		“Yes,” Rebecca said, turning to Marc. “I’ve been dying to know since I saw the champagne bottle.” Long lashes swept over her crystal-blue eyes, and I wanted to tell her she looked more like a talking baby doll than the sexy woman I was sure she was trying to be. I almost expected her to say, “Change me,” next.

		We sat with our glasses in our hands, each of us with an unreadable expression. Raising his glass, Marc said, “To my book. It’s been scheduled for a December first release, and the publisher is going to be pushing it big-time in all the stores for a huge Christmas sellout. My print run is already through the roof, and the preorders are beyond even my expectations. They’re not promising anything, but my publisher’s saying he’s expecting it to be top ten on all the major lists. And . . .” He paused for emphasis. “Sony Pictures has just purchased the film rights, and they’re already talking to Ben Affleck about playing the lead.”

		
			Rebecca, Marc, and I took long sips, while I noticed Jack just pretended to hold the glass to his lips. Rebecca put her glass down and clapped her hands. “Tell us more! I’m sure I’ll be able to get you some front-page coverage in the paper, since you’re local. And I’m still doing some freelance work for Charleston magazine, too, so maybe we can set up an interview and see what happens.”
		

		“Yes,” Jack said slowly. “Tell us more. We’re all dying to hear.” His eyebrows knitted. “I thought you were self-publishing your book for a few friends and family.”

		Marc sent him a withering look. “Actually, it’s being published by Bigglesmann House in New York. It’s one of the largest publishers.”

		I turned to Jack, surprised. “That’s your publisher, isn’t it?”

		“Yes,” he said before slugging back his flute of cider. I watched as he eyed the champagne bottle only an arm’s length away. “It is.”

		“What a coincidence,” Marc said, his smile showing that he’d been waiting a long time to drop that bomb on Jack. “I’ve found them to be so receptive and enthusiastic so far. They’re even talking about more books already, and this one hasn’t even hit the shelves.”

		“How exciting,” said Jack. “I didn’t know there was such a market for picture books.”

		“Actually,” Marc said very slowly, as if speaking to a small child, “it’s adult nonfiction. But my publisher has asked me not to discuss anything more, so I’m afraid I’m going to have to leave it at that.”

		Without waiting for the wine steward, Jack refilled his cider and  threw it back like a shot of whiskey. “What a disappointment,” he said. “I was so looking forward to hearing every detail for the rest of my dinner.”

		Both Rebecca and I turned to stare at Jack. That was low, even for Jack. And I didn’t think to remind him that it had been he who’d moved the tables so he could join us.

		Marc seemed unfazed. “When’s your next book out, Jack? Maybe you and I can do a double event or something if it’s released around the same time as mine.”

		As the waiter approached, Jack looked at the man like a drowning person looks at a sandbar. “Great. I’m starved. Is everybody ready to order?” He gave a cursory glance around the table. “All right then. Let’s have another bottle of the best bubbly you have and another of the sparkling cider for me. And please put this on Mr. Longo’s tab, since he’s a big-deal author now.”

		Marc’s eyes widened slightly before he cleared his throat. “I was about to suggest that myself. It’s my celebration, after all.” He lifted his glass again and saluted Jack before sipping, his eyes like those of a cat that had eaten the cream, and the whole bowl, too.
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		I was mentally exhausted by the time I returned to my mother’s house. The front lights had been left burning, giving me a warm sense of belonging, as if the lights signified that somebody had thought of me. It would be one of the things I’d miss when I returned alone to my house on Tradd Street.

		After quietly sliding the dead bolt on the front door and setting the alarm, I turned toward the stairs.

		“Melanie?”

		I started at the sound of my father’s voice from the front parlor. I walked toward it, the room illuminated by moonlight streaming in through the stained-glass window, painting patches of color along the floors and walls. I felt rather than saw the hulking shadow of the dollhouse on the far side of the room where the light couldn’t reach it. “Daddy? Why are you sitting here in the dark?”

		“I didn’t want your mother to know that I was still here. She’d want to keep me company and feed me. Not that I don’t love that, but I just really needed to talk with you.”

		I tried not to focus on what he meant by “still here” and moved on to the next subject. “What about?” I asked as I slid onto the sofa next to him.

		“There’s something not right about that dollhouse.”

		I resisted the impulse to snort and instead waited for him to continue. Until he’d witnessed the ghost of my Hessian soldier, my father had been dismissive at best about my and my mother’s psychic abilities. Even though he was no longer dismissive or derisive, he still wasn’t comfortable with acknowledging that there was something out there that we could see and he couldn’t. When he didn’t say anything else, I said, “What do you mean?”

		He paused before answering. “While I was sitting here waiting for you, I could swear I heard it . . . breathe. I actually thought somebody might be in the room, so I switched on a lamp to go look and this is what I found.” Leaning over, he turned on the lamp by the sofa, illuminating the coffee table in front of us. The figures of the boy and the dog lay faceup, their cold eyes staring at the ceiling, the boy’s head at an odd angle and the dog’s skull cracked in half.

		“Where were the other figures?” I asked quietly.

		His eyes regarded me steadily. “Crowded in front of the turret window.”

		I swallowed, the sound loud enough that I’m sure my father heard. He reached over and turned off the light. “Do you know what that’s about?” he asked.

		“No. Not yet, anyway. Jack and I are trying to find out what’s going on.”

		He was silent again for a moment. “I don’t like this business with the burned stair runner and the scratched walls—and not just because I’m the go-to guy for getting it all fixed. It’s just . . . well, be careful, all right?” His voice was gruff. “I don’t like thinking of the two of you fighting something I can’t. It’s just . . . not right.”

		I reached for his hand. “Daddy, Mother and I can handle this. We actually make a pretty good team.”

		“And what were you thinking, putting that thing in Nola’s room? She’s young and helpless and can’t be expected to defend herself. . . .”

		“She’s hardly helpless,” I said, my warm and fuzzy feelings toward him beginning to cool slightly. “You know we’ll take care of her.”

		“I know,” he said, patting my arm with his other hand. “It’s only that with her not having a mother and then Jack . . .” He stopped.

		I recalled how he said he was waiting for me when he heard a sound from the dollhouse. “You weren’t waiting for me to talk about the dollhouse, were you?”

		He shook his head. “No. I wanted to talk to you about something more . . . personal.”

		“Oh.” His words took me by surprise. Our relationship had made leaps and bounds in the last two years, but not to the level where we shared confidences late at night. I just hoped it wasn’t about my mother. Or that I was going to have a little brother or sister. “About what?”

		“Jack.”

		“Oh,” I said again, surprised. “What about Jack?”

		“He called me about an hour ago—he was still at the restaurant with you. Said he wanted to take a drink.”

		I went very still. Jack had been my father’s sponsor in AA, and I wasn’t prepared for this role reversal. I remembered Jack excusing himself from the table to make a phone call, but I’d never expected this. “What did you tell him?”

		“That I would come get him, but he didn’t want that. He just wanted to talk, so we did. He seemed better after that, and promised that if he felt the urge again he’d call no matter what time it was. But I think . . .” He stopped.

		“You think what?” I prompted.

		“That you should talk to him. I don’t know whatever this thing between you is, but the two of you drag it behind you like a ball and chain. There’re other things going on in his career, but I think he can handle it if the two of you could just . . .” Again he stopped.

		I was afraid he would say, “sleep together,” so I quickly said, “I’ll talk to him. I’ve been meaning to for a while now; I just haven’t had a chance. But I will.”

		My father sat up. “Will you do it soon?”

		I nodded. “Sure. I promise.”

		“Great.” His voice sounded relieved. Patting my knee, he said, “It’s late. Why don’t you go on ahead and get some sleep. I think I’ll stay here for a little while and keep an eye on that . . . dollhouse. I’ll go glue those dolls back together, too, before Nola finds them broken.”

		“You don’t have to, Daddy. I can do that.”

		“I know. Just let an old man feel useful.”

		I snorted. “You’re hardly old, and you’ve re-created a beautiful garden at my house. I think that qualifies as being useful.”

		He was silent for a moment, and I knew we were both thinking of all the lost years of my childhood. Finally, he said, “What do you want for your birthday?”

		
			
			Jack. It was the first word that came to mind, but I didn’t say it aloud. Instead, I said, “I have everything I need.”
		

		I felt his eyes on me in the dark. “Well, I hope you get everything you want.”

		Leaning over, I kissed him on the cheek. “Good night, Daddy.”

		“Good night, Melanie.”

		I left him on the sofa and made my way toward the stairs, wishing I knew what I was going to say to Jack and feeling more than one set of eyes on my back as I went up the steps.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 17
		

		
			I hopped on one foot and then the other as I slipped on my flats, hurrying out of my bedroom door to collect Nola and my mother before heading to Julia Manigault’s house for the first music lesson, currently being referred to as a piano/voice lesson until either Julia or Nola decided which to focus on. I paused outside Nola’s opened door with my arm raised, prepared to knock on the doorframe, as the sound of quiet conversation came from inside. I stuck my head around the corner to get her attention so I could point at my watch to let her know that we were perilously close to being on time instead of early.
		

		Nola sat on the floor with her back to me, her opened backpack in front of her with all of its contents, including her mother’s music, scattered around her. Her new iPhone—upgraded from a generic flip-phone and part of the deal she’d made with Jack in exchange for agreeing to try the music lessons—was held to her ear, and she was speaking very quietly. Assuming it was Alston and not wanting to eavesdrop, I began to back away from the door, but stopped when I heard Nola sniff.

		“I told you, she wasn’t working on anything. I would have known.” She shook her head. “Yeah, I guess maybe when I was in school during the day, but she wouldn’t have hidden it from me. She always shared what she was working on, because”—Nola sniffed—“because she said I always had a really good ear.”

		She was silent for a moment, listening to the person on the other end. “I told you—I’ve looked through everything and I didn’t find anything. I promise to call you if I do. And would you . . .” She rubbed  the heel of her hand into her eye. “Would you please let me know what you find out about Jimmy Gordon? Somebody needs to tell the world what a fake he is.” There was another brief pause and then she said good-bye.

		I’d almost made it out of her range of vision when the teddy bear that had been nestled in the sheets of the unmade bed hurled itself across the room, coming to rest at my feet and turning Nola’s head so that she spotted me in the doorway. I bent to pick it up, avoiding Nola’s eyes for a moment while I tried to justify eavesdropping versus my need to know as a parental figure.

		I examined the worn teddy bear and his football jersey with what looked like hand-stitched numbers, trying to see with my peripheral vision whether Bonnie was still there, and wondering why she’d thrown the bear at me. I thought I could hear a sweet melody being hummed, but when I turned my head it stopped.

		Nola stood and wiped her arms across her face, then glowered at me. “It’s rude to listen to other people’s conversations,” she said.

		“You’re right, and I’m sorry. It’s just that I heard you crying and I got concerned. Who was that?”

		I thought for a moment that she wasn’t going to tell me. She chewed on her lower lip, then said, “That was Rick Chase. My mom’s last boyfriend. He wanted to know where I was and how I was doing.”

		Cautiously, I asked, “How did he get your cell number?”

		Nola made a big production of fishing her boots out from under her bed and spent a lot of time focusing on the laces. “Actually, I called him. He found me on Facebook and sent me a message.”

		I raised my eyebrows. As of yet, Nola didn’t have a computer and Facebook wasn’t one of the apps allowed on her phone by her father. And he checked regularly.

		“Alston let me use her laptop to set up an account.”

		“Without the proper security settings, obviously, if he was able to find you and message you.”

		She glared at me under lowered eyebrows. “I’m not a moron. I wouldn’t have messaged back if he was a stranger. But I know him—and he left his phone number so I could call him.”

		I felt a little better. Still, I’d have to tell Jack so he could set parameters for Nola and her use of social media. If I knew how, I’d probably find out whether she had a Twitter account, too. All stuff we’d deal with later. Softly, I said, “What was that about Jimmy Gordon?”

		She stood, her face thunderous. “MYOB. Can we go now and get this stupid music lesson over with?” She stomped past me and I listened to her boots clomp down the stairs while I tried to figure out what MYOB meant.

		Nola was waiting by my car when my mother and I exited the house. I looked at her feet. “It’s less than a mile, so we’re going to walk, since the weather is still so mild. We’ll wait if you want to change shoes.”

		She looked at me as if I’d lost my mind. “Walk?”

		“Yes. You know, put one foot in front of the other. Walk. Something I assume you’ve been doing since you were a toddler.” I wanted to clap myself on the back. My sarcastic response wasn’t as good as one of hers but it was a fine showing.

		“Nobody walks in LA. It’s just . . . lame.”

		I began to head down the sidewalk. “Well, we’re not in LA, so we’re walking. It should take less than fifteen minutes, but if you keep stalling you’ll have to jog.”

		My mother held out her hand toward Nola. “Come on. You can appreciate the houses and gardens better when you’re on foot.”

		“Wow. Can’t wait.” Reluctantly, Nola let my mother pull her up from where she’d been leaning on my car. With a heavy sigh and requisite roll of her eyes, she began walking next to my mother. “For the record, I’ve been walking since I was nine months old. Not that I remember, but that’s what Mom told me.”

		I looked at Nola from the corner of my eye, trying to determine whether she realized she’d just spoken about her mother and their shared past without a hint of animosity or resentment. Maybe Nola had been in Charleston long enough that she could see her previous life through the forgiving filter of time. Or maybe there had once been a period in her life with Bonnie when things hadn’t been so desperate.

		“You must have been a very precocious child,” my mother said, lifting her delicate shoe over a crack in the sidewalk.

		“I’m guessing she got that from her father,” I said under my breath, causing my mother to poke me in the back.

		She continued. “Mellie was, too. She was speaking in full, coherent sentences by the time she was two. Her father said it was because she had the undivided attention of both parents, who didn’t speak to her as if she were a baby. I think it was because even back then she knew what she wanted, and wanted everybody else to know it, too.”

		I looked at my mother, too surprised to be offended. I didn’t know a lot about my early childhood. After my mother left, my father wasn’t prone to sentimental reminiscences, so my earliest memories were of me as a motherless child whose entry and earliest ramblings in this world were parts of an invisible past.

		I stared hard at the sidewalk in front of me, concentrating on placing each foot in front of the other. I would make sure to tell Jack about how Nola walked at nine months, because he should know. Because when she grew older, she’d want to know that somebody remembered it enough to tell others.

		“What’s that sound?” Nola asked.

		I paused, trying to hear whatever Nola was. “What sound?”

		“It’s like bells ringing or something.”

		I’d lived in Charleston long enough that I rarely heard the bells of the numerous churches that rang throughout the city in fifteen-minute intervals. “It’s bells—church bells. We have so many churches here in Charleston that it’s known as the Holy City.”

		Her boots clomped heavily on the sidewalk. “Sort of like Las Vegas being called Sin City, huh?”

		I watched my mother try to hide a smile as she brushed away yellow lantana escaping through a wrought-iron fence on Rutledge Avenue. I peeked inside the gate as I passed, noticing the creeping heliotrope and yellow bells displayed in riotous confusion alongside immaculate brick paths. I remembered a time when the only flower I could name was a rose, yet I’d somehow become a person who demanded to have wisteria and tea olives in her garden because of their spring scents and the way the purple blooms of the wisteria draped the old walls of my beloved city as early as March. When I’d lived all over the world with my father,  I always remembered the wisteria, even though I couldn’t name it. I think Charleston in the spring is what eventually brought me home.

		Nola continued. “What do they call LA?”

		I caught my mother’s eye as we both recalled how my father referred to it as the land of fruits and nuts. To distract Nola, I said, “Do you smell the Confederate jasmine?”

		She gave an exaggerated sniff. “I smell perfume.”

		“Exactly.” I lifted a cluster of the star-shaped white flowers that clung to a low brick wall. “Is this what you’re smelling?”

		Leaning down with her hands on her torn and ratty stockings and her thin legs shoved into combat boots, her shiny black hair tucked carefully behind her ears, she cut a dramatic picture as she smelled the flowers. I wished I had a camera so that I could show Jack. She sniffed deeply, then surprised me by smiling broadly.

		“Wow. It’s like a perfume bottle.” She scrunched her eyebrows together. “I don’t think we have flowers in LA.”

		I noted her use of present tense, but didn’t comment on it. We were almost at Julia Manigault’s house and she was going willingly. I didn’t want to give her a reason to balk now, since I didn’t know whether my mother and I could physically drag her kicking and screaming up the stairs. Not that I was overly eager to go inside the house again and mingle with the living or nonliving residents. But when I remembered the burned rug and chiseled wall in my mother’s house, I knew this was yet another spirit I couldn’t ignore. Maybe it would be easier this time, since I wasn’t related to these spirits; nor did I have a vested interest in anything the ghosts might be clinging to. Bonnie was another matter entirely, but I’d deal with her later.

		We climbed the porch steps, but before I could ring the doorbell my mother grabbed my arm. “Do you feel it?”

		I nodded. Icy pinpricks had been racing down my spine since we’d turned the corner onto Montagu Street.

		“It reminds me of Rose,” she said, recalling the last ghost we’d put to rest, who hadn’t been all that happy to go. “Remember, Mellie. We’re stronger than them.”

		I nodded again, then rang the bell. While waiting for Dee to answer the door, I stole a glance at Nola. She stood with both combat boots  planted firmly on the floor, her jaw jutting forward as if heading out to battle. But the slight lift at the corner of her mouth that looked suspiciously like a half smile surprised me. I thought about what Jack had told me about how Nola considered music her mother’s favorite child, and how she’d always felt like the ugly stepsister in comparison. Maybe she’d reconciled her presence here by thinking that this could be her chance to master this sibling rivalry and finally lay it to rest.

		The sound of approaching footsteps inside focused our attention back to the door, but as I heard the dead bolts being slid open, I looked back at Nola and saw Bonnie standing behind her, a similar smile on her lips. Her eyes met mine for a brief moment before she disappeared, and for the first time in my life I understood what a ghost was trying to tell me without having to speak a word. In that brief second I’d felt the power of a mother’s love, a certainty that it could transcend death, and I knew that Nola had felt it, too. Felt it enough, perhaps, to make her walk into Julia Manigault’s house when Dee Davenport opened the door.

		“You’re early! Miss Julia will appreciate that. Can’t stand for anybody to be late. Come in, come in,” she said, ushering us into the musty foyer. “I’ve got refreshments in the rear parlor, where you ladies are welcome to stay when Miss Julia and Nola retire to the music room.”

		Nola sent a panicked look at us, prompting my mother to speak up. “Actually, I was hoping to sit in on her first lesson. Perhaps by understanding how Miss Julia will be instructing Nola, I can help her with her practicing at home.”

		Dee tucked her chin into her ample neck. “You’ll have to speak with Miss Julia about that. She normally doesn’t like—”

		My mother interrupted her. “She’ll allow me.” Her words were soft, but her meaning was clear. Dee’s jowls warbled with disapproval as she led us back through the long hallway toward the creepy Christmas room.

		I watched as my mother took in the dark paneling and somber tones of the house, the heavy furniture and closed drapes, the cobwebs and dust. There were no zebra rugs or neon upholstery, like she’d found in her house when she’d purchased it, but when she glanced back at me I could almost see her mind working as she redecorated each room as we  passed. I shook my head quickly just to let her know that I had no interest in traveling down that path once again.

		As before, Miss Julia sat in her wheelchair, a gray blanket thrown over her legs despite the warm temperature. “Emmaline. I’m glad you saw reason and chose to come.” She nodded at my mother and me as we greeted her. “Ladies,” she said, indicating a sofa and a horsehair-covered chair with a refreshment tray set up on a low coffee table.

		My mother perused the room, taking in the Santas and snowmen and all the red and green glittery things that decorated the room like confetti. “I remember how much you loved Christmas. I used to love to go to your room for my lessons because it was always Christmas there.”

		With slightly trembling hands, Julia lifted a bone teacup with a holly pattern around the lip. “My father didn’t believe in celebrating Christmas. Called it pagan. I suppose that was my one rebellion, although I didn’t start until after he’d been dead for several years, so I don’t know whether it could even be called that.”

		Nola eyed the plate of cookies. “Are these made with sugar?”

		“Of course, Emmaline,” Julia snapped. “Why? Are you diabetic?”

		“No. Ma’am.” She added this last after my mother sent her “the look.” I waited for Nola to explain her dietary requirements to the old woman and was relieved when she remained silent.

		“So,” I said. “How would you like to do this? My mother would like to sit in on the lesson and can walk Nola home. I have an appointment in an hour, so I’ll be leaving early.”

		Miss Julia pursed her lips, and if I’d been younger, I might have been afraid waiting for her next words. With apparent effort, she forced a smile that looked more like a grimace. “Ginnette, I have a stack of music on the small table by the door. Please take them with you now and show them to Nola in the music room. I’d like to speak with Miss Middleton for a moment.”

		I watched as my mother stood, then hesitated only for a moment before picking up the short stack of worn music books. She wasn’t wearing her gloves, and I knew the moment she touched them that they were trying to tell her something. She stood very still for a long moment as she squeezed her eyes shut, her knuckles white where she  clutched the stack, her lips moving silently. She seemed to mentally shake herself, forcing her eyes open again. Turning toward Nola, she quickly handed the books to her. “Take these.”

		Nola took them without complaint while regarding my mother curiously. I hadn’t yet had a chance to explain my mother’s abilities but figured I might not have to now. They began walking toward the open doorway before my mother stopped and turned back to Miss Julia.

		“Your brother, William. Did he play the piano?”

		The old woman’s face stilled, her skin the color of parchment. “Yes. He was very good—much better than I. Those were his books, actually. Not that he needed them. He needed to hear a song only once and he could play it perfectly note for note. I always needed the music.” She paused briefly. “Why do you ask?”

		My mother met her gaze. “Just curious.” Clearing her throat, she said, “Nola and I will go through the books, looking for good vocal selections and scales to get started. We’ll wait for you there.”

		She ushered Nola from the room, Dee following and closing the door behind them.

		I stared into my teacup, recalling the image of the man in the upstairs window and the impressions I’d received from the dollhouse. I wondered if it was William, and waited for Julia to tell me about him, and what my mother might have seen when she touched his music books. When Julia didn’t say anything, I prompted, “What did you want to tell me?”

		She didn’t answer right away. “Emmaline is very gifted. She needs instruction, especially if she hopes to enter Ashley Hall in the fall.”

		I popped a key lime cookie into my mouth and chewed thoughtfully. “I guess that might be part of it. But I’m thinking the other part has to do with the dollhouse.” I paused for emphasis, waiting for her expression to tell me something. It didn’t. “Why did you give it away?” A rush of cold air brushed the back of my neck, but I didn’t take my gaze away from Julia.

		Her lips moved as if she were chewing her words before actually speaking. “There was something . . . not quite right with it.”

		“Haunted, do you mean?”

		Her dark eyes widened. “Yes. I suppose you could say that. Things  being moved around, figures posed in improbable positions. I told my father to get rid of it.”

		I wondered how much further I could go, and decided to press on. “That was 1938, the same year your brother disappeared, right?”

		Two spots of color formed on her cheeks. “Yes, but they’re not related. My brother finally got tired of not quite meeting our father’s expectations, so he left.”

		“He just left?”

		Julia nodded. “Yes. I heard them arguing that last night he was home, and then . . . he was just gone.”

		“Did you ever hear from him again?”

		I had to lean forward to hear her answer.

		“No.”

		I sat back in my chair. I could leave now, and continue with the ruse that Nola was here simply to explore her musical abilities. Or I could try to bring peace to the restless spirits that hovered around Julia Manigault, whether or not she wanted to acknowledge them. I recalled Nola telling me that she thought helping spirits move on was a cool thing. I still wasn’t completely convinced, but I couldn’t deny the satisfaction that I’d gotten from sending Mary Gibson and my Hessian soldier into the light, and couldn’t help but wonder whether that dollhouse had been put in my path for a reason. After all, there were lots of things in my life that defied explanation: my ability to see ghosts and to resist Jack Trenholm’s charms being just two of them.

		But if Julia wanted me there for a reason, I needed her to ask me. I wasn’t so gung ho about ghostbusting that I’d volunteer my services. Maybe, if I was lucky, I’d misunderstood her intentions. I placed my teacup and saucer on the coffee table. “What do you need from me, Miss Manigault?”

		She seemed to shrink even smaller into her wheelchair, as if asking for help had somehow diminished her. “It is my understanding that you . . . communicate with the dead. I want to speak with my brother, William.”

		
			
			Ah. I nodded. “All right. But you need to understand that it’s a two-way street when it comes to spirits. Is there a reason he might be reluctant to speak with you?”
		

		Her eyes darkened and for a moment I thought she might start crying. I half rose from my chair, ready to find Dee. Julia raised her hand, palm out, and I lowered myself back into the chair. “No. Of course not.” Her gaze skittered away as I continued to regard her closely.

		I cleared my throat. “I don’t think William’s alone. There’s another spirit—I’ve seen him here, in your house. Looking out the turret window.”

		Her eyes were clouded with alarm, her fingers like brittle twigs as she tightly gripped the arm of her chair. “Jonathan?” she asked, her voice barely over a whisper.

		“Who’s Jonathan?”

		“My fiancé. He died . . . he died that same year William went away.”

		I shook my head. “The man I’ve seen in the window is much older. I was thinking it might be your father.”

		A frown pulled at her skin, making her face seem as if it were melting. “I don’t go in that part of the house. It was my parents’ wing. He’d never come in here, though. Too much Christmas.” She opened her mouth and laughed, the sound more like a cackle, then sobered quickly. “I’m not interested in speaking with him.” She tapped her fingers on the arms of her chair. “If you can help me speak with William, I will make it worth your while.”

		I sat up, stricken, envisioning me inheriting yet another dilapidated house in Charleston. “I don’t need anything, Miss Julia,” I said quickly. “I’m just looking for an opportunity to hopefully put a spirit to rest.”

		“And if you find out certain . . . things about a family along the way, what do you do with that information?”

		I looked at her with surprise. “To be honest, my experiences so far have only been personal. But anything I discovered would be completely confidential, of course. Although it might help if you told me everything up front. I don’t want to give the ghosts the advantage.”

		“There’s nothing you need to know, Miss Middleton. All I want is to speak with William.”

		I looked at her dubiously. A mantel clock in the form of Santa’s sleigh chimed from the bookshelf behind Julia, reminding me of the time. “I have to leave now. If you think of anything, please let me know. In the meantime, I’ll do what I can to speak with William.” I  stood. “Would you like me to take you to the music room on my way out?”

		She nodded, and I opened the door before positioning myself behind the wheelchair. I paused in the doorway to the music room, admiring the picture of my mother and Nola on the piano bench with their heads together as they harmonized to a piece of music I didn’t recognize.

		“I’m leaving now,” I announced as I pushed Miss Julia up to the piano. I turned to Nola. “Your grandmother is coming to get you around four o’clock to spend the rest of the weekend with them—she bought a futon you can sleep on in the living room, so you’ll have your own space. Don’t forget you’re doing the admission testing for Ashley Hall tomorrow morning, so make sure you get plenty of sleep.”

		“Whatever,” Nola said, rolling her eyes.

		“Where are you going?” my mother asked.

		I made a show of placing the wheelchair in the right position. “I’m having lunch with Jack. We have things to discuss.”

		My mother’s eyebrows went up, but I studiously ignored them.

		“I won’t be long.”

		“Take your time, Mellie. Nola and I will be just fine without you.” She smiled.

		I said good-bye, then turned to leave. I’d reached the front door before stopping and retracing my steps. “Miss Julia, if your brother wanted to say something to you, would it be ‘Stop her’?”

		Her lips thinned so that they almost disappeared into her face. “I’m quite sure I don’t know what that means.”

		I nodded, then left, knowing two things about Julia Manigault: She was a terrible liar, and she was almost as afraid of William as I was.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 18
		

		
			I spotted Jack’s black Porsche at the curb on the opposite side of the street as soon as I stepped out onto the front porch of the Manigault house. He hopped out and opened the passenger side as I approached. I felt the telltale pricking of the skin at the back of my neck as I slid into the car, deliberately keeping my head turned away from the turret window.
		

		As I buckled my seat belt, the scent of Rebecca’s perfume assaulted me, followed quickly by the thick aroma of food. I looked at the small ledge that passed for a backseat and spotted the bags from Brent’s on Broad. Trying to keep the disappointment from my voice, I said, “I thought we were going out for lunch.”

		“We are,” Jack said as he pulled away from the curb. “Thought we’d dine al fresco at White Point Gardens. The weather is still mild so I figured we should take advantage of it while we can.” He slid his sunglasses on, but not before I noticed the dark circles under his eyes. “How did it go in there with Nola?”

		“She handled it surprisingly well, thanks to my mother. You owe her for that, by the way. Personally, I don’t think you needed to bribe Nola with an iPhone. I sincerely believe that she would have gone anyway.”

		“How do you figure?” He cut a sharp right on Meeting Street from Broad, nearly hitting a large man standing in the middle of the road snapping a picture of St. Michael’s. Jack swerved around him, the man oblivious as he pointed the lens up toward the most recognized steeple in the Holy City.

		“I think Nola sees this as an opportunity to not only become serious about her talent, but also to prove her mother wrong, to show Bonnie what she’s missing.”

		“You think? That sounds so . . . wrong. They’re mother and daughter, after all.”

		“Trust me. The mother-daughter relationship is something you will never be able to understand, Jack, so don’t even try. Makes finding the cure for cancer seem easy.”

		“And you would know.”

		“Absolutely.” I pointed to a Volvo station wagon with a Porter-Gaud window sticker pulling away from the curb on East Battery.

		As Jack sped toward the available parking spot, he said, “Do you happen to know Nola’s shoe size?”

		“She’s a six and a half narrow. Why?”

		He parallel parked, the car sliding perfectly into the spot the first time. I wouldn’t have expected anything less. “I’m just preparing myself for the part where we tell Nola she’ll have to wear a uniform at Ashley Hall. For their dress days when they have to wear the school blazer, they can wear black or purple closed-toe shoes. I was thinking a pair of purple Converses might work.”

		I wasn’t sure the administrators at the school would approve, but the gesture wouldn’t be lost on Nola—or me, judging by the way my blood was going all slushy in my head. I reached behind me and grabbed the to-go bags as Jack walked around the car to open my door. “You’ve already studied the uniform list? She hasn’t even taken the independent school entrance exam yet.”

		He locked the door and grinned. “I’ve already purchased everything she’ll need, except for the leggings, because they’re not sold at the uniform store and I’m not really sure what they are.”

		I experienced that squishy feeling again. “You’re that confident she’ll get in, huh?”

		“I saw her transcript from her school in Los Angeles, as well as her standardized test scores. They’d be stupid not to let her in, regardless that she’s a legacy.” He stopped walking and faced me. “If you think about what she’s been through and what an amazingly independent and  strong-minded girl she is despite everything, and throw in her music talent and her . . . well, her Nola-ness, she’s a shoo-in.”

		I nodded, but didn’t say anything, not because I didn’t agree with everything he said—I did—but because I was afraid I’d do something stupid like kiss him.

		As we approached the pineapple fountain at the center of White Point Gardens, a tour group that had been sitting on an adjacent wrought-iron bench and listening to their guide stood up and moved on, leaving the spot completely open. When I was with Jack, things like that always seemed to happen. I glanced out at the water in the harbor, wondering whether I’d see dolphins, too, but was rewarded with only the picture-postcard view of a sailboat.

		
			We began taking our lunch out of the bags, a turkey Reuben wrap for me and a veggie wrap for Jack. I narrowed my eyes at him. “Et tu, Brute?”
		

		He shrugged. “I can’t see myself going vegan, but I like vegetables, so I figured, why not?” He eyed my Reuben. “But if that’s too much meat for you, I’d be happy to stick some on mine.”

		I snorted, indicating he had as much chance of getting hold of any of my wrap as of Nola looking forward to wearing a blazer to school. Peering into the bottom of the bag, I tried to quell my disappointment.

		“Don’t worry—they’re in the other one.”

		I glanced into the second bag, relieved to see two brownies. Jack didn’t eat sweets, so I knew they were both for me. We were almost like an old married couple, except for the fact that we hadn’t ever dated or slept in the same room. The thought made me blush, so I turned away to face the harbor.

		The Battery was crowded with tourists and residents alike, enjoying what was surely one of the last days before the unbearable heat and humidity descended on the city like a sodden blanket. I’d be back to wearing my hair up in a usually vain attempt to quell its desire to frizz up into a Brillo pad look-alike.

		Picnickers lounged in the grass, while others posed for pictures, precariously perched on the displays of antique weaponry pointed out into the harbor and the distant Fort Sumter. Whereas pirates and Yankees had once been the enemy to aim for, the armory was pretty much harmless now, unless you considered the alarmingly large number of tourists maimed by tumbles from cannons and cannonball pyramids.

		“I found out a little bit about Jimmy Gordon.”

		I focused my attention back to Jack as I took another bite of my sandwich, a long string of sauerkraut refusing to make it completely into my mouth. Since it was only Jack, who’d seen me more than once in granny sleepwear, I wasn’t too self-conscious about shoveling it into my mouth with a finger.

		He watched me with an amused grin. “From all accounts he’s a pretty nice guy. Either he’s still too new to the music business for any of the hoopla to have affected him, or he’s actually the real deal. Couldn’t find any connection between him and Bonnie. But Nola said she’d met him, right?”

		I nodded, taking a long sip of my sweet tea through a straw. “Yeah, and she called him a jerk, but that’s all she’d say about him. I’ll try to ask again. I actually heard her talking about him on the phone this morning—called him a fake, I think was her word.”

		“Who was she talking with?”

		“Some guy named Rick—she said it was her mother’s old boyfriend who’d found her on Facebook and wanted to find out how she was doing.”

		Jack put his half-eaten wrap down into the wrapper. “Since when does she have a Facebook account? Do you know how many perverts are out there looking for somebody like Nola?”

		I held up my hand. “Technically, you told her you didn’t want her to have a Facebook app—and she doesn’t. She borrowed Alston’s laptop and set up an account there. Regardless, you do need to sit down with her and come up with some rules about using social media, but I think she’s pretty savvy about it. He found her and posted his phone number so she could call him, since she knows him. She assured me she wouldn’t have done that if she didn’t know who the guy was. . . .”

		Jack shook his head. “I don’t care. I think thirteen is way too young for a Facebook page—whether it’s accessed through an iPhone app or a computer.”

		I kept the smile off my face as I considered the source of the parental concern and wondered how many parents during Jack’s formative years quaked in fear that somebody like Jack Trenholm would want to date their daughter. “Granted, she knows a lot more about the world than most kids her age—and older—but still, I think you’re right.”

		Jack picked up his wrap again. “Did she mention the last name? Rick sounds pretty familiar—like I might have come across it while researching Bonnie.”

		“Yeah, it’s Chase. Do you want me to ask her more about him?”

		“No. I don’t want Nola to think that I’m prying, especially if he’s only who he says he is. I just want to make sure.”

		I nodded again, my attention now focused on two guys wearing College of Charleston T-shirts and throwing a yellow Frisbee. “Does ‘my daughter’s eyes’ mean anything to you?”

		“No. Should it?”

		I shrugged, then dug into the bag for the first brownie. “I sort of spoke with Bonnie—while I was with Sophie at the bridal shop. It’s a long story, and the words weren’t directly from her, but basically she told me to look for ‘my daughter’s eyes.’ I have no idea what she meant.”

		Jack chewed thoughtfully for a long moment while slowly rolling one of the paper bags into a ball. “I don’t have a clue. Did you ask Nola?”

		“Not yet. She’s still so prickly about her mother that I really have to search hard for the right time to spring something like that on her. Stop by Ruth’s Bakery on your way home to drop me off and I’ll bring home her favorite doughnuts. Bribery couldn’t hurt.”

		“Doughnuts? Nola?”

		“Yep. Don’t ask me how I know, but I have my ways.”

		Jack leered at me. “I know.”

		My cheeks warmed, and I concentrated on digging into the bag for my second brownie. “We need to find out more about the Manigault family. I was right about Julia having ulterior motives. When I asked her what she really wanted she said she just wants to speak with William, but there’s something more there. She claims that ‘stop her’ doesn’t mean anything to her, but she’s afraid of something—of William, I think.” I took a bite of brownie. “And we need to find out more about her fiancé, too. She said his first name was Jonathan. Do you think we need the last name, too?”

		“‘We’? I like the way you assume we’re a package deal in all this.” He smirked. “As for getting the information we need, with Yvonne, all things are possible.”

		I took a sip of my drink so I didn’t have to say anything. He gave me his Jack smile and I forced myself not to look away.

		“You should wear that color more often, Mellie.”

		I looked down at my Anne Fontaine blouse. “White?”

		“No. Pink. Like the color of your cheeks.”

		I made a concentrated effort to focus on my brownie. “It’s because I’m hot,” I said finally. “I walked a lot today.”

		“Uh-huh.” He slipped his sunglasses in his shirt pocket. “So, what did you want to talk with me about—besides Bonnie and Miss Julia?”

		I met his eyes and steeled myself so that I wouldn’t notice how very blue they were. “We’re friends, right?”

		He raised an eyebrow.

		I took a deep breath. “I just . . . well, I . . .” I stopped and took another breath, totally unprepared for this kind of conversation. I’d had them before, but I was always the bug under the magnifying glass, and Sophie was the one holding it. “Look, are you all right?”

		His eyes narrowed. “What do you mean? Do you think I’m sick or something?”

		I let the words fall out of my mouth before I could pull them back. “Are you drinking again?”

		He wore the expression of a man who’d just been punched in the gut. Hard. With measured precision, he said, “Why are you asking?”

		“You’re just . . . you’re not yourself. I know you’re having problems with your publisher right now, and I know that can’t be easy. Your career is important to you—like mine is to me—and it must be frustrating not knowing what’s going on.”

		“Did your dad put you up to this?”

		I shook my head. “Not exactly. My mom and Nola, too. We’ve all noticed it. They thought that since you and I, well . . .” I couldn’t think of what to call us, so I just kept going, hoping he didn’t notice I wasn’t filling in the blanks. “And you look so tired and preoccupied every time I see you. I just wanted to know whether you were all right. If things were getting to be too much for you so that you were tempted . . .” I  stopped, his expression scaring me. Not that I would ever think he’d physically hurt me, but I knew his words could create permanent wounds.

		He leaned toward me so that I could see my reflection in the dark blue of his eyes. “And what would you do if I said I wasn’t all right? Would you sleep with me if I said it would make me feel better?”

		It was like I’d been plunged into a deep pool of warm, warm water, dunked so suddenly that my lungs filled, making it impossible for me to speak.

		With jerky movements, he began to throw all of our garbage into the remaining bag, ripping off the handle. He tossed the half-eaten brownie into the bag, but I couldn’t bring myself to protest.

		I stood and brought my shoulders back. I barely recognized my voice when I found the air to push out the words. “You didn’t answer my question, Jack. Are you drinking again?”

		He walked to a nearby garbage can and stuffed the bags inside before turning back to me. I’d never seen him this angry before, but the subject was too important to let it drop. Or to think about the consequences.

		I had to force myself not to take a step backward. He stood directly in front of me, close enough that I could smell the soft scent of his cologne. “And you didn’t answer my question, either.”

		I felt the blood rush to my face, but I didn’t look away. “You first.”

		His eyes smoldered with anger. Very slowly and deliberately, he said, “As I believe I’ve mentioned more than once, there’s a lot you don’t know about me.” He spun around and began stalking away.

		“Where are you going?”

		“Not to a bar, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

		“That’s not what I was thinking,” I said, jogging after him, feeling like I’d just made a permanent mistake, but not quite understanding what it was. “I’m sorry, Jack, if I said the wrong thing. I’m worried about you.”

		He kept walking.

		“Jack, please!” I was embarrassed to find that I was close to tears and I still had no idea why.

		Without looking back at me he said, “What?”

		
			I was winded, and emotionally exhausted, and all my explanations of why I was worried about him and how I only wanted to help shriveled in the heat and humidity. Regardless of what I said, he’d made up his mind. There’s a lot you don’t know about me.
		

		With resignation, I said, “I was wondering if you could drive me back to my office.”

		He stopped so suddenly that I almost ran into him. “Always so practical, Mellie. Here.” He dug into the pocket of his khakis. “I’ll pick the car up at your house later. Leave it on the curb and lock the doors. I have another set of keys.”

		It took me a moment to register that he’d placed his car keys in my hand. “But I don’t know how to drive a stick shift. . . .”

		“Try something new for a change. Maybe you’ll learn something.”

		I held up the keys again to protest, feeling like I’d lost something I hadn’t known I’d had in the first place, but he’d already walked away.
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		I parked four blocks away from my mother’s house, because I needed two spots together to be able to maneuver Jack’s car into a parallel parking space. After much trial and error and an emergency phone call to my father to talk me through the rudiments of a manual transmission, I’d managed to get the car into second gear and left it there, coasting through stop signs and lights so I wouldn’t have to stop and start again. The engine was making a funny grinding noise by the time I thankfully pulled up the emergency brake, but I didn’t care.

		Mrs. Houlihan and General Lee were in the kitchen, the smell of barbecued meat loaf wafting to my nostrils. I was about to remind her about Nola’s dietary restrictions before remembering that Nola was with her grandparents all weekend, and did a little fist pump in the air at the thought of three whole days of meat and preservative-rich delicacies. The housekeeper slapped my hand as I pinched off a corner of her buttery sweet corn bread. “Save something for your daddy and mama—they’ll both be here for supper.”

		I looked at the clock on the microwave. “What time will the food be ready?”

		“About six—but it’ll be later if I can’t get some peace and quiet in this kitchen.”

		General Lee tugged at his leash, which hung on a peg by the back door, his eyes pleading. Even without psychic powers, I knew what he was saying. “I’m going to take the dog for a walk so we’ll both be out of your way.”

		I clipped the leash on General Lee’s collar and allowed him to pull me through the back door. I knew better than to force him to go where I wanted to; he was adept at locking all four legs if his desire to lead was questioned. I’d tried dragging him down the sidewalk with locked legs before, but apparently Charleston had a lot of dog-loving residents, and judging by the looks I’d received I realized it was just a lot less stressful to let General Lee take charge.

		Today he led me north on Legare toward Broad Street, took a right on Queen and then a left on Meeting. I should have been paying more attention, but I was too busy rewinding my conversation with Jack, and going over in my head the unspoken answers to both questions. When General Lee finally stopped, I almost tripped over him, then let out a groan when I saw where his ramblings had led us.

		We were in front of the ancient cemetery adjacent to the Circular Congressional Church on Meeting Street. He stared up at the sign on the gate as if he could read it. ESTABLISHED 1681. ALL VISITORS ARE WELCOME WHEN GATES ARE UNLOCKED. Then he looked at me.

		“No, sir,” I said. “I don’t do cemeteries. Especially not this one.” The church had been burned and rebuilt at least once, and tombstones and bodies moved as part of the new construction, not necessarily together—which was never a good idea. Apparently the displaced residents sometimes let their displeasure be known during Sunday services inside the church. Imagine the spirits’ excitement if they knew I was there. I looked down at my dog, whose pink tongue was hanging out in a display of canine cuteness. “And I’m sure they don’t welcome dogs, even if it doesn’t say so on the sign.”

		As if he hadn’t understood a word—or had and didn’t care—General  Lee bolted inside the gate, nearly taking my arm out of the socket, yanking the leash from my hand. In all of my years of seeing dead people, there was one sure thing I’d learned: They expected respect when someone was visiting them in their place of rest and got very agitated when visitors traipsed over graves like they were at a playground. That’s why if I did venture into a cemetery I never stepped on the ground between a headstone and footstone, spoke quietly, and I most definitely did not allow my dog to run amok over the antiquated graves of the dearly departed.

		“General Lee!” I shouted, startling a middle-aged woman and her teenage daughter who were taking pictures of tombstones with an old-fashioned Polaroid camera and reading inscriptions. I’d heard that some amateur ghost hunters thought that Polaroids captured ghostly images better than digital cameras. I had no idea, as I’d never needed any camera to see what wasn’t there. I turned back to where General Lee had run, already hearing the murmur of conversation as those seeking a voice into the world of the living became aware of my presence.

		I started humming “Mamma Mia” to ignore the sound as the little fur ball bolted past the mother and daughter and into the back corner of the cemetery, an older section where it was hard to distinguish what was grave and what was a stepping path in the jumble of cracked marble and missing headstones. Circling a large brick mausoleum with a gray granite plaque on the side, he let out a bark. I started to shush him, but stopped as he took off again to the other side of the mausoleum, following the transparent tail of a bushy dog as it disappeared around the corner.

		I was about to start chasing him again when my gaze was caught by the skull-and-wings engraving on the plaque on the mausoleum, right above the name chiseled in large block lettering: MANIGAULT.

		I stopped to scan the list of names dating back several generations to before the American Revolution. Inscribed near the top were the names Harold Wentworth Manigault and his wife, Anne. She’d died in 1939, and her husband the same year. Julia’s name and date of birth were there below theirs, along with a hyphen preceding a blank space, presumably  for her date of death. But, even though there was room, Julia’s brother, William, wasn’t listed below or above Julia’s name, or anywhere else on the plaque. It was as if he’d been forgotten entirely.

		General Lee raced around the corner, his friend in hot pursuit, before making an abrupt turn and pouncing on the spectral dog, tumbling with him in a large ball of fur.

		The teenage daughter I’d spotted before looked over with interest. I just smiled, trying to figure out what she thought she was seeing.

		Small tremors erupted in the earth beneath my feet, the soil crumbling as it was sucked downward. I looked around, suddenly remembering the devastating earthquake of 1886. But nothing else seemed to be moving. I glanced down at my shoes and saw them sinking, the shifting earth already covering the toes.

		I cried out, trying to lift my feet, but they seemed glued to the dark, crumbling earth, as if something from beneath the soil held on tightly. Emanating as a small stain at the base of the mausoleum, a dark shadow stretched and grew, spreading like black ink up the brick wall, undulating like a cobra under a flute’s spell. My feet remained immobile as my skin chilled, the sun suddenly disappearing behind a thick cloud.

		
			
			Go away! The voice boomed in my ear, and I turned to the mother and daughter to see whether they’d heard it, too. But they remained focused on the grave in front of them, the daughter snapping photos as the mother jotted down something in a notebook, both seemingly unaware that the earth had begun to open and something vile and dark had found me.
		

		“I am stronger than you,” I tried to shout, but the words were barely louder than a whisper. “I am stronger than you,” I said, loud enough this time that the mother and daughter turned in my direction. The flash of the camera had the dual effect of creating moving balls of light inside my field of vision as well as releasing my feet from the hold of whatever had imprisoned them.

		“Are you all right?” the mother asked, pulling me up from where I’d apparently been kneeling in the dirt.

		“Yes. Yes, I’m fine,” I said, brushing off my knees. I looked down at  the carved groove in the grassy dirt. “I guess I didn’t see the little dip here.”

		They both looked at me as if waiting for me to explain whom I’d been speaking to. I was saved by the appearance of General Lee, who bounded from around the corner and ran straight toward me. I grabbed his leash even though he showed no further inclination to bolt.

		The girl was staring at the photo she’d taken, waiting for the image to form.

		“Thank you,” I said, more than ready to leave. General Lee had other ideas as he sat and stared up at my would-be rescuers.

		“What a cute dog,” the mother said, bending down to scratch him behind the ears. “What kind is he?”

		Resigned to stay for a few more minutes, I said, “I sort of inherited him, so I’m not positive, but other people have said he’s at least half Havanese—one of those nonshedding dogs. Not sure what the other half is.”

		“He’s just adorable. And so sweet, too.”

		“Mom! I think I see a shadow. And a face!” the girl said, her voice rising with excitement.

		I tugged on the leash. “Come on, General Lee. Let’s go.”

		The girl thrust the photo at me. “Look! Do you see the eyes and the mouth? It’s definitely a face. And it looks like he’s leaning down to you to say something in your ear.”

		Reluctantly, I looked at the photograph. It was, indeed, a face, and one I recognized as the man I’d seen in the turret in the house on Montagu Street. I forced my voice to sound normal. “It’s more like a blob to me, but I guess with a little imagination I suppose it could be made out to be a face.”

		They both looked at me with identical puckered frowns, as if not sure whether I was dim-witted or just blind. “I’ve got to go now. Thanks again.” Not wanting to get into a power struggle with my dog, I reached down and picked him up, tucking him under my arm like a furry football, and walked quickly out of the cemetery gates.

		I looked back once, wondering whether they’d also seen the clear form of a woman with long light-colored hair whose hazy figure could be seen standing between me and the dark shadow. I’d felt her presence,  I recalled now, before the girl and her mother had appeared, and had felt the calming presence as if my own mother had stood beside me waiting to do battle for me.

		I set down the dog and sped up my pace, eager to put as much distance as I could between me and the cemetery, and wondering the whole time why Bonnie had been there, and why the haunting melody of a song I’d never heard before reverberated in the air around me.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 19
		

		
			I hurried up the stairs of the Fireproof Building on Meeting Street, where the library for the South Carolina Historical Society was located. Nola clomped up the stairs behind me, her slow pace indicative of her lack of enthusiasm about our errand. But it had been nearly two weeks since I’d seen or spoken to Jack, so out of desperation I’d finally taken matters into my own hands and volunteered to drive Nola to Jack’s loft for their twice-weekly visit instead of letting her walk. I had an appointment with Yvonne Craig first to find out whether she’d been able to discover anything about the Manigault family, and hopefully to glean information on Jack.
		

		We ascended the circular stone staircase and found Yvonne in one of the book-filled rooms, seated at an oval dark wood table with several stacks of books and notepads on the table beside her. She glanced at her watch as we approached, a broad smile on her face. “Five minutes early to the second. I beat Jack by two minutes.”

		I stopped in front of the table. “What do you mean, you ‘beat Jack’?”

		“We’ve a running bet to see how early you’re going to be for each appointment. If I win, I get a red velvet cupcake from Cupcake on King. If Jack wins, I have to buy him a handmade cigar from Lianos Dos Palmas.”

		I frowned for a moment before remembering my manners. “Yvonne, I’d like you to meet Jack’s daughter, Nola. Nola, this is Mrs. Craig, a good friend of your father’s.”

		Yvonne’s smile brightened as she stood, her cheeks matching her pale pink twinset, a strand of pearls mixing with the beaded chain that  held her reading glasses around her neck. She wore a round button pinned to her sweater that read, LIBRARIANS: THE ORIGINAL SEARCH ENGINE. “Oh, yes. Jack has told me all about you. From the way he talks, I expected you to be floating ten inches off the ground and glowing with light.” She beamed as she held out her hands to Nola. “My goodness, but aren’t you the spitting image of your father! Won’t he have a time of it, turning all of those boys away when you’re a little older.” She winked at me before turning back to Nola. “Lovely name, by the way. Very unusual. My parents used to call me Nola when I was a little girl as a kind of nickname. Could never figure out where they got ‘Nola’ from ‘Yvonne.’”

		I watched Nola’s face register surprise, and then turn bright pink as she tried to suppress a laugh. “It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Craig,” she finally managed.

		“I like your pin, Yvonne.”

		Sitting down again, she touched the pin reverently and looked up at us, smiling. “Jack gave it to me.”

		I raised my eyebrows expectantly. “He’s been here?”

		Her face fell. “Not recently, no. He did stop by several weeks ago to ask a few questions about the Manigaults, but it wasn’t for his next book. I’ve been waiting for him to come in again with his long list of questions and theories—as soon as he’s through with one book he’s usually ready to start researching the next.”

		I sat down next to Yvonne as Nola took a seat across the table and immediately took out her phone and began texting. I was glad that Alston had introduced her to some of her friends and Ashley Hall schoolmates, but the incessant texting was nothing short of irritating. I sent her “the look” and she immediately muted the sound of the clacking keys. I was surprised that nobody had yet to be killed by somebody annoyed enough by that clicky little sound that reminded me too much of Chinese water torture.

		Turning to Yvonne, I said, “He’s taking a little break right now between projects. I’m sure he’ll be back in the saddle in no time.” I sent her a reassuring smile.

		Lowering her voice to a conspiratorial whisper, she said, “I know he wanted to write that book about your family being wreckers and all of  that business with the sunken ship and skeleton they found out in the harbor. Maybe he’s working on that, since he already has everything he needs to write it.”

		I felt the blood drain from my face. “He, um, he told you that?”

		She shook her head. “Not exactly. But when he was here a while back with that Rebecca person, she kept telling him what a good book it would make. As much as I hate to agree with her, she’s right. Of course, it’s your family and your personal history. Don’t know how much you want the rest of the world to know about it.” She raised her eyebrows meaningfully.

		I wasn’t sure whether Yvonne knew the entire story of how my ancestor had swapped places with Rose Prioleau and assumed her identity, a secret that was still unknown to everyone except for my parents, Jack, and me. And Rebecca. A book detailing all the sordid particulars of how the real Rose Prioleau’s body found itself at the bottom of Charleston Harbor would be devastating at best, and humiliating at worst, to not just me, but to my entire family.

		I placed my hands flat on the scarred wood surface of the table and forced a smile. “Yes, well, he hasn’t mentioned anything to me. So,” I said, eager to change the subject, “what have you been able to discover about Julia Manigault’s family?”

		Yvonne began taking folders out of a box on the table, each one labeled with brightly colored Post-it notes. “Quite a bit, actually. A very prominent family, as you probably know, but not closely related to the Manigaults in your own family tree.”

		“That’s a relief.”

		She looked up and paused, as if waiting for me to elaborate, before turning back to sorting the folders when I didn’t. “At your request, I didn’t delve any farther back than Harold and Anne, although there is a lot of information dating back to much earlier, of course. The first Manigaults were Huguenots, but you’re not interested in all that.” I sensed a note of disappointment in her voice.

		She opened a folder and slid it over to me. “I took the liberty of photocopying several newspaper clippings and articles referencing the family.”

		Yvonne had already organized everything in chronological order,  with pertinent facts highlighted in pale blue. I made a mental note to send her a box of red velvet cupcakes with cream cheese frosting from Cupcake, and/or my firstborn. The woman was amazing, and so much like me, at least in the organizational category, it was almost scary.

		A pink-tipped finger pointed at one of the pages. “Harold was born by the coast in Georgetown County on the family’s old rice plantation on the Santee River—Belle Meade—but was the youngest of three sons. Went to USC in Columbia, then to Charleston for medical school. Inherited a great deal of money when his father died, invested it in railroads and property, and was a wealthy man by the time he married Anne Ward of Florence, South Carolina. Built her that house on Montagu Street as a wedding present.”

		
			Nola paused in her texting. “She got a house for a wedding present?”
		

		Yvonne nodded. “Yes, dear. That was something wealthy people did back then. Sometimes it was a way to keep property in a family, and sometimes it was just to sweeten the deal, as they would say nowadays.”

		Nola raised her eyebrows, then went back to her texting.

		“What about William? Did you find out anything about him?”

		With a patient smile, Yvonne slid a photocopied clipping from the stack inside the folder. A grainy and yellowed photograph of a young man with blond hair and a slender build circa the mid-thirties stared out of the photograph. I felt Nola lean across the table. “That’s him, Mellie. That’s the boy doll.”

		I nodded, half with acknowledgment and half with relief that it wasn’t the face I’d seen in the window. I turned to Yvonne to explain. “Amelia Trenholm, Jack’s mother, gave Nola a dollhouse and it appears to have been made for and given to Julia Manigault for her birthday when she was ten. It’s an exact replica of the house on Montagu Street, and came with dolls resembling family members, including the family dog.”

		Her brow puckered. “A dollhouse? That doesn’t sound right.” She pulled the folder closer to her and began paging through it, finally pulling several pages out and sliding them in front of me. “Julia Manigault was an avid equestrian. She competed against boys her age in boys-only events and usually won. She was also an expert marksman and accompanied her uncle and cousins on hunts, even at an early age.”

		I visually scanned the pages, examining the numerous pictures of a younger Julia astride a horse or holding a shotgun or a dead bird, and some of all three. I looked up and met Yvonne’s eyes. “She was a tomboy.”

		“Exactly. There’s even an article in there about how she wasn’t allowed to make her debut at St. Cecilia’s because she’d been seen wearing trousers in public. Apparently, young Julia was raised at her uncle’s plantation with his five sons. Her mother was what they used to term ‘delicate,’ which now probably would just mean she needed a little Valium to cope with life. Julia wasn’t brought back to Charleston until she was about ten.”

		“So why would her father have given her a dollhouse if that’s obviously not where her interests lie?”

		Nola interrupted with a heavy sigh meant to convey, I was sure, our apparent lack of mental acuity. “To help her be more like a girl. Duh. I mean, he already had a son, right? So he wanted his daughter to be a real girl and do girl things.” Nola raised her eyes briefly, then returned to flying her fingers across the screen of her iPhone. She shook her head. “Jack says he’s glad I’m not too girly-girly, like that Rebecca chick. Says that if he had to go to a store and pick out a girl to be his daughter, he’d still pick me.” She snorted. “As if.”

		I regarded Nola for a moment, wondering whether she realized what she’d just said, realized that Jack was glad she was his no matter what. That even if she’d yet to come to terms with the fact that she had a father and that he wanted her in his life, he’d reached that conclusion long ago.

		I focused again on the papers in front of me and swallowed a lump in my throat. “What did you find out about William? I accidentally came across the Manigault mausoleum at the Circular Church cemetery and he’s not listed on the plaque—just his parents, and there’s a spot for Julia. Jack said the paper trail for William vanishes completely in 1938.”

		Yvonne nodded. “There’s actually quite a bit prior to 1938. He studied engineering at Clemson, but there’s no record of him graduating. He apparently dropped out of school in his fourth year, but there’s simply nothing else to tell us what he did afterward.”

		“Julia said that he and her father argued and William left. She never heard from him again.”

		“Not a word? Ever?”

		I shook my head. “I suppose it’s possible to completely cut off your own family, but the fact that he was never seen again or never left any clues as to where he might have gone makes it highly suspicious.”

		Without bothering to look up from her phone, Nola said, “My mother moved to California and her family never heard from her again.”

		“Yes,” said Yvonne. “Things like that happen all the time. But to have no bank accounts or mortgage or will or a grave site just makes it all so suspicious. Your mother at least had you as her connection with her past.”

		Nola just sighed and continued texting.

		“I don’t think Harold Manigault was a nice man,” I said. “I wouldn’t be surprised to hear that he had something to do with William’s vanishing act.”

		Yvonne regarded me with raised eyebrows, as if expecting me to explain how I might have known that about Harold. Clearing my throat, I said, “Julia must have told me something to give me that impression.”

		“Mm-hm” was all she said as she pulled out another folder and began rifling through the pages. “There was one other thing that I thought you might find interesting. Remember I mentioned that Harold Manigault made some of his money from investing in property? At one point he owned almost one thousand acres in Georgetown County, including his family’s old home and what was left of the plantation—he apparently got it from his brother in exchange for settling some pretty hefty debts his brother had accumulated. As you can imagine, the land is quite valuable now, and developers have been chomping at the bit for years to build on it. And very recently, it appears they’re going to get their chance.”

		“And the land has been in the family that whole time?” I asked.

		“Yes. Prime real estate on the river just sitting there. Seems Miss Julia liked the offer a developer made to her, and they’re scheduled to start clearing the land as soon as all the permits go through. Lots of ruckus in the papers lately from the preservationists and green people. I’m sure you’ve read all about it in the paper.”

		I smiled, too embarrassed to admit that the only newspaper reading I ever did was the real estate ads. “I, uh, must have missed that.”

		“Yes, well, Cobb Homebuilders is planning a multiuse development of the land. One of those all-inclusive neighborhoods with shops and entertainment as well as residential areas. The whole purpose is for people to walk everywhere instead of drive. Sort of how all American towns started out, if you ask me.” She fluttered her hands in front of her face as if to clear the air. “Anyway, the sale is pending, as there has been a slew of lawsuits filed on behalf of the various environmental groups. The National Trust is involved, too, because of an overseer’s cottage still on the property. The main house was destroyed by fire back in the thirties, but the preservation people seem to think there’s some historical significance in the cottage. Regardless, the Cobb people seem very confident that they’ll win, considering they’re already working on the permitting process.”

		“I wonder why Julia would sell now, after all this time?”

		Yvonne folded her hands neatly on top of the table. “To put it bluntly, I suspect she needs the money. I don’t know her all that well, just through mutual acquaintances, really, but she’s been retired for a long time. She’d have her retirement pension and all of that, but I’ve passed by her house enough times to know that it’s falling apart. Keeping that old house in one piece must be sending her to the poorhouse.”

		I raised my eyebrows. “Welcome to my world. And if her inheritance money has run out or she made a few bad investments, and she’s existing solely on her pension, I could see why she’d need the money.”

		“And, unfortunately, she’s the last of her line. Of her five boy cousins, only one married and they had no children, so there are no relatives to ask for help. No children to support her in her old age. It must be a very lonely and sad existence. I’m so thankful for my children and grandchildren, you have no idea.”

		I had a sudden vision of an older and crinkled me sitting in my crumbling house on Tradd Street with no children to comfort me in my dotage. I’d have cats, lots of them, and I’d scare any child brave enough to ring my doorbell on Halloween. I’d hire somebody like Dee Davenport to feed me soft food and change my diapers. I shuddered.  “What did you find out about her fiancé? Jonathan was his first name, but I don’t know his last.”

		She smiled a smile that could be called patronizing on anybody else, but on Yvonne it was just simply her all-knowing, confident smile that I’d come to rely on. She stood and moved back to the box and pulled out another folder. “I wasn’t sure whether you’d want any of this, so I put it all in a separate folder just in case. It’s birth, wedding, and death announcements regarding the family. There’s an engagement notice you might be interested in.”

		She opened the folder and plucked something out of it before sliding it toward me. It was a photocopy of a sepia-toned photograph of a man and a woman. The woman, with gleaming dark hair piled high on her head, sat in a large leather-covered armchair, a tall and willowy dark-haired man standing behind her with his hand on her shoulder. The young woman wore a loose-fitting dress indicative of the nineteen thirties. Her left hand, folded demurely on top of the other and resting on her knee, held a large ring with a dark stone that could have been a sapphire. I wouldn’t have called her beautiful, but she was pretty, with pale skin and bright, clear eyes. Her smile, however, transformed her face in such a way that it was hard to look away, or even to understand that this was the same dour Julia Manigault that I knew.

		The man, however, was handsome—some might call him beautiful—by anybody’s definition. With strong, chiseled features and dark eyes, he could easily be featured today in an Abercrombie ad. Or maybe Brooks Brothers. He was almost too refined for the beefy Abercrombie models. He was smiling softly, showing no teeth and reminding me a little of the Mona Lisa’s mysterious smile. I held the photo closer, wondering why it looked like he was holding on to a secret.

		The caption below the photo read:

		
			Miss Julia Drayton Manigault, daughter of Mr. and Mrs. Harold Manigault of Montagu Street, Charleston, is engaged to be united in holy matrimony to Mr. Jonathan Crisler Watts of Georgetown. Nuptials will be held Saturday, August twelfth, at St. Mary’s Catholic Church.
		

		I looked up. “What happened to Jonathan?”

		As if she’d already anticipated my question, she handed me another  photocopied page. Glancing down, I saw it was a death announcement. I squinted, yet again chastising myself for not bringing my glasses that would have made reading the tiny print of the small clipping possible.

		“Should I?” Yvonne asked, holding out her hand.

		Settling the glasses that hung around her neck on her nose, she cleared her throat, then read: “‘Jonathan C. Watts, aged twenty-two years and three months, succumbed to influenza after a short illness at his parents’ home in Georgetown on Thursday evening. Survivors include his father and mother, Mr. and Mrs. Arthur Crisler Watts, and a brother, Henry A. Watts of Murrells Inlet. A viewing will take place . . .’”

		She stopped. “You probably don’t need me to read any of the details of the funeral, but you might find the date of his death interesting.” After pausing for dramatic effect, she said, “July twenty-ninth, 1938.”

		
			I raised both eyebrows. “Poor Julia. The same year that William disappeared, and both parents died the following year. To lose all four in such quick succession must have been devastating.” There’s no such thing as coincidence. I thought of Jack’s words, wondering whether in this case it was simply a horrible and unfortunate coincidence.
		

		“Mellie?” Nola interrupted my musings.

		I speared her with a look that would have made my mother proud.

		“I mean, excuse me, Mellie?”

		“Yes, Nola?”

		“Jack just texted me and wanted to know where I was.”

		I looked at my watch, surprised to see that we were running late. I quickly stuck the papers back into the folders and slid them into my large handbag. “Thank you so much, Yvonne. As always, you’ve been amazing. I’ll let you know if we need anything else.”

		“You’re more than welcome. You know I love working on these little mysteries for you and Jack. Keep me posted if you find out anything more, and I’ll do the same.”

		Nola stood, too, and without prompting said, “It was a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Craig.”

		“And you, too, Nola.” She studied Nola’s iPhone for a moment. “Can I text something to your father really quick?”

		With a confused glance in my direction, Nola handed Yvonne her phone. “Sure.”

		We watched as Yvonne slowly and deliberately pressed each key as she typed her text.

		“It would be faster if you’d tell me what you wanted to say and let me do the texting,” Nola offered hopefully.

		“No need,” Yvonne said, before typing a few last characters and handing the phone back to Nola. “I don’t know how to send on your phone, so I’ll let you do it. We have pretty bad reception in here, so you might want to wait until you get outside to send it.”

		We said our good-byes, then made our exit. Nola paused on the sidewalk outside the building and stared at the screen on her phone, her eyes wide. Without a word, she turned it so I could read the screen. Squinting, I scanned the words before meeting Nola’s eyes.

		C u later, hottie. Come up and c me sometime.

		“Should I send it?”

		“Absolutely. It might make his day. Just make sure he knows it’s from Yvonne.”

		She typed something, then hit the “send” button before bursting out laughing. I joined her, hoping that at the very least it would put Jack in a better mood than when I’d last seen him.
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		When the elevator opened on Jack’s floor, the door to his loft was open. I knocked firmly on the door. “Jack? Are you decent? It’s Mellie and Nola.”

		“Come in.” His voice came from somewhere in the back.

		We pushed open the door and entered the apartment, the smell of bleach and Windex wafting heavily throughout. Beautiful antiques, from seventeenth-century French to art deco, blended seamlessly with the stainless steel and black granite of the kitchen, the contemporary light fixtures and redbrick walls of the interior adding a sedate backdrop. I knew Jack’s impeccable sense of style had a lot to do with growing up in his parents’ antique store, but his ability to pull it all together was definitely a talent. I might have even found him a little more attractive because of it, but all of his other annoying traits really helped to level the playing field.

		“I’m back here,” Jack called.

		We followed the sound of his voice to the back bedroom, done in black and chrome, with an amazing chinoiserie armoire converted to an entertainment unit dominating the wall opposite the large king-size bed. I’d never been this far into Jack’s apartment before, and was grateful that Nola was with me. Fortunately, the bed was made, and no dirty laundry littered the floor. And no bras, either. I’d experienced that once already and was in no mood for a replay.

		Actually, I realized, there was very little clutter anywhere. In past visits, there’d always been newspapers and magazines, clothes and dishes scattered just about on every surface. The apartment now was spotless.

		Jack appeared in the doorway to the connecting master bathroom wearing a white crewneck undershirt and torn jeans. My throat closed a little bit until I registered that he was wearing yellow rubber gloves and holding a spray bottle of foaming bathroom cleanser.

		“Are we interrupting something?” I ventured.

		He waited to smile until he faced Nola. “No, not at all. Just keeping busy until Nola got here.”

		I looked past him to the gleaming chrome and marble of the two-sink vanity, happily devoid of toiletries of both the male and female variety. “Don’t you have a cleaning service?”

		“Yes, but sometimes I just get the urge to clean a little more deeply than a weekly cleaning, you know?” His smile faded as he turned back to me. “Why are you here?”

		I hid my face by digging into my purse, embarrassed at how hurt his tone of voice made me feel. I pulled out his car keys. “I wanted to give these back to you.”

		“You could have just given them to Nola.”

		“My mom used to do that, too,” Nola said quietly.

		We both turned to her. “Do what?” I asked.

		“Clean everything. When she was trying to get better, she would go on this wild cleaning kick. Said it kept her mind off of things and kept her hands too busy to . . .” Her voice trailed off.

		
			My eyes met Jack’s as if we were both recalling my unanswered question. Are you drinking again? I was pretty sure now that he wasn’t, although I’d asked my dad to keep tabs on Jack to be sure. Just to let Jack  know that he wasn’t alone in fighting his demons. A part of me wished I could be that person, but his own unanswered question opened up too many parameters for me to be able to fit into that role. Would you sleep with me if I said it would make me feel better? I blushed at the memory, but didn’t look away.
		

		“Nola and I have a full afternoon planned, so is there anything else you need?”

		I’d thought that by my coming over we could work things out between us. That we could apologize—for what, I wasn’t sure—and then get on with whatever we had going on before that little scene on the Battery. Like a child not ready to leave a candy store, I blurted out, “Actually, there is one more thing. My mother mentioned that you hadn’t RSVP’d to my birthday party yet, and I just wanted to make sure that you’d received the invitation.” I cringed, having had no idea that I was going to say that. Not only was asking somebody about an RSVP bad manners, but I really didn’t want him to know that I’d noticed or cared.

		I thought I saw his lip twitch, but other than that his face was immobile. “I got it.”

		
			“Great.” I smiled, wishing he’d say something else, like, Of course I’m coming, but instead he remained silent—probably because he knew I was waiting for it.
		

		Feeling like an idiot who didn’t know when to come in from the rain, I pressed on. “Because Rebecca got one, too, and RSVP’d that two people were coming, but just in case I wanted you to know that you’re invited, too, with or without Rebecca. Because she’s my cousin, so of course she’s invited, but you, well, we’re old friends, so you should come, too. With or without Rebecca. So that’s why I sent you your own invitation. Because we’re friends. And there will be lots of really good food. Callie White is catering, and you know she’s the best. My mother had to practically sell her soul to get her booked, because you know that everybody wants her to do their parties now.”

		Even Nola was looking at me strangely as I blathered on and on about the stupid invitation and party. I think I was probably more coherent when I was two and just learning how to speak.

		When he still didn’t say anything, I said, “Well, I guess I should be  going. I’ve got another closing at three and an open house at six. Busy, busy.”

		“I bet,” he said. “Well, don’t let us keep you.”

		“Right.” I turned on my heel and headed back toward the front door. “Have fun, Nola. I’ll see you later tonight.”

		I turned the knob and was halfway out the door before Jack spoke. “Oh, before you go. I’ve had a couple of chances to chat with Miss Julia. Not only when I’ve brought Nola over for her lesson, but I’ve also volunteered to do a little carpentry work, repairing floorboards and spindles or whatever.”

		I tried to let the fact that he was handy with tools not affect me, but it was a losing battle. “Yes?” I prompted, trying not to show my surprise that he was still interested in the Manigaults and their ghosts.

		“She keeps a note or a letter—something so old and read so many times that it’s almost in shreds—in a Santa head–shaped box in her Christmas room. I think it’s important, but since she doesn’t know I’ve seen her taking it out and putting it back, and hasn’t mentioned it, I can’t really bring it up. But if you’re wondering what to ask William when you speak with him, that would be a good place to start, I think. Because then she’ll know that you really are talking with him when you ask her about the note.”

		It was an olive branch of sorts, and one I was happy to accept. “Thank you,” I said. “I will.” I didn’t mention that I’d made only a few halfhearted attempts to contact William, and given in way too easily. My life was in a tenable holding pattern, almost like it had once been before I met Jack and before my mother had come back into my life. I wasn’t sure I wanted to rock it enough to send it off course again.

		I began to walk toward the elevator when his voice called me back again. “I read something the other day that made me think of you.”

		Pleased that he would think of me when I wasn’t with him scooted pleasant electrical pulses through my veins. I turned back to him with a smile. “What was that?”

		“ ‘Life begins where your comfort zone ends.’ It was embroidered on a pillow in a shop window.”

		I held my breath, waiting for the words to come to explain to him that I was happy the way that I was, that not everybody needed to jump  out of airplanes, or jump into bed with someone, or irritate angry ghosts to make life worthwhile. There were plenty of things in my life that made it great. I just couldn’t think of any of them at the moment.

		Instead of responding, or standing silent in the hallway waiting for the elevator, I headed for the stairs, the clicking of my heels on the wooden steps a sad and pathetic response to his challenge.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 20
		

		
			Dusk in Charleston settles on the city like an unexpected surprise, tinting the church steeples and stuccoed houses with shades of pink and purple, adorning the city with a shawl of ethereal light. I often wondered whether all this beauty was one of the reasons why so many past residents refused to leave the city, even after death.
		

		I found my mother in the parterre garden of her house, the garden in which I remembered spending so much time with my grandmother. It must have been a special place for my mother, too, as her directions for my father’s reconstruction of it made it an exact replica of my childhood garden.

		An untouched cup of tea sat in front of her, the cream stagnant on top of the cooled liquid. General Lee lay at her feet, giving a lazy swipe of his tail in greeting before lowering his head and closing his eyes again.

		My mother looked up at me, but in the dim light I didn’t see that she wasn’t smiling until I sat down next to her. Her hands were folded in her lap, a paper bag sitting on the wrought-iron table in front of her. Next to it were the gloves she normally wore to prevent herself from touching things that might have something to say to her.

		“How was your day?” she asked as I felt the side of the carafe, the ceramic cold to the touch.

		“The usual. Lots of out-of-towners looking for deals and leaving disappointed. My new receptionist, Charlene, canceled an appointment to preview a house—without my approval—so I’d have time to do yoga with her, and Sophie called about three hundred times to ask about  flowers for the wedding. When Charlene volunteered that she used to be a wedding planner, I just handed the phone to her. Killed two birds with one stone.”

		A soft smile lifted my mother’s mouth.

		“But I did close on a warehouse loft today on East Bay Street and made a nice commission.” My smile faltered only when I started to think about how much of that commission was going to go into the new foundation of the house on Tradd Street.

		When she didn’t say anything, I looked at her more closely, seeing how drawn she looked, how tired and pale she seemed. Wary, I leaned toward her. “What’s wrong?” I asked, my attention focused on the bag.

		She raised her eyebrows. “I think it’s time you took this seriously.”

		“Oh, no, you didn’t.” I shook my head as I opened up the bag and stared inside. The four dollhouse family members lay inside, nestled together like cords of firewood. “Why would you touch them? Especially without me here?”

		“I only held the mother without my gloves. She was the weakest, so I deemed her the safest. But they’ve been coming to me. In my dreams—or nightmares, I should say. Anne, the mother, keeps wanting to show me something, but William and Harold hold her back. There’s something they’re desperate to keep hidden.”

		“You should have told me about the dreams.”

		“I thought that you might be having your own, but you were keeping it to yourself. Until Nola told me this morning that she’d had a bad dream, and it was the same dream I’d been having, and I realized that they had chosen Nola and me for a reason.”

		“Nola? Why would they pick her?”

		Her tired eyes met mine. “Because she’s vulnerable.” She leaned back in her chair, her eyes still on mine. “She told me that in her dream her mother came and made them go away.”

		“Like a guardian angel,” I said softly. “I told Nola that was probably why Bonnie was still here. To watch over her. I think knowing that has helped Nola a lot.” I remembered my experience in the Circular Church cemetery, and the photograph the teenage girl had shown me, and told my mother. “She was protecting me from Harold, but I don’t why. Nola wasn’t even with me.”

		My mother shifted in her seat, more alert. “And it was definitely Bonnie?”

		I nodded. “Definitely. I’ve seen her enough around Nola to recognize her.”

		“She feels maternal around you for some reason, but I can’t imagine why.”

		She continued to study me long enough to make me feel uncomfortable. “So why are they coming to you and Nola in dreams but not to me?”

		“They’re trying to scare us away.”

		“From what?” I asked, dropping the bag on the table, not wanting to touch it any longer than I had to.

		“They know you’re the strongest, that you have the ability to seek Anne out and isolate her, to find what they want to remain hidden. They must believe that Nola and I will make you stop.”

		
			
			Stop her. “Is that what the words burned into the stair runner and carved into Nola’s wall meant, do you think?”
		

		She shook her head. “I’m not sure, but I don’t think so. After all, you haven’t really done anything yet that would make them believe you’re much of a threat. I think the incident in the cemetery was more from opportunity than anything else.”

		“I have to admit that they’ve convinced me to cease and desist. And if Nola didn’t love that dollhouse so much, I’d suggest giving it back to Amelia to sell and just being done with it.”

		My mother let out a deep sigh. “There are some very unhappy spirits connected to that dollhouse, Mellie. And a very unhappy woman who’s still living and who wants to speak with her brother. We can help them, Mellie. Doesn’t that make you feel at least a little bit obligated?”

		My immediate “no” lingered in my mouth, as if to speak it out loud would make me a liar. Another thought intruded. “Why didn’t Nola tell me about her dreams?”

		Smiling softly, she said, “Because if you send the Manigaults away, you’ll most likely send her mother away, too. I think Nola likes having her here.”

		“Is that a problem? Hanging around to be close to a loved one?”

		“I don’t know the answer to that, Mellie. Remember, there’s no handbook for what we do. But from my experience, only troubled spirits linger, and when their questions are answered, they suddenly see the light and follow it. Being earthbound is a temporary state, holding them back from what lies beyond death.”

		The sun dipped lower in the sky and I sighed with resignation. “Would you help me contact William? If we can keep Harold at bay, we might be able to get a message for Julia.”

		“That’s what I was thinking, too, since trying to contact Anne didn’t work.”

		
			I stood and picked up the bag holding the doll figures. “Put on your gloves. Your attempt to communicate with Anne has already weakened you. You’re not ready for William. Let me try it myself—with you in the room, of course. I’m not that strong.”
		

		Without argument, my mother slipped on her gloves, then, using the table for support, pulled herself up to a stand. “Let’s roll,” she said, her voice a lot more confident than she looked.

		We turned the hall light on, but left everything else in darkness. Of all the ghost movies I’d seen on TV, the one thing that Hollywood got right was that most ghosts really did prefer the dark. I suppose it made sense. They had once been living people, and most people I knew didn’t like the harsh light of day to show all of their flaws and shortcomings. Dead people shouldn’t be any different, and their most obvious shortcoming was their inability to die completely.

		We walked slowly into the drawing room, General Lee prancing behind us, our steps muted on the Aubusson rug. The streetlights streaming through the stained-glass window splashed unintentional color onto the walls and furniture, but left the dollhouse, now moved back against the far wall, in its own black space devoid of light.

		“Take William out of the bag,” my mother directed. “Then fold up the top and leave the rest in the bag on the hall table.”

		I brought the bag back into the hall to see better. Glancing inside, I could have sworn Harold’s face glowered at me. Quickly finding William, I plucked him out of the bag and with one hand folded the top of the bag and placed it on top of a Chippendale console.

		My fingers seemed to hum and vibrate, the tips warming as if I were  touching a living, breathing person. Eager to put him down, I walked quickly back to the drawing room and set the figure down on the coffee table. “What do I do now?”

		I felt rather than saw my mother’s reproving glance in my direction. “What did you do with the Hessian soldier and Mary Gibson?”

		“I just spoke to them, like I’m speaking to you now.”

		“There you go. Speak to William, and tell him what you want.”

		I sat down on the sofa opposite my mother, the William doll on the table between us, and took a deep breath. Placing both hands flat on my knees, I cleared my throat. “William Manigault? Are you here?”

		Nothing happened, the only noise that of the mantel clock and the sound of General Lee licking himself. I glared in the direction of the dog, then turned back to face the doll. “William Manigault, I have a message from your sister, Julia. Can you speak to me?”

		The temperature of the room dipped sharply as a small pinprick of light appeared on the turret of the dollhouse and then began to grow and shimmer, gradually shifting into a column of light that hovered between the floor and the ceiling next to the dollhouse. General Lee whimpered, then shot out of the room, his tail firmly planted between his back legs.

		“William? Is that you?”

		The light began to take on a human form, with arms and legs visible, and then a head, tilted at an odd angle. His suit was in the style of the nineteen thirties, his neatly combed hair parted in the center, his body solid enough to be confused with a real person except for the fact that he glowed.

		“Do you see him?” I asked quietly, turning my head slightly in my mother’s direction.

		“Yes,” she whispered. “He’s the one I saw in my dream.”

		
			Go away.
		

		I felt the words rather than heard them, the menace behind them palpable as a sheet of icy wind blew at me, strong enough to move my hair.

		“Your sister, Julia, wants to hear from you. Is there something you want to tell her?”

		
			Stop her.
		

		I stood and felt my mother stand next to me. She reached for my hand and grabbed it tightly. “We are stronger than you,” I said out loud.

		
			No, you’re not.
		

		My mother’s hand squeezed mine.

		“Is there something you want to tell your sister?” I asked again. “She wants to talk with you.”

		
			
			Stop her.
		

		I had to force my jaw to stop trembling as the temperature continued to drop. “What do you want her to stop?”

		
			She knows. Only misery awaits if she does not stop.
		

		“Why are you still here? Is there something you need to see finished before you can move on?”

		
			He turned his head and I could see a dark welt of black and blue on the side of his neck. I recalled the dollhouse figure of William, and the fractured line of glue that had replaced the head back on the neck. He will not let me.

		“Who, William? Your father?”

		
			Stop her. It will only get worse if she does not.
		

		“What happened to you, William? I think Julia wants to know, to give her peace. Can you tell me that?”

		
			What could have been a laugh rumbled through the darkened room. She knows.

		“Knows what?”

		The light began to flicker and diminish, absorbed into the inky blackness like oxygen in fire.

		“Wait!” I stepped forward, my mother moving with me, our hands still clasped. “What about the letter? The one Julia keeps in the Santa box. What is it?”

		
			A spot in the center of the shrinking light brightened briefly. She believes it is proof of innocence where there is none. Let her believe it. Make her stop.

		“Stop what?” I asked again, but the light was gone, the temperature of the room already returning to normal. I fell back onto the sofa, mentally exhausted and frustrated. “Well, that was a big bunch of nothing.”

		My mother, who’d moved to flip on the overhead chandelier, paused in the doorway leading to the foyer. “Not exactly.”

		I smelled the smoke as I walked quickly to join her. We both saw the smoldering bag sitting on top of the Chippendale console. The central portion appeared untouched, but the folded edge glowed with red, the color fading and intensifying as if the bag breathed.

		Thinking mostly of the furniture, I knocked the bag to the heart-of-pine floor and stamped my shoe down on the smoldering edge again and again until no red showed and the sole of my Bruno Magli slingback was crusty with paper ash.

		I stared at my mother, the smell of burning paper heavy in the air. “Great. That went well. I think we really pissed somebody off—probably Harold. And I really, really don’t like it when he’s angry.”

		My mother bent down to pick up the bag. “I know, sweetheart. But you did well, and you deserve a quiet evening to yourself. Go draw yourself a bath and have a long soak. No more ghosts tonight.”

		As soon as the words left her mouth, the radio in Nola’s room burst into life at high volume, the words to “I’m Just Getting Started” so familiar to me now that I had them memorized.

		“Or not,” I said as I wearily climbed the stairs, recalling with envy my previous life, when the voices of the dead were something I easily ignored.

		

		
			[image: ornament]
		

		I struggled to simultaneously close my umbrella and make it through the door at Ruth’s Bakery without getting wet or dropping my purse and briefcase. A strong hand reached through the door and took the umbrella from me, allowing me to get inside. I turned to thank my benefactor, whose broad-shouldered back was to me as he carefully folded my umbrella and leaned it against the wall beside the door. My prepared smile dropped as Jack turned around to face me, his expression showing that he wasn’t surprised to see me. Or all that happy, either. He looked like a boy who’d been sent to the principal’s office, determined to act contrite despite his reluctance to be there. “Good morning, Mellie.”

		
			I glanced over at Ruth, who stood behind the counter, her eyes sparkling as she surreptitiously smoothed her hair and fixed the collar of her shirt. If her skin weren’t so dark, I’d bet she was flushing, too,  and I couldn’t help but wonder whether anyone, besides Nola, was immune to Jack.
		

		“What are you doing here?” I asked as I approached the counter for my morning order of doughnuts and cappuccino that Ruth usually already had bagged and ready by seven thirty for me.

		“I thought this was a public establishment,” Jack said as he sat down at one of the two parlor-style tables.

		I looked up from where I’d been digging in my purse for the coupons I pulled every week from the unread Sunday newspaper for Ruth and saw that she was scowling at me.

		“Where’s your manners, girl? This gentleman’s been nothing but pleasant and you’re being unkind. I know your mama taught you better.”

		I thumped the coupons on the counter to circumvent the finger wagging I was sure was coming next.

		“That’s all right, Ruth,” Jack said as he stretched his long legs beneath the table. “I’m used to it.”

		I dug back into my purse for my wallet and beamed a smile at Ruth, who was doing weird things with her eyebrows and pointing to the fourth finger of her left hand and jerking her head in Jack’s direction.

		I squinted, trying to figure out what she was trying to tell me. She did it again, this time her movements more exaggerated.

		“No, I’m not married, Ruth,” Jack said from the table behind me. “Mellie’s aware of that fact, and I’ve had to rebuff her advances on many occasions. I’m just happy that I’ve remained relatively unscathed with all limbs attached and most of my clothes still in one piece.”

		I wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of arguing, so, facing Ruth again, I asked, “Is my order ready, Ruth? I have a staff meeting this morning and I need to be sugar-and-caffeine-fortified to sit through it.”

		She pursed her lips, her whole body radiating disappointment in me. “No, and it’s going to be a while, so you might as well take a seat. I’m working on this gentleman’s order first.”

		My raised eyebrows were wasted on her, as she didn’t even bother looking up at me as she slowly and deliberately began to fold a flat pastry box into shape. Sighing, I retreated to the other table adjacent to  Jack’s, ignoring the second chair at Jack’s table that he kicked out in an apparent invitation to sit.

		After dumping my purse and briefcase in the facing chair, I turned to Jack. “So, really, why are you here?”

		“I told Nola I’d bring her breakfast, and you told me she likes Ruth’s powdered-sugar doughnuts. I need to ask her more about Bonnie, so I figured I’d take your advice and try a little bribery to soften her up first. I’d planned to have a discussion with her the other night, but we were having such a good time that I didn’t want to spoil the mood by bringing up her mother.”

		
			Nola hadn’t volunteered any information as to what she and her dad had done, so I assumed they’d spent the whole day watching Twilight movies on DVD and eating popcorn. If I really examined my conscience I would admit to feeling a little left out, imagining that the three of us hanging out together might be more fun than the two of them doing something and me organizing Mrs. Houlihan’s spice rack by myself.
		

		“What did you do?” I found myself asking.

		
			“I took her down to the Spoleto Festival. I’d bought some tickets to see The Gospel at Colonus at the Gaillard Auditorium and she loved it. She’s got pretty eclectic tastes when it comes to the creative arts, and I figured Spoleto was the perfect place to take her.”
		

		He was right, of course. The Spoleto arts festival in Charleston was a yearly event that attracted national attention and poured thousands of visitors into the city for a two-week period. I’d never attended any of the concerts, plays, or art shows, choosing instead to avoid the crowds and carry on with business as usual. But I could only think now how fun it would have been to be with Nola and Jack.

		“I’m glad she had a good time.” I glanced at Ruth, who was now, with excruciatingly slow movements, curling ribbon with the sharp edge of a pair of scissors. For Jack’s box of doughnuts. In all the years I’d been coming to see Ruth on a daily basis, I’d never seen even a scrap of ribbon.

		I turned back to Jack. “Did you find out who that Rick Chase person is? I haven’t heard Nola talking on her phone with him again, but that could just mean that she’s being careful not to do it in front of me.”

		He drummed his fingertips on the table. “Yeah, I did. Besides being Bonnie’s last boyfriend, he’s also the guy who wrote that Jimmy Gordon hit—the one they’re playing on the radio all the time.”

		“ ‘I’m Just Getting Started’?” I asked. “That’s the song that’s always playing when Nola’s radio turns on by itself. What’s that supposed to mean?”

		Jack shrugged. “I just think it’s a little too coincidental for Nola to hate this singer whose song has a connection, although a distant one, to Bonnie. I want to ask her about it, and also find out whether ‘my daughter’s eyes’ means anything to her.”

		“Please let me know if you find out anything—anything at all. It will help me approach Bonnie, if I can ever get her to stay long enough so I can speak with her.”

		“Do you see her a lot?”

		I nodded. “Quite a bit. Mostly around Nola, or in Nola’s room in the corner where she keeps Bonnie’s guitar and her music. And her backpack and teddy bear. Her teddy bear wears a USC football jersey; did you know that?”

		He shook his head. “What’s the number on it?”

		I thought for a moment. “You know, it’s funny you mention that. The shirt looks like a normal college-issue jersey, but the number looks hand-stitched. And there’s no name on it, either. Like Bonnie bought a generic jersey and then sewed on the numbers herself.”

		I glanced over at Ruth, who was moving so slowly I was getting ready to volunteer to come behind the counter and help. “While we’re talking about Bonnie, I wanted to ask you something. Was she a very maternal sort of person when you knew her?”

		He looked at me strangely. “I wouldn’t have called her maternal—I mean, we were in college, not many chances to show a maternal side. But she was always very caring and concerned about others. Always put other people before herself. I think that’s one of the reasons why she left without telling me about Nola. She wasn’t being selfish; she just didn’t want to saddle me with a wife who didn’t want to be married or stay in South Carolina.” He looked thoughtful for a moment. “But she must have been a great mother. Despite her failings, she must have done something really right to make Nola as strong as she is.” He tilted his head. “Why do you ask?”

		I told him about the incident in the Circular Church cemetery, and how it appeared that Bonnie had stepped in to protect me. He opened his mouth to say something, then closed it suddenly. “Never mind,” he said.

		“No, tell me. What were you about to say?”

		A half smile lifted his mouth. “I was about to say that I think you and Bonnie would have been friends.”

		“Why do you think that?”

		He shrugged. “For the same reason you and Sophie are friends, I guess. But also because she would have looked at you as one of her projects—somebody who needed changing.”

		“Who says I need changing? I think I’m perfectly fine the way I am.”

		Ruth appeared by Jack’s table and placed the beribboned box in front of him. “I’m not taking sides here, sir, even if you’re right. She’s a regular customer.”

		Jack had the gall to laugh and slid back his chair as I continued to sit there trying to find a suitable response that ran along the lines of Ruth’s comment, yet without the personal affront.

		“Thanks, Ruth. I know my daughter will love them.” He zipped up his jacket and turned up the collar to prepare to step outside and into the deluge. He slid on a red USC baseball hat and picked up the box, holding it under his arm like a football. “Oh, one more thing. While I was researching Rick Chase I Googled the Manigault family name and found their family plantation in Georgetown County where the developers are getting ready to clear the land.”

		I jerked my head up. “How did you know about that? Yvonne said you hadn’t been to see her since the first time you asked about the Manigaults.”

		“Nola. She hears a lot more than she lets on. Anyway, Yvonne must have mentioned something about environmental protestors, which piqued Nola’s attention, and Nola then told me. I found out something very interesting about the main house that burned to the ground.” He paused for effect. “Guess what year it burned?”

		I frowned at him for a moment before I remembered the conversation I had with Yvonne about what a bad year Julia had when her brother disappeared and her fiancé died, followed in quick succession  the following year by her parents’ deaths. My eyes widened. “Nineteen thirty-eight?”

		“Bingo.”

		Slowly, I said, “And there’re no such thing as coincidence.”

		“Nope.”

		Our eyes met for a long moment before I spoke. “So what happens next?”

		He put his hand on the doorknob. “That would be your call, Mellie.” He waved to Ruth, then opened the door. “See you around,” he said, before shutting the door behind him.

		I turned to Ruth, who was concentrating on rolling over the top edge of my doughnut bag. I paid her for my doughnuts and coffee, then left the store without my umbrella, my mind too busy trying to figure out whether Jack had been referring to the Manigault’s dark family secrets or something else entirely.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 21
		

		
			I closed the back door leading into my office building from the parking lot as quietly as possible, trying to escape Charlene’s notice. I was craving peace and quiet and was not in the mood for Charlene’s effusive morning chipperness or yet another invitation to join her in a child’s pose, whatever that was. And I certainly didn’t want her confiscating my doughnuts and cappuccino again. Neither did the rest of the office.
		

		I had successfully made it into my office and was placing my cup and bag on my desk when a noise behind me made me turn around quickly, my purse tipping my cup but not knocking it over. Charlene stood next to a small table in front of the window, where a small fishbowl now sat with two goldfish swimming laps. A plastic sunken ship and pebbles lay scattered on the bottom in some bizarre re-creation of an underwater disaster.

		Propping my hands on my hips—mostly to block Charlene’s view of my breakfast—I pierced her with what I hoped was my “you’d better have a good explanation” look, something I’d been perfecting with help from both Nola and my mother. “Can I help you, Charlene?”

		“No, ma’am. Just doing my job,” she said in her heavy Southern drawl. “I’ve been studying feng shui for the office, and it says that every office should have a water feature or aquarium to promote success. I couldn’t find one of those tabletop fountains, so I got this. Living creatures and water give you rejuvenation and calm, and I thought you could use both. You just have to give them a pinch of this food twice a day and clean out the bowl once or twice a week.” She beamed broadly. “You’re welcome.”

		“Did Sophie put you up to this?”

		“Dr. Wallen? No, ma’am, she did not. I thought of this all by myself.” She beamed again. “Although when she called and I told her about it, she sounded tickled and said you’d love it.”

		“I bet she did.” I looked at the fish, wondering whether I should name them before I dumped them into the nearest fountain. There were plenty in my neighborhood. “Thank you,” I said, hoping she recognized dripping sarcasm when she heard it. “Is there anything else?”

		She tried to peer behind me, but I kept turning my body to block her view. “You have a message that I pulled off the voice mail from last night. It’s from Rebecca Edgerton.”

		I spotted the pink piece of paper poking out from under the grease-stained doughnut bag and suppressed a groan. I’d been happily avoiding her calls to my cell phone, procrastinating making a return call and the inevitable irritation that always seemed to accompany my conversations with my cousin. “Great. I suppose she wants me to call her back.”

		“Actually, she said she’d be dropping by at eight o’clock this morning. She said she needed to talk to you about something urgent.”

		With my curiosity piqued, I slid the note out from under the bag, still making sure Charlene didn’t have a full view of my desk. “It just has her name.” I looked up at Charlene for an explanation.

		“Well, I knew I’d be here when you got in and could just tell you.”

		I looked at the clock and suppressed another groan. I had exactly five minutes to wolf down my doughnuts—Rebecca had inherited not only the propensity for being early, but also the sweet-tooth gene, and I was not in the mood to share.

		Charlene took a step toward my desk and I gently took hold of her arm. “Thank you, Charlene, but I’d like to get a few things organized before she arrives. If you could send Rebecca back when she gets here and hold my calls, I’d appreciate it.”

		She started to say something about moving the furniture in my office to open up the energy flow, but I’d already shut the door. Running around to my desk, I shoveled in the first doughnut and was about to take the first bite out of the second when Rebecca tapped on my door and stuck her head around the corner.

		“Good morning, cousin!”

		I took a quick swallow of my cappuccino to wash down the doughnut and shoved the second one in the top drawer of my desk, then stood. “Hello, Rebecca. What a nice surprise.” She kissed me on each cheek, then sat down in one of the chairs that faced my desk.

		She looked . . . pink. Her flawless skin was tinged with natural pink on her high cheekbones, which matched her bright pink lipstick and nails. Her pink jacket was fastened with a huge black patent-leather bow belt, and her ears held tiny matching pink bow earrings. It was like looking at a huge stick of cotton candy—pretty to look at but too much would make you sick.

		“I just got your message,” I said, trying to get right to business so she wouldn’t linger too long. I didn’t exactly dislike Rebecca, but I didn’t necessarily like her either. My ambivalence to a blood relative, regardless of how removed, could be because of how she’d at first kept hidden from me who she was and her motives for getting to know me. At least, that’s what I chose to believe, because I couldn’t imagine holding a grudge against my own cousin just because she was dating Jack. After all, she’d first dated him long before I’d met him, even before his engagement to the late Emily.

		“Nice aquarium,” she said, indicating the fishbowl. She crossed her legs, the top one jiggling up and down.

		“Thank you,” I said, stilling my own leg and not wanting to say any more that might encourage conversation. I still had my second doughnut to eat before the staff meeting, after all. I raised my eyebrows to encourage her to get on with it.

		“How’s Nola doing?” she asked.

		
			“She’s doing great. She doesn’t complain anymore when it’s time to go to Julia Manigault’s for her music lessons, and we’re pretty sure she’ll be starting at Ashley Hall as a ninth grader in the fall. Other than that, she’s become a whiz at texting, and she and Alston Ravenel are addicted to Say Yes to the Dress. And, speaking of which, Sophie has asked Nola to be a junior bridesmaid in her wedding. Even better, Nola loves the dress Sophie selected for her to wear.”
		

		“Of course,” Rebecca said.

		That was exactly what I’d said, too, when Sophie told me, but I didn’t think I’d said it in the same derogatory tone. I really had been  pleased that they were in accord, since I was still trying to work up the courage to tell Sophie that I’d rather walk down the aisle wrapped in cellophane than wear the concoction she’d created for me.

		Rebecca continued. “Although I think Ashley Hall is a little too close, don’t you think? There are some great schools in the Northeast that would be better at accommodating Nola’s . . . style.”

		I bristled. “Actually, that’s the great thing about Nola. She’s definitely different, but she’s different because it suits her, not because she’s trying to shock anybody. Even better, she’s a genuinely good kid with a great head on her shoulders. Granted, she’s still a teenager, but we haven’t killed each other yet, so I’m guessing that’s a good thing. And Jack wants her close by. I mean, he’s missed the first thirteen years of her life. I don’t think he wants to miss another second.” I leaned forward, enjoying myself. “They’re getting along so well right now that I’m thinking Jack’s on the verge of asking me to help him find a bigger place so Nola can move in with him permanently.”

		She frowned, and when she caught me watching her she smoothed her forehead. I noticed that the frown lines didn’t completely disappear, and I felt a moment of pure happiness. Rebecca was a few years younger than me, but she always made me feel much older when I was standing next to her.

		“So,” I said, clearing my throat, “what was so urgent?”

		She shook her head as if trying to clear it of unwanted images. “Yes. Right.” She smoothed her pale linen skirt over her knees. “I was wondering whether Jack had mentioned his next book idea to you.”

		“You mean his book about Louisa Vanderhorst and my house on Tradd Street?”

		She shook her head impatiently. “No. And although he refuses to see it, I think that book will never see the light of day. He’ll be able to keep his advance money, but I don’t think his publisher has any plans to publish it.”

		I folded my hands on top of my desk to give them something to clutch other than Rebecca’s neck. “Why would you say that? Have you heard anything definitive about his publisher’s plans? I mean, why would they pay him all that money, and get excited about a book, and then just pull the rug out from under the entire project?”

		She gave me a delicate shrug, but her eyes didn’t meet mine. “I don’t know. But I think we need to be practical here. Jack keeps beating his head against the proverbial stone wall, and I think it’s time he moved on. Found another project in which to immerse himself so he’s not focused on this particular little roadblock.”

		“Having your publisher pull your book without explanation is more than a roadblock, Rebecca. Surely you, as a writer, can understand that.”

		With a patient smile she said, “Of course I do. But the point I’m trying to make is that Jack needs to move forward. Start that next book. Get himself far enough along that he can look back at all of this and see it as a learning experience. Maybe even put enough distance between him and his current publisher to sell the Louisa book to somebody else.” Pressing her palms against the edge of my desk, she whispered loudly, “Surely you’ve noticed that he . . . hasn’t been himself lately.”

		I wasn’t about to get into a discussion about Jack and his state of mind with Rebecca. Leaning back in my chair, I glanced at my watch, making sure she saw me. “So what has any of this got to do with me, and why would you say it was urgent?”

		Her face became serious. “Because you and I both know what his next book should be about.”

		I felt the first stirrings of unease. “We do?”

		She nodded. “Think about it, Melanie. It should be obvious.”

		When I still didn’t say anything, she prompted, “A sunken boat, a skeleton on board, an old portrait of a woman with an heirloom necklace . . .”

		I slapped both palms on top of my desk. “Absolutely not. That’s personal and very private family history. I’d prefer it not to be known that an ancestor was a murderess.”

		“It was an accident, for crying out loud.”

		“Yes, but who’s going to believe that, seeing as how my great-grandmother then conveniently inherited everything that should have gone to the dead woman?”

		“I could help with the PR. Explain how, even though your great-grandmother wasn’t really a Prioleau, your family eventually married back into the Prioleau family to make you rightful owners of the house on Legare Street.”

		I was shaking my head the entire time she spoke.

		Ignoring me, she pressed on. “We could even go on book tour with Jack—think of the crowds the three of us would attract! And Jack’s already done all of the research, so it would be so easy for him to just—”

		“No!” I hadn’t meant to shout, but at least it shut her up. For the moment. “Absolutely not. Especially since it would mean dragging out that little ‘speaking with the dead’ element of the whole story, since it really couldn’t be told without it. I like my career too much to see it end because people think I’m crazy. Besides, the story’s just too . . . sordid for public consumption. You know how people in this town are—we’d never live it down. And not that I have any immediate plans, but what if I have kids? How will that cloud hanging over them affect them?”

		“Well, that’s not very likely, is it?” Her expression was very matter-of-fact, as if she really hadn’t meant for that dagger to go straight through my heart.

		“No, probably not. But even your children would bear the stigma.”

		That, at least, seemed to reach her. She shut her mouth and sat back in her chair. “I hadn’t looked at it that way. But you might be right.” She began to chew on her lower lip, her eyes staring off into space at something that wasn’t there. “What if I have a daughter and she’s not allowed to make her debut at the St. Cecilia ball because of it?”

		I clenched my hands tightly together, resisting the urge to throttle Rebecca. I could imagine the headlines then, proclaiming things like, “Blood Will Tell,” or, “Descendant of Murderess Commits Murder.” Forcing my voice to remain soft, I said, “Jack’s a smart and resourceful guy. He’s working through this thing, and sooner or later he’ll find a new project to get excited about and move on. But not before he’s ready.”

		Rebecca rolled her eyes to the ceiling. “I just don’t think I have that kind of patience.”

		I bit my tongue, resisting the urge to remind her that it wasn’t all about her. That Jack’s career and sense of self-worth were a heck of a lot more important than his ability to make her happy all the time. I wasn’t an expert on relationships by any stretch of the imagination, but I’d figured out long ago about how the effort percentages in a relationship fluctuated according to need, and zero versus one hundred all the time  didn’t cut it. But there was just no way I was going to give her relationship advice. Not that she’d listen, anyway.

		Instead, I asked, “Have you mentioned your idea to Jack?”

		She nodded. “He wouldn’t hear of it. Said it would be taking advantage of a friendship, and then basically everything else you just said.” She studied me closely for a moment. “Are you sure you won’t—”

		“Positive. Now, I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve got some work to do before my first appointment.” I stood and came around the desk, just in case she needed physical encouragement to leave my office.

		She picked up her purse, then slid it onto her shoulder as she stood. “By the way, did you know that we’re related to the former Kate Middleton, current bride of Prince William? On our grandmother’s side. My mother did all the research and found that out. She was very disappointed when we didn’t get an invitation to the royal wedding.”

		I raised my eyebrows, having no idea how I was supposed to respond to that. Luckily, she didn’t notice and continued talking. “Also, speaking of invitations, I was wondering if you’d sent one to Marc. He mentioned he hadn’t received his yet, so I was just hoping it had maybe gotten lost in the mail.”

		I hadn’t sent him an invitation. I’d actually addressed one to him, then put it aside. For one thing, I knew he was having his own party at his beach house for Carolina Day, and I’d never expect him to forgo that to come to my birthday party. For another, I just wasn’t sure I wanted him there. With me. In that dress. Once the clock struck midnight and I turned forty, there could be no telling where my desperation might lead.

		“Did he say something to you?” I asked, trying to buy some time.

		“Yes, actually, he did. He seemed hurt.”

		“I’ll ask my mother,” I said, feigning concern. “Ask her to make sure he’s on the list and that his invitation has gone out.” I took a step forward to encourage her to do the same thing and move toward the door.

		We were halfway there when she stopped again. “I had another dream about your mother and a baby last night.”

		I stifled an impatient sigh.

		“Only you were there this time, and you were barefoot and wearing the most ridiculous outfit.”

		She had my attention now. “Was it white and gauzy—and worn over a leotard?”

		Her eyes widened. “Exactly! Do you actually own something like that?”

		“Not yet. It’s my maid of honor dress for Sophie’s wedding.” Our eyes met. “Oh, my gosh—do you think Sophie might be pregnant?”

		“It’s possible. It would make sense that your mother would fuss over Sophie’s baby, since she’s almost a second daughter to her. Why don’t you ask Sophie? And let me know so I can stop dreaming about babies. There are other things I’d much rather be dreaming about.”

		She took another step before stopping again. “And I’d suggest praying for rain on Sophie’s wedding day so you can wear a raincoat over that outfit. It’s your only hope.”

		“Thanks, Rebecca, for the advice and for stopping by today. It’s always good to see you.”

		She kissed both my cheeks again. “And if you change your mind about Jack’s book, let me know.”

		“Of course,” I said, watching her leave.

		I turned back to my office and caught sight of the fishbowl and tried to feel calm and rejuvenated. When that failed, I returned to my desk drawer and took out my slightly smushed doughnut and ate it as I wondered about the vagaries of fate that had made Rebecca Edgerton my cousin.
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		A delivery van from a local music shop was idling at the curb in front of my mother’s house when I pulled into the driveway. I ran up to the door, where a man holding a guitar case waited, impatiently ringing the doorbell.

		“I can get that,” I said as I reached the front door.

		“I’m looking for Jack Trenholm.”

		“He’s not here, but that’s his daughter’s guitar that he’d taken in to be repaired. I can sign for it.”

		“Are you his wife?” he asked.

		“No, but I live here with his daughter.”

		“So this is your house?”

		“No, actually, it’s my mother’s. . . .”

		“Never mind.” He put the guitar down and thrust a clipboard at me. “Just sign at the bottom.”

		I did as he instructed, then watched him leave before opening the door and bringing the guitar inside. I heard the music the moment I touched the guitar case, the same haunting melody I’d heard before, strummed on guitar. I turned my head, trying to decipher where the music was coming from, but each time I did, the music changed direction, too, as if it were being played in my ear as a private concert.

		I dropped my purse and briefcase in the empty foyer. “Hello?” I called out, just in case. I knew everybody had gone out—my parents and Nola—to the Trenholms’ for dinner, and they must have taken General Lee, too, because he was nowhere to be found. Unless he was in the kitchen hiding, and ignoring me for leaving him alone.

		Slowly, I climbed the stairs with the guitar and went to Nola’s room, thinking I’d surprise her by placing it on her bed so she’d see it when she first walked in. Pushing open the bedroom door, I felt Bonnie before I saw her, the way normal people feel somebody looking at them when they step into a crowded room. I watched the breath stream from my mouth in a small puff.

		“Bonnie?”

		The corner of the room where Nola’s backpack and teddy bear were stacked shimmered with a bright white light. The pile of sheet music that Nola had anchored to the nightstand with three large books on top shimmied and swayed, the edges of the paper flapping like angry birds.

		
			“Bonnie?” I said again. “I know you’re there.” I waited for a moment and, when she didn’t disappear, I took a deep breath. “I can help you. I want to help you. I know you’re reluctant to speak to me directly, but we’re on the same team here. And I really want to help you, for you and for Nola.”
		

		
			The soft sigh filled the room like the hum of an ocean’s wave. Nola.

		I placed the guitar on the bed, being careful not to look directly into the corner of the room from where I felt her watching me. “She’s doing well, and she and Jack are getting along much better now. You wanted that, I know. That’s why you sent her here.”

		
			I’m so cold.
		

		I nodded in acknowledgment. “You were a good mother, Bonnie. You can look at Nola and see that. And she’s going to be fine. But it’s time for you to move on. I could help you if you let me.”

		
			I don’t want to be cold anymore.
		

		“Then tell me, Bonnie. What do you want? What do you need to know?”

		
			The word, when it came, seemed to fall from the ceiling like rain, soaking me in all of its meaning. Forgiveness.

		My eyes stung at the enormity of the word. “She might not realize it yet, but I know Nola’s forgiven you for leaving her. But she feels you left because she wasn’t enough reason to stick around. She doesn’t understand why you left her.”

		
			She’s better off without me. I didn’t want her to suffer any more because of me.
		

		“Nola loves you. You know that, right? She’s just very angry and confused right now. But that never changed.”

		
			
			Tell Jack . . . Her voice began to fade as her light flickered.
		

		“Tell Jack what?”

		
			I’m not very strong. I can’t . . . tell you . . . everything.
		

		“Tell Jack what?” I repeated, feeling her slipping away.

		
			Tell Jack... I’m sorry. Tell him . . . Nola . . . 
		

		I looked at the corner of the room and saw Bonnie, her face and hair clear, the rest of her already vanishing. “What about Nola?”

		
			Just . . . Nola. He knows. He knows how . . . to find my daughter’s eyes.
		

		She shrank into a tiny spot of light. I shook my head, not understanding any of it, and still with a thousand questions. “The other day at the cemetery. Why were you trying to protect me?”

		The pinpoint of light disappeared, taking with it the icy cold but leaving behind the soft sound of a guitar being strummed, and the unmistakable sound of a woman laughing.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 22
		

		
			I awakened to the sound of Nola’s screams. I bounded out of bed, General Lee close on my heels, nearly colliding with my mother in the hallway outside Nola’s bedroom. Without pausing to knock, I pushed the door open, relieved to find no resistance.
		

		General Lee whimpered, waiting in the hall as my mother and I entered the room. The blinds were still closed, but in the dim early-morning light I could make out the shapes of her furniture and Bonnie’s guitar leaning against a chair. Nola lay curled on her bed in a fetal position, the bedclothes tossed on the floor. Her hair was stuck to her head with sweat, her breathing rapid, her eyes closed as her head thrashed from side to side.

		“Nola?” My mother flipped on the overhead light, then sat on the bed next to Nola. She then held the sleeping girl’s head still while she put her other hand on Nola’s forehead. Turning to me, she said, “She’s burning up. Go get a glass of water from the bathroom.”

		When I returned my foot accidentally nudged Bonnie’s guitar from its precarious position against the chair, making it wobble. For the last few nights, I’d heard Nola strumming on it, very quietly, as if she didn’t want anybody to hear. I’d recognized the first few measures of the song that seemed to constantly be playing in the back of my mind, but she always stopped early, as if she didn’t remember what came next. I’d also recognized what sounded a lot like “Dancing Queen,” but decided to keep that to myself.

		I placed the water on the nightstand as my mother gently rubbed  Nola’s back, using a soothing voice to awaken her. “Open your eyes, Nola. It’s just a bad dream. Open your eyes and they’ll go away.”

		Nola’s eyes shot open, the pupils so dilated that it was hard to see them in the ocean of dark blue. “Stop her,” she said, her voice hoarse. “They want me to stop her.”

		I handed my mother the water glass and watched as she held it to Nola’s lips. “Drink this. It will help wake you up and then we can talk.”

		Nola sat up and blinked as if trying to focus, then took two big gulps of water. My mother moved the glass away as Nola raised her hands to her face and smoothed back the damp hair that stuck to her skin. “What happened?” she asked, her gaze darting back and forth between my mother and me as if she were just now registering our presence.

		“You had another bad dream,” my mother said. “You screamed and Mellie and I came to see what was wrong.”

		I took a step forward and something hard and rigid cracked under my foot. Lifting my foot, I saw the dollhouse figure of William Manigault prone on the floor, his head bent at the now familiar, yet unnatural angle. “Dang it,” I said. “I stepped on one of the dolls and broke it. Don’t worry; I’ll fix it—I’ve become quite the pro with glue. But you shouldn’t leave them on the floor.”

		Nola’s eyes were wide. “I didn’t.”

		I met my mother’s eyes for a brief moment. “Where did you leave it?”

		“Downstairs. In the dollhouse. And I know that for sure because yesterday, when Alston was here, we were redecorating all the rooms again and had all the figures set up doing their own thing. William was on the piano in the living room.”

		My mother tucked a strand of hair behind Nola’s ear. “Can you remember what the dream was about?

		Nola shook her head. “No. I don’t . . . I can’t . . .”

		“Here, hold my hand. It’ll make it easier.”

		Tentatively, Nola slid her hand into my mother’s, grabbing it tightly as they both closed their eyes.

		“Tell us what you see,” my mother said, her voice strained as she struggled to hold her hand steady.

		“It was . . . William. William and his father. They don’t like each other very much. William was playing the piano, but it made his father angry. I don’t know why. It sounded . . . It was beautiful. It doesn’t make sense. . . .” 

		Nola opened her eyes, but my mother squeezed her hand. “Keep going,” my mother commanded gently.

		Nola closed her eyes again and I watched as her eyes moved back and forth under her eyelids. “Then they were at the house—not the dollhouse, but the real one, on Montagu Street. They weren’t dolls, either, but real people. And Miss Julia was there looking like she does now—really old. They were waiting outside the door to that creepy Santa room as if they weren’t allowed to go in, or maybe they just didn’t like it. But they wanted her to hear them, so they were shouting really, really loudly and they were saying, ‘Stop it. Stop it now.’ She was either ignoring them or really couldn’t see them or hear them, because she acted like they weren’t there. And then . . .”

		She began to shake and my mother placed her arm around Nola’s shoulders. “Shh. You don’t have to say anything more.”

		Nola swallowed, her eyes still closed. “I have to. It’s important, I think. And it’s the part that scared me the most.”

		My gaze met my mother’s again and I could tell that she already knew what Nola was going to say. Not wanting to be left out, I prompted, “What happened next, Nola?”

		“They weren’t talking to Miss Julia.” Her eyes popped open, her gaze panicked. “They were talking to me. In the dream, I was lying here in my bed and they were standing next to me, yelling at me. Telling me to stop her.” Nola began to cry. “I didn’t know what they were talking about, but I was too scared to tell them. I think that must have been when I screamed, because I don’t remember anything else after that.”

		
			I was no longer looking at Nola. My gaze had traveled to the bedside table, where her cell phone and an open copy of Seventeen magazine lay, the facing page dog-eared in the corner. But what caught my attention was the dollhouse figure of Harold Manigault, who stood on the corner of the table, facing Nola’s bed.
		

		“Let me guess. You left Mr. Manigault in the dollhouse, too?”

		Nola nodded. “In the library at his desk.”

		I thought for only a moment before I picked up her iPhone from the table. “Can I borrow this for a second?”

		“Sure. What for?”

		I said it out loud before I could talk myself out of it. “I’m going to call your father. I think he and I need to pay another visit to Miss Julia. Since they’re now involving you, this has suddenly become very personal.”
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		Jack drove like a bat out of hell from Legare Street to Montagu Street, making me wish that I’d taken my own car and met him there. But I hadn’t wanted to get there early to face alone any of the house’s residents—dead or alive; nor did I want to arrive after Jack. I knew he’d never get violent with a woman, but since this whole matter involved his daughter, I had no idea what to expect. At the very least, I didn’t want to have to pay to replace a dozen smashed ceramic Santa Clauses.

		Our conversation in the car was stilted and awkward, as I tried to pretend that everything was the same between us as it always had been, and Jack didn’t even try. I kept giving him surreptitious glances from the corner of my eye as we careened around corners, trying vainly to remember the time before he was a part of my life.

		He wore what I secretly referred to as his “casual writer” uniform of loafers without socks, khaki pants, and a light blue button-down oxford-cloth shirt rolled up at the sleeves. It was before noon, but he was clean shaven and had his shirt tucked in and wore a belt. I couldn’t help but wonder whom he was trying to impress, knowing with all certainty that it wasn’t me.

		He wasn’t smiling behind his sunglasses as he held open my door before sprinting across the street and up the porch steps to ring the antique doorbell of Julia’s house. Dee Davenport was already pulling open the door by the time I made it to the bottom step.

		She smiled brightly when she spotted Jack, dimples showing in both chubby cheeks, until she spotted me and her expression quickly changed into a frown. “Did you have an appointment?”

		Jack took a step forward, his hand resting on the door so she couldn’t close it. “Hello, Dee. How are you this morning? That shade of pink sure suits your fine coloring.” He turned back to me. “Have you ever seen such a peaches-and-cream complexion as Miss Dee has?”

		I stepped up on the porch to stand behind Jack, smiling and nodding in agreement. “One of a kind,” I said.

		Jack turned back to Dee. “I’m sorry that we didn’t call first, but I was really hoping we could have a few moments of Miss Julia’s time to discuss something very important.”

		Dee hesitated. “She’s not ready for visitors right now, but if you want to come back later . . .”

		Jack took a step closer so that he was now standing in the door’s threshold. “Actually, later might not work. I know my daughter is scheduled for her lesson at one o’clock, and I’m afraid I can’t let her come if I don’t speak with Miss Julia first.”

		I could almost see the weighted scale moving up and down in Dee’s head, measuring Julia’s wrath against Jack’s charm. Apparently, Jack’s charm won out, as Dee stepped backward, allowing us into the dim foyer. “I’ll go see if she’s ready. . . .”

		“We’ll follow you,” Jack insisted with a bright smile aimed at Dee.

		With her forehead creased with worry, she led us down the now familiar route to the back of the house. Tapping on the door, she said. “Miss Julia? Are you decent? I’ve got Mr. Trenholm and Miss Middleton here, and they say they need to see you right away.”

		Jack reached around Dee and knocked more loudly. “If you don’t let us speak with you now, I’m going to leave and get the dollhouse and bring it back here and let you deal with the unhappy spirits you tried to get rid of seventy years ago.”

		There was no response from inside as Jack and I shared a glance, and I had visions of the Bates Motel and a long-dead woman in a wheelchair. I jerked back at the sound of the latch turning, the door swinging inward.

		Julia Manigault, with her white hair out of its tight bun and now unfurled down to her waist, glared at us from the door opening. Even stooped over and wearing a high-necked nightgown with a gray shawl  around her neck, she still appeared formidable enough to make me take a step back.

		“Didn’t Miss Davenport tell you I wasn’t available? I never take callers before noon, and I resent this intrusion.”

		“And I do apologize, Miss Julia,” Jack said with appropriate contriteness. “But Melanie had a conversation with William that we thought you should know about.”

		I looked at him in surprise, having expected him to strong-arm his way into a conversation and not move the focus to me.

		Julia stepped back and I saw that she leaned on a heavy-knobbed cane. It was definitely a man’s cane, with a large silver eagle’s head at the top, and I realized it had probably been her father’s. As we walked into the room, I noticed that the sofa had been made into a bed with a pillow and blankets, leading me to believe she spent all of her time in this peculiar room. I remembered her telling me that her father didn’t like the room and would never go inside, and wondered whether that was the reason she rarely left it.

		We sat down in the same uncomfortable horsehair chairs that we’d sat in before, and faced Julia, whom Dee had settled into her wheelchair with a blanket thrown around her knees. “So what did William tell you?” she demanded, her dark eyes boring into mine.

		I glanced at Jack to be sure he really wanted me to lead this discussion and was answered with only his raised eyebrows. Clearing my throat, I turned to Julia. “Please understand that when I speak with spirits, it’s rarely completely clear what they are trying to say. We can only try to interpret what we hear to make sense of it.”

		She leaned forward. “So what did he say?” she asked again, as if I hadn’t spoken.

		“He said, ‘Stop her.’ And that misery would follow if you didn’t stop. Does that mean anything to you?”

		She shook her head but didn’t meet my eyes.

		“Are you sure?” Jack asked, his voice gentle.

		This time she met his eyes and shook her head. Turning back to me, she said, “Is there anything else?”

		“Not exactly . . .” 

		Julia leaned forward, her dull eyes brightening with hope. “What was it?”

		“Actually, it wasn’t anything he said.” I paused. “His head . . .” I tried to think of a tactful way to say it. “His head was bent at an odd angle, with lots of bruising on the neck. Like his neck was broken.”

		She blinked several times but didn’t say anything.

		I pressed on. “Could your father have hurt him? Hurt him accidentally, even, but enough to kill him?”

		She shook her head vehemently. “No. I know my father didn’t kill William.” She looked at us, her eyes defiant. “I have proof.”

		“The letter in the box?” It was only a guess, but the surprise in her expression told me I was right.

		“How did you know about that? Did William tell you?”

		I figured my source wasn’t as important as the content, so instead of answering, I said, “William told me that the note was proof of innocence where there is none. Does that make sense to you?”

		Her eyes went blank; her mouth slackened.

		“Would you like some water?” Jack asked, already standing and moving toward a tray with a glass and a pitcher of water. He poured her a glass, then pressed it into her hands. She stared at it for a moment as if trying to remember what to do with it before raising it to her mouth.

		I pushed on, trying to recall everything William had said to me. “I might be wrong with this, because he didn’t say this exactly, but it seemed that he was telling me that you know something, but you’re not seeing it, either intentionally or not.”

		Julia pressed her lips together, then took another sip.

		Jack sat forward. “That last night that you saw William and you heard him with your father. What were they arguing about?”

		She looked down at her hands, fisted in her lap. “The same things they’d been arguing about ever since I could remember. William was . . . sensitive. Not like our father at all. He enjoyed music and poetry, and time spent outdoors was to admire nature, not shoot at it. He and my mother were close, and they would spend hours together reading to each other. He was brilliant on the piano, until my father made him stop. He bought William a gun and told him that hunting was a more gentlemanly pursuit. William hated that—almost as much as I,  because my father forced me to learn the piano. I was good, but never with the talent William had, and I suspect my father knew that, which was why he pressed me so hard to be better.”

		An unnatural grin lit her face. “I could outshoot, outrun, and out-hunt my cousins and my brother, and I think it turned my father into a cruel man. A year after I came back to live with my family in Charleston, my father bought us horses for Christmas. A beautiful black stallion for me and a small spotted pony for William, just to prove a point.”

		“And your mother allowed that?” I asked, fearing I already knew the answer.

		Julia gave us a bitter laugh. “My mother had no opinions one way or the other. She was what they called ‘delicate.’ I’m not sure what that meant, other than that my mother couldn’t face any unpleasantness. She stayed up in her rooms most of the time.” Julia pursed her lips, as if trying to eradicate the bitter knowledge of her father’s malice. “My father’s cruelty subsided when Jonathan entered our lives.”

		“Your fiancé?” I prompted.

		She nodded. “William met him the first year they were both at Clemson and started bringing him home for holidays and school breaks.” She smiled wistfully. “He came from a family with ten children, and I think he enjoyed the quietness here.” Her eyes met mine. “He was everything William wasn’t—good at riding and hunting and math and . . . all those male pursuits at which William had always failed. We made plans of taking over my father’s business empire and running it together when my father retired. I know my father had wanted that for William, but he had no head for figures.”

		“So when you and Jonathan fell in love and wanted to get married, your father approved.”

		Julia nodded vigorously. “And so did William. My father’s focus shifted to Jonathan, and we were all relieved. My father didn’t even notice William anymore, and William didn’t care. Having Jonathan in our family was like an answer to all of our prayers.”

		“So what changed?”

		Her face went ashen, her hand trembling enough to slosh water out of the glass. I took the glass from her as Jack stood. “I’ll get Dee,” he said, already halfway to the door.

		She held up her hand and shook her head. “Not yet. Please. I’m not finished. I need . . . I need to know.”

		I knelt by the wheelchair and took one of her hands in mine. “Let me see the letter. Maybe what William was saying will make sense to me.”

		Jack came and stood next to me. “They’re attacking Nola in her dreams, and I suspect the same thing happened to you, which is why you got rid of the dollhouse. You told Nola to keep the doll figures of your father and brother separated, because they didn’t like each other. But they were getting along until that last argument before William disappeared. You know something you’re not telling us, don’t you?”

		Julia glared up at Jack. “My father did not kill William, if that’s what you’re thinking. I have proof,” she repeated.

		
			The last word was barely a whisper, and I recalled again what William had said to me. She believes it is proof of innocence where there is none. Let her believe it. Make her stop.

		“Then let us see the proof, Miss Julia,” Jack said. “They will not leave you—or Nola—alone until this gets resolved. Mellie can help them find peace. Don’t you want that?”

		
			Her hands began to tremble on the arms of the wheelchair as bright spots of pink marred her pale skin. “No! They’ve not given me a moment’s peace in all of these years. Do you know what that’s like? To turn off your lights and feel them there? I want peace.”
		

		“Then what did you want to talk about to William?” I asked, my knees aching from kneeling.

		It took her a long time before she finally answered. “Forgiveness.”

		“For what?” Jack pressed.

		With a stubborn set of her jaw, she said, “My father did not kill William.”

		“Show me the proof, then,” I said, slowly standing. Jack took my elbow and helped me up.

		I spotted the small box that Jack had described to me on the bookshelf behind Julia. I retrieved it and handed it to Julia. She looked resigned and didn’t bother asking how I’d known.

		“Open it,” she commanded. “I don’t have the strength.”

		
			Regretting my own vanity at having left my reading glasses at home yet again, I handed the box to Jack. He gave me a knowing grin as he  lifted the lid and peered inside before pulling out a small folded piece of paper. After replacing the lid, he opened the well-worn letter and began to read:
			
				
					Dear Sister,
				

				
					As you no doubt have already realized, and perhaps have known for some time, it is time for me to go. I can no longer live under the same roof as Father, as you well understand. It has not been easy for me with him, nor for you, I would imagine. Life is intolerable the way it is, and I must make the choice to change it. I suppose I have you to thank for my realization, although I doubt the result was what you expected. But that is what happens when we spill a secret—the results are not always what we planned. I am sorry for any hurt that my leaving will cause you, but it cannot be helped, as I am sure you will become aware. I want the best for you, and you will realize that in time.
				

				
					I doubt I will see you for a while, if ever. I will not pass judgment; nor do I expect judgment to be settled on me.
				

				
					 


				
					William
				

			

		

		Jack lowered the letter. “He was planning to leave of his own free will, and didn’t expect to return or stay in touch.”

		I took the letter from Jack, then folded it up and returned it to the small box, going over the words in my head and Julia’s request that I ask William to forgive her. “What secret was he referring to?”

		“You must go now,” she said. She slumped to one side, her hand pressed to her chest.

		Jack immediately left the room to find Dee while I took her hand again. “Was the secret the reason William argued with your father? Is that why you need his forgiveness?”

		She didn’t answer, and I had to stand back as Dee entered carrying a pill bottle and another glass of water. “Miss Julia needs to rest now. Please go.”

		Jack took my arm and led me down the hallway and out the front door. I didn’t stop walking until we were a block away and out of sight of the turret, feeling unseen eyes on my back.

		Jack followed without question, then turned to face me when I stopped. “She’s guilty about something; I just don’t know what,” he said.

		“But she doesn’t want us to know, and her father and brother aren’t happy that we’re asking questions, either.”

		“What about Anne, her mother? Have you tried to contact her?”

		I shook my head. “My mother did, but as in life she’s overwhelmed by her husband. If we want answers, we’ll need to go to the source.”

		“You tried before, and all you got was William telling you to stop her, and a burning bag filled with dolls. And agitated ghosts who want to get Nola involved in whatever this is all about.”

		I nodded. “We need to get the dollhouse away from Nola. Teenagers always have too much energy so that they draw the spirits to them.”

		“We could move it to my loft. Dead people don’t bother me, and it will give Nola an excuse to come visit more often.”

		“That’s a thought.” I smiled, remembering the conversations Nola had with Alston while they were messing with the dollhouse, and thinking how foreign it would all be to Jack. “I’ll mention it to her and she can let you know.”

		“Anything more from Bonnie?”

		I frowned. “Not really. She said something about ‘my daughter’s eyes’ again and then . . .” I stopped, not sure how to put the last part into words.

		Jack cocked an eyebrow.

		“When I asked her why she’d intervened in the cemetery, she answered by laughing.”

		“Really?” He rubbed his hands over his face, and I noticed again how tired he looked. “I had a conversation with Nola about Jimmy Gordon. Seems it was Rick Chase who introduced them. Rick, Bonnie, and Nola went to Jimmy’s studio, where he was recording his first album. They left Nola in the waiting room for most of it, but apparently Jimmy, Bonnie, and Rick spent about an hour together in an office with Jimmy’s producer.”

		“I’m guessing they were making a deal about Jimmy recording Rick’s song ‘I’m Just Getting Started.’”

		“Probably. Although that still doesn’t explain why Nola would have such an intense dislike of the man.”

		“She’s a teenager,” I said. “They usually don’t have reasons for most of their feelings.”

		He jerked his head in the direction of his Porsche. “I’ll go get the car, since I’m getting the feeling you don’t want to have to walk in front of the house again.”

		“That’s all right. It’s not far and I’m going to walk, clear my head a bit and think.”

		He stared at me for a long moment, and even though I was sure he wasn’t all that interested in what I needed to think about, I blurted, “Thank you for not listening to Rebecca about writing your next book about Rose Prioleau and the Legare Street house.”

		“She mentioned that to you?”

		“Yeah. She wanted me to talk to you and tell you it was okay by me.”

		“And is it?”

		“I’m assuming you know the answer to that or you’d already have the book written and sold.”

		He smiled his old smile for a moment, and I felt the familiar sensation of my chest constricting. “So you agree that I’m not such a bad guy then?”

		He’d taken a step forward, his eyes steady on mine.

		“I never thought that, Jack.”

		His eyebrows knitted. “Funny. Because you always act as if I have some contagious disease. Like right now. I take a step forward, and you answer with a step backward. I thought you had me confused with Marc Longo or something, so I just wanted to ask to make sure.”

		Not wanting to have this conversation again, I turned around and started walking back toward home.

		“What do you want for your birthday?” he called out.

		I stopped but didn’t turn around. “I’m asking for donations to be made to the Preservation Society. Sophie made me.” I turned to face him. “Does this mean you’re coming to the party?” I wanted to kick myself for sounding like such an eager high schooler.

		He shrugged. “Maybe.”

		I turned around again and started walking. “Whatever,” I said, not wanting him to know how his admission that he might be there had made my knees a little wobbly. “Give me a wave across the room if you get there.”

		“I’ll try to remember,” he said, followed by a chuckle that I pretended not to hear.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 23
		

		
			I reclined like a banana republic’s dictator in my mother’s chaise longue in her room, while a young woman from my mother’s beauty salon polished my toenails in “Femme Fatale” crimson and another worked on my manicure. The makeup artist and hairstylist were both due to arrive in a few hours and already I was exhausted. And frustrated. My mother had confiscated my BlackBerry, my laptop, my Daytimer, and even my pedometer that I used to gauge my productivity while away from my desk.
		

		Across the room hung what I referred to in my mind with a capital letter as the Dress. I’d procrastinated too long in finding a replacement, so I was stuck with no other choice but to wear it. I hadn’t tried it on with a turtleneck underneath it, but as I stared at the plunging neckline I wondered whether I should have.

		My mother sat next to me in an identical chintz-covered chaise, except her head was relaxed against the back of the chair as if she were enjoying herself. By contrast, my manicurist had to keep unfurling my fingers from digging into the armrests, and straightening my curling toes.

		“Relax, Mellie,” my mother said for the third time, her eyes closed, as if she could sense my tenseness. “This is supposed to be fun, remember?”

		“Yeah. So is bungee jumping, but you don’t see me doing that, do you?”

		Ignoring my response, she said, “Your contractor, Rich Kobylt, stopped by earlier.”

		I groaned. “What now?”

		“Oh, come now, Mellie. It’s not always bad news.”

		“From him, actually, it usually is.”

		“Well, not this time. He said his workers and all their equipment will be removed by eleven o’clock this morning and won’t return until Monday. That should give the caterers plenty of time to set up and clean up without getting in the way of the construction workers. Rich even wrapped a black tarp around the uncovered foundation to make it easier on the eyes, and Nola and Alston have volunteered to decorate the tarp for the party.”

		I sat up suddenly, earning a tight squeeze on the wrist by the manicurist. I sent her a look of apology before turning back to my mother. “Please tell me you gave them some parameters on what it should look like.”

		She actually looked affronted. “I did no such thing. They’re very creative girls, and I’m sure whatever they come up with will be fine—and certainly better than staring into the dusty hole beneath your house. Now, stop worrying and relax.”

		The manicurist pried my index finger off the armrest to slap on another coat of polish while I made a conscious effort to rest my head on the seat back.

		“Anyway,” my mother continued, “Rich said that it’s safe to use the kitchen entrance to gain access to the downstairs bathroom for guests. We will also have two discreetly hidden high-end Porta-Johns for the gentlemen at the back of the garden. I won’t bother to mention what Chad and Sophie suggested we do instead for a more environmentally friendly solution.”

		My head jerked up again.

		“Don’t worry; I told them no. Besides, your father would never consider that for his garden. Nor do I think it’s legal.”

		Feeling my jaw beginning to ache, I forcibly relaxed it and rested my head again on the back of the chair.

		“Rich did mention something about the pipes he uncovered, but he said he’d wait to talk to you about that later.”

		I closed my eyes, trying to block out the image of large amounts of cash flying out the windows of my Tradd Street house, and a tarp-covered foundation as the backdrop to my fortieth birthday party. I’d suggested we have the party in my mother’s garden instead, but both she and my father had dissuaded me, saying that it would mean more to me to have the party at my own house: the house that I’d brought back to life in more ways than one. Just because it was empty of furnishings and the foundation was torn up wasn’t enough reason to move venues, according to them. Besides, my father insisted, it would be a testament to his skills as gardener to transform the workspace into an art form. I hadn’t been allowed into the garden to see what he’d done, but from the puffed look of pride he gave me every time I asked, I imagined it was something good.

		There was a tap on the door, followed by Sophie sticking her head around the corner. “Is it safe?”

		I grinned. “Come on in. But if you stay too long, my mother will have you crimped and painted and stuffed into some hooker dress before you know it.”

		My mother frowned at me while I tried to surreptitiously study Sophie’s figure for any sign of a bulging abdomen. Rebecca’s dreams about a baby had me curious, but not curious enough to ask Sophie outright and embarrass her. And me. I figured if she were expecting, she’d tell me. I could only hope that if it were true, I’d be one of the first to know. I was still smarting at the indignity of finding out about her engagement with everybody else. Being BFFs—as Nola called us—should mean priority notification.

		Sophie caught me looking and held her arms out. “You like it? It’s a tablecloth I found at a garage sale, but since I’m so handy with a needle and thread, I thought it would make a cute summer dress. I found this piece of rope in my trunk and voilà! I had a belt.”

		I kept the smile on my face as I took in the red-and-white-checked pattern of the fabric, the stitching done with multicolored thread—presumably leftovers from previous jobs that she didn’t want to waste—and the deep scissored vee for the neck and armholes. I couldn’t imagine even ants at a picnic finding it appealing. Unfortunately, it also fit like a belted tablecloth, making it virtually impossible to ascertain whether she was actually female, much less pregnant.

		Luckily, I was spared a response when Nola appeared behind her. I  glanced at the small Meissen clock on my mother’s dressing table. “Aren’t you supposed to be at Miss Julia’s right now?” She’d been going about three times a week, at her own suggestion. Jack had been too surprised and happy to question her motives. I remained suspicious.

		“Dee Davenport called and canceled, and also wanted me to tell you that Miss Julia won’t be at the party tonight.”

		Sophie held up the newspaper. “And I think I know why.”

		The manicurist glared at me as I tried to reach for the paper. Sending her yet another apologetic smile, I said, “You’re going to have to read it to me.”

		
			Sophie opened the paper and then folded it over to the section she needed. Clearing her throat, she read:
			
				
					Human remains of two individuals, thought to be a male and female, have been found by a Cobb Homebuilders construction crew during the clearing at Belle Meade plantation in Georgetown County. There is no indication how long the bodies have been there, but preliminary reports indicate they are not recent burials. No headstones were immediately apparent.
				

				
					The remains were discovered behind the ruins of the main house that burned in 1938 from a lightning strike. All construction has been halted until it is confirmed that there are no further bodies buried in the vicinity and the remains are identified and reinterred elsewhere.
				

			

		

		Sophie crumpled the paper as she lowered it. “That’s the property you said Julia Manigault is selling to Cobb, right? I actually picketed the place before the judge ruled in the developer’s favor, and didn’t even realize it was hers. But I’m guessing the news isn’t sitting well with her right now.”

		
			Nola sat on top of my mother’s bedspread, almost jumping up and down with excitement. “I bet one of those environmental groups moved some bodies just to stop the construction. I mean, everybody’s seen Poltergeist, right? Who wants to live in a house that used to be a cemetery? You get all those spooky people coming out of your closet and then green slimy stuff dripping down your walls.” She turned to me, her eyes wide. “Why don’t you go out there and talk to those dead people and find out who they are?”
		

		Both the manicurist and pedicurist stopped in midbrushstroke and turned in unison to look from Nola to me and then back again.

		I forced a laugh. “Right. Like that wouldn’t scare me to death. Besides, I think those kind of special effects are only in the movies.” I shot her a warning look. “Anyway, my mother’s got me booked for the rest of the day for various procedures.” Glancing over at my mother, I asked, “What’s next on the agenda?”

		“Well, I wanted you to try on your dress one last time to see whether any small alterations need to be made. I actually thought we could sew a little more... bulk in the bodice area to fill it out a bit more.”

		“I’d be happy to do it for you,” Sophie volunteered.

		“No, but thank you,” my mother and I said in unison.

		While my mother pretended to cough, I said, “I appreciate it, but I think we’ve got it covered. All I want you to do is get yourself dressed, and then you and Chad come to the party and have fun.”

		
			Her face sobered. “But I am dressed for the party.”
		

		If crickets had been present, we would have heard them chirping.

		“Kidding!” she said, earning a howling laugh from Nola and a relieved sigh from both beauticians and my mother. “Sorry—couldn’t resist. I did get a party dress. Not as hot as yours, but Chad likes it.”

		That did nothing to reassure me, but it had to be better than a tablecloth. “Great,” I said, smiling. “I’ll see you later, then. Thanks for bringing the newspaper or I might never have known.”

		“I know. That’s why I brought it.” She placed the rumpled copy on top of the bed. “Come on, Nola. I’ll drop you off on Tradd Street so you can finish your mural.” Turning back to me, she said, “Wait till you see it. It’s awesome.”

		I wasn’t convinced, but I smiled anyway. “Can’t wait!”

		I felt a hand on my shoulder and looked up to see the manicurist pushing me back against the seat. “Try to relax, Miss Middleton. It’s more enjoyable that way.”

		Pressing my head into the cushion, I said, “This is as relaxed as I get.”

		I heard her sigh as she forcibly straightened my pinkie again, then gave it another swipe with the polish brush.

		

		
			[image: ornament]
		

		Despite the fact that the distance between our two houses was only a few blocks and we could have been driven by my father, my mother insisted that we have a chauffeured limousine to take the three of us and Nola to my house on Tradd Street. Only Nola’s presence prevented this from being a trial run for my wedding day. Or, as was most likely the case, a substitution.

		I could almost smell the scent of flowers through the closed windows of the limo as we pulled up to the curb in front of my house. Unable to wait for the driver to open my door, I rolled down my window, breathing in the perfume of hundreds of summer blooms. There were clusters of them everywhere—on the front gates, atop the garden wall, wrapped around the piazza railings, and dropping from window boxes. An arbor had been constructed inside the garden gates, entwined with transplanted purple clematis, for each guest to walk through. From what I could see beyond the gates, the brick paths and hedges, and even the fountain, showed no signs that a construction crew had been anywhere near the house. Only my bank account knew the truth.

		My father sat next to me in the limo, and I reached for his hand and squeezed, knowing he was personally responsible for the transformation. Gardening had become his passion when alcohol had ceased to be, and I’d found the joy it gave him contagious. “Thank you, Daddy,” I said, leaning over and kissing him on the cheek. “I can’t believe you did all of this! It’s just . . . stunning.”

		He patted my hand. “I can’t take all the credit, you know. Louisa Vanderhorst planned the rose garden and the fountain, and Loutrel Briggs designed the rest. All I’ve done is clean up a neglected garden and tweak some of the older designs.”

		“And raid all the florists in Charleston,” my mother added. “He wouldn’t dream of actually hiring a florist for the party. Insisted on doing all of it himself.” She beamed at him, her face radiating a different kind of passion, and for a moment I was torn between admiring the deepening of their relationship and being nauseated by it. They were my parents, after all.

		The chauffeur opened the door and helped me, and my dress, out of the limo. Nola scrambled out next and I looked at her, grudgingly admiring her outfit. She wore a simple Lilly Pulitzer shantung sheath in a  pale lilac that set off her complexion and eyes beautifully. Amelia had purchased it for her, but Nola completed the look with the purple Converse sneakers Jack had given her. A gauzy purple scarf was wrapped around her neck, with a big saucy bow tied off center. As my mother had pointed out before, Nola’s style might not be mine, but it suited her, making it a perfect complement to her unique personality.

		As the chauffeur helped my mother out of the car, Nola whispered to me, “Who’s Loutrel Briggs?”

		I quickly tried to come up with a way to explain who the late, great landscape architect was into words Nola would understand. “He’s a dead guy from New York who designed many of the most beautiful gardens here in Charleston in the nineteen twenties. It’s a big deal if your house has a Loutrel Briggs garden.”

		She scrunched up her nose. “What kind of name is Loutrel?”

		Looking down at her, I said, “What kind of name is Nola?”

		She snorted, earning a concerned expression from my mother as she and my father moved to stand with us as the limo drove away. Nola spotted Alston, who’d arrived early with Sophie and Chad, and ran to join her.

		I pulled my shawl tighter around my shoulders, yanking up the knot that held it together over my chest. “I feel like I’m naked,” I said.

		“You look fabulous, Mellie,” my mother said, tugging at the knot to loosen it. “It’s too warm for this, and you’ll want your guests to admire your dress when you greet them. I’ll hang on to it in case it gets too cool for you after the sun sets, but I’ve instructed the band to play until midnight, so hopefully the dancing will keep you warm.”

		Raising my eyes to the sky in resignation, I allowed my mother to remove my shawl.

		My father gave a low whistle. “Did you pick that out for her, Ginny?”

		“I sure did. And I’m sure you agree that she looks gorgeous in it.”

		“Well, of course. But I wish I’d come prepared with a bat to prevent a stampede.”

		I glanced at him doubtfully. “The only stampede will be a stampede of one as I hightail it back to Mother’s house to get a sweatshirt to cover myself.”

		I let out a shriek as I felt my mother’s knuckle dig into my back between my shoulder blades. “What was that for?” I said, turning to her with a scowl.

		“Just reminding you to keep your shoulders back and stop slouching like you’re embarrassed about what God gave you. You’re tall, slender, and beautiful. Now stop sulking and go work that dress. Jack could be here any minute.”

		She sent me a knowing glance, then walked into the garden toward one of the tents that had been set up for food, and began giving last-minute instructions to the catering staff. I looked at my father, who just shrugged before following my mother. He called over his shoulder, “We’ll join you back here in about twenty minutes to help greet your guests. In the meantime, go have some punch and try to relax.”

		It wasn’t until he’d said the word “relax” that I realized my jaw was hurting from clenching it. I spotted the tent where a bar had been set up along with a large silver punch bowl and cups. Although I’d never been much of a drinker, I did love sweets, and the pink, frothy punch bubbling inside the punch bowl made my mouth water. I ladled a large serving into a cup and drank it down in two gulps before pouring myself another. I just needed something to settle my nerves before I could face people while wearing the Dress. I was about to walk away before I decided on a third cup, telling myself it had nothing to do with the possibility that Jack might be there.

		I heard a low wolf whistle and turned abruptly, nearly spilling the pink punch down the front of my dress. I watched as Sophie and Chad approached. At least, I assumed it was Sophie, since the woman with Chad had Sophie’s wild and curly dark hair and was wearing Birkenstocks.

		“Dudette!” Chad said, giving me a quick hug. “You’re like one of those Amazon women but with clothes on.”

		“Thanks,” I said. “I think.”

		“Sophie! I love your dress!” I couldn’t believe that those words were actually being strung together and coming out of my mouth.

		“Thank you,” she said, making a little twirl to show off her navy blue satin Empire-style dress, complete with bow front and center. “It’s  Lanvin, 1961. I figured after getting a secondhand wedding gown that used clothing was really the most eco way to go.”

		I stared at her, speechless for a moment, trying to understand how Sophie could make couture eco-friendly.

		Sophie continued. “Nola took me to an at-home trunk show for Library: Archives of Fashion—a company run by a local woman who travels all over the place finding old stuff. Do you really like it?”

		I nodded, then stopped as I reached her shoes. “I probably would have suggested something different for your feet, but it’s definitely a start. You look great,” I said, hugging her. “And thanks for coming early to help my mother. She won’t let me do anything, so please direct all questions to her. I’m just here to be eye candy.” I didn’t bother to blush, figuring it was the punch that made me say it.

		My mother turned from where it appeared she was rearranging cocktail napkins and called for Sophie and Chad. “Duty calls,” Sophie said. “Go ahead and try those soy grits with vegan biscuits at the food tent. To die for.”

		I watched them walk away, then poured myself another glass of punch, determined to sip it slowly as I wandered around the garden, smelling the tea olives and admiring the lavender-colored creeping heliotrope that my father used as a summer fill-in for his parterres, and watching the last-minute preparations with a sense of remove. A small dais had been set up for a band in front of a hastily constructed dance floor that had been set above the brick patio to keep women’s heels from getting stuck in between the pavers.

		Remembering the mural, I turned toward the back of the house to get a view of Nola and Alston’s artwork on the black tarp before everybody else did, not really sure what to expect. I started to laugh, probably from relief. Instead of the LA gang graffiti I’d imagined, the girls had managed to paint what looked like a wall of brick where the original bricks had once been but had been temporarily moved during the foundation work. They’d even painted clusters of Louisa rosebushes to make it more realistic. As the evening got darker and people had more to drink, it might even look like the real thing.

		Nola and Alston walked by, both of them furiously texting on their  phones—hopefully not to each other—and I called their names. “Nice work, girls,” I said, giving them both a thumbs-up. Their fingers paused long enough to wave, then continued their texting without skipping a beat.

		My smile faded as I spotted Rebecca’s red Audi pulling up to the curb and I realized it was almost time for people to start arriving. I slugged back the rest of the punch and set my cup down before approaching the flower-filled arbor. I watched as Marc got out of the driver’s side of Rebecca’s car and moved to the passenger side and helped her out.

		My heart beat sluggishly with a suspiciously sunken sort of feeling. If Rebecca was bringing Marc, then Jack must have decided not to come after all. I waited under the arbor as they approached, Marc looking handsome in a white dinner jacket and bow tie, and Rebecca as beautiful as ever in a pale pink silk gown with lots of sparkles and a halter top, her blond hair piled high on her head. I grudgingly admitted that they made a very good-looking couple, but I couldn’t understand why they were here together.

		Marc looked up and saw me, then stumbled, making Rebecca frown as she also spotted me underneath the flowering arbor. A smile quickly replaced her frown as she reached me, air-kissing me on both cheeks.

		“You look so cute tonight, Melanie.” Turning to Marc, she said, “Doesn’t she look just adorable?”

		For the first time since I’d met Marc, he seemed to be at a loss for words. His jaw was moving and his mouth opened and closed a few times, but no words came out.

		With a little nudge from her elbow into his ribs, Rebecca continued. “That is just the sweetest dress. I think I saw that exact thing in the Sears window when I was there to buy a part for my washing machine. It’s amazing what you can find in that store!”

		Marc’s eyes remained fixated on the bodice of the dress, to the spot where the plunging neckline ended in a deep vee. “It’s . . . very nice, Melanie. Very nice.” His voice sounded strange, like his bow tie might be too tight.

		“‘One fairer than my love? The all-seeing sun ne’er saw her match since first the world begun.’”

		
			I twirled at the sound of Jack’s voice and found him standing directly behind me. He also wore a white dinner jacket, but instead of a tie, he wore the shirt with an open collar, his tanned chest dark against the bright white of his starched shirt. His chin and cheeks hinted of a shadow, and his hair was a little longer than I was used to seeing it. Marc scored more points on the GQ scale, with his impeccable grooming and outfit, but Jack was off the charts in pure animal sex appeal. He placed his hand on my hip, then drew me closer for a proprietary kiss on my temple. “Happy birthday, Mellie.”
		

		I was glad my mother had taken my shawl, because even without it I was pretty sure I could feel myself melting. “Thank you,” I said, my voice breathless.

		“Quoting torrid romance novels, Jack?” Marc asked, a smug smirk hugging his lips.

		
			“Actually, that would be Shakespeare, from Romeo and Juliet. Perhaps you’ve heard of it.” Jack continued to stand where he was with his hand on my hip, my right side pressed up against him. I didn’t think to move away.
		

		Rebecca looked surprised and a little embarrassed. “I didn’t expect to see you here, Jack.”

		Jack sent her and Marc a languorous perusal. “Apparently. Guess it’s not too hard to find a date replacement who owns a dinner jacket in this town.”

		Rebecca at least had the decency to look repentant. She took a step toward Jack. “I’m sorry. I just . . .”

		Marc took her arm and gently pulled her back. “Don’t waste your breath, Becca. Come on; let’s go get a drink.” He leaned in and gave me a lingering kiss on my cheek. Pulling back, he said, “Happy birthday.”

		“Thank you,” I said, feeling the wetness on my cheek as he walked away with Rebecca.

		“Want this?”

		I turned to see Jack holding up his pocket square.

		“Thanks,” I said, gently dabbing at the wet spot on my cheek so I wouldn’t mess up the painstakingly applied makeup that had taken nearly two hours. Folding it neatly, I tucked it back into his jacket  pocket, then clasped my hands behind my back, not knowing where else to put them. “You came,” I said.

		“Yep. I got tired of fielding calls from my mom, your mom, Sophie, and Nola. I figured it would just be easier to show up. Didn’t want to be looking over my shoulder for the next week, waiting for the dart to hit.” His old smile brightened his face. “Besides, you mentioned there would be lots of food. Didn’t want to miss that.”

		I blushed, remembering that time at his condo when I couldn’t shut myself up. “Yeah, there’s that. And Nola is here, and your parents are coming, too.”

		“Well, I hope you don’t mind my coming over here to chat instead of just waving from across the canapés, like you suggested.”

		My blush deepened. “There is no need to remember and repeat everything I say, all right? But, yes, I’m glad you interrupted my conversation with Rebecca and Marc. I don’t think I’ve ever met two more annoying people.”

		A dark shadow passed behind his eyes, and for a moment I thought he was going to say something. When it looked like he was about to turn away, I blurted, “Is everything okay?”

		“If you mean between Rebecca and me, it’s over. It has been for a long time. I guess I was just waiting for her to make the first move.”

		
			“You mean she broke up with you? Has that ever happened to you before?” I tried to keep the giddiness and relief out of my voice.
		

		“Once or twice.” He smirked, but his eyes remained somber.

		I paused for a moment. “But there’s something else that’s bothering you,” I said, wishing I knew why it was so important that he tell me.

		“I heard from my agent today.”

		My eyes widened. “That’s good news, right?”

		“Depends. If you consider being able to keep a sizable advance without having the book published, I guess you would call it good news.”

		“What do you mean, they’re not going to publish it? Did they have a problem with it? I mean, you’ve got a huge fan following waiting for that book.”

		He shoved his hands into his jacket pockets, trying to look nonchalant. “Yes, well, apparently another author beat me to the punch with a very similar story that they thought would sell better.”

		I digested that for a moment. “But they still want your next book, right?”

		He snorted. “What next book? I’ve been so engrossed in finding out what was going on with this book that the next idea isn’t even a twinkle in my eye yet.”

		Our eyes met and I knew we were thinking the same thing. “No,” he said before I could say anything. “I’m not that desperate that I’d write a book that would make your family hate me.”

		I rolled my eyes. “Please. Like my mother could ever hate you.”

		He gave me an odd look. “Just your mother?”

		I was about to retort when I noticed that his gaze was fixated at about the same spot Marc’s had been. “Did you really get your dress at Sears?” he asked.

		I raised my eyebrows. “No.” I cleared my throat, not sure whether I was supposed to block his view or offer to twirl to give him a better look. Instead, I reverted to what I’d always relied on and what I prided myself at being good at—the business at hand. “Did you see today’s paper?”

		He raised his eyes to mine, an amused smile on his lips. “About the bodies found on the Manigault property? Yeah, I did. I was thinking I needed to go down there and have a look. For curiosity’s sake. And then go back to Julia and ask her to come clean with everything she’s not telling us.”

		“Can I go with you?” I said the words without thinking, but was rewarded with his Jack smile, the one he used on the back cover of his books that made the female population think crazy thoughts.

		The air between us lay heavy with the scents of flowers and his cologne and something else, too. Something I couldn’t name, but something primeval that saturated the earth and the space between us. I imagined the air trembling around us, wrapping us in its cocoon, where the past was forgotten and all that mattered was Jack and me. And I could have sworn that somewhere behind the tall, spindly cedars, where the sun’s rays had begun their first retreat, I heard my grandmother’s voice saying my name. Not as a scold, but more as a reassurance.

		“Has anyone told you how beautiful you look tonight?”

		I focused my attention on Jack again and thought for a moment. “Not in those exact words. But somebody did quote Shakespeare to me.”

		He smiled again, his face very close to mine, and I was pretty sure it was the punch that made me close my eyes and lean forward.

		“Mellie!” My mother’s voice carried from across the garden as she and my father approached. “Your guests are beginning to arrive. Let’s go welcome them.”

		My parents greeted Jack before placing me between them as we turned in unison to greet the first arrivals, my boss, Dave Henderson, and his wife, Robin. I glanced over my shoulder to see whether Jack was calculating what almost-kiss number that had been, but he’d disappeared into the garden, leaving behind only the lingering scent of his cologne and an unsettled feeling somewhere inside me at about the same spot where my plunging neckline ended.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 24
		

		
			Darkness crept unannounced into my garden. Thousands of twinkling lights had been strung through the crape myrtles and their garnet-hued blooms, around the thick trunk of the large oak, and through all the hedges, creating the illusion of stars in a sky of green. The garden sparkled like a Ferris wheel, my head spinning accordingly as I chatted and laughed and danced, all the while aware of Jack nearby but never close enough.
		

		The band, dressed like members of the Rat Pack, kept dancers on the dance floor all night long, playing standards from just about every decade, representing the wide disparity in ages of the partygoers. Chad was a surprisingly good dancer and happily moonwalked to Michael Jackson’s “Billie Jean” and danced a superb shag with me to the Tams’ “Be Young, Be Foolish, Be Happy.” The only time the band began to lose dancers was when Nola and Alston put in a request for “Why We Thugs” by Ice Cube. I was the only person over fourteen to actually recognize the song, because I’d heard it played so many times blaring from Nola’s room. To save the day, I suggested ABBA’s “Dancing Queen” and sent a triumphant look in Nola’s direction as dancers returned to the dance floor. She responded by rolling her eyes.

		Marc asked me to dance twice. His moves were more practiced than natural, but he was an adequate dance partner and certainly nice to look at while I was facing him in close proximity. Both times, Rebecca sought Jack out and brought him to the dance floor. I found I couldn’t look at them, and not because I was afraid of a dance-off between the two couples, but because seeing the two of them was too painful despite  the fact that I knew they were no longer a couple. I did look long enough to notice that Jack was a great dancer, with none of the awkward moves most white guys felt compelled to display on a dance floor, and I found myself wishing, just for a moment, that I were the one being twirled under his arm, that it was my waist his hands touched.

		Just when I thought I couldn’t eat any more or drink any more punch, the band began playing the familiar and cringe-worthy strains of “Happy Birthday” as an enormous cake lit with an alarming amount of burning candles was brought out on a large tray by two of the caterers and placed on an empty table festooned with Louisa roses from my garden.

		I stood before the cake as everyone sang to me, and I looked around at the array of familiar and beloved faces, feeling as truly close to happiness as I’d ever felt. Even the backdrop of my old house with its wounded foundation couldn’t put a ding in that emotion and might, if I’d admit it to myself, actually be contributing to my overall sense of satisfaction.

		But as I thanked the people around me and hugged my mother and father, I became acutely aware that despite all that I had to be thankful for, a void hovered somewhere on the periphery of my awareness, like a vague scent that, no matter where I turned, continued to elude me. I’d always known it was there, but had always assumed that once my mother and father were reconciled into my life, it would go away. And although it didn’t seem so dark and deep anymore, it was still there—the thing in the closet I didn’t want to see.

		“Are you all right?”

		I turned and found myself looking up into Jack’s very blue eyes, and like puzzle pieces my world suddenly slid into focus, with all the lines and curves fitting into their proper grooves. I took a step toward him, and instead of my falling into the abyss, as I’d always imagined, my foot met solid ground as my hands gripped his arms. “I’m fine.” I smiled like a giddy teenager. “I’m great, actually.”

		He looked at me strangely. “Because it looked like you were having an out-of-body experience.”

		I threw back my head and laughed, bursting with knowledge but unsure what to do with it. “I think I was.”

		Reluctantly, I let go of Jack to face the bandleader, who was asking for everyone’s attention again.

		“Without further ado, I’d like to introduce Miss Nola Pettigrew and Mrs. Ginnette Prioleau Middleton in a duet to honor Miss Middleton’s fortieth birthday.”

		I winced at the public announcement of my age before being propelled forward by the crowd to stand in front of the stage. Nola sat with Bonnie’s guitar across her lap, and my mother stood next to her holding a microphone. A soft breeze in my hair and the distant strums of the now-familiar tune told me Bonnie was near, but I didn’t see her. It was as if she knew this was Nola’s moment to shine in the spotlight, and was content to remain in the shadows. With a hesitant smile in my direction, Nola held the guitar closer and began strumming.

		When I recognized “Fernando,” one of my favorite ABBA songs, the tears welled in my eyes. I knew what it cost Nola emotionally to play her mother’s guitar, but to play an ABBA song in public must have been devastating to her.

		And then Nola and my mother began to sing, their harmonizing so tight the notes seemed to come from a single voice. The garden quieted as everyone focused on the stage as the music and singers became as much a part of the night as the sky and the moon and the lights that twinkled above us in the trees. A soft hush fell over the crowd as the last note drifted into the darkness and then was followed by a deafening roar of applause and shouts of “Brava, brava.”

		I turned to say something to Jack, but he was gone. I looked back to where Nola and my mother were leaving the stage and spotted Nola allowing her father to hug her and kiss her cheek. They gave each other identical smiles and my heart did that squishy thing in my chest again. I tried to walk toward them, but too many people were stopping me to wish me happy birthday and ask about Nola. I could only watch from the corner of my eye as Jack kissed my mother’s cheek and shook my father’s hand before heading out of the garden gate. By the time I finally reached Nola and my mother, he was gone.

		I stifled my disappointment as I hugged them. “That was amazing—both of you. And, Nola, wow. I know how hard that must have been for you, which makes your gift that much more special. Your mother would be very, very proud.”

		She looked at me and her eyes were wet. “Do you think she’ll move  on now? That’s why I did it. I figured if she could see that I was okay, she could move on. I didn’t want to be the reason she’s hanging on.”

		I looked into the eyes of this brave and beautiful girl with the unique name and purple sneakers and wondered how Jack had gotten so lucky. “I hope so.”

		I stepped back to make room for other guests to congratulate the singers and found myself bumping into Marc Longo. He grabbed my elbow to steady me, and then didn’t bother letting go. He took a sip of amber liquid from a glass and looked down at me. “I saw our friend Jack leave. He must have gotten the news.”

		“News?”

		“Yeah, about why his publisher is pulling out of his contract.”

		Something inside me stilled. “How would you know about that?”

		He gave a short laugh, then took another swallow from his drink before giving me a considering look. “Who do you think wrote the book that got his booted out? Think about it—I’m a direct descendant of Joseph Longo. My publisher recognized that I was more bankable, since I have the insider’s take on the whole sordid tale. And it’s got it all—lust, greed, and murder. That’s the title, by the way. Kind of catchy, don’t you think?”

		I stared at him for a long moment, the sounds of the crowds around us oddly muted. “You wrote a book about my house and what happened in it, even though you knew Jack was writing one, too.”

		His smile was all smugness and self-satisfaction. “Hey, he got the girl. I figured it was a fair trade.”

		I was shaking my head, trying to negate everything he was telling me, and thinking he should add the words “deceit” and “prevarication” to the title. “Does he know it’s you?”

		Marc finished his drink, then shrugged. “Not yet. But after his conversation with his editor today it should click pretty soon. I don’t think our Jack is going to be very happy with me.” He winked. “Or you.”

		“Me?”

		With a smirk, he said, “He’s going to think you knew it all along. Seriously, Melanie. I can understand how Jack didn’t figure it out. But you’re a pretty smart cookie. Even he won’t believe that you didn’t know, or at least suspect.”

		I wanted to slap the smug smile right off of his face, but I didn’t want to waste another minute. All the pieces were going to fall into place for Jack, and I needed to be there when they did. If he wasn’t drinking already, I had little doubt that this would be the one thing that could send him over the edge.

		I turned on my heel, in search of my mother, but the sound of Marc’s laughter made me retrace my steps. “You know why I didn’t want to go out with you again? Because you make love like you dance—like you’ve been practicing by yourself too long, so a partner’s just superfluous.”

		He stopped laughing as I rushed past him, spotting my mother by the tree swing and reaching her before she could head toward a cluster of people who were calling out to her. “Mother, I have to leave now.”

		“But we’re just serving the cake! What’s wrong? Are you ill? Too much punch?”

		I shook my head. “It’s Jack. I think he might be in real trouble and I need to go to him.”

		She didn’t hesitate. “Then go. I’ll make your excuses and take care of things here, and I’ll ask Chad to meet you out front to take you wherever you need to go. Call me if you need anything.”

		“I will.” I kissed her cheek and hugged her tightly. “And thanks for tonight. I know I complained a lot, but I’m glad you did it.”

		“You’re welcome. I just hope that it made up a little for all the birthdays I missed.”

		I kissed her cheek again; then I left the lights of the brilliant and fragrant garden behind me, stepping out into the darkness to find Jack.
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		It was a lot harder driving in my gown and heels than I’d imagined, or I would have changed clothes after Chad dropped me off at my mother’s house to get my keys and purse. I’d been happily ignorant of any knowledge of where Jack spent his time away from me, but now I silently cursed my own stupidity, as if knowing where he was and imagining what he might be doing would somehow solidify or define my feelings for him. As if not knowing had mattered at all.

		With surprising clearheadedness, I drove to the one place I knew of—his condo in the French Quarter. The building had garage parking, so I couldn’t drive around looking for his car. Instead, I found a parking spot on the curb a block away and toddled to his building on my high heels. I earned a few admiring glances from male passersby as I concentrated on not turning an ankle, and wished again that I’d thought to change.

		Taking a deep breath, I pressed the intercom button and waited for Jack to answer and allow me entry. I waited for at least a minute, until I lost patience and pressed the button again. As I stood there holding my breath, a couple exited the building. Looking appropriately grateful, I pointed at my purse as if to indicate a lost key, then thanked the man as he held the door open for me. Maybe not changing clothes hadn’t been such a bad idea after all.

		Humming the tune to “Fernando” to still my jumping nerves, I rode the elevator up to Jack’s floor, going over in my mind what my plan B would be if he wasn’t in his condo. Or if he was there and just wouldn’t answer his door. Or if he did actually answer his door. I drew a blank on all three scenarios, wondering how somebody who had her shoes and their monthly polishing schedule on a spreadsheet could show up at a man’s door at nearly midnight without a thought as to what should happen next.

		I stared at his doorbell and held my breath until I began to feel dizzy. Then, before I talked myself out of it, I pressed it hard with my index finger, making sure I could hear it inside before letting go. I waited for what felt like an hour but was probably just a minute or two before I raised my hand to press again, my progress halted by Jack’s door opening.

		He stood inside the open door, his jacket off, his shirt unbuttoned and untucked from his tuxedo pants, the suspenders hanging against his legs. His feet were bare, his blue eyes dark as they regarded me with surprise and something else that looked a lot like apprehension.

		I struggled not to purr or growl or whatever large female cats did when they came upon a gazelle or something equally tasty on the African plains. I closed my eyes to block out the vision, blaming my absurdity on all the punch.

		“What are you doing here, Mellie?”

		His question was innocent enough, but some underlying meaning lay couched behind it.

		“You left the party early. I wanted to make sure you were all right.”

		He stared at me for a long moment. “You could have called.”

		An unseen door shut somewhere down the hall. “Can I come in?”

		He didn’t step back or open the door farther. “Why?”

		I felt icy cold suddenly, remembering the last time I’d shown up by myself unannounced on his doorstep and found Rebecca in his bedroom. My voice seemed to rise in pitch. “Are you alone?”

		He almost smiled. “I’m alone, and I’m tired. Can’t this wait until tomorrow?”

		“No. It can’t.” I wasn’t sure which part of what I wanted to tell him was more important than the other, but either way I didn’t want to wait. “Please—let me come in?”

		His eyes slowly drifted from my face downward, past my chin, hovering on my chest, then dipping lower until he brought his gaze to meet mine again. “Are you sure you want to come in, Mellie?”

		Lightning bolts of heat were flung through my veins, and I expected to smell something smoldering. I knew I could turn and run, something I was overly familiar with. Or I could disobey what the logical part of my brain was telling me and walk forward into a place that was uncharted and couldn’t be organized on a spreadsheet. Maybe it was the fact that I was now forty years old and tired of feeling like I’d missed out on something important, or maybe it was the punch. Either way, I found myself pushing on the door until Jack let go and stepped back.

		I stood in the entranceway and watched as Jack locked and bolted the door, then turned to me warily. “Can I get you anything?”

		I wasn’t thirsty, but I needed something to keep my hands busy while I told him what Marc had said. And I wanted to look and see whether I found any evidence of alcohol. It wasn’t necessarily that I didn’t trust him. It was more because I’d grown up with an alcoholic father and learned it was always better to find out for myself.

		“Just water, please. If you have it.”

		He sent me an odd glance as he headed to the gleaming kitchen and took out a glass from the cabinet. He put crushed ice and water in it  from the refrigerator door, then handed it to me. I took a sip, needing to cool off more than anything, especially with him standing so close and watching my lips as they touched the glass.

		“Why are you here, Mellie?” he asked again, his voice very, very soft.

		I wanted to tell him then about Marc’s book, and how I hadn’t known until tonight, but I hesitated. I knew how devastated he would be, and how it would make whatever was zinging between us right now stop.

		I swallowed, wanting, too, to tell him what I’d figured out earlier, something I was afraid to name. It was still too new and too delicate to be allowed out in the open, especially when I was unsure of his feelings toward me. Instead, I said, “Because I was worried about you. About what you might do. I know how disappointed you must be about your book being pulled.” I looked back at him, searching for some sign that he knew about Marc’s book already, that he’d managed to put it all together.

		Instead, his face darkened, but neither one of us stepped back. He didn’t raise his voice, but his words were measured and very succinct, as if he wanted to make sure I understood. “Do you really think I’d start drinking again? That I would do that to Nola—my daughter? You asked me that same question when we were on the Battery, and I swore to myself then that I’d had enough of you and your lack of trust and faith in me.” He swiped both hands through his hair. “To answer your question, no, I haven’t started drinking again. I’d love to have a drink right now—several, in fact. But the truth is, I love Nola more.”

		I blinked my eyes rapidly, trying to stem the tears his words had made form in the backs of my eyes. There was so much about Jack Trenholm that I didn’t know, hadn’t bothered to see because I’d been too scared to look deeper, too scared to realize that Jack might be the one person worth jumping into the void with.

		I took a sip of my ice water, startled to find my hand shaking, and searched for the right words to say. “I’m sorry I doubted you. I shouldn’t have. But I know what it’s like to be hurt and to face it alone. I thought maybe you could use a friend.”

		He stared at me for a long moment, his eyes hard. “I don’t need a  friend.” He took my glass and put it on the counter, then placed both hands on my face, cupping my jaw. “I need you.”

		All I could do was breathe, to try to understand the word “need,” to know the meaning in every bone. His lips hovered over mine for precious seconds until they touched, tentative at first, like a bee discovering a new flower. And then I was pressed against the counter, his lips hard on mine and my arms trying to pull him closer. I opened my eyes, feeling dizzy and afraid I might pass out and miss whatever was going to come next.

		Jack pulled back, his eyes darker than I’d ever seen them. “What’s wrong?”

		I shook my head, trying to clear it. “I might have had too much punch. I’m feeling dizzy.”

		His lips lifted in one corner, as if he were trying not to smile. “The pink punch at the party?”

		I nodded, wondering why he was trying to get specific at a moment like this.

		I felt the laughter rumble through him. “I was drinking it all night. So were Nola and Alston. It was nonalcoholic.”

		I blinked very slowly, wondering how I’d found the courage to knock on his door without any spiked punch. Without thinking first, I said, “Then why do I feel so dizzy?”

		His smile faded as he brought his face close to mine again. “Is that all you’re feeling? Because I’m feeling a lot more than dizzy.” There was no initial hesitancy this time as his lips met mine, the edge of the granite counter digging into my back as he crushed my body against him. My mouth opened under his as I began to feel less dizzy and perhaps more of whatever it was that Jack was feeling.

		His lips drifted down my neck, leaving a hot, damp trail to my collarbone, and jelly where my knees had once been. His hands reached behind me to cup my bottom as his teeth did dangerous things to my earlobe and sense of reality.

		“Did your mother really buy you this dress?” he said into my ear. My body shuddered as his warm breath danced across the damp skin of my neck.

		“Yes.” I somehow managed to get the word past swollen and seemingly paralyzed lips.

		“Have I ever told you that your mother is a very, very smart lady?”

		I gasped as his hands smoothed their way up my back until his fingers found the zipper to my dress. I reached up and took his hand in mine, stopping him. “What are you doing?”

		He was breathing very hard and looking just a little annoyed. “Exactly what I thought you wanted me to be doing.”

		The familiar need to control the situation struggled to emerge from the slush that had become my brain. “Maybe we should talk about this first. What . . . this . . . would mean for you and me. For us. I know of too many couples who jump into bed together for all the wrong reasons, and then she gets hurt or he gets hurt, or they find out they shouldn’t be together anyway, or that the way she flosses in bed annoys him, or the way he leaves hair in the sink makes her want to kill him, so they grow apart and wonder what it was they saw in each other in the first place. And then it’s awkward at parties and bar mitzvahs or wherever they run into each other. . . .”

		His hand covered my mouth. “Mellie?”

		“Hmm?”

		“Shut up. Please.”

		I frowned, then nodded.

		Lowering his hand, he said, “For once in your life I want you to stop thinking. Enjoy yourself and don’t think about anything except how good I’m about to make you feel.”

		If it were possible for people to self-combust, I’d be a smoldering pile of red silk burning a hole in the wood floor of Jack’s kitchen. I felt dizzy again and realized I needed to breathe or I’d pass out. Our eyes met and I knew that words weren’t necessary anymore, that everything we’d already said since the time we’d first met nearly two years ago had led up to this moment. All that wasted time.

		He reached for the zipper again, but this time I didn’t stop him. He slowly lowered it down the length of my back, his eyes never leaving mine even as the sleeves of the dress dropped from my shoulders, revealing the very skimpy and very red bra I’d picked up at Bits of Lace on King Street as a last-minute addition to my ensemble.

		I opened my mouth to tell him that tonight was about more than making each other feel good. I thought of how I’d felt standing in my  garden, when I’d realized how, despite all my efforts to the contrary, he’d somehow managed to breach the wall I’d constructed all those years ago on the day my mother left me behind.

		His hands stopped removing my arms from the dress. “Mellie? No talking anymore, remember?”

		I closed my mouth and nodded, unable to find any words at all as the dress slid to the floor. Jack reached behind me and hoisted me up, leaving me no choice but to wrap my legs around him. Not that I would ever tell him, but I’d had dreams just like this, and not once had any of them compared to the feel of Jack Trenholm in the flesh through just the thin silk of lingerie.

		Our mouths met again and I closed my eyes, aware of him carrying me a short distance. When I felt soft cushions beneath my back I opened them again in surprise. “The couch?” I asked.

		“For starters,” he mumbled against the soft skin between my breasts.

		My hands pushed at his shirt until Jack sat up and pulled it off along with his undershirt, throwing them onto the floor. He’d just begun to work at the straps on my bra when he suddenly stopped. Lifting his head, he met my eyes. “Just one question.”

		I propped myself up on my elbows, wondering—since this was my life, after all—whether this was the moment he was going to tell me he was gay. Or a woman. “What?”

		He thought for a moment, as if trying to get the words right. “The dead people you see, you know when they’re around, right? Like right now—you would know whether or not we’re completely alone.”

		I relaxed back against the cushions again. “Not that I have a lot of experience as far as that’s concerned, but yeah, I’d know.” I reached up for him, my hands on his bare shoulders. “And right now, it’s just you and me.”

		
			He looked relieved as he lowered his head to mine again and kissed me with surprising tenderness. I sighed, seeing thousands of twinkling lights behind my closed eyelids, and imagining a word softly whispered from very far away. Finally.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 25
		

		
			I awoke before dawn with the familiar feeling of a warm and fuzzy body in the bed with me, except this particular body wasn’t quite as fuzzy and had only two legs instead of four. And was a lot more fun to sleep with.
		

		Jack’s hand traced slow circles on my bare hip under the sheet, and I became aware of his rising interest in continuing our energetic pursuits of the previous evening. My body tingled in places I hadn’t known existed, and my heart hummed with a new and unfamiliar rhythm, giving me the odd compulsion to sigh and laugh and cry—all together. For the first time since my mother had abandoned me, I was content where I was, my head not already spinning and going down the lists of everything I needed to accomplish for the day. I was with Jack, and that was all that mattered.

		I wanted to lie there forever, cocooned in the darkness where no words were needed, where I could show Jack what I felt without complicating everything with those infamous three little words. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to be the first to say it, or even that I was unsure of Jack’s feelings toward me. My hesitation had more to do with having to tell Jack the news about Marc and his book, knowing that I couldn’t tell him one without telling him the other.

		I turned to face him, to try to read what was in his eyes, but his face was in darkness, backlit by the glowing numbers on the bedside clock. I was almost relieved, unsure of how I could look him in the eyes without blushing after the previous evening. It was the perfect moment to tell him what I’d discovered about Marc, and to let Jack know that I was  on his side, that I would be there to help him through this. And that if he needed help in making voodoo dolls or concocting elaborate dismemberment schemes where nobody would be permanently maimed or go to jail, I’d consider assisting him.

		Instead, my gaze settled on the clock behind him, the glowing readout indicating it was almost five thirty in the morning. My head jerked up off the pillow. “Crap.” After kissing Jack quickly on the lips, then flinging the covers off, I began to scramble around the room, and then into the hallway, dining area, living room, and kitchen, searching for my clothes and shoes, shyly holding up a pillow from the sofa as a modesty shield.

		Jack stretched lazily in the bedroom doorway, completely naked and apparently finding my running around without clothes oddly exciting. “What’s the rush, Mellie? Didn’t you take today off? I thought we could spend the day . . .  inside. Where you won’t need your clothes.” He gave me a long and appreciative look. “And why bother hiding behind a pillow? I’ve seen everything already.” His smile was smug and not a little self-satisfied.

		I was very tempted to stop my search and return to Jack’s bed and ignore the rest of the world a little longer. Instead I snapped my bra off of the floor lamp behind the sofa and struggled to put it on as I searched for my underwear. “Jack, as much as I’d like to, I’ve got to get back home before everybody’s up and sees me coming in wearing what I wore last night. Especially since my mother knows I was coming to find you when I left the party.”

		I found my dress in the kitchen and was stepping into it when Jack joined me, standing behind me and kissing me on the back of my neck and shaking my resolve. “You’re forty years old, Mellie. I’m sure your mother will understand.”

		I turned in his arms and kissed him, feeling how eager he was for me to stay. “What about Nola? What’s she going to say?”

		His eyes widened. “You’ve got to hurry.” He whipped me around and began zipping my dress. He ran back to his room while I went in search of my purse, and returned wearing shorts and a T-shirt and carrying both of my shoes. He held them up like trophies. “Sorry it took me so long. These were in my bed for some reason.”

		I blushed, remembering how they got there. “Thanks,” I said as I took them from him and began to put them on.

		“I’ll drive you.”

		I shook my head. “That’ll look worse if somebody sees you dropping me off. Besides, I have my own car.”

		He put his hands on my hips and drew me toward him. “So when can I see you again?”

		“Tonight?” I bit my lip, embarrassed at how eager I sounded.

		Jack grinned. “As much as I appreciate your enthusiasm, I’m afraid I can’t. My mother’s been begging for me to join her on a weeklong buying trip to the Northeast, and since I don’t have the excuse of working on a book, I should go. She doesn’t like going alone, and my dad needs to stay behind to manage the store. Who knows—maybe I’ll find my next book inspiration while I’m gone. My mother already cleared it with yours regarding coverage for Nola if you weren’t available.”

		I tried to hide my disappointment. “So when will you be back?”

		“Next Thursday. It’ll give us something to look forward to.” He kissed my neck again, making me sigh. “And there’s always the phone.”

		I nodded, thinking of everything that remained unsaid between us, and knowing that none of it could be said over the phone. “Jack—” The alarm on my phone chirped, interrupting me.

		As I fumbled with my purse to pull out the phone and turn off the alarm, Jack asked, “What’s that?”

		“My alarm. I always wake up at six o’clock, so I set my phone alarm to go off fifteen minutes before my bedside alarm goes off.”

		He stared at me for a moment before responding. “That must be a ‘Mellie-ism,’ so I’m not going to ask for an explanation.”

		“A ‘Mellie-ism’?”

		“That’s what Nola calls all of your idiosyncrasies. Like how all of the clocks in your room and your watch are set ten minutes fast. Or how you stick labels on the inside of your drawers to show where everything goes. Mellie-isms.” He kissed me on my forehead. “I think they’re cute.” He reached over and grabbed his keys off the kitchen counter. “Come on—I’ll walk you to the car. I’m not in the mood to explain the birds and the bees to Nola this morning.”

		I allowed him to lead me out the door. And as he kissed me good-bye at my car I did my best to convince myself that what I needed to say to him could wait just one little week.
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		My feet seemed to float above the ground as I went about my daily routine the following week. I was very careful to hide my emotions from everybody else, feeling it only fair until I’d told Jack, but Charlene wanted to know where I was getting my facials now, and my mother and Nola had each scolded me for putting the coffee grounds in the refrigerator and the milk in the pantry. Twice. Only General Lee seemed to have guessed the truth, and had taken to sleeping at the foot of my bed instead of on the pillow next to me, as if he understood that particular place was being held for somebody else.

		My work schedule was busier than usual, and I closed a record three times in one week, earning me my regular—and coveted—top spot on the seller’s chart in Dave Henderson’s office. Jack and Amelia were apparently just as busy, as associates in the antiques business wined and dined them from Boston to New York. Our phone conversations were brief, as if both of us were aware that a profound yet unacknowledged change had occurred in our relationship. We were explorers in uncharted territory, using blank maps. And I kept waiting for him to tell me that he’d discovered the truth behind his canceled contract, and each day that he didn’t I felt more and more guilt about keeping it to myself. Still, I convinced myself that telling him over the phone wasn’t an option, and that I would tell him face-to-face as soon as I saw him again.

		For the first time in my life, I had both of my parents to consult with about a major decision, but I knew what they would tell me, and I didn’t want to disappoint all three of us by going against common sense and reason. I recognized that I was acting like a coward, but the thing between Jack and me—whatever it was—was still too new and fragile to take such a blow. Like a person staring down a tornado, it seemed I was waiting until the last minute to seek shelter, hoping against all odds that it would veer off course and avoid me completely.

		The only thing that was clear to me was that the dollhouse had to  go. The feud between William and his father had escalated since the discovery of the graves on Manigault property, and Nola seemed caught between them as they haunted her dreams, using her as a conduit to continue past arguments, tossing her bedclothes and anything else in the room into disarray. Mrs. Houlihan was threatening to quit, and Nola walked around with dark circles under her eyes. I’d had enough.

		On the morning Jack was scheduled to return to Charleston, I was awakened from a sound sleep by a shuddering rumble of thunder. General Lee dived under the covers as my eyes popped open in time to see a flash of lightning illuminating the room and a human figure standing next to my bed.

		A cold hand touched my arm and I bolted to a sitting position. Thunder growled as continuous bursts of lightning flashed through the room like the end of an old-fashioned film reel, the figure leaning toward me seeming to do so in slow motion. I dug my heels into the mattress, pushing myself away until my head collided with the headboard. I tried to meld into the wood as the figure leaned closer, and in the next burst of lightning I found myself staring into two wide eyes. Two very familiar wide eyes.

		“Nola?” I could barely hear my voice over the thunder.

		Her hand squeezed my arm with surprising strength, and when she spoke, it wasn’t her voice that came from her mouth, but something much deeper, and darker, and not of this earth.

		Lightning illuminated her very pale face, her eyes appearing hollow in the shadows. “We told you to stop her. And now you will pay.” The hand tightened on my wrist, cutting off circulation to my hand.

		“Nola!” I shouted, trying to snap her out of the trance or whatever it was she was having.

		“There is nothing you can do now to save her. You should have listened.”

		I struck out with my other hand, colliding with the nightstand and making the lamp wobble. “Nola—wake up! You’re dreaming; wake up!”

		The temperature dipped, and I sensed a pervasive light in the room that had nothing to do with the storm raging outside, yet the overhead chandelier and lamps remained dark.

		
			Nola. Wake up. It’s just a dream.
		

		It was Bonnie, her voice light and melodious. Nola lifted her head and I could see her eyes in the odd light as she blinked several times. Slowly, her gaze drifted to me and then to where her hand gripped my arm. She let out a cry and then covered her face with her hands.

		The light dimmed and then vanished. I struggled out of the bedclothes, hampered by a squirming General Lee, who was trying to do the same thing, and fumbled for the switch on the bedside lamp. I stood and reached for Nola, holding her in my arms as she wept.

		Her words were punctuated by sobs. “It was William and his father, and they were so angry. At you! He wanted me to hurt you and I couldn’t stop—” A choking hiccup cut off her voice.

		“Who, Nola? Who wanted to hurt me?”

		“The father—Harold. William was angry, too, but at something else. I think he was angry with Miss Julia, something about letting things go too far. And how it was all her fault.”

		I patted her back and waited for her crying to subside. “It’s all right, Nola. It’s not your fault—I know you wouldn’t want to hurt me.” I tried for a light note. “Unless I made you sing ABBA in public again.”

		Her cheeks wobbled in an almost-smile and I knew I’d hit my mark. I set her away from me, my hands on her shoulders as my mind tried to organize what I had to do next. “I want you to try to get some more sleep—but you can stay in here with General Lee. It’s almost dawn, so I’m going to go ahead and get dressed, and I’ll send my mother in to stay with you if you’re still asleep when I leave.”

		She swallowed as her shoulders relaxed, and a look of relief settled on her face.

		“I’m calling Chad first thing and having him bring a friend to move the dollhouse to your dad’s condo until we figure out what to do with it—please let him have your key when he gets here. I’ve got an open house this morning on Daniel Island, but then I’m coming right back here. Should be around eleven thirty, so if you could be dressed and ready to go by then, we’re going to head over to Miss Julia’s.”

		Her brows knitted. “What for?”

		“To tell her I figured out what ‘stop her’ meant and find out why  Julia’s asking for forgiveness. It’s time to put a few spirits to rest.” She nodded, our understanding that she’d never allow herself to be left behind not needing to be spoken.

		I didn’t mention that I was afraid to let her out of my sight, afraid that William and Harold might not leave her alone until we found all the answers. Or that her mother was still here, hanging on for reasons that continued to elude me.
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		Nola and I stood at the front door of the house on Montagu Street, watching water drip from the old eaves and listening for the sound of approaching footsteps from inside. Nola rubbed her hands over her arms, and I saw gooseflesh despite the warm temperature. “It’s weird,” she said.

		“What is?” I asked, ignoring the obvious answers of “this house” and “its ghosts.”

		“I always have this creepy feeling when I’m outside the house and in the hallway. But never in the music room or in the Christmas room—which are pretty creepy but in a whole other way.”

		“That actually makes sense,” I said. “Julia told me that her father didn’t like Christmas and won’t go into that room. And the music room . . . well, I guess that only William goes in there, since he was the one who enjoyed playing the piano. Then again, William isn’t the most peaceful spirit, either, is he?”

		She shook her head. “No. But I’ve . . .  felt him in the music room. Like he enjoys listening. I’ve felt cold spots, but none of the bad feelings that I get in other parts of the house. Like right now, when I feel like we’re being watched.”

		I nodded, not wanting to tell her that I’d seen the man in the turret as we’d approached, the man I was pretty sure was Harold, and how my skin had been prickling ever since we got out of the car.

		Dee Davenport opened the door, leaving only enough of an opening to stick her head out. “Miss Julia isn’t well. I’ve had to set up a hospital bed for her in the back room. I’m afraid she can’t see anyone right now.”

		I wished Jack were there, to charm himself in. Instead, I had to rely  on my own devices. “This is very important, and I promise we won’t be long. Please tell her . . .” I thought for a moment. “Please tell her that I know what William and her father were trying to tell her.”

		She narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “Her brother and father have been dead a long time.”

		“I know. Just tell her. She’ll know what I’m talking about.”

		Dee jutted her chin in Nola’s direction. “Why’s she here?”

		Nola took a step forward, causing Dee to narrow the gap between the door and doorframe. “Because I wanted to tell Miss Julia how the party went. She wanted to know.”

		I looked at Nola with surprise. She hadn’t mentioned any of that to me. I watched as she regarded Dee with a sweet, almost angelic smile. Apparently, the ability to charm people into giving her her way was an inherited trait.

		Dee considered us both for a long moment. Finally, she said, “Hang on; I’ll go check.”

		We waited while she closed the door; then she reappeared a few minutes later. As she closed the front door behind us, Dee said, “You’ve got fifteen minutes—tops. Miss Julia doesn’t need a lot of excitement, all right?”

		We nodded and followed Dee to the room that was denied the cheeriness of the Christmas season due to the presence of the shriveled woman in a high-necked nightgown, who now lay reclined in a metal-framed hospital bed. A folded newspaper lay on top of the blankets at her feet, and an oxygen tank sat next to her, its rubbery tubes running up her nose.

		Her eyes brightened when she spotted Nola, then shuttered as her gaze settled on me. She motioned for Dee to leave, and with a sigh Dee placed a small hand bell on the table by the makeshift bed. “Ring if you need anything.” She shot serious glances at Nola and me, as if she expected us to force Miss Julia into a foxtrot or something equally strenuous.

		“Why are you here?” Julia asked, her voice gravelly, like she hadn’t used it in a while. Nola sat on the edge of a chair that had been pushed against the wall to make room for the bed, but I remained standing.

		“William and Harold paid a visit to Nola last night and shook her  up pretty badly. They were blaming me for something, saying that it was too late for you, and that I would pay. They were talking about the construction on your property in Georgetown County, weren’t they? That’s what they were trying to stop—what ‘stop her’ meant. Isn’t it?”

		Her expression gave nothing away.

		“I’m assuming you know that the remains of a man and a woman were found buried on the property. Do you have any idea who they are or why William and your father didn’t want them found?”

		A Santa clock on the mantel chimed the hour. “You should try to be more informed, Miss Middleton. I’m assuming you haven’t read yesterday’s paper yet.” She indicated the paper at the foot of her bed, while I made a promise to myself to start reading the paper from now on.

		
			I picked it up and discovered it had already been turned back and folded to an inside page, where the pictures of a burned-out shell of a large house were shown together with yellowed photographs of Julia’s family. Squinting so I could see, I scanned the article, reading information that I already knew and had been printed in the previous article. Then my eyes stopped, stumbling over the words and making me read it twice before I understood what it was saying. For Nola’s benefit, I read out loud:
			
				
					The remains discovered during the land clearing last week have now been identified as those of two males, despite women’s shoes, corset bones, and jewelry being found with the remains of one of the bodies. Authorities are using DNA samples of a Manigault relative to determine whether there is any relationship to the deceased. Judging from the style of shoes and jewelry, preliminary reports indicate that the remains may date back to the nineteen thirties.
				

			

		

		I lowered the paper, then raised my eyes to meet Julia’s. “Could one of them be William?”

		She shook her head, her forehead creased. “I don’t know. I don’t! But I can’t believe it’s William. He told me he was leaving in his note. Why would he have gone to Georgetown, where people knew him?”

		“I don’t know. None of this is making any sense to me. We need to know who’s buried in those graves before we can even guess.”

		Julia’s eyes closed, and I watched the shallow rise and fall of her chest. “I suppose we’ll know something for sure rather soon. It was my DNA they took last week.”

		I considered her for a long moment. “If one of the bodies isn’t William’s, then why would they not want you to clear the land?”

		Her mouth compressed in a firm line. “My father would never want scandal to touch our family—regardless of whose bodies those are. He always placed the family’s reputation above all else.” She grimaced, an awful, ugly expression on her wizened face. “That’s how I always knew exactly how to hurt him.”

		I knelt by the side of her bed so I could look in her face. Quietly, I asked, “Is that why you needed William’s forgiveness?”

		She shrank from me. “Why are you asking me all these questions? I don’t know anything!”

		Angry now, I forced my voice to remain calm. “Because your brother and father are using Nola to express their anger, and we need it to stop. Now. I can also assume that you’d like some semblance of peace. And the only way I can figure out how to make any of that happen is if we deal with whatever it is that’s keeping their spirits earthbound.” I leaned closer to her and felt some satisfaction when she shrank back. “So why did you need William’s forgiveness?”

		She closed her eyes, and I watched as her fisted hands slowly opened like she was letting go of a long-carried burden. “Because I told my father things I shouldn’t have.” She opened her eyes but stared at a spot behind me, seeing something I couldn’t.

		I waited without speaking, afraid she’d stop.

		Julia’s gaze traveled to Nola, then back to me. “I can’t . . .  I can’t tell you.”

		I leaned forward and very quietly said, “If this was just about you and your family, I would leave now. But it’s not. Nola is an innocent victim of their maliciousness, which means that both she and I are now involved. So I guess we’re going to have to sit here and wait until you tell us the truth, regardless of how painful it might be for you.” I touched her hand. More gently, I said, “You need peace, too. Let me help you find it.”

		She closed her eyes again and took a shuddering breath. She didn’t  speak for a long moment, and I began to worry that Dee would come back before I’d had the chance to learn whatever secret Julia Manigault had been holding on to. Finally, in a voice so quiet that I had to lean toward her to hear, she said, “I told my father that William liked to dress in our mother’s clothing and then go out wearing it.” She turned her head away, but I wasn’t sure whether it was from the shame of exposing William’s secret or because of what William did. “He always made sure he went to places where he wouldn’t be recognized. But I knew—had known for years. I always saw everything.”

		Her gaze reverted to my face as she searched for my reaction.

		I kept my expression neutral. “Why did you wait so long to tell him William’s secret?”

		Her chest rose and fell again in another shallow breath. “Because my father was writing his will, and had left everything—the businesses, the property, everything—to William. William, who could recite pages of poetry from memory but couldn’t add simple sums. I was the smart one, the one with business sense. I could have built an empire if he’d just seen beyond the fact that I was female. I thought that with Jonathan at my side it would make sense for us to run everything, and let William do as he wanted. We’d all be happy that way. I needed to make my father see.”

		Tears brimmed in the old lady’s eyes, and I felt the weight of guilt carried for over seventy years. “That’s why they argued that night,” I prodded. “That’s why your father killed him.” I waited for Julia’s reaction, to see whether I’d come close to the truth.

		
			She shook her head, agitated. “But I have the note from William. My father couldn’t have killed him.” Her voice was desperate, as if she wanted me to agree with her truth. I remembered her brother’s words to me, and chose to allow the truth to be what she wanted it to be. She believes it is proof of innocence where there is none. Let her believe it.

		“If it is William’s body buried at the old plantation, do you have any idea who the other male might be?” I asked.

		She shook her head. “I don’t know. Please. Stop.” Her hand reached out for mine and I took it.

		I patted her hand, hoping to offer reassurance. “I’ll do what I can.

		They’re both very angry right now—I don’t know whether they’ll talk to me, but I’ll try.”

		She squeezed my hand. “Thank you.”

		She dropped my hand, then reached for Nola’s. Nola stood and came to grasp it.

		“I’m sorry if my family is giving you trouble. You’re young and strong. Fight them.”

		Nola nodded. “I’ll do my best.”

		Julia studied her closely. “How was your performance at the party? I wish I could have been there.”

		“I think I did okay. People seemed to like it.”

		“She was amazing,” I interjected. “People were astounded that someone so young could have that much talent.”

		Julia’s forehead creased. “And that ‘Fernando’ song, did people like that?”

		Nola grinned. “Yeah. They actually did, believe it or not.”

		I glanced at my watch. “We should go. Jack should be home any minute now.”

		To my surprise, Nola leaned down and kissed the old lady’s cheek. “Thank you, Miss Julia. And when you’re feeling better, can we continue our lessons?”

		“Of course,” she said.

		My eyes met Julia’s, her expression one of pleading and something else, too. “It’s my fault William can’t rest in peace,” she said. “Please, please find a way to give him rest.”

		I nodded, then led Nola to the door. It wasn’t until we’d reached the porch that I realized what the other look in Julia’s eyes had been; she was saying good-bye.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 26
		

		
			The first thing I noticed when I drove up to my mother’s house on Legare was Jack’s car parked across the street. The second thing I noticed was Rebecca’s red Audi parked behind it. The third was Rich Kobylt, my contractor, and his exposed posterior standing at the front door and getting ready to knock. His truck was in the driveway, blocking my way.
		

		I parked in front of Jack, calling to Rich as I exited the car and approached with Nola.

		“Hello, Miz Middleton, Miss Nola,” he said, hoisting up his pants.

		“Hi, Rich. What’s wrong?”

		He scrunched up his face at me. “Why do you always ask me that?”

		“Because it’s usually true. I hope the house didn’t topple over after the party.” I looked closely at his face to see whether I’d come anywhere near the truth.

		“No, ma’am. The house is fine and we’re already back at work. However . . .” He scratched his head. “I just thought you should know that there’s been a photographer and a video guy out there all morning. They said it was for a book cover and promotional video. I thought it was for Mr. Trenholm’s book, so I didn’t think it was a problem, but then when Mr. Trenholm showed up . . .”

		Dread clenched my throat. “Jack was there?”

		“Yes, ma’am. Asked them why they were there, and when they told him he got real mad and told them to leave. Caused a real scene. I tried to call you, but your phone must be off, ’cause it kept going right to voice mail.”

		I’d turned it off when we’d gone to speak to Miss Julia and forgotten to turn it back on. I tried to keep my voice calm. “Did he say anything to you?”

		“No, ma’am. And I was mighty happy about that, too. I’m glad it wasn’t me he was angry at.” He hiked up his pants again. “I figured you might be here and I wanted to let you know.”

		I forced a smile. “Yes, thank you, Rich. I appreciate it.”

		He tipped an imaginary hat. “Well, then, I’d better get back to work. Foundation won’t fix itself.”

		I said good-bye, then averted my eyes so I wouldn’t have to watch him walk away.

		“Why would Jack be so uptight about people taking pictures of your house?” Nola asked.

		“Oh, Nola. I didn’t want him to find out like this.”

		“Find out about what?”

		My eyes met hers. “You’re going to find out eventually, so I guess it’s better that I tell you now.” I paused. “Marc Longo wrote a book about the mysteries surrounding my house—the same subject as your dad’s—except since Marc’s related to one of the families involved, the publisher decided they’d rather publish his book.”

		Her eyes widened, reminding me so much of Jack’s that I had to look away. “And you knew this and didn’t tell him?”

		“I was going to. But I didn’t have time, and I wanted to wait so I could tell him in person.”

		She crossed her arms. “When?”

		“Today,” I said softly, realizing how lame and stupid all my reasons for waiting suddenly seemed. Having that pointed out by a thirteen-year-old was both humbling and humiliating.

		She sat down on the front steps. “I don’t think I want to see this, so I’m just going to hang out here for a while until the coast is clear and I can run up to my room. I don’t think I can handle an angry Jack and Princess Pink at the same time without hurling.” She squinted up at me. “I don’t think he’ll hit you, but if he does I wouldn’t blame him.”

		“Thanks, Nola.” I looked down at the steps, tempted to sit next to her, or jump in my car and drive anywhere, maybe cross-country, rather than go into that house and confront him.

		Nola must have seen my hesitation. “If you can face mean dead people, you can do this, Mellie. He might even forgive you.”

		“Or not,” I said as I took a deep breath and climbed the rest of the steps before opening the front door. The house was silent, making me think that maybe the cars outside weren’t Jack’s and Rebecca’s, and I could go upstairs to my room, turn on my phone and call Jack, and tell him everything. I’d almost made it across the foyer to the steps when I heard my name called.

		I turned to see Rebecca in the doorway leading into the parlor, wearing a soft pink linen suit, her blond hair loose on her shoulders. Her pale eyes were wide. “I hope you don’t mind, but I had another dream last night that I needed to tell you about in person, and I ran into Jack. We thought we’d wait until you got back.”

		She leaned forward as if to get a better look at me, and her eyes widened further. “Oh,” she said, raising her hand to her mouth. I was about to ask her what she thought she was seeing when Jack appeared in the doorway behind her, his eyes dark and cool.

		“Mellie,” he said, his voice doing nothing to thaw the coolness of his eyes. “How nice to see you again.”

		My heart lurched in my chest as I recalled the last time I’d seen him: when he’d kissed me good-bye and his eyes held so many promises. The eyes I saw now seemed to belong to a different man.

		
			“Welcome back, Jack.” I wanted to add, I missed you, or, I’m finding it difficult to get through my days without you, but held back, and not just because of Rebecca’s presence. The unspoken truth hovered close, negating anything else I could have said.
		

		Rebecca looked between Jack and me before returning to scrutinize me again. “I guess what I wanted to tell you can wait—I see you two need to talk.” She disappeared into the parlor and returned with her purse. “I already explained to Jack that you didn’t know about Marc until the night of the party—that Marc deliberately kept you in the dark.”

		I had to hand it to Rebecca. Regardless of how she actually felt about me, I was still family, and she was trying to do her part to smooth things over. As if they could be. “I’ll call you later.” She gave me another odd glance before tapping her way across the foyer to the front door.

		I faced Jack, blushing as images of our night together flashed through my head. “Can I get you something to drink?” This wasn’t how I’d imagined his homecoming.

		He didn’t answer. Instead, he said, “Tell me that you haven’t known about Marc for almost a week without telling me. At least tell me that you didn’t know before we slept together. I’ve been waiting here for over an hour to hear it from your lips.”

		I took a deep breath, knowing I couldn’t evade the truth any longer. “I did know. He told me right before I left the party. It was one of the reasons I came to see you that night.”

		He stared at me for a long time, as if trying to translate what I was saying into a language he could understand. “For a pity party? Is that why you came? To make me feel better?” He laughed bitterly. “I did say that to you once, though, didn’t I? That going to bed with you would make me feel better. I never expected you to take me up on the offer.”

		I took a step toward him, then stopped. “No, Jack. That’s not it at all. I wanted to tell you, but then things between us . . . progressed. And then you left, and I kept telling myself it could wait until you got back.”

		He shoved his hands in his pockets. “That’s all I needed to hear,” he said, and began walking toward the door.

		I took a step toward him. “Please, Jack. Don’t go. I know what I did was stupid—I’ve been beating myself up about it every day. I just . . . Please let me explain. I didn’t want to hurt you.”

		He faced me, his eyes hard. “You’ve got a funny way of showing it. Knowing you, you were probably waiting for me to figure it all out by myself so you wouldn’t have to be involved at all. Tell me I’m wrong.”

		I almost lied. But even I was beginning to understand how the truth served warm was a lot easier to digest than a lie served cold. “I’m sorry, Jack. Please believe how sorry I am. Just give me another chance. I know now how important the truth would have been, and I was going to tell you. . . .” Even I cringed at how clichéd and pathetic my words were. I closed my mouth, certain that anything I said wouldn’t bring him back. I had lost him the moment I’d entered his apartment that night with the secret I wasn’t convinced I would share.

		“I’m done with you, Mellie. With all the craziness you put me through. I thought the other night was the start of something new between us, but I guess I was wrong. There’s a level of trust that’s not there, and I just can’t get past it. Life is way too short.” He opened the door, then paused, looking back.

		“You said telling me about Marc was one of the reasons you came over that night. What was the other?”

		I bit my lower lip, tasting tears I wasn’t aware I was shedding. I looked down at the floor in front of his feet. Very quietly, I said, “I wanted to tell you that I love you.”

		He didn’t move for a long moment, and I closed my eyes, waiting for him to answer. Finally he said, “I’m sorry.”

		I didn’t open my eyes again until I heard the door close behind him.
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		I stared at the two unnamed goldfish making their endless laps around their glass bowl. I hadn’t found the energy to figure out what to do with them, or even to name them. I thought one looked a little thin, so I dropped an extra pinch of food into the top of the bowl, watching as the plumper one snatched the first gulp before swimming away in victory. The smaller one sidled up to the last flake and was opening its little fish mouth before the bossy one swam by and snatched it up, too. I couldn’t even find the energy to scold it.

		For three weeks I’d been walking through life as if in a coma. I couldn’t sleep, couldn’t eat, and couldn’t focus on anything. For the first time in my career, my name slipped from the top seller’s chart in Dave Henderson’s office and I couldn’t even care. My parents, Nola, and even General Lee handled me with care, not jostling me too much with questions or speculations or the need for walks. Nola even brought me doughnuts at all hours of the day, concerned that the same box had languished in the pantry for more than a week. I’d taken a bite for her benefit, then thrown the rest of it out after she left. It was odd to feel hungry but have no appetite, something with which I’d had no previous experience.

		The only bright spot was that Jack wasn’t asking for Nola to move back with him. I assumed the reason was because the dollhouse was now parked in his spare bedroom. Regardless, I was glad. I’d miss her— even her wild music and eye rolling—when she was gone, and I didn’t think I could take another loss so soon.

		A knock sounded on the door and I leaned back in my chair. “I’m not here.”

		Sophie walked into my office and stopped when she saw me by the fishbowl. “You look awful.”

		“It’s good to see you, too,” I said, rolling my chair back to my desk, then laying my head on top.

		“Really, Melanie, I’ve never seen you look this way. You’re . . . puffy.”

		I turned my head away. “Maybe I’ve been crying.”

		“Yeah, well, I can see that. But it’s more than your face. Check out your feet.”

		I’d figured the heat of summer coupled with my now advanced age had been making my shoes tighter. I lifted my head and looked down at my swollen feet, where my ankles were definitely approaching cankle territory.

		“Who cares?” I said, my voice sounding almost as pathetic as I felt. “It’s probably from all the salt tears I’ve been swallowing.”

		“I think you’re probably dehydrated. Have you been drinking your water?”

		I moaned in answer.

		Sophie plopped herself down in one of the chairs on the other side of my desk and scooted it over so I had a better view of her and her hair, which was beribboned in about fifty or so plastic bow-shaped barrettes. I realized how bad I was feeling when I caught myself thinking that her hair looked cute. “You haven’t returned any of my phone calls, and Charlene swears she’s been giving you my messages.”

		I sat back in my chair and yawned. All I wanted to do was sleep and cry, and sometimes I even managed to do both simultaneously. “Sorry. But I’ve already told you everything, and there just isn’t anything else to talk about.”

		“Actually, there is. But first, I’m going to kidnap you and do something fun.”

		I closed my eyes. “Does it involve sleeping?”

		“Not necessarily, but it does involve things that as my maid of honor you’re supposed to be taking care of.”

		One eye popped open. “Like what?”

		“We’re going to Charleston Place and having a spa day.”

		I sat up, trying to picture Sophie in a white robe and spa slippers. “Really?”

		“Really. And trust me—after seeing you, I realize a spa day will be as much for you as it is for me.”

		I looked at my desktop computer and BlackBerry—neither of which I’d turned on yet, even though I’d been in the office for nearly two hours—and weighed the misery of staying at the office and ignoring calls against lying in a dimly lit room with soft music while somebody slathered my face with cream. With a heavy sigh, I said, “Whatever.”

		“I appreciate your enthusiasm.” She stood and grasped my arms to help pull me up. “I’ve invited Nola, and she’s waiting outside in my car. I invited your mom, too, but they called her this morning to fill in as docent at the Nathaniel Russell House.”

		I blinked at her. “My mother’s a docent?”

		“Since last month. I told her she’d be a shoo-in, and tourists love her. I’m sure she’s mentioned it to you.”

		I searched my fuzzy memory of the last month in vain as I followed Sophie out of the office like a lemming, too tired to tell her I’d figured out that she’d decided I was going even before she’d asked.

		I loved Charleston Place, the venerable stately hotel and upscale retail mecca on the corner of Meeting and Market streets. In my life before Jack, I’d loved to come shop at the Anne Fontaine store and the other beautiful boutiques that lined the marbled halls, and I frequently brought clients for breakfast or lunch at the elegant Palmetto Café. I’d even shared a few celebratory dinners at the four-diamond Charleston Grill, with its amazing dessert menu.

		Today the aromas of the restaurants made me wrinkle my nose, despite the persistent hunger pangs, and I barely paused before the glass windows of my favorite shops. I even took off my shoes before we reached the elevators to take us up to the spa. It was either that or force Sophie and Nola to carry me. I thought halfheartedly about heading down to Bob Ellis afterward and demanding they fix the shoes that seemed to be shrinking daily.

		I allowed Sophie to arrange my treatments—including a heavenly  Ultimate Bliss, where two therapists worked their magic on a simultaneous facial and foot reflexology—and a manicure-pedicure. My spa aesthetician, Leah, was young, trim, and perky, and tried to be diplomatic about the deplorable condition of my skin and feet. I hadn’t so much as touched a bottle of lotion or pumice stone since my birthday party. But despite her gentle manner and assurance that forty was the new thirty, I burst into tears as I tried to explain that I’d always taken care of myself and had prided myself on my good skin until just recently, when I’d found my heart shattered with nobody to blame but myself.

		Leah was very comforting and reassuring—making me think that aestheticians probably had to take psychology classes, too—and told me she’d have a bag of free samples waiting for me when I left, to make me feel a little better. She handed me a tissue as I thanked her, then escorted me to what I referred to as the decompression room, where robe-clad ladies waited between treatments.

		Sophie and Nola were already there, their toenails and fingernails painted in matching neon purple. I sat down in a wicker chair across from them, my skin and feet feeling great, but my heart still bruised and shrunken. I blinked twice at Sophie’s feet. She wore the brown rubber spa flip-flops, giving me the first non-Birkenstock view of her feet since I’d met her. Her feet were small and slender, with straight, even toes. She could have been a foot model. I had known her for so long, yet had never realized how pretty her feet were. For some reason, the thought brought a fresh wave of new tears, and I had to press the tissue to my eyes.

		The two of them whispered to each other for a moment before Nola spoke. “I haven’t had any more music lessons. Miss Julia’s in the hospital.”

		“Oh, no,” I said, as fresh tears threatened to spill. “That’s terrible. What’s wrong?”

		Sophie answered. “She’s having trouble breathing on her own. I guess mostly because she’s old. Dee said that the doctors can’t believe Julia’s still hanging on. It’s like there’s something holding her here.”

		They both looked at me as if I held all the answers. I quickly shook my head. Ever since Jack walked out of my life, I hadn’t even been able  to see spirits, like dead people were shunning me, too, for being so stupid. “I can’t. I can’t see them anymore.”

		Nola spoke up. “Maybe you’re not trying hard enough.”

		I glared at her, and she jutted out her chin as if I were the one in the wrong. She continued. “Remember that newspaper article that mentioned how the Manigaults’ plantation house had been hit by lightning and that’s why it burned? Well, Sophie took me to see Miss Yvonne at the Historical Society to see if we could find weather records or news reports from that same geographical area and time. We found a little article about a church supper that evening in the neighboring town where the sky was clear and everybody was counting stars.”

		“It was apparently in the middle of a drought,” Sophie added. “It hadn’t rained for five straight weeks.”

		I felt a small stirring of interest. “So if there was a fire, it probably wasn’t lightning.”

		Sophie shook her head. “Nope. But it would certainly be a great cover-up. If you destroy the reason anybody would be visiting the plantation—namely the house—you get rid of the chance of anybody discovering two new graves.”

		“I’m guessing Harold Manigault paid somebody to print such a blatant lie about the lightning. Looks like everything is pointing to intentional deaths. Has there been any identification yet on either body?”

		Nola nodded. “That’s why Miss Julia had to be taken to the hospital. When they called to tell her about the DNA results, she stopped breathing and had to be resuscitated. She’s been in the hospital ever since.”

		“It was William, wasn’t it?”

		“Yes,” Sophie said. “But they have no idea who the other male is.”

		“And you think that’s why Julia’s hanging on, to find out?”

		“Well, partly,” Sophie said. “She’s still looking for William’s forgiveness for something. But maybe that can’t be given until we know the whole story.”

		For the first time in three weeks, I felt a glimmer of the old me. Turning to Nola, I asked, “Since we moved the dollhouse, have you had any more dreams?”

		She shook her head. “No, but we still can’t find the dog figure, and General Lee keeps acting like he’s playing with another dog.”

		I raised my eyebrows. “I’m not going to even try to pretend I understand what that’s about.”

		“But someone keeps messing with my music and my mom’s guitar.”

		I looked at her gently, but didn’t say anything.

		“I’m guessing Mom’s still here, too.”

		“Yeah. I think you’re right,” I said.

		She looked at me, her eyes pleading. “Can you help them, Mellie? Not just Miss Julia, but my mom, too? Your mom said she’d help, but she can’t do it without you.”

		I looked at Sophie and frowned. “Is this what today’s spa trip was all about? An intervention?”

		They both shrugged. “Does it matter?” Sophie said. “We miss you, and there are spirits who need you. Maybe if you turned your focus outward, you might heal a lot quicker.”

		I was angry that I’d been so manipulated, that somebody else was telling me how to run my life when I’d done such a good job of it. Until recently, anyway. I knew, in the shriveled place that used to be my heart, that they were right, and that I didn’t want to live my life feeling the way I’d been feeling for the past three weeks. Mostly I was angry that I’d let somebody else figure it out for me.

		I stood, trying to muster as much dignity as a person could while wearing a robe and flip-flops. “I’ll think about it. But I don’t think I can help. They don’t want to talk to me, and to be honest, I’m tired of trying.” I swept past them. “I’m going to go get changed.”

		I felt them watching me as I left, the all too familiar sting threatening to explode yet again into another torrent of tears and self-pity.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 27
		

		
			I reached into the doughnut box, my fingers hitting only cardboard. I tilted the box toward me, surprised to see it empty. There’d been half a dozen doughnuts when I’d sat down only an hour before. I still had no appetite, and I hadn’t tasted anything for weeks, but a persistent and gnawing hunger never seemed to abate, regardless of what I put in my mouth.
		

		The wall-mounted TV flickered images of Mrs. Houlihan’s favorite soap opera, whose storyline was about a woman with amnesia who had accidentally married two men and didn’t know who the father of her baby was. I was vaguely aware of my mother sitting across the kitchen table with her arms crossed over her chest, regarding me with a frown.

		“When was the last time you combed your hair?”

		I reached up to pat my hair, realizing too late that I’d probably just dusted my head with powdered sugar. I caught sight of the sleeve of my nightgown, stained with spilled coffee and something that looked a lot like toothpaste. At least that meant I’d brushed my teeth at some point. “I don’t remember,” I said, slumping further in my chair and wondering if it would be impolite to get up and see what else might be in the pantry.

		“Do you think you might get dressed anytime soon?” she asked.

		I thought for a moment. “Probably not. I’m on vacation.” When I’d asked Dave Henderson for a couple of weeks of vacation, he’d nearly fallen out of his chair. In all the years I’d worked for him, I’d yet to take a real vacation, much less two weeks’ worth.

		“Jack called.”

		I sat up in my chair. “When?”

		“Yesterday. On my cell. He only wanted to speak with me.”

		“Oh.” I slumped back down.

		“He said the activity in the dollhouse has increased. Every night things get rearranged or thrown out. But there’s one new thing that he wanted to ask me about.”

		I feigned noninterest by shrugging.

		“The mother figure, Anne, keeps ending up in the same spot outside the house. Right next to the place we kept finding William. Do you think she’s trying to tell us something?”

		I thought about my promise to both Julia and Nola to try to find out what had happened to William and why he’d ended up in an unmarked grave. It stirred my conscience just a little bit. I nodded. “She’s always been silent, bullied by her husband or son to remain quiet. Why would she be taking a stand now?”

		“I’ve been wondering the same thing. Maybe the discovery of William’s body has given her a certain kind of leverage or freed her somehow. Maybe an emerging truth is giving her strength.” She paused. “I mentioned that I could go over there and hold the doll figures again and see what I can find out.”

		I shook my head. “You know you shouldn’t do that alone.”

		“I wasn’t thinking I’d be alone.”

		I stood. “No way am I going back there. I . . . No. Never.”

		My mother stood, too. “Sweetheart, you and Jack have to talk and work this thing out. I’m not saying this to be mean, but you’re pretty pathetic right now.”

		My throat closed a little, and I was afraid I’d start crying. Again. I swallowed. “I told him I loved him, Mother, and all he said was ‘I’m sorry.’ I think we’ve done all the talking we’re going to.”

		She momentarily closed her eyes, as if summoning strength. “Regardless, you’ve got to get on the other side of this, and wallowing here in your nightgown is not going to make it happen.”

		I was silent, the TV blaring a detergent commercial. I picked up the remote and flipped it off. General Lee barked and began chasing his invisible friend around the table. He circled twice, then ran to the back door, stopping himself in time before colliding with the door. He sat up  and whimpered, then began to paw at the wood. I moved to pick him up and he actually growled at me. Startled, I straightened.

		“He’s probably desperate for a walk,” my mother said. “Besides being let out in the garden to do his business, I don’t think he’s had any exercise in weeks.” Her gaze drifted to my swollen ankles. “A walk would probably do you both good.”

		I sighed heavily, knowing she was right. “Fine. Let me go throw some clothes on and I’ll be right back. But you’re coming with me in case we run into anybody I know. You can tell them I have the plague or something so they don’t get too close.”

		“All right. But please brush your hair. And some lipstick would help, too.”

		I was about to glare at her when the TV popped back on with no picture, just sound. “I’m Just Getting Started” blared loudly, making General Lee renew his efforts to exit the door. I hit the “off” button on the remote and then tried the actual television, but the sound continued. Finally, I pulled out the cord, an unnatural silence filling the kitchen.

		“Look what I found,” Nola shouted as she raced through the doorway, holding up the dog figure from the dollhouse. She stopped when she spotted me with the television cord in my hand.

		“Where was it?” I asked, feeling as if I already knew the answer.

		“Stuffed inside the shirt of my teddy bear. I have no idea how it got there.”

		General Lee whimpered at the figure, then threw himself at the door again, his small body making a thumping sound against the wood.

		My eyes met my mother’s. “They’re not going to leave me alone, are they?”

		My mother shook her head. “No. And neither are we. You can either come willingly, or we can drag you kicking and screaming. It’s up to you.”

		“I’ll take the dog for a walk, but that’s all I’m committing to right now,” I said. “I need to get dressed—could somebody please let the dog out before he messes on the floor?” I didn’t wait for a response as I headed out of the kitchen.

		“You might want to try to drag a brush through your hair while you’re at it,” Nola called out to me.

		My eye rolling was blocked by the closed door.

		When I returned, I found Nola, my mother, and General Lee on the sidewalk, the dog nearly choking himself on the leash because he was straining so hard to follow something the rest of us couldn’t see. I could make out the brief flash of a tail, but the rest was invisible even to me.

		“He won’t go potty, so I’m thinking he wants to take a walk,” Nola said. “We were just waiting for you.”

		“Thanks,” I said, taking the leash and nearly losing my balance as General Lee shot forward, his agenda known only to him.

		“What are you wearing, Mellie?” my mother asked.

		I looked down at the bright blue velour sweat suit as if I were seeing it for the first time. “Something I borrowed from Charlene. She said it was appropriate vacation attire.”

		“Isn’t it a little warm to be wearing velour with long sleeves?”

		I nodded, already starting to perspire. “You know how cold-natured I am. I’ll be fine.” I didn’t want to tell her that it was the only thing I could find that fit me. I was so bloated, and everything else seemed to be too tight. As Jack and Sophie had long predicted, the days of eating everything I wanted without gaining weight had come to a crashing halt. I knew that turning forty had been a bad idea.

		At least my mother either pretended not to notice or didn’t see the flip-flops on my feet, something I never wore in public except on the rare occasions I made it to the beach.

		“Where are we going?” Nola asked, sounding breathless as she jogged to keep up.

		“I’m not sure, but he seems to be following his invisible friend.” I stubbed my toe on a crack in the sidewalk and stumbled, cursing under my breath at the absurdity of wearing shoes without any kind of support or toe protection. “It’s best just to follow.”

		We continued our brisk pace, and I was relieved that he wasn’t heading in the direction of the Circular Church and its cemetery. When we crossed Broad Street to Rutledge, I had a pretty good idea of where we were going.

		“Hey, this is the way to Miss Julia’s house,” Nola said.

		“I think you’re right.” I glanced at my mother, who was delicately mopping her brow with a tissue she’d pulled from her purse. I was sweating like a horse but wasn’t about to admit it by asking whether she had another one.

		When we were still a block away, the hair on the back of my neck rose, an almost refreshing cold wave of fear racking my body. My mother stopped and I did, too, General Lee continuing to pull on the leash.

		“Do you feel that?” she asked.

		I nodded as our eyes met.

		“This might not be . . . good.”

		“Is it ever?” I asked.

		She didn’t smile. “I have a feeling that if we go any farther, it will be too late to turn back. And if you turn back, I’m going to have to turn back, too, because I can’t fight whatever is there by myself—it’s much too strong. So you have to decide now whether you’re going to see this thing through and let Julia die in peace, or go back to your wallowing as if your life is over. Right here, right now, you need to decide that your gift is something that will always be there, and will transcend even the disappointments in your life. It has always been that way for me, and I hope it will be for you, too.”

		I stood, staring at her while I dripped sweat in my velour sweat suit, feeling as ridiculous as I looked and wondering whether all of life’s big decisions happened when one was least prepared. I looked down the street in the direction from which we’d come and saw Nola with her arms crossed, her face expressionless.

		She’d changed so much in the last few months. She was still a teenager—I supposed we’d have to wait about seven years for that to change—and she was as comfortable in her own skin as she’d always been. But she didn’t seem so alone anymore, or so lonely. If I didn’t think she’d argue with me, I would almost suggest that she was feeling as if she belonged in Charleston now, with her father and the ragtag family that had come together to see her through. Despite all of that, I could still see the stricken little girl who’d arrived on my doorstep, the girl abandoned by her mother and not knowing why. My own heartache didn’t seem so bad in comparison anymore.

		Looking beyond Nola to the street behind her, I couldn’t see Bonnie, but I could hear the tune I’d begun to associate with her, the song that seemed to come from inside my head. I felt the pull of my old life, but now more as a memory than a necessity. Maybe by turning forty I had traded in my metabolism for wisdom. Or maybe it was just time for me to grow up.

		“Come on,” I said, allowing General Lee to leap forward and following at a slow jog. It was one thing to capitulate; it was quite another to admit to being wrong about so many things in such a public way. My mother didn’t say anything, but I caught her exchanging a glance with Nola and heard the slap of hands, as if a high five had occurred behind my back.

		Nola spotted the yellow caution tape first as we neared the old Victorian house, starting at the curb and marking off the entire side yard on the turret side of the house and going all the way to the back property line. A backhoe loader sat in front of a large hole, a pile of dark earth parked next to it. The yard was deserted, the equipment turned off, and as we stood staring and wondering what to do next, Dee Davenport came out of the house, running faster than I thought a person her size could, and carrying something in her hand.

		“Miss Middleton—you must have read my mind. I was just trying to call you!”

		General Lee stopped pulling at his leash, as if whatever he was chasing had gone, then lay down at my feet. “What’s going on, Dee?”

		She pressed a pudgy hand against her chest as she paused to catch her breath. “We had a water pipe burst in the yard—we’re thinking it’s from the roots of that big oak tree by the side of the house. Anyway, when they started digging they found bones.”

		“Bones?”

		Dee nodded. “Not human, fortunately. But dog bones—the whole skeleton. The skull was cracked—probably the cause of death.”

		I looked down at General Lee, sleeping off his exhaustion, and was glad he hadn’t heard what Dee said. “That’s awful. But why were you calling me?”

		She held out a rectangular wooden box, similar to others I’d seen at Trenholm’s Antiques. It was a Victorian glove box, used to store ladies’  gloves. “Because they found this, too. Not buried with the dog, but nearby.”

		I handed the leash to Nola and took the box. “But why are you giving this to me? If it was found on this property, it belongs to Miss Julia.”

		Dee nodded, her cheeks flushed with exertion, her hair stuck to her forehead with sweat. “I know. I just came from the hospital, where I showed it to her. And she asked me to give it to you.”

		I stared at the box as if it held spiders or other crawling insects. “What’s in it?”

		“Letters. I showed them to Miss Julia. She said you and Mr. Trenholm would know what to do.”

		My eyes smarted at the mention of his name and I quickly blinked. With a glance at Nola and my mother, who both gave encouraging nods, I opened up the box, revealing a pleated pink silk interior lining that cradled a small stack of letters. The envelopes were crisp and brittle, faded to yellow. There was no writing on the outside, the flaps torn unevenly, as if the person opening them had been too impatient to find a letter opener.

		“Go ahead,” Dee said. “Miss Julia wanted you to read them.”

		Handing the box to my mother, I took the top envelope and opened it carefully. The handwriting inside was small and precise, done in all capital letters, and definitely written by a male. My eyes scanned to the bottom of the page, searching for a signature, and found only the initials JCW. I thought hard, wondering whether I’d run across a name that fit the initials.

		“Jonathan Crisler Watts,” Nola volunteered, reading over my shoulder. “It was in one of the newspaper articles we got from Yvonne at the Historical Society.”

		“She’s young and still has all of her brain cells,” my mother said, indicating Nola. “Just be thankful she’s here and move on.”

		With a brief glance at my mother, I turned back to the letter and began to read out loud.

		“ ‘Darling, last night’s passion and the feel of your bare skin against mine, the touch of your golden hair under my fingers—’” I broke off, then continued to scan the rest of the letter, my cheeks heating at the mixture of Victorian romance and erotica.

		“What does it say?” asked Nola, reaching for the letter that I’d shielded from her view after the first few words.

		“More of the same,” I offered as explanation. I placed the letter back in the envelope, then picked up the next and opened it, the letter revealing yet another enraptured Jonathan waxing poetic about soft blond hair and making improbable rhymes with the words “desire” and “rapture.” I examined the rest of the letters and discovered them all to be pretty much the same.

		I closed the box and took it back from my mother. “I don’t understand,” I said, turning to Dee. “Why would Julia want me to see these letters from her fiancé?”

		“Because Miss Julia says she’s never seen them before. She’s old, but she’s still as sharp as a tack, with a good memory. She’d remember if she’d read them.”

		“So would I,” I muttered. I thought for a moment. “But somebody read them, and somebody buried them. But who?”

		“That poor dog,” my mother said. “Why would somebody hurt the dog?”

		“Maybe he died by accident and they buried him here,” Nola suggested.

		“I’d like to think so,” I said. “But I think there has to be some connection, since he’s haunting the dollhouse with the other family members. And the head on the dog figure had been damaged, too.”

		General Lee whimpered in his sleep, and I bent down to scratch him behind his ear. Looking up, I said, “Nola, look at the house and point to the spot that corresponds to the place where you found the figure of William and the dog on the floor outside the dollhouse.”

		She faced the house and walked to the side by the turret. The whole side yard seemed to pulsate with energy, a black cloud visible to only the lucky few, hugging the air surrounding the turret. I refused to look up, knowing what I would see.

		Nola stopped about ten feet away from the turret and approximately five feet from where the hole gaped open. “About right here.”

		My mother crossed her arms over her chest. “So let’s say William fell—or was pushed—from the turret window. If the dog were outside, he would have barked. Assuming William didn’t end up on the ground  by his own devices, whoever was here with him would have wanted to silence the dog in the quickest way possible.”

		I nodded, thinking hard, feeling the shifting of all the pieces as they tried to find their way into the correct slots of a puzzle with pieces that seemed to be not only two-sided, but had no edges. I opened my mouth to say something, then stopped, the image of the Manigault family portrait I’d seen printed in the newspaper flashing in my mind.

		I turned back to Dee. “Where was the box of letters found?”

		She pointed to a spot near where the dog’s bones had been found. I turned to my mother. “Isn’t that about the same general area where Jack said he keeps finding the Anne doll?”

		She nodded. “Sounds about right. Maybe she’s the one who buried the letters.”

		I shook my head. “None of this makes any sense.” Turning back to Dee, I said, “And you’re sure Julia said she’d never seen them before, and had no idea how they got buried in the yard?”

		Dee nodded. “Right. But why would somebody hide letters to Julia from her own fiancé?”

		I took a deep breath and raised my eyes to the turret as a certain knowledge settled on me as clear as the image of the hollow-eyed man watching us from the window. “Because those letters are from Jonathan. But they weren’t written to Julia.”

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 28
		

		
			I finished stowing the pick and hoe I’d borrowed from my father in the trunk of my car. I knew he would have come with us if I’d asked, but I also knew that despite his new open-mindedness, enough doubts existed that might work to drain the energy my mother and I might need. It would have been nice to have a few more muscles to help with the digging, but I wasn’t about to ask Jack, and my mother had had the good sense not to even suggest it.
		

		
			“Where’s Nola?” I asked as I watched my mother walk toward me. She wore walking shorts and sneakers—something I’d never seen her wear, much less thought she owned—and I wondered whether she might be just trying to make me feel better about my own fashion choices. Or lack thereof, I thought, as I looked down at the mom jeans and loose Greenpeace T-shirt Sophie had given me. Oh, how the mighty have fallen. Accepting clothes from Sophie, purchased from Goodwill, no less, had taken a major attitude adjustment. Not as major as I’d expected, though; I didn’t seem to have much attitude left.
		

		“I drove her to Jack’s early this morning. It seems the two of them had an outing planned, so Nola couldn’t come with us.”

		I’d slept until ten o’clock, something else I’d not done since infancy, and had apparently missed Nola’s announcement and departure.

		“Oh. I guess I didn’t need the third shovel then.” My disappointment seemed way too keen to be about a shovel, but I didn’t want to examine my feelings too closely because then I’d start crying. My mother was already looking at me funny.

		“It’s always good to have extras,” she said as she opened the passenger door and slid in.

		We spent the next hour and a half on our drive to Georgetown fighting over the radio buttons—me hitting the seventies station trying to get an ABBA song and her angling for the classical station. It made me wish I’d never asked for the satellite radio upgrade. Eventually, I plugged my iPod into the stereo so that we were forced to listen to my playlist, which was comprised of a lot of ABBA and the rest eighties dance music. I made no apologies, realizing that it wouldn’t be enough for my classically trained opera-singing mother.

		Highway 17 is a lonely stretch of highway that runs through Charleston and along the coast. We passed place-names familiar to me—Sullivan’s Island and McClellanville, both towns in which I’d spent summers and other vacations with my sorority sisters from college. While I’d been at the University of South Carolina, my father had continued to move around with the army, so for vacations and holidays I preferred to borrow a home and family wherever I could find them. Not that I would have chosen to visit with him anyway, having long since gotten over the need to be his caretaker.

		As we approached the historic city of Georgetown, my mother unfolded a large and wrinkled AAA map circa 1989. “The turnoff should be coming up here on the right.”

		“You know, I have a GPS. All you have to do is plug in the address.  . . .”

		“Those things are never right. Besides, I doubt any GPS could find it. It’s an abandoned homestead where nobody has lived for decades. That’s why Yvonne couldn’t give us a street address.”

		“Mother, it uses a satellite. Anything that exists can be seen. . . .”

		“There it is,” she said, almost chortling. “Nothing like good old-fashioned map reading to get you where you need to go.”

		“Avoiding technology just means you’re getting old,” I said smugly as I turned onto an unpaved road, effectively silencing her.

		Dust erupted under the tires, seeming to swallow up the road behind us. The car bumped over rocks and small limbs, making me wish I’d taken my dad up on his offer to borrow his truck. The old-growth pine forest loomed thickly over us, blocking out much of the sunlight  and giving me the impression of being inside a cathedral. None of which did anything to soothe my nerves. With grave digging on the agenda, I hadn’t really expected anything would.

		“What if somebody sees us?” my mother asked.

		
			It had occurred to me to bring ski masks and something to hide my license plate, but I’d dismissed these ideas as being products of watching too many MacGyver reruns on late-night TV, my company during my recent bout of insomnia. Still, my being caught digging up a grave would look really bad when reported in the Charleston papers. Especially if they included a photo of me in my mom jeans.
		

		“I don’t think we have anything to worry about,” I said. “Yvonne checked the records and verified that the house and property have been abandoned since the nineteen fifties, when Jonathan’s parents died. One of his brothers in north Georgia inherited it, but nobody’s lived here since then.”

		“So we’re trespassing,” she said.

		“Yes. But that would be the least of the charges if we’re caught.” I pressed down on the brake, stopping the car. “If you want to turn back, speak now.”

		I followed her gaze out the back window of the car, to where all we could see was a swirling haze of orange-colored dust, and then to the sides of the narrow road with ditches leading down into the forest. She looked at me. “I think we’re beyond that now. Don’t you?”

		I nodded, knowing she was right in more ways than one. I pressed my foot on the gas pedal, moving the car forward with the oddest feeling of being glad that there was no turning back.

		The Victorian farmhouse, when we finally came upon it in a clearing, appeared to be waging its last stand against the encroachment of the forest. It was exactly how I had pictured it—with the peaked roof, large deep porch, and the straight lines of the porch supports straight out of a book of Americana. This style of house probably existed in most regions throughout the country, calling to mind large families and chickens in the front yard. Not murder and empty graves. The only difference between my mental picture and what I saw before me was that the house seemed even more abandoned and forlorn than I had imagined.

		No glass existed in the windows, allowing for gaping holes through  which one could see collapsed ceilings and fallen walls. A large tree poked through the roof, the dislodged slate shingles half-embedded in the ground below where they’d fallen, as if in testament to the violence of the storm that had thrown them there.

		I put the car in park and turned off the ignition. “I’m assuming the family cemetery is out back.”

		“That’s what Yvonne said.” My mother faced me. “You don’t like cemeteries very much.” It wasn’t a question.

		“Nothing good ever happens while I’m in one.”

		She took my hand and squeezed. “Remember, we’re stronger together. Don’t forget that.”

		I squeezed back, then let go to exit the car. We stood in the deafening silence filled only with the background drone of thousands of unseen insects. I could smell the nearby marsh and the ubiquitous Lowcountry pluff mud, a scent I’d loved from the very first whiff. People say that’s how you can tell a true South Carolinian—if they don’t wrinkle up their noses at the unique smell of rotting vegetation.

		“Do you feel anything?” she asked as we faced the desolate house whose yard seemed to be swallowing it whole, with weeds that grew through the slats in the porch floorboard.

		“No. Not yet, anyway. Maybe there’s no reason for them to be here.”

		My mother regarded me. “Or maybe we haven’t given them a reason yet.”

		I swallowed heavily, trying to focus on the task at hand. I unlocked the trunk and handed a shovel to my mother, then took out the pick and another shovel for me. We were rounding the side of the house when I heard the distinct sound of a car door slamming.

		I started and stopped. “Oh, no—somebody’s here!” I quickly calculated how long it would take us both to run to the car and back out over the long gravel drive, before looking over at my mother, whose expression wasn’t registering alarm or even surprise. Instead she actually looked apologetic.

		Anger quickly replaced my fear. “Are you expecting someone?” I asked, moving ahead slowly while my suspicions rose, then were confirmed when I heard Nola’s voice.

		“They’re here,” Nola announced, just as my mother and I rounded the corner to the back of the house.

		Jack and Nola stood by his pickup truck, each holding a shovel. All we needed was a couple of pitchforks to reenact a medieval witch hunt.

		“What are you doing here?” Jack and I asked simultaneously.

		We looked at Nola and my mother, both of whom suddenly looked very, very guilty.

		“Mother! What were you thinking?”

		Very calmly she approached us. “I was thinking that we needed Jack’s help. Nola agreed.”

		
			Nola stepped between Jack and me. “And it would be nice if the two of you would make up. I feel like that dude on The Bachelor trying to choose between the two of you. It’s just wrong.”
		

		Jack was staring at me, his expression one of confusion. “What happened to you?”

		
			
			You, I wanted to say, but didn’t want to give him any more power over me. I couldn’t meet his eyes, remembering the humiliation of our last encounter. I stuck out my chin. “I’m on vacation. This is what people wear on vacation.”
		

		The old familiar smirk lifted half of his mouth. “On a retirees’ cruise to Cancún, maybe. Where did you get those clothes?”

		I tried to be offended but couldn’t. Even if Jack wasn’t mine, it was good to know he was still Jack. Regardless, I didn’t think either “Sophie” or “Goodwill” would be acceptable responses. Instead, I pulled together the last shards of self-respect and asked again, “Why are you here?”

		“For the same reason you are, I’m thinking.” He slid a glance at his daughter. “Nola told me about Julia’s letters. She’d heard enough to be able to let me know what was in them. But, being the intelligent person that she is, instead of telling me what she already knew, she allowed me to reach the same conclusion you apparently have—that Jonathan was the other body buried with William.”

		Curious enough to forget my humiliation and the stabbing pain in the vicinity of my heart that came each time I looked at him, I asked, “What made you think that?”

		He scratched the back of his head. “Well, his death from influenza  in 1938 was too coincidental. First William, then the house fire, then Jonathan—all in the same year. There was no influenza epidemic that year, which doesn’t really mean he couldn’t have died from it; it’s just that his death was too . . . neat.”

		“And there’s no such thing as coincidence,” Nola said, beaming.

		“Fast learner,” Jack said, rubbing the top of her head as if she were a little kid. Frowning, as if he were trying not to show too much interest, he turned to me. “What about you? How did you figure it out?”

		“The letters waxed poetic about the beautiful blond hair of the person Jonathan wrote to. According to the Manigault family photos that I’ve seen, Julia’s hair was dark brown. William’s was blond.”

		“Ah.” He nodded. “Anyway, Nola acted appropriately surprised when I told her about my conclusion and casually mentioned that if we could find Jonathan’s grave and discover it empty, we’d have a pretty good guess as to who was buried alongside William Manigault. I imagine she even convinced Yvonne not to tell me she’d already given you the same information on where to find Jonathan’s grave when I met with her yesterday.”

		Nola focused on a rock on the ground in front of her with scholarly intensity.

		Jack and I stood facing each other, our eyes not exactly meeting. “Well,” I said, “glad to have my conclusions collaborated. But I think Nola, my mother, and I can handle it from here on out. After all, none of this concerns you.”

		My mother stepped forward. “Let’s not be so hasty, Mellie. Jack’s already here, and we could really use his considerable muscle to help with the digging. It will make it go twice as fast.”

		As much as I wanted to contradict her, I knew she was right. An extra set of arms would make it all go so much faster—even if they were Jack’s arms. I figured that maybe I could work with my back to him so I wouldn’t have to look at him. Or hear him breathe, which would bring back way too many memories. With a heavy sigh that sounded a lot like Nola, I said, “Whatever.”

		“No.”

		The three of us turned to stare at Jack.

		He crossed his arms. “No,” he said again. “I think Mellie should ask  me nicely. As she pointed out, this has nothing to do with me. If she wants to borrow my muscles, she’ll have to ask.”

		I felt my mouth drop open. “There is no way in . . .”

		My mother spoke up. “My sciatica is really acting up, Mellie. I don’t think I’m going to be much help with the digging. Which would leave only you and Nola. And she weighs about eighty pounds soaking wet. So before you make any hasty decisions, please think about it.”

		I tried to imagine doing all that digging by myself, and couldn’t get past the part where I’d need to break the surface somehow. Just thinking about it depleted my energy reserves, not to mention the time issue. The fear of discovery was never far from my mind.

		I took a deep breath and sighed deeply. Looking at a spot behind Jack’s shoulder, I said, “Would you please stay and help us dig?”

		“Since you asked so nicely,” he said, with a hint of a smile lingering in his voice.

		I slid my gaze to meet his, noticing again how blue his eyes were, and how they weren’t mocking me but appeared instead to be searching mine. I looked away, for the first time not able to even guess what he might be thinking.

		“Then come on,” I said, hoisting a shovel and pick, then marching past Jack.

		“Nice jeans,” he said as I walked by, giving me a couple of ideas of what I could do with the pick and shovel besides digging.

		Just as Yvonne had described, a small family cemetery lay situated behind the house, down a rock path that had been rendered almost invisible by tall weeds. A rusty wrought-iron gate surrounded the clearing with its small number of unkempt tombstones, their rounded tops made visible only by the shifting breeze.

		“What is it with you Middleton women and family cemeteries?” Jack asked.

		My mother raised her eyebrows and I knew she, too, was recalling the last time we’d been in a cemetery together as we’d tried to put the spirit of Rose Prioleau to rest. We’d come very close to having it all end in disaster.

		“Except here I’m not feeling anything,” I said. “Like all the spirits here are resting peacefully.”

		“Or aren’t here at all,” Nola added.

		I hoped she was right.

		We fanned out through the overgrown cemetery, reading fading inscriptions on the old grave markers. There were only about a dozen, and it didn’t take long for Jack to find it. “Over here,” he called, indicating a white marble marker in the shape of a cross. “Just has his name—no birth or death dates. Maybe Jonathan’s parents didn’t want their lie to be imprinted on a cross.”

		We stood in front of the marker and stared at the flat expanse of dirt and grass that grew over the grave. Jack reached for the pick and I handed it to him, more grateful that he was there than I wanted to admit, and not just because of the added muscle. Still, I couldn’t look at him, and each accidental glance was like the slow peeling of a Band-Aid off a wound that wouldn’t heal.

		“Move back,” he instructed. “I’ll start and then we can all take turns scooping out the dirt. We’re going to go about six feet long and six feet deep, and if we work fast we should have it done in a couple of hours.”

		“Can you make it faster?” Nola suggested. “I’ve got plans tonight. With Alston,” she added hastily.

		We stood back as Jack hoisted the pick and let it fall, and the first tremor of fear began at the base of my neck. I glanced at my mother and saw that she’d felt it, too.

		“You’d better hurry, Jack,” she said. “I don’t think we’ll have two hours.”

		His gaze traveled from my mother to me, and I knew he was remembering our last cemetery digging, too. He raised the pick above his head and drove it into the earth, and I felt the ground trembling softly below me, as if we’d awakened something that should have been left asleep.

		We watched until Jack had obliterated the weeds and grass that had grown on top of the grave, loosening the soil enough so we could begin digging. I picked up my shovel. “I’ll go first. The faster we dig, the less time we’ll have to feel the pain.”

		Because of the small space, my mother, Nola, and I took turns standing on the opposite end from Jack. He continued to dig throughout, changing sides with us so he could even out the depth of the hole.  The hot sun beat down on us, and I found myself wishing I’d thought to bring water. In my old life, I wouldn’t have left anything to chance. In my new life, I found I could barely remember what I needed to do in the next half hour.

		“Are you all right?” my mother asked.

		I blinked at her, my eyes stinging from the dripping sweat, and realized that I was seeing double. “Just . . . a little hot,” I said.

		She took the shovel from me. “Go sit over there in the shade next to Nola and cool off. I can do this now.”

		“But it’s my turn. . . .” I stopped protesting, knowing that if I didn’t sit down sometime very soon, I’d end up facedown in the hole.

		I sprawled next to a sweating Nola, her face and hands smeared with dirt and probably looking a lot like I did. If somebody came upon us now and demanded to know what we were doing, it would be very hard to prove our innocence.

		I hadn’t been sitting down very long when the sound of metal hitting wood traveled up out of the grave. My mother and Jack stopped. “We’re barely at four feet, but I think I found a coffin,” Jack announced. His shirt was soaked in sweat, but he hadn’t removed it. I’m sure it was more for my mother’s benefit and Nola’s, but I was very, very thankful. If the heat didn’t make me pass out, that surely would have.

		“I can finish this,” he said, then helped my mother out of the grave. She came and sat down next to us in the shade of the pine tree while we watched Jack.

		He used his shovel to remove the dirt from the top of the coffin, then tossed it aside to grab the pick. “Just in case it’s not empty, I want you three to stay where you are for now.”

		I wanted to protest, but I didn’t think I could have moved to a standing position even if I wanted to. He raised the pick once more above his head, and let it come down with a crashing, splintering sound. He moved back and brought the pick down two more times, using the broad-sided portion to pry away what was left of the lid.

		He turned to face us. “You might want to come see this.”

		Nola and my mother stood. I waited for a moment, focusing all of my energy on becoming vertical again. Using the trunk of the tree for support, I pulled myself to a stand, then joined the others.

		Slowly, the three of us leaned over the edge of the gaping hole, staring inside at a splintered pine coffin, its lid demolished enough to reveal several large rocks lodged into packed dirt, filling the narrow space. We let out our breaths in a simultaneous exhale.

		My mother shook her head. “I don’t understand. Why would Jonathan’s parents hide their son’s murder and give him a false grave?”

		Jack wiped his hands on the front of his jeans. “I’d bet a lot of money that they didn’t know he was dead. That they were led to believe that he’d run off with William.”

		I nodded. “From what I know of Harold Manigault, I think he waited to find out if what Julia had told him about William was true. I mean, he must have known that Julia was jealous about William’s inheritance, and he must have had his doubts. I think William was planning to leave, but wanted to see his lover one more time. So he got dressed up and that’s when his father confronted him. The argument must have been brief—or nonexistent—since the fact that William was wearing his mother’s clothes was evidence in itself, and in a fit of anger, Harold tossed William from the turret, killing him, either intentionally or not.

		“I’m not exactly sure how the rest of it played out, but somehow Harold found out where William was meeting his lover, and waylaid Jonathan. Can you imagine his shock in finding out it was his future son-in-law? I have to imagine Jonathan’s death was no accident.”

		“No, definitely not,” Jack said. “I think he threw both bodies in his truck and drove out to the family plantation, where he buried the bodies, then burned the house so nobody would go back and accidentally discover the graves. To keep Jonathan’s parents quiet, I’m guessing he told them that William and Jonathan had run off together—which would have been a huge stigma back then and would, in effect, silence them—and to save face, they faked Jonathan’s death—even had a funeral for him. Either way, he was gone from them forever.”

		“Poor Julia,” my mother said, shaking her head. “To have blamed herself for William’s leaving all these years.”

		Nola’s brow furrowed. “But then why would William’s ghost try and stop Julia from discovering the graves? Wouldn’t he want his death avenged?”

		
			I had been staring at the coffin, listening to them speak, but seeing instead a dark night of violence and loss. And feeling William very close by. His presence wasn’t threatening, and before I could ask him why, I suddenly understood. Stop her. It will only get worse if she does not.

		“He was trying to protect Julia,” I said. “He wanted her to believe that Jonathan had gone to his death loving her instead of allowing her to live with the knowledge of the worst kind of betrayal.”

		Nola kicked a clod of dirt into the coffin. “Miss Julia said her mother and William were really close. I bet Anne hid the letters after William disappeared to keep Harold from destroying them. I bet she saw Harold kill William, too—that’s why they had to cart her off to the loony bin after he died.”

		I turned to my mother. “What are we going to tell Julia?” This was the part I had no experience with, and wasn’t really sure whether or not I wanted to. “She’s dying. She might need to know the truth so she can rest in peace.”

		Nola rolled her eyes. “I don’t need another doll chasing me around. I vote we tell her.”

		A heavy gray cloud covered the sun, casting us all in heavy shadow. We looked up to see that everywhere else the sky was blue. But the insects were now eerily silent as a wind materialized, pushing at us with sudden intensity.

		“We need to go,” Jack said, his voice urgent but calm for Nola’s sake. But my mother and I were remembering another cemetery not that long ago where an angry spirit tried to take her revenge on those of us who sought to right an old wrong.

		“Yes,” I said, leaning down to pick up a couple of shovels. “I think a storm is coming.” Spots formed in front of my eyes and I stumbled. My mother took my arm. “Are you feeling all right?”

		“Just a little bit of heat exhaustion, I think. Would you mind driving?”

		“Not at all. Just go sit inside the car and turn it on so you can get the air-conditioning blasting. I’ll worry about collecting all the tools.”

		“Hurry,” I said without argument, squeezing her hand while examining the black cloud above us that seemed to be lower in the sky now, pressing the oxygen out of the air. “I think we’ve upset Harold. Julia  told us that appearances were everything to him. Even now, after all this time, I don’t expect he’s going to be thrilled about the world seeing his family’s dirty laundry.”

		She squeezed my hand again. “We’re stronger than him. Just keep saying that to yourself and I’ll be right with you.”

		I nodded, not completely sure I believed her, then watched her walk back to where Jack and Nola were refilling the hole. I wasn’t feeling well, whatever strength I possessed depleted. I supposed that was a natural by-product of heartbreak, but I wouldn’t know, having never experienced it before now.

		I sat in the car, then reached over to turn on the ignition, blasting the air-conditioning in my face. I spotted a water bottle, warmed from the sun, sitting in the cup holder. Not caring that it wasn’t ice-cold, I reached for it, then lifted my head to gulp it down as my gaze locked onto the rearview mirror.

		
			The bottle froze halfway to my lips, the water splashing into my lap. The eyeless face of Harold Manigault stared at me from the backseat, the rotting smell of death and decay making me gag. I am stronger than you, I tried to say, but the lie stuck in the back of my throat. I had nothing left to fight him with, and my mother was out of sight, and I was inside the car where even my screams couldn’t be heard. And he knew it.
		

		
			I warned you to stay away, but you wouldn’t listen.
		

		I reached for the door handle and tugged on it, but it wouldn’t budge. Frantically I scrambled for the door lock, realizing even in my panicked state that it was already unlocked. Cold, dead fingers wrapped around my neck, the cloying smell of dead flesh gagging me, making it even harder to breathe as something pressed hard against my windpipe.

		I had no hope of winning this battle, even if my mother by some miracle returned. There was nothing to fight for, no reason not to give in. I knew I was giving up too easily, but couldn’t make myself care. I gasped for breath, my body slumping into the driver’s seat as bright stars of light appeared in my eyes, obliterating my vision.

		I thought for a moment that I could hear music—Bonnie’s song—and I wondered if this was what death must really be like, with music playing and utter peace. I felt no pain anymore, just my body and bones melting into weightlessness as I listened to Bonnie sing, louder now  than I’d ever heard it before. It was like she was singing in my ear to make sure I heard it clearly.

		Then suddenly I was floating outside of my body, looking down at the roof of the car, feeling more at peace than I ever had. And the music was there, too, louder and louder but so exquisitely beautiful that I didn’t care. I turned my head, trying to capture the words I’d never been able to understand before.

		
			My mother shouted and I saw her looking upward, and she was seeing me spin higher and higher above the car. I wanted to tell her that it was okay, that I was fine going where I was going, that it was beautiful and peaceful and that my heart had finally stopped breaking. She ran to the car and tried to open each door, and in my mind I heard her say, I am stronger than you, right before she started crying. She was on her own, without my help, and she knew it wouldn’t be enough, just as I had.
		

		Then I saw Jack and Nola running toward the car and Jack had the pick in his hand. He raised it against the back passenger window, the shattered glass splattering the car seat and the dirt outside like teardrops.

		
			He reached into the driver’s seat and tried to open the door from the inside. The music was so loud now that I almost didn’t hear Bonnie’s voice. Nola needs you. So does Jack. And you need him too, in more ways than you know right now. Go back. Go back and find my daughter’s eyes.

		
			I looked down at my weeping mother and Nola, and at Jack, who was frantically trying to reach me and get me out of the car. I allowed myself to feel, just one more time, and the pain around my heart burst anew, pressing through my chest, reminding me that I was alive. Yes, I whispered, no longer sure that the absence of pain was enough reason to let go of the tenuous hold on life. And you need him too, in more ways than you know right now. I needed to know the answer to that, realizing that I never would unless I returned to him. And to my mother and Nola and the rest of my life.
		

		The pressure on my windpipe ceased immediately, and I began to fall through the sky, the cold air hitting my face as I fell back to the car and into the body of the woman slumped on the front seat. The passenger seat door was yanked open and I heard Jack call my name. I tried to reach for him and call his name, but my brain wasn’t communicating with the rest of my body.

		“Mellie,” he shouted, his voice hoarse. “Somebody—call nine-one-one. Hurry!” I felt something warm and moist on my forehead and knew that he’d kissed me and that everything was going to be all right now. I heard Bonnie singing again, each word clear as tinkling bells, and I wanted to laugh out loud.

		“Jack,” I finally managed.

		“Oh, thank God,” I heard him say. “Don’t say anything—conserve your energy. They’re sending an ambulance.”

		“Jack,” I said again, fighting the sleep that threatened to overtake me. “I know . . .”

		“Shhhh,” he whispered as he held me tightly in his arms.

		I finally managed to open my eyes. “Listen,” I said, wondering if he could hear the music, too. Lifting my head slightly, I said, “I know where to find my daughter’s eyes.”

		Feeling confident that I’d said all that I could, and that Bonnie would keep me safe, I allowed myself to let go of consciousness and fall into a deep and dreamless sleep.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 29
		

		
			I awoke with Jack’s name on my lips, opening my eyes with a start as I remembered all that had happened. Bright fluorescent lights and the antiseptic scent of the room would have been enough to tell most people they were in the hospital. For me, it was the lost souls lining the walls of the room and peering through the glass window on the door that told me where I was. I hated hospitals.
		

		“She’s awake.”

		I turned at the sound of my mother’s voice just in time to see her let go of my father’s hand. They both stood at the side of the bed, my mother’s cool hand pressed against my cheek. “Mellie, sweetheart. How do you feel?”

		I thought for a moment, wiggling my toes and fingers, moving my arms and legs. “I’m fine, actually. I feel great. I think that’s the first real sleep I’ve had in a while.” My stomach grumbled. “What time is it?”

		“It’s a little past five. You’ve been out since Jack pulled you from the car this morning.”

		I shook my head. “It seems like weeks ago. And I’m having the oddest craving right now for a piece of coconut cream pie from Jestine’s.”

		My dad took my hand. “I’ll go get it for you. Anything you want, just ask.” I thought I saw moisture in his eyes but he quickly blinked it away.

		I squeezed his hand, grateful that both of my parents were there but painfully aware of the one person who wasn’t.

		“Thanks, Dad. And, um, see if you can buy an entire pie.”

		He at least knew me well enough not to blink. “Done,” he said,  leaning down to kiss my forehead. “I’ll bring it to your mother’s house, since I don’t expect they’ll keep you overnight. I’ll be back to help her bring you home.”

		I smiled my gratitude, my stomach growling again in agreement as I watched him leave. Then I turned to my mother. “Has anyone told Julia what we found?”

		She shook her head. “After I got you settled here, I called Dee to let her know. But Julia slipped into a coma this morning—about the time we were digging Jonathan’s grave. They don’t expect her to awaken.”

		An inexplicable sadness settled on me. “So all of that was for nothing?” I shook my head in disgust, trying not to think about the trauma of the morning.

		“I think it’s too early to tell, but I doubt it was for nothing.”

		I closed my eyes, trying to accept what she was telling me, then opened my eyes again as I recalled that I was in the hospital. “Why am I here?” I asked, noticing for the first time the needle in my hand and the IV fluid drip by the bed.

		A look I didn’t recognize passed over my mother’s face. “You were severely dehydrated. At least, that’s the medical explanation for why you passed out. But I saw Harold Manigault in the car with you, and then I saw you—” Her voice caught. “You weren’t fighting, Mellie. You weren’t even trying.” A fat tear rolled down her cheek.

		“I’m sorry, Mother. I . . . couldn’t. I had nothing to fight with, and . . . there was nothing left to fight for.” I turned my head away, not wanting to see her face as I told her the rest. “It was so much easier to just . . . let go.”

		
			She pulled her chair up to the side of the bed and grabbed both of my hands. “That was Harold’s doing, filling your mind with his poison.” She closed her eyes. “Promise me you will never do that again. That you will always fight. You are stronger than them. Even without me—although there was a reason your strength was drained today. But you should always fight. Especially now . . .” She stopped.
		

		“What?”

		She looked at me, that odd expression on her face again. “Is there something you need to tell me?”

		
			I remembered Bonnie then, her music. Her words. Go back. Go back  and find my daughter’s eyes. “Yes,” I answered. “Bonnie saved me. She’s the one who helped me come back.” I burst out crying for a bunch of reasons I couldn’t name. “I’m sorry,” I said, blotting my eyes with the edge of the sheet. “I don’t know why I’m so emotional these days.”
		

		My mother gave me that look again, as if she were waiting for me to say something. When I didn’t, she said, “We are sometimes given angels when we least expect them. And that’s not the first time Bonnie’s interceded on your behalf, either.”

		I shook my head. “No—she saved me in the Circular Church cemetery, though I don’t know why she feels protective of me. Maybe because of Nola, and how I’m sort of her surrogate mother now.”

		My mother sat back in her chair and actually rolled her eyes. “Mellie, I’ve always considered you to be an intelligent woman. Surely you can figure out why Bonnie feels the need to protect you. Or why you’ve been so teary-eyed lately.”

		I glared at her. “Other than my heart being brutally ripped from my chest, no, I can’t imagine why.”

		She sighed heavily. “Mellie, your feet are swollen. You’re weeping all the time. Your pants and skirts feel tight. You’re exhausted all the time but can’t sleep. You’re craving coconut cream pie. Are any of these things ringing a bell?”

		
			Little pinpoints of light erupted in the back of my head as I stared at her blankly, unable to process something my brain was trying to tell me. My mother actually rolled her eyes again.
		

		She leaned forward, her eyes intent on mine. “Did it ever occur to you that you might be pregnant?”

		
			I continued to stare at her blankly as my mind sluggishly tumbled through my mental calendar, checking off the number of days since my birthday party, resisting the inevitable conclusion that I kept reaching regardless of the different paths my brain tried to take. At least because of a lifetime of irregular periods I couldn’t claim complete stupidity in not recognizing what was probably the most basic of all biological changes in a woman’s body. And the whole time my mind was shouting at me, No! No! No! No!

		Taking my numbed silence as a reason to keep talking, she continued. “Before administering treatment to an unconscious woman of  childbearing years, they’re required to do a pregnancy test.” She paused as I held my breath. “It came back positive.”

		I continued to blink rapidly, unable to make my tongue and mouth work in a collaborative effort. Finally I managed, “Pregnant? But how could that happen?”

		My mother closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Sweetheart, I know I wasn’t there for your growing-up years or for when the time was right to have the birds-and-the-bees talk. But you’re forty years old. I sincerely hope that even without my being there you have somehow managed to figure out where babies come from.”

		I felt myself blushing. “But I’m forty. I can’t be having a baby at forty! And I’m single.” This last word was hissed.

		She took both of my hands in hers. “Mellie, older women are having babies all the time now. We’ll just make sure that we get you the best prenatal care. And I’m sure that as soon as Jack knows . . .”

		I shook my head, the tears coming so hard now that I didn’t bother wiping them up with the sheet. “No. I don’t want him to know. He can barely stand the sight of me right now.”

		“That’s not true. And this could be the thing that brings you two together.” She squeezed my hands and smiled brightly. “I’m going to be a grandmother! And I know your father and Jack’s parents will be so happy, too. We all love Nola and try to spoil her as much as she’ll let us, but having a baby to spoil from the beginning, well, those are two lucky grandchildren, is all I’m going to say about it.”

		“But I don’t know anything about being a mother!”

		She smiled again. “Most pregnant women say the same thing. But you, Mellie, are an excellent mother. Just look at Nola. Since the moment she turned up on your doorstep, you’ve known exactly the right mixture of guidance and affection to offer her. I think you can take most of the credit for her somewhat smooth adjustment to her new life. It’s not been perfect, but I don’t think any mother-child relationship is supposed to be. That’s what makes it so special.”

		She squeezed my hands again, and when I looked into her eyes I saw that she was crying now, too.

		I felt a small glimmer of hope that she might be wrong. “When  Bonnie saved me in the Circular Church cemetery, I hadn’t . . . um, Jack and I . . . well, there was no reason for her to be protecting me.”

		
			My mother gave me a patient smile. “As much experience as we’ve both had with spirits, surely by now you realize there’s so much more we don’t know. Maybe she knew in advance where you and Jack were heading. Or maybe it was because of Nola and your relationship with her. We can only guess.”
		

		I sat up suddenly. “Oh, my gosh. Nola! Where is she? I need to tell her. I’d die if she found out from somebody else or figured it out before I could tell her. I’ll tell Jack first, though. Promise.”

		I was already pushing for the call button so I could get a nurse to unhook me and discharge me when my mother took my arm. “You need to stay here and rest, Mellie. Everything else will work out.”

		There was something alarming in her tone of voice, and I stopped trying to get out of bed to look at her. “Where’s Nola?” I asked again.

		“It’s all being taken care of, Mellie. Jack has everything under control.”

		“Has what under control? What’s wrong?”

		I pulled away from her and began dragging my IV toward the door. Seeing that I was serious about leaving, she moved to block my way. “Nola’s missing. Jack dropped her off with Mrs. Houlihan at my house before coming to the hospital to check on you. Mrs. Houlihan says that after Nola ate an early dinner she went upstairs to get her mother’s guitar and then left without a good-bye. She did leave a note for Jack, however, saying she needed time to take care of something for her mother. The good news is that she left her backpack, which makes us think that she’s telling the truth. Jack’s handling it and doesn’t want you to worry.”

		
			
			Go back and find my daughter’s eyes. I was already trying to peel off my hospital nightgown. “I need to find him. I can help. And I have something important to tell him.”
		

		My mother frowned meaningfully.

		“Okay,” I said. “Two things, although not until I know for sure about the second thing—pregnancy tests have been known to give false positives. And if you go get a nurse to come help me speed up the discharge process, I promise to stop by a drugstore on the way and pick up a home pregnancy test so that I’m absolutely sure before I tell Jack.”

		She pursed her lips, then nodded. “And at least a bottle of water. Promise me. You need to keep hydrated.”

		I started ripping off the tape that held my IV needle in place. Watching me, she said, “Stop that before you hurt yourself—I’ll go get a nurse.”

		“Hurry,” I shouted after her, then headed to a chair where my clothes had been neatly folded. With a shudder, I shook out the mom jeans and began to put them on, pressing my hand against my abdomen and feeling the truth I wasn’t yet ready to accept. Bonnie had saved my child and me. The very least I could do was repay the favor.
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		I let my mother drive, wishing I had Amelia behind the wheel instead. Amelia would have taken stop signs and other traffic indicators as mere suggestions and gotten us to Alston’s house in half the time. I’d had my mother call Jack to suggest he find out from Alston anything he could about Nola’s recent Facebook activity. I wanted him to assume that I was still in the hospital. Dealing with my mother trying to discourage me from leaving the hospital was bad enough. Besides, I wasn’t sure Jack would even want me near.

		We arrived at Alston’s house at the same time Jack did. I wanted to run to him and put my arms around him and assure him that everything would be all right. But he made no move in my direction and instead I found myself fumbling with my purse.

		“Shouldn’t she be in the hospital?” Jack asked, facing my mother.

		“She thought she could help. She cares a lot about Nola and is sick with worry. If I didn’t bring her myself, she would have found another way.”

		“Unless Nola told her where she was going, I don’t think she can help.”

		“She says—”

		“Stop it,” I interrupted. “I can hear you, you know.”

		My mother at least looked embarrassed. But Jack just looked angry, albeit an angry Jack who was under a lot of stress. He still wore his dirt-covered jeans and shirt, his hair spiked around his forehead as if he’d spent a lot of time running his hands through it. “You shouldn’t have come,” he said, and for a moment I wondered whether he’d guessed my secret. “I need to know that at least one of you is safe.”

		My heart melted a little, and it took all of my strength not to throw myself at him. “I feel fine.” I held up a water bottle my mother had forced me to buy at the drugstore along with a pregnancy test—which I did not hold up. “I promise to keep hydrated. And there’s no way I could stay in bed while knowing that Nola is out there somewhere and might need me.”

		He took a deep breath to argue, but I interrupted him. “I don’t know whether this will help, but I figured out what Bonnie’s been trying to tell us about ‘my daughter’s eyes.’ It’s a song—the song I’ve been hearing since Nola walked into my house. She’s asking us to find it—the music. She must have written it and then hidden it for some reason.”

		We began walking up to the Ravenels’ front door. “Why would she hide it?” my mother asked. “Don’t songwriters want their music to get out there?”

		“Only if they get paid for it,” Jack said.

		I wanted to ask him what he meant when the front door was pulled open by Alston. “Hello,” she said. After closing the door behind us, she asked, “Is my mother expecting you? It’s my parents’ date night, so they’re not here.”

		Jack smiled, but I could see his anxiety in the pulsing of his jaw muscle. “Actually, we’re still looking for Nola. When I spoke with you earlier you hadn’t seen her, but I was wondering whether maybe since then she might have called.”

		She hesitated just for a moment. “I tried calling her about thirty times, figuring she’d answer a call if it was from me. She finally called me back about an hour ago.”

		Jack inhaled sharply. “I asked you to call me if you heard from her.”

		Alston’s bottom lip trembled. “I know. But she said she was here in Charleston and not to worry, that she was just taking care of something and would be back home tonight. She told me not to tell you because you would just want to interfere. I figured it was okay to wait and tell you because she’s okay.”

		Jack closed his eyes and I could tell he was trying to keep his temper in check. “Do you have any idea what sort of thing she needed to take care of?”

		Again, she hesitated.

		I stepped forward. “Please, Alston. We’re all worried about Nola and we need to find her to make sure she’s safe. Has she used your computer recently?”

		She began to cry. “Please don’t tell my mom. She’ll kill me. I promised her that I wouldn’t break my promise to you to not let her use it. But when Nola was here yesterday I left her alone in my room while my mom made me fold a load of laundry downstairs. When I got back, my laptop was in a different spot. And when I used it later it was on the Facebook home page, and I knew that’s not where I was the last time I used it.”

		“She didn’t say anything about it?” Jack asked.

		“No. And I didn’t ask. It was like we were both keeping the same secret so we wouldn’t get in trouble.”

		“It’s okay, Alston,” my mother said as she put her arm around the young girl. “We understand you’re trying to protect your friend. But we need your help now. Can you go get your laptop and let us see whether we can find out anything?”

		She nodded eagerly. “I know her Facebook password, if you think that will help.” She was already running upstairs.

		When she returned she led us to the kitchen, where she placed the laptop on the table, the Facebook home page already showing. She sat in front of it and typed something before Nola’s home page filled the screen. Her profile picture surprised me; it was a photo of her, Jack, and me at my birthday party that Alston had taken using Nola’s iPhone. I felt the now-common prick of tears in the backs of my eyes and quickly blinked them away.

		“Can you go to her messages?” Jack asked.

		Alston nodded and made a quick click to the message page, where a single name appeared: Rick Chase. She clicked on it and a string of messages, the last one from the previous day, ran down the screen.

		Jack cursed under his breath and leaned forward to read them.

		Alston vacated the seat. “Sit here, Mr. Trenholm, so you can see them better.”

		Jack sat and began scrolling through the messages. Without looking up, he said to Alston, “It doesn’t look like she’s been using Facebook since I told her not to—at least until last week. I’m guessing that’s why you know her password—so you could let her know when she had a new message?”

		Slowly, Alston nodded. With her gaze firmly glued to the floor, she added, “The last time she spoke with him on the phone, she told him to message her on Facebook, since you wouldn’t have access to that.”

		“But what would they have to talk about?” I asked, leaning forward and squinting but still unable to read the screen.

		“Bonnie,” Jack said. “And the untitled song she was working on when she died.” He leaned forward, his finger hitting the down arrow button harder than necessary. “According to his messages, Rick apparently has it and wants to give it to Nola, but first he wants to hear her play it for him on Bonnie’s guitar. He’s coming to Charleston.”

		He was silent for a while as he continued to read. “Damn,” he said, pushing back the chair with sudden force. Glancing at his watch, he said, “They were supposed to meet at the John Calhoun statue in Marion Square half an hour ago.” He stood, then turned to Alston. “Call me if you hear from her; do you understand? No matter what she says, call me.”

		“Yes, sir. I promise this time I will.” She blinked rapidly, but not fast enough to stem the flow of tears that poured down her cheeks. “Is Nola going to be okay?”

		I squeezed her arm and gave her a reassuring smile before racing after Jack, who was striding quickly out of the house toward his car. I followed while my mother hesitated. Calling out to Jack, she said, “I’ll go back to the house and wait there in case she comes home. Let me know if you need backup and I’ll send James.”

		Jack nodded, then sent a glowering look in my direction. “Go with her, Mellie.”

		“As if,” I said, using my favorite Nola expression as I opened the passenger door of his car and stepped inside.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 30
		

		
			The first bubble of nausea hit me as Jack’s car crossed Broad Street. I wasn’t sure whether it was the breakneck speed and two-wheeled turns as he hurtled down Meeting Street that started it, or the two Twinkies I’d bought at the drugstore because I’d been so hungry. Either way, I found myself with my eyes closed as I prayed I wouldn’t throw up in Jack’s Porsche.
		

		I swallowed heavily, then turned to Jack. “What did you mean—about songwriters only wanting their songs out there if they’re paid for it?”

		“I found something out about Mr. Chase. I flew up to New York last week to have a little discussion with my agent before firing him. As a parting gift, he got me in touch with an old friend of his who’s an agent in the music business who happens to know Jimmy Gordon’s agent. He made a few calls for me and I got three minutes on the phone with Jimmy himself.”

		I sat there for a moment, trying to digest the Twinkies and what he was telling me at the same time. “What did he say?”

		“That when he met with Bonnie and Rick, it was because she was the known writer of ‘I’m Just Getting Started.’ Just her. No partner or anything. Jimmy wasn’t even aware that Bonnie wasn’t getting credit for it after he recorded it.”

		“So how come the song is credited to Rick Chase?”

		Jack sped through a red light, narrowly missing a cluster of women carrying shopping bags. “Think about it. Bonnie was an addict. Rick would supply her until she was barely coherent, maybe make her sign  papers giving up her rights to the song. I think that’s how he stole it from her. From Nola.” I watched him swallow. “He probably killed her, too. In a way. The disappointment and sense of betrayal she must have felt when she heard the song on the radio and knew she hadn’t received any credit for it must have devastated her.”

		I swallowed down a ball of nausea. “Poor Bonnie,” I said. “And poor Nola. All this time thinking it was Jimmy Gordon who stole her mother’s song. Rick must have fed Nola some story to make her believe that—you don’t have to look very hard on the Internet to find the writer of a song. But Rick must be feeling some guilt. Don’t you think that’s why he wants to give Nola the new song—so that he can make it up to her?”

		Jack shot me a look. “The guy’s a slime bucket, Mellie. My guess is he doesn’t have the song but thinks Nola does. He lied that he had it to get her to meet him. I bet he’s planning to take it from her.”

		“But she doesn’t have it, or at least doesn’t know she does.” I thought for a moment. “He’s come all the way from California. What do you think he’ll do when he finds out she doesn’t have it? Maybe we should call the police.”

		Jack responded by pressing harder on the accelerator. “I can get there faster.”

		I closed my eyes, not wanting to register how fast we were going. “Why would Rick ask her to bring the guitar?”

		“Knowing what I know about him, he probably wants her to sing it while he videos her on his phone or something so he can re-create it. That’s assuming she even knows it.”

		I looked at him, my eyes wide. “She knows it—or at least part of it. I’ve heard her singing it in the shower when she thought nobody was listening. But she sings the same part over and over, like she doesn’t know what comes next.” I paused for a moment, remembering. “It’s haunting, and beautiful. Sort of Joan Baez at her best. Bonnie sings it, too.”

		He sent me a sidelong glance just as the light turned red on Calhoun. Instead of stopping, he sped up to make it through the intersection, narrowly escaping being clipped by a delivery truck. He slid into a spot just vacated across from the Francis Marion Hotel, and we both raced from the car toward the iconic statue inside the square.

		The park was almost deserted, the outline of the old statesman on his column highlighted by the bruised sunset sky. As we approached the square white granite base we didn’t see anybody. We slowed, looking down the other paths in case Rick and Nola were heading away from the statue.

		I heard the quiet crying first and reached for Jack’s arm in alarm. “Over here,” I said, pulling him to the other side of the granite. We stopped suddenly, our eyes trying to make sense of what we were seeing.

		Nola sat in the grass with her back against the white granite, her knees drawn up to her chest, her head lowered as her shoulders shook with each sob. Bonnie’s guitar case lay nearby, splayed open, the remains of the guitar sprinkled over the ground like confetti in front of the crying girl. The neck had been separated from the body of the instrument, the soundboard crushed flat, as if somebody with a large foot had simply stepped on it. The broken strings sprang up in spindly, wild abandon, splattered over the splintered, pale wood like petals from a dying flower.

		“Nola!” Jack rushed to her side and knelt in front of her. “Are you all right? Did he hurt you?”

		She shook her head without lifting it.

		Jack placed his hand gently on the back of her head. “Tell me what happened. I promise I won’t get angry—I just want to know the truth.”

		She sniffed, then raised her head. “He didn’t hurt me. But . . . but look what he did to Mom’s guitar. It’s ruined!” She began to sob again, her young world seemingly in as many pieces as her mother’s instrument.

		Jack gathered her in his arms and she didn’t protest. “It’s okay, Nola, as long as you’re all right. We can get another guitar. It won’t be the same, but it’s replaceable. You aren’t.”

		She pressed her face into his neck and put her arms around him as she cried harder. Jack patted her back as if he’d been comforting her hurts since birth, and I had to turn away so I wouldn’t start crying, too.

		“Where did he go?” Jack asked.

		Nola looked up, wiping her eyes with the heels of her hands, and I  noticed she wasn’t wearing any makeup. She shook her head. “I don’t know. He left after he broke the guitar.”

		Jack ran his hand through his hair, turning his head as if trying to determine the direction in which Rick Chase had fled, and I could tell he wanted to go after him. Instead, he looked back at Nola and his face softened. “Don’t worry about that jerk—I’ll deal with him later. But why was he here?”

		
			With a loud sniff, Nola said, “He kept asking me for the music my mom and I were working on when she died. He wouldn’t believe me when I told him I didn’t know, and that we hadn’t even finished it. All I know are the first couple of lines—but I didn’t tell him that. I’m not that stupid. Especially after he told me that he was the one who sold ‘I’m Just Getting Started’ to Jimmy Gordon.”
		

		“He admitted it?” I asked.

		Nola nodded. “He was proud of it. Said my mother wanted more time with the song to make it better, but he knew it was ready to be a hit, so he made Mom sign over the rights to him, the fu . . . stupid jerk. He told me Mom wasn’t interested in the money anyway, so what he did wasn’t so wrong. That she should have been happy that he was responsible for making the song so popular.” She started to cry again and Jack folded her in his arms. “I’m so stupid. He came to see me the night Mom died, and he told me that she’d been afraid she was going to jail on drug charges and had asked Rick to put the song in his name so that any money it earned wouldn’t get confiscated. The jerk even said that he was going to give every penny to me. But then he said that Jimmy Gordon had cheated us and was making sure we weren’t going to get paid. And I believed him. I’m such an idiot.” Fresh sobs erupted as she buried her face in Jack’s neck.

		Jack smoothed the hair on the back of her head. “No, Nola. You’re just young, and Rick Chase took advantage of that. And he’s the only idiot here thinking he’s going to get away with it.”

		I bent over to pick up a piece of the guitar, trying to hide a wave of nausea. “Why would he do this?”

		With another sniff Nola said, “I think he was trying to find the music—like Mom had hidden it in there, since I said I didn’t know  where it was and that the guitar was the only thing of hers that I took with me. He didn’t find anything, though. He just . . .” She hiccuped loudly. “He picked it up and swung it against the bottom of the statue just to make sure.” Her face wore a mask of abject despair, the tears dripping down her cheeks.

		I sat down next to Nola and Jack with my back pressed against the granite, hoping the stone held enough chill to tap down the building nausea. “The song is called ‘My Daughter’s Eyes.’ Did you know that?”

		Nola turned her tear-streaked face to me and shook her head. “How do you know?”

		I smiled softly, pressing my hand against my stomach. “Bonnie kept telling me to find ‘My Daughter’s Eyes.’ I didn’t figure out until today that she was talking about a song. She’s been singing it to me for some time now.” I closed my eyes and swallowed. “And I’ve heard you singing parts of it. It’s beautiful—especially when you sing it. I’d really like to hear you sing the whole thing.”

		Nola started to cry again. “I don’t know it. I only worked on the first verse with her and the melody line. If she finished it without me, she must have worked on it while I was at school or something.”

		“But when you were packing your things to come to Charleston, did you find any part of it?” Jack asked.

		“No. I remember looking for it, and when I didn’t find it I figured she thought it was garbage and had thrown it away.” She squeezed her eyes tightly, as if trying to stem the flow of tears. “Like our lives together,” she added quietly.

		Jack pulled her closer and kissed the top of her head again. “That can’t be true, Nola. I knew your mother, and I know you. There might be a thousand reasons why she did what she did, but I know that’s not one of them.”

		I pressed my hand against my forehead, my skin clammy and beading with sweat now. I closed my eyes, remembering the night Jack had brought the scared yet defiant Nola to my door with everything she owned in a small backpack and her mother’s guitar. Bonnie had been there, making sure that Nola was going to be okay. I faced them, glad for the dim light of dusk that would hide any green tinge to my skin. “I’ve known from the start that your mother loved you. She didn’t destroy that song. I know she finished it, and I know it’s even better than that song Rick stole, because I’ve heard it dozens of times and it gets more and more beautiful each time I hear it. Your mother named it ‘My Daughter’s Eyes’ because it’s her legacy to you. She’s hidden it from Rick in a place she knew you could find it. Someplace we haven’t thought to look.”

		We were silent as we considered the possibilities, the only sound that of passing cars on the nearby street.

		Finally, Nola spoke. “Dad? How did you know how to find me?”

		I watched Jack swallow slowly and I realized he’d heard the word “Dad,” too.

		“Facebook,” he said, his voice stern.

		She groaned. “I’m in big trouble, aren’t I?”

		“You could say that. I might ground you for life—I haven’t decided yet.” He hugged her tightly and kissed the top of her head. “I was sick with worry, you know. Promise me that you will never do anything so stupid again. That you’ll talk to me first and we can come up with a plan of action together.”

		She nodded, then looked up at me. “Why is Mellie with you? I thought you weren’t speaking to each other.”

		Jack glanced in my direction. “You know how she is—can’t stand to be without me. I didn’t have the heart to leave her behind. She’s worse than General Lee with that sad puppy-dog face she does. I couldn’t take it.”

		Nola giggled while I pressed my back against the stone, searching for any remaining coolness. Jack was spared a searing look from me by another wave of nausea. Swallowing it back, I said, “What he meant to say is that I care about you, Nola, and I wanted to make sure you were okay.” I closed my eyes, trying to picture floating, weightless clouds and a cool stream. Instead I found myself seeing Nola again the night Jack brought her to my house, the guitar, and her backpack with the improbable face of a teddy bear poking out of the zipper.

		I sat up, my head sloshing in a dizzy swim. “How long have you had your teddy bear?”

		Nola frowned. “Since I was born. Mom bought it when she was pregnant with me, and I never spent a night without it. She named him  Wolfgang, but he’s always been Wolfie to me.” She swiped a hand across her eyes. “Why?”

		Without answering her, I said, “So if you were to travel anywhere, or move to a new place, you would take Wolfie with you? And your mother knew that?”

		Nola nodded. “Nobody knew that except my mom. The other kids would beat me up if they knew.”

		“And the new lettering on the jersey—when did she do that?”

		Squinting in thought, she said, “About a month before she died, but she didn’t tell me why.”

		I looked at Jack, but he was already standing. “Come on,” he said, reaching for Nola’s hand and pulling her up.

		“Where are we going?” Nola asked.

		They both turned to me as I struggled to a stand, leaning heavily on the statue’s base. “I think I know where your mother hid the music.” Then I turned around and emptied my stomach into the grass under the watchful eye of old John C. Calhoun.

		

		
			[image: ornament]
		

		Except for the sound of Jack’s quick calls on his cell phone to his parents and mine to let them know we’d found Nola and everything was all right, it was oddly silent. I’d felt much better after throwing up and was now lying back as much as a person could in the reclined front seat of his Porsche while Nola was curled up in what space remained in the backseat. It had taken a lot of convincing to persuade Jack not to take me back to the hospital; I told him it was a Twinkie-induced stomach upset and nothing more.

		My parents met us on the front porch of my mother’s house. As they helped Jack extricate Nola from the backseat, I ran inside and up the stairs. As I stood outside Nola’s room, my skin erupted in gooseflesh as the hair rose on the back of my neck. The stairs creaked and I turned to see Jack and Nola looking at me.

		“Is she here?” Nola asked.

		I nodded, then tilted my head toward Nola’s room, indicating that  they should follow me inside. Cold air blasted my face as I pushed open the door, the light from the windows diffused by the condensation on the glass. The corner of the room shimmered with a pulsing glow, stronger than I’d seen it before, as if Bonnie had gained strength through our understanding.

		I faced her, and she didn’t disappear but stared steadily back at me. “Thank you,” I whispered. “For saving me—twice.”

		
			She smiled, her light even brighter now. You know why.

		Jack hesitated in the doorway, holding Nola back.

		“It’s okay,” I said. “Bonnie’s waiting for us.”

		Slowly, they entered. Jack moved toward the bed, where Nola had left the backpack, the top of the bear’s head visible through the open zipper. Leaning over, Jack lifted Wolfie from his prison and held him toward Nola and me. Reading her expression, Jack said, “Don’t worry, sweetheart. I’ll cut at the seam, and I promise to have it repaired.”

		Still frowning, Nola nodded. Jack reached into his front pants pocket and pulled out a Swiss Army knife. After gently pushing the small football jersey up over Wolfie’s face, he held the teddy bear facedown, then eased the knife into the back of the neck with what looked like practiced precision. Once again, I was reminded of Jack’s military experience and his past that I knew so little about.

		Jack looked up and met my gaze. “These stitches are definitely handmade, and they don’t match the machine-made stitches on the rest of the bear. I think that’s why she changed the jersey numbers—to draw our attention to the bear.”

		Nola sucked in her breath and turned away as Jack began to slide the knife down the seam that went from the neck to the bottom of the bear. When he was finished, he placed the bear on the bed, the fuzz-filled wound gaping open.

		Slowly, Nola looked back at the scene of the crime, her eyes wide. “Can I do it?” she asked.

		Jack nodded as Nola stepped toward the bed and very gently began pulling small tufts of fuzz from the opening in the seam, laying each white ball neatly on the bedspread. The fourth time she stuck in her hand, she paused. “I feel something—up here in the head.” She pulled  out one more small tuft, then reached her hand in one last time and pulled out what looked like several sheets of paper folded into a tiny, fat square.

		We watched as she slowly unfolded three sheets of lined paper with black marks indicating musical notes, and a spidery handwriting—Bonnie’s, I thought—under each line of music. Nola began to hum the first part of the song, so familiar to me now, but then stopped. “These aren’t the words we wrote together.” Her voice shook. “I can’t . . .” She held out the music to Jack.

		Clearing his throat, he began to read.

		
			
				
				In my daughter’s eyes, I see the best part of me, 
The me with courage and strength and possibilities, 
The me unscarred and free, 
The me I always wanted to be, 
In my daughter’s eyes.

		

		Jack looked up, his eyes moist, as a cool breeze rattled the papers in his hand. “It’s . . .amazing. And she’s talking about you, Nola. It’s all about how she felt about you, how she loved you.”

		I watched as Bonnie moved in Jack’s direction, then leaned toward him, pressing her lips against his cheek. His hand shot up to his face. “I just . . .” He stopped, a half smile lifting his mouth. “She’s really here,” he said.

		I lifted an eyebrow in his direction before turning to Bonnie. “Are you ready to go now?” I watched as she became brighter and clearer. I could see how beautiful she was, and how Nola, despite her resemblance to her father, also had her mother’s clear, high forehead and pixielike chin. I’d tell that to Nola later, because I knew she’d need to hear it, to remember it when she had her own children.

		
			Forgive me.
		

		I knew her words weren’t for me. I reached out my hand and brought Nola forward. “She’s asking for your forgiveness. She needs it to move on.”

		Nola stared at the corner of the room where Bonnie watched us. “I  feel her. I can’t see her, but I feel her.” Bonnie moved closer, and I watched as she kissed the top of Nola’s head, just as I’d seen Jack do.

		Nola lifted her face, a small smile on her lips. A strand of dark hair stuck to her wet cheek, and I gently brushed it away. My abdomen seemed to swell slightly as a wave of certainty descended on me, making me wonder whether impending motherhood made all the vagaries of life suddenly clear and understandable.

		I put my arm around Nola. “You’re feeling her love for you—a mother’s love. That will never die. Even after she’s gone, you will always know it’s there. But she’s finished here. She knows you are loved and taken care of, and that you’ve found her legacy for you. It’s time to let her go.”

		Nola continued to stare straight ahead, as if she could actually see Bonnie. “Can she hear me?”

		I nodded.

		She faced Bonnie’s corner again. “I was so mad at you. But I understand now. I just wish you’d told me everything. I could have figured it out for both of us, but you didn’t give me the chance.”

		
			I’m sorry for all the hurt I caused you. But never doubt that I loved you and that I always will.
		

		I pulled Nola close, my arms around her as Bonnie’s light fell on both of us like a shimmering cocoon. “She wants you to know that she’s sorry, and that she will always love you.”

		“I love you, too, Mom. I never stopped.” Nola clenched her eyes tight. “And I forgive you. I do. I think I’ll still be mad for a long time, but I forgive you.”

		The light brightened even more, separating itself from Bonnie, concentrating in a tall column that stretched from the floor to the ceiling, like a door had opened somewhere to a place of startling brightness. Bonnie looked at me, a question in her eyes.

		“Step into the light, Bonnie. It’s okay to leave now. Nola will be all right—I promise.”

		
			With a last glance at Jack and Nola, she moved closer to the column of light, then turned back, her gaze directed at me. You’ll be a good mother. But be vigilant. Not all earthbound spirits are lost, and they search for  those of you who would take their power. She looked at Nola, her eyes full of love, and then back to me. Thank you, Melanie. Her head turned slightly, as if she could hear something I couldn’t. Then, with a small, secret smile, she said, Good-bye.
		

		She turned back toward the light and stepped into it, the light suddenly diminishing into a tiny pinprick before extinguishing itself completely.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 31
		

		
			A ringing phone awakened me abruptly. Opening my eyes, I was disoriented for a moment, having been dragged away from yet another dream where I sat waiting for the pregnancy test to show a blue line. Again. I’d taken five in the last two days and had even made a spreadsheet to indicate whether I shook it or turned it upside down or flipped it over, and noted what time of day I’d taken the test. Despite the elaborate worksheet, the conclusion was always the same.
		

		Today, Sophie’s wedding day, would be the day I’d tell Jack. Or else my mother would. I’d tried to explain to my mother that I was just waiting to be sure, not willing to put Jack and me through the drama if I were wrong. Or be forced into telling Nola that her father and I were bad examples. But even I had to admit that I’d run out of time. If I needed to prove to Jack that I learned from past mistakes, I couldn’t wait any longer.

		I sat up, listening as the phone continued its shrill ringing and trying to remember whether there even was a phone in the room. General Lee jumped off the bed and ran to the antique dressing table across the room, then placed his front paws on the small chair in front of it.

		“Thanks, buddy,” I said, rubbing my eyes. “Could you answer it, too?”

		I felt his noncommittal stare across the darkened room. Shuffling toward the dressing table, I groped for the receiver and held it to my ear, belatedly remembering my mother removing the cord at my request. The only phone calls I ever received at night were the kind I didn’t want to answer.

		The air inside the phone crackled and popped the way international phone calls had sounded before satellites. When the hair on the back of my neck stood on end, I knew this phone call was coming from a little farther away than just another country.

		“Grandmother?” I spoke quietly into the phone.

		
			The voice, when it came, arrived like a burst of cold air, a tiny spot of sound in the swirling atmosphere. Burn the dollhouse. They won’t bother you anymore.

		My eyes opened wider. “Julia?” If I was speaking with Julia on a phone that wasn’t connected, it meant that the two of us no longer existed on the same side of life and death. I felt an inexplicable sadness at the passing of this woman I barely knew.

		
			He thinks his secret died with me, that his precious name bears no blemish. But William and Jonathan need justice. The truth needs to be told. The world needs to know that murders were committed and who was responsible.
		

		I nodded into the phone, understanding dawning on me, and I almost smiled. “Yes. It does. I’ll make sure of it.”

		
			And Emmaline—tell her to keep practicing.
		

		“I will. I don’t think it will be that hard to do now.”

		
			I heard only empty air for a long moment, and I thought she’d already gone. Then, so quietly that I had to press the receiver tightly to my ear, I heard, Let Dee know I wrote a new will and hid it behind the hall mirror. I left something for you. And Emmaline.

		Panic gripped me as I imagined restoring yet another old house. I started to protest, but her voice came through once more, even fainter this time.

		
			You are stronger than you think. You’ll have cause soon to remember that.
		

		The static cleared and I was left holding a dead phone. Something small and faint stirred low in my abdomen, taking my breath away as I considered how life and death coexisted in a never-ending continuum. I closed my eyes and stood in the dark for a long time, thinking about Julia’s passing and her last words to me. Then I reached for my cell phone and hit the memory button to call Jack.

		

		
			[image: ornament]
		

		I stood next to Sophie, rearranging the flowers in her hair. Her mother, an older version of Sophie, including the worn Birkenstocks, had left to go fuss at the florist for not using sustainable flowers. I couldn’t block out the mental image of Sophie covered in plant stems and roots while guests at the reception were given tiny spades to replant them.

		I stepped back to admire my work and felt the now familiar sting of tears threaten to spill over and mess up my carefully applied makeup. At my recommendation, Sophie had gone to a salon for the first time in her life and had them straighten and smooth her hair so that it fell in thick, luxurious waves halfway down her back. She looked beautiful, especially in the antique wedding dress, and even if wedding guests might be confused when they saw her hair, when they spotted the bride’s bare feet they’d know they were in the right place.

		Pinching the waistbands of the two pairs of Spanx I wore to hold in my abdomen, I tugged them higher. My leotard and togalike sheet that passed for my bridesmaid’s dress left nothing to the imagination, and doubling up on the Spanx had seemed the only alternative. My stomach rumbled, causing both Sophie and Nola to stare at me, but I continued to fuss with the white blooms in Sophie’s hair as if I hadn’t heard it, too.

		“You look drop-dead gorgeous,” I said to Sophie, resisting another surge of emotion that would make me hug her and start crying again. She’d started to flinch each time I said something, and I had to focus on keeping my hands folded tightly in front of me.

		“Thank you,” she said, eyeing herself critically in the full-length mirror in the bedroom of a friend’s house on Folly Beach. A barefoot wedding on the beach had seemed the perfect setting for a barefoot bride and groom. And wedding party. “I do like the hair. I’m just not sure about the makeup.”

		“You can take it off after the ceremony. But you want to make sure that we can see your eyes and lips in all the photographs. I know you don’t think so, but it does look very natural. You’re just aware of it because you’ve never worn makeup before.”

		“Which is totally weird,” said Nola, moving to stand next to me. We wore identical outfits, yet on an almost-fourteen-year-old it looked cute. I just looked like the Michelin Man trying to dress like a girl. I  felt like exploding biscuit dough in a can. I wanted to cry again, thinking of the biscuits and vegan gravy that were waiting at the reception.

		“You look beautiful, too,” I said to Nola, who wore only a sheer pink gloss on her lips and a single coat of mascara. With her dark hair and pale skin, she looked like an angel in the white leotard and toga, but I’d never say that out loud, because despite recent changes, she was still a teenager. Surprisingly, a new serenity had found her since her mother’s crossing over. I suppose forgiveness and letting go would do that to a person, like emptying a suitcase filled with rocks that one had carried for a long time.

		She shrugged, but I noticed her cheeks pinkening. Her phone buzzed and she looked at it and read a text message. “It’s from Dad. He and the colonel are finished with the bonfire and will be here in about five minutes.”

		Sophie raised her eyebrows.

		“Julia Manigault died late last night—I confirmed with Dee Davenport,” I explained. “But I had a conversation with Julia early this morning. She told me to burn the dollhouse, and I called Jack, since the dollhouse was at his condo.”

		Nola straightened her shoulders. I’d thought we’d get a lot more resistance from her when I told her what we’d planned to do with the dollhouse, but she’d accepted it and had even been enthusiastic. A haunted dollhouse with evil dolls can do that to a person.

		I continued. “Jack couldn’t do it by himself, so he called my dad. He wanted to call Chad, but I talked him out of it, seeing as how you probably didn’t want your groom reeking of woodsmoke on his wedding day.”

		“No, I probably wouldn’t,” Sophie agreed. “Where did they take it?”

		“Jack has a friend here on Folly Beach who has a fire pit in his backyard. They burned everything, including the dolls.” I glanced at Nola. “Except for the dog, which has somehow gone missing again.”

		Nola studied her screen closely, as if reading a text, although I hadn’t heard it ping with a new one.

		Sophie’s forehead puckered. “But if you don’t send them into the light, where will they go?”

		“I don’t think Harold’s going into the light, if you know what I  mean. But the others are free to go now. Their secret is no longer holding them here.”

		Sophie lifted her long skirt and stepped down from the step stool that had been set up in front of the mirror. “It’s just a shame that the truth will never be known.”

		I smiled. “Actually, that might not be the case. I’ll keep you posted.”

		There was another tap on the door and Nola opened it. “It’s safe,” she said, and opened it wider.

		Jack stuck his head through the opening without stepping inside the room. He gave a low wolf whistle when he saw Sophie. “You’re the most beautiful bride I’ve ever seen,” he said, stepping forward to give her a light kiss on the cheek. Even Sophie wasn’t immune to his charms, and I watched as her cheeks flushed pink. She flapped her hand at him. “I bet you say that to all the girls.”

		He winked and she flushed a little deeper. Turning to me, he said, “You said you needed to see me right away. That you had something important to tell me.”

		I nodded, then glanced at Sophie, who was raising her eyebrows. I hadn’t told her my secret, and not because I was trying to get back at her for not telling me about her engagement. Jack needed to be first, then Nola. I hadn’t moved beyond the first two.

		“I’ll be right back,” I said to Sophie and Nola as I headed for the door, Jack following.

		Sophie glanced at the clock on the bedside table. “You only have about five minutes, so be fast. I’ll send Nola out to get you.”

		Being careful not to touch Jack, I led him to the door and out into the small, deserted hallway that led to the other bedrooms. I’d thought briefly of waiting until after the wedding to tell him, wanting more time, or a bit of sand and ocean instead of plain, white drywall in the background, as befitted such an announcement. Or at least something that would offer me a soft place to fall if the need arose. But even I knew it was time.

		I looked up into Jack’s face, at his incredibly blue eyes and the way they were crinkling at the corners as he gave me one of his old and familiar smiles. The events of the past week had erased much of the animosity that had been between us since my confession about Marc, but  I knew, too, that he hadn’t put his hands on my arms, and that his expression remained controlled. I’d told him I loved him, and he’d responded by saying he was sorry. I opened my mouth to speak, and faltered, then listened as different words poured from my mouth. “What’s going to happen to Rick Chase?”

		He sent me an odd look before answering. “I’ve got a couple of army buddies in the LAPD who are going to make Rick’s life a little difficult for a while. No unpaid parking ticket will go unnoticed, no sliding through stop signs. But that’s just until the private detective I hired finishes digging up a little dirt Mr. Chase left behind in Missouri. Domestic abuse, unpaid child support, allegations of trying to pass bad checks. He’ll go to jail at some point. Not for what he should be jailed for, but at least it’s something. And when he hears ‘My Daughter’s Eyes’ on the radio, I hope it hurts really, really bad.”

		“Me, too.”

		He looked at me expectantly, and my knees started to wobble.

		Again, I stalled. “Julia Manigault wants her story to be told so that there’s justice for William and Jonathan. I think she meant for you to tell it, to write about it for your next book.”

		He stared at me for a moment, as if not completely understanding. “But she’s dead. How did you . . . ?” He stopped and I watched as his shoulders relaxed. “That certainly wasn’t expected. I don’t know what to say. Thank you, I guess, would be a good place to start.”

		I nodded, almost hearing the ticking of an unseen clock. “I’ve already spoken with Dee Davenport, and once Julia’s estate is settled, she’ll give you access to any family papers to assist you.” I paused, then found myself staring up at him with frozen lips.

		“What’s wrong, Mellie? Is there something else?”

		I wanted him to touch me, to let me know that he still felt . . . something. But although we stood less than a foot apart, close enough that I could smell the woodsmoke on his skin, it seemed as if he were miles away from me.

		Nola opened the door to the bedroom. “Sophie says it’s time, Mellie. Her dad’s waiting outside.”

		I looked at her in panic. “Tell Sophie just one more minute.” I didn’t  wait to see her go back inside. Turning back to Jack, I took a deep breath. “I’m pregnant.”

		There was a brief pause, and then he leaned close to me, as if he’d suddenly gone hard of hearing.

		“I said I’m pregnant.”

		I wondered whether this was what the Tower of Babel had been like, with people talking to one another without anybody understanding what they were saying.

		“I’m going to have a baby,” I said, wondering if it was the word “pregnant” that was confusing him.

		He blinked several times, his eyes revealing a separate emotion each time, none of them I could interpret, because my own vision was suddenly blurry with tears.

		Jack continued to stare and blink at me. “But how could you be pregnant?”

		“Pregnant?” Nola’s voice ended our staring match.

		We both turned to find Nola and Sophie in the doorway, their expressions almost as shocked as Jack’s. Nola pressed her hands against her eyes, as if trying to block out a mental image. “Dad! I mean, really. Haven’t you heard of birth control?”

		Sophie took Nola’s arm and began walking down the hallway to the stairs. “As much as I’d like to hear the rest of this conversation, Melanie, I’ve got a wedding to go to. I’ll be outside with my dad and Nola, waiting for you. You’ve got two minutes.”

		When I turned back to Jack, he no longer looked like a man tied to the railroad tracks as a train approached. Instead, he closely resembled the old Jack of the sparkling eyes and wicked grin, the Jack I’d fallen in love with despite my best efforts not to.

		He placed his hands gently on my shoulders. “A baby. Wow.” His thumbs brushed my bare skin, making my blood zing through my veins. “I don’t know what to say.”

		
			
			I love you, I wanted to prompt, but instead I remained silent, blinking back the tears that lately always seemed to be hovering. I stood still for another moment, waiting, then pulled back, feeling the reluctant slip of his hands as they slid from my shoulders. “I have to go,” I said, taking  a couple of steps backward before turning and heading in the same direction as Nola and Sophie.
		

		“Marry me, Mellie.”

		I stopped suddenly, the change in movement making my head spin. Of all Jack’s responses I might have imagined, this particular one hadn’t even grazed the surface.

		I turned to face him, admiring again the face I adored, the smile that came to my dreams more often than I cared to admit. But my overriding thought was of Bonnie, and how she’d left him while pregnant with Nola, certain of the knowledge that he would tie them both down because of an ingrained sense of duty that would make him do what he believed to be the right thing regardless of his true feelings.

		My breath caught in the back of my throat. “No, Jack. I can’t.”

		He took a step forward, then stopped. “What do you mean, ‘I can’t’? I thought you said you loved me.”

		I stood staring at him for a long moment, wanting him to fill the empty space with the only three words that would make me change my mind. I swallowed down my disappointment. “I do, Jack. I don’t think I’ll ever stop. But I can’t marry you.”

		Before I could start crying again, I turned and fled down the corridor, then out into the bright sunshine of a late-summer Charleston morning.

		
			 


		
			THE END
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			CHAPTER 1

			My eyes flickered open in my Tradd Street bedroom, where splinters of light fed slowly into the room through the plantation shutters. The gossamer curtains that my mother had thought would add a touch of femininity to the otherwise masculine space moved softly from cool air being blown out the vent hidden in the wide baseboard. A wet nose and furry ear pressed against my cheek as General Lee’s tail fanned my face. Yet none of these creature comforts eased the tightening in my chest that had seized me upon waking as the reality of my life once again came crashing down on my head like an avalanche with no impediments. Despite a lifetime of being in control of my destiny, and what I thought was a fulfilling life of purpose as a successful Realtor, I found myself in the most incomprehensible and extraordinary predicament: I was forty years old, single, and—most baffling of all—pregnant.

			I glanced over at my bedside table to the small domed anniversary clock that had belonged to the home’s previous owner, Nevin Vanderhorst. Like most everything else in the bedroom and the rest of the house, I’d kept it, although I wasn’t altogether sure why. I liked to tell myself it was because the house would be easier to sell if I didn’t put too much of a personal stamp on it. But sometimes, like now, I imagined I could hear Mr. Vanderhorst’s voice telling me about the love he had for his family’s ancestral home. It’s a piece of history you can hold in your hands. I hadn’t really understood what he’d meant at first, but now I was afraid I was beginning to.

			I was wary of understanding that connection between history and family. Despite being a native Charlestonian with my own baggage of family trees and old houses, I’d done very well without it for nearly thirty-three years, after all. At least until my mother, who had abandoned me when I was six years old, decided it was time we reconciled.

			I squinted at the round face of the clock, silently cursing my decision not to replace my electric clock with a similar one—except with even larger, brighter neon numbers I could read without my glasses. I fumbled in the bedside drawer before finding my glasses and sticking them on my nose. Seven thirty. I jerked up, mortified that I had once again slept in. Not that anyone ever got to Henderson House Realty before nine, but since I’d begun my employment there I’d been like Old Faithful, always at my desk by eight o’clock. It’s what had put my name on the sales leaderboard in Mr. Henderson’s office every single quarter since my first year. A record I’d kept until recently.

			I’d begun to swing my legs to the side of the bed when the room tilted and the contents of my stomach left over from the night before began to jostle for attention. Groaning, I lay back down on the pillow, feeling no better despite a wet swipe from General Lee’s tongue. A brief tapping on the door was followed by the appearance of Mrs. Houlihan, my housekeeper, entering the room carrying a plate of saltines.

			“Seems I got here just in time. Your mama told me to have these on your bedside table each morning. You’re supposed to eat a couple before you even raise your head off the pillow.”

			I’d inherited Mrs. Houlihan along with the dog and the house. Although I was still having doubts about the benefits of the latter two, Mrs. Houlihan was worth her weight in gold. And, after studying her broad chest and ample hips, I realized that would be a considerable amount, indeed.

			“Thank you, Mrs. Houlihan,” I said as I took a proffered cracker and stuck it on my dry tongue. I left it there to dissolve, afraid that if I moved my mouth too much my stomach would protest. I closed my eyes to keep the room from spinning and heard the sound again. It was what had awakened me, forgotten as soon as consciousness had claimed me.

			“Did you hear that?” I asked, lying very still so I could both hear better and wouldn’t throw up from any sudden movement.

			“Hear what?” Her eyes met mine.

			The sound was so small it would have been easy to ignore. Except that it was accompanied by a rush of frigid air, like the door to a tomb had just been opened.

			“A baby crying,” I said. As if he could hear it, too, General Lee jumped off the bed and ran out the door. I told myself it was because he was hungry and was searching for food in the kitchen.

			She smiled and moved to the door. “No babies in this house—at least not yet. Maybe you’re hearing a cat on the sidewalk. Or your ears are playing tricks on you to help you practice for what’s to come.” She stopped and faced me again, her bulk filling the doorway. “I’ll make you some of that decaffeinated green tea Nola brought over for you. Just lay down and keep eating crackers until you feel like you can sit up.” She pointed to the small handbell that my mother had placed next to the clock. “And just give me a ring if you need me.”

			A loud, grinding motor started under my window, making me jump. “What’s that?” I asked, spitting saltine crumbs into the neck of my nightgown.

			“That contractor Rich Kobylt is here doing the cleanup from the foundation work. He said he’d told you last week so you’d know to park your car on the street so he could have access to the rear garden.”

			Through a haze of nausea, I allowed my glance to fall on my BlackBerry and new iPhone—neither of which I’d turned on since yesterday, when I’d struggled in from work and fallen into bed around six p.m. I vaguely recalled a conversation with Mr. Kobylt, even remembered that I’d successfully avoided a full view of his rear cleavage from his ubiquitous drooping pants. I might even have put a note on my various calendars, none of which were any good to me with their power buttons in the off position. My desk calendar at the office was filled with doodles of He-Who-Would-Not-Be-Mentioned, showing him in crudely drawn vignettes in various medieval-type death throes, instead of carefully penned-in appointments. I closed my eyes and groaned.

			“Don’t you worry. Your daddy came by earlier and moved your car so you could sleep a little longer. Take your time, and just holler at me if you need something. I’ll go feed General Lee.”

			As if he’d heard his name, a sharp bark came from downstairs. Before my pregnancy-induced morning sickness, he and I had shared a biological need to be fed at specific times throughout the day. Anybody could have set their clocks on either his barks or my increased whininess. Now the thought of food completely unnerved me. I hurled myself out of bed and barely made it to the bathroom in time.

			An hour and a half later, I struggled downstairs. After rewashing the ends of my hair and replacing my makeup three times from subsequent trips to relieve my stomach of all its contents and then some, I’d given up. I’d swiped my hair back into a ponytail and put a little powder on my nose. I didn’t bother with my glasses, as I was truly uninterested in seeing the results of my toilette.

			Two slices of dry toast—gluten free, wheat free, and taste free—sat on a plate on the table next to the steaming cup of promised decaffeinated green tea. Across the table sat my mother, former opera diva Ginnette Prioleau—looking as if she’d just stepped out of an ad for Gwynn’s department store. Although in her sixties, she could have easily passed for somebody at least a decade younger, or even a brunette version of Dolly Parton, without the accent and with a slightly smaller bust. My only consolation with this whole pregnancy thing was that for the first time in my life I had a reason to be wearing an undergarment that didn’t resemble a training bra.

			I sat down in front of the toast and tried not to picture a chocolate doughnut. “Good morning, Mother. What brings you here so early?”

			She took a short sip from her cup. “Do I need a reason? You’re my only child, about to give birth to my first grandchild—isn’t that enough?”

			I eyed her warily. “Nola called you, didn’t she?”

			Nola, the teenage daughter of He-Who-Would-Not-Be-Mentioned, and I had formed a bond after her arrival in Charleston earlier that year following the death of her mother, Bonnie, in California. She’d been living with my mother and me in my mother’s house on Legare Street until recently, when my home was deemed fit to live in again after an enormous—and bank account–emptying—foundation repair. She was quirky, funny, musically gifted, and smart, and if it hadn’t been for her unfortunate choice of fathers, she would have been the perfect teenager.

			“She’s worried about you. She hasn’t heard from you since you moved back here, and Jack won’t talk to her about you, either.”

			I glared up at her. “You know we don’t mention that name around here.”

			I felt Mrs. Houlihan behind me and pictured her raising her eyebrows at my mother.

			“Melanie, darling. You and Jack are going to be parents to the same baby. Sooner or later you’re going to have to talk to him. And the ball’s in your court, you know. He did ask you to marry him, and you said no. I think you at least owe him an explanation.” Her look of expectation made it clear that she believed that Jack wasn’t the only one to whom an explanation was owed.

			With exaggerated patience, I said, “I told him no for the same reason Bonnie didn’t tell him about Nola—because she knew that as a gentleman he would offer to do the right thing. Well, I don’t want to be the ‘right thing.’ He’s already made it clear that he doesn’t love me, and I don’t want to marry for any other reason.” I felt those infernal tears welling again. “And I’m certainly not going to waste my time chasing after him to make him change his mind.”

			“But he does love you, Mellie. I know he does.”

			I tried to snort, but it came out as a half sob. “Right. Then why did he respond with, ‘I’m sorry,’ when I told him that I loved him?” I picked up a piece of toast and bit into it, if only to hide the telltale quivering of my lip. Pregnancy hormones coupled with a rejected declaration of love and a marriage proposal based on pity had wreaked havoc on my self-confidence and backbone. I wasn’t sure whether I could ever recover. Besides, I’d lived my life on the premise that if you pretended something wasn’t there it would eventually go away. At least, it usually worked where dead spirits were concerned.

			“It’s all not going to go away, you know, if you ignore it.” My mother, apparently a mind reader as well as a psychic, arched one eyebrow at me.

			I focused on my tea and toast, careless of the crumbs that fell on my navy blue skirt and jacket. The skirt was being held together with a rubber band and paper clips, the jacket buttoned strategically over it to disguise my handiwork. Unfortunately, the straining button was attached to the jacket with only thread and a prayer.

			I felt my mother’s gaze on me and slowly raised my eyes.

			“I also had a dream,” she said quietly.

			The room fell silent except for the sound of Mrs. Houlihan washing something in the sink and General Lee slurping up his food. My mother didn’t have normal dreams, and we both knew it. She had “visions.” The last vision had brought her back into my life to save it. For her to be having another could be no less monumental.

			“What was it about?” I asked as I swallowed dry toast with my tea.

			“A crying baby.”

			The food stuck in my throat. “A crying baby?”

			Her eyes narrowed. “You’ve heard it, too, then.”

			I rolled my eyes, realizing too late that I probably looked like Nola. “Can’t I have any secrets from you?”

			She smiled softly. “Not really, no.” Pushing her cup away, she said, “It might not be related to you and your pregnancy, though.”

			I stared back at her.

			“I felt something when I heard the crying. Something powerful, and not necessarily good. But it felt detached, like it wasn’t connected to me exactly, but wanted to announce its presence.” She paused—a pause that, in another situation, I would have called a pregnant one. She continued. “And maybe ask for help.”

			I shivered as my mother watched me closely. I already had too many complications in my life and I wasn’t eager to introduce one more. I’d been telling myself I’d imagined the sound, that it had nothing to do with me. That one more person, living or dead, wasn’t asking something of me that I wasn’t prepared to give.

			I looked down at my empty plate. The ability to communicate with the dead was something my mother and I shared. Our ability was something she referred to as a gift but that I’d always considered a goiter on my neck. Although I’d been unaware of it at the time, it was what had torn us apart when I was a child, but was also what had brought us together again. I was thankful for that, and thankful that we’d been able to send a few troubled spirits into the light without calling too much attention to ourselves. But my own spirit was too troubled to concern itself with things that went bump in the night. Or cried out in the early-morning hours.

			With forced conviction, I said, “I’ve owned this house long enough to know its ghosts. We sent Louisa Vanderhorst and Joseph Longo to their just rewards and I haven’t seen them or Nevin Vanderhorst since. There are a few contented spirits lingering and we are mutually happy to leave one another alone. There’s definitely no baby, or reason for a baby to be here.”

			“That we know of,” my mother added.

			I was about to argue when there was a knock on the door, and my mother and I locked gazes, feeling the same knot of dread in the place where the heart meets the soul.

			Mrs. Houlihan went to the door and let in my plumber/contractor, Rich Kobylt. Since I’d originally inherited the house on Tradd Street, Rich had become as much a fixture here as the falling plaster and cracked foundation. I often wondered whether I should keep a room for him and charge him rent. Anything to help support the never-ending restoration work on the house.

			He stepped into the kitchen, then hitched up his drooping pants before he spoke, and I shrank back. That was always a sign that he had bad news for me, and was always accompanied by the imaginary sound in my head of a cash register cha-chinging as more money was sucked out of my bank account.

			“Mornin’, Miz Middleton, Miz Prioleau.” He nodded to both of us.

			Mrs. Houlihan brought him a large mug of coffee, two sugars and one dollop of creamer, and placed it in his hands. I should charge him for that, too, I thought. I didn’t ask him to sit down, mistakenly believing that the less time he spent in my presence, the less money I’d be forced to spend. Once again, the image of a parking lot on this particular spot on Tradd Street loomed in my head in an enticing way.

			“What’s wrong?” I asked, speaking the two words that always followed my greeting to him.

			He held the steaming mug but didn’t drink from it, and I noticed that he was paler than usual under his hat. I’d realized shortly after he’d begun to work on the restoration of the house that he was sensitive to restless spirits and that they sometimes made their presence known to him in disconcerting ways. I still couldn’t tell whether he was in denial or if he really didn’t realize that when paint cans kept emptying themselves, there was more to it than just pranksters or his inability to remember using up all the paint.

			He looked at me apologetically, and I let all the air in my lungs expel in a long wheeze. “It’s not another foundation problem, if that’s what you’re thinking,” he said.

			“That’s a relief.” I kept my gaze on his face, trying to determine whether he was telling me the truth. “So what is it?”

			He jacked up his pants again, as if stalling for time, and it seemed that he was as reluctant to tell me as I was to hear. “Well, you know we’ve been making a big pile of mess in your back garden as we excavated the old foundation and replaced it. We didn’t really pay much attention to the stuff we yanked out, because we knew we couldn’t use it again. Well, today I’ve got a dump truck and a loader to clear all that stuff away, and in the middle of the second load that’s when we saw it.”

			If possible, his face went a bit paler.

			My mother stood, and I saw that her hand was shaking slightly. She reached for me and touched my fingers, an electric current seeming to jolt between us. I grasped her hand in mine, remembering our shared mantra as we’d faced our most adversarial spirits: We are stronger than you.

			“Saw what?” I asked, my voice surprisingly normal.

			He glanced behind him, as if he were afraid that whatever he’d unearthed had snuck up behind him. A shiver went through me and I half suspected that he might be right.

			“Bones. In a small wooden box. Definitely human.” His hand shook a little, sloshing coffee over the side of his mug. “A baby.”

			My mother grasped my hand harder as our gazes met, the weight of the world pressing down on me as the thought ricocheted through my brain and rained down on my already ruined life: Here we go again.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			I sat on the sofa in the front parlor with my mother on one side and my father on the other. I hadn’t asked either one of them to be there, but I’d almost wept with gratitude when they’d selected their spots on the sofa. I was getting a little too familiar with police lights, yellow crime-scene tape, and dead bodies hidden on my property, but it was still a shock. I’d just barely recovered from finding the remains of Louisa Vanderhorst and Joseph Longo in the fountain less than two years before, and now apparently there was another body bricked into the foundation of the house. I was beginning to take it personally.

			We faced Detective Thomas Riley, whose large frame was folded into one of two matching Chippendale chairs. He had light brown hair bleached blond on the ends, as if he spent a lot of time outdoors, and warm brown eyes set in a face of hard lines and angles that could have been the model for G.I. Joe. Maybe it was my raging pregnancy hormones, but I couldn’t stop staring at him. There was something about Charleston men. Perhaps it was the pluff mud of Charleston’s surrounding marshes or the summer heat that baked the soles of your shoes if you left them on the pavement too long that seeped into the bloodstreams of soon-to-be mamas pregnant with boys. Even if one chose to include He-Who-Would-Not-Be-Mentioned in that estimation.

			“Are you from Charleston?” I asked before I was even aware that I’d opened my mouth.

			He looked at me in surprise and I realized that while I’d been daydreaming about how well his biceps filled his shirt and how big his feet had to be to fit in those large shoes, he’d probably been discussing the human remains found in the foundation of my house.

			“Yes, I am. My mother’s actually from Ireland, but my father was born and raised here. Both he and my grandfather were with the Charleston Police Department, but I’m the first detective in the family.” He grinned, making my hormones dance a little jig, but I still couldn’t shake the feeling that no matter how nice the smile, it would always pale in comparison to another smile on another handsome face, a face that still haunted my dreams at night.

			Disconcerted, I sat back. My mother, apparently trying to answer the detective’s question that had been directed at me, said, “Melanie’s only owned the house for about two years. I’m afraid she doesn’t know much about the house’s history except that it belonged to the Vanderhorst family since it was built in 1848. She inherited it from Nevin Vanderhorst.”

			“Is he a family relation?”

			I sat up, knowing where his line of questioning was headed. “No. I met him when I was called here to see about listing his house for sale. But then he died suddenly, and he left the house to me.”

			Detective Riley’s pen paused over his notepad. “You only met Mr. Vanderhorst once, yet he left this house to you?”

			“Trust me, I was pretty surprised, too. My grandfather and his father were best friends, so that must have been enough of a family connection for him.” I decided to leave out the part about how I could see the ghost of Louisa Vanderhorst, Nevin’s mother, in the garden, and how he’d been under the impression that she approved of me. That approval, coupled with the fact that he had no known next of kin, was enough for him to make me the very reluctant heiress to his crumbling house and all of its ghosts. Not to mention a dog and housekeeper, too.

			He raised his eyebrows. “You must have some serious powers of persuasion.”

			I blushed. “There was no persuasion going on, believe me. I hate old houses.”

			Technically, this was said more from rote than from any lingering convictions, but I didn’t want him to think—as many people did—that I had coerced Mr. Vanderhorst in any way. At the time, I’d seen this house as a great, gaping money pit with the potential to be a revenue-producing parking lot. I didn’t completely believe that anymore, but I couldn’t in all honesty say that thoughts of dousing the foundation with gasoline and striking a match didn’t occur to me from time to time. Especially following a conversation with Rich Kobylt in which I’d been told that something else major and expensive needed to be fixed.

			“But isn’t your specialty historic Charleston real estate?”

			I smiled patiently. “Yes, but that’s because I can view the properties without bias. Generally speaking, though, old houses and I don’t get along.”

			He leaned back and put his pen down, as if indicating that what he was about to ask me was off the record. “Why is that?”

			I nodded. “I have several reasons.” I shot a glance toward my mother. “But mostly because the cost of upkeep and restoration seem to be at odds with any kind of retirement plan. They’re sort of like adult children who never leave home and expect you to support them forever.”

			A corner of his mouth quirked upward. “I see,” he said, once again putting pen to paper. His warm brown eyes met mine. “Apparently I’m going to have to dig into the Vanderhorst family history to get a better idea of who the remains might belong to. There were a few other items found along with the remains that also might offer up a clue or two.”

			I didn’t ask what those might be. I was happy to dump the whole problem on him so that my foundation work could be completed and I could begin to rebuild my life. Wanting this whole thing to be over as soon as possible, I said, “You might want to contact Dr. Sophie Wallen-Arasi. She’s a professor at the College of Charleston in the historical preservation department and for some reason is completely fascinated with this house. She knows a lot about the house’s history and would love to tell you all about it. Just make sure that you have a couple of hours to listen.” Sophie was my best friend, a pairing that might be considered one of the wonders of the world. She was tofu to my hamburger, Birkenstocks to my Tory Burch flats, and Goodwill thrift shop to my King Street boutiques. But I loved her like a sister—most of the time—and couldn’t imagine life without her.

			I continued. “She and her new husband, Chad Arasi, took a monthlong honeymoon to Angola to teach green farming techniques to local farmers, but they’ll be back next Thursday.”

			He raised his eyebrows at me again, but I didn’t elaborate. There were many things even a best friend couldn’t explain.

			Mrs. Houlihan had placed several pastries on a plate when she’d brought in our coffee. As my parents chatted with Detective Riley, I nonchalantly scooted to the edge of the sofa to make it easier to reach the plate without anybody noticing. I was still hungry, and too thrilled to be showing signs of an appetite to restrict myself. My hand was halfway to the plate when the pulling at my midsection suddenly eased and the single button on my jacket gave up and shot from the broken thread like a bullet, ricocheting off the silver coffee urn and hitting Detective Riley squarely in the middle of his forehead.

			“Ouch,” he said, half standing from his seated position, his move toward his gun halted midway when he spotted the offending object on the coffee table.

			Mrs. Houlihan, standing in the doorway, saw the bright red mark on the detective’s forehead and began a hasty retreat. “I’ll go get some ice for that.”

			“I am so sorry,” I said, mortified.

			Detective Riley’s gaze settled on my midsection with a questioning look in his eyes.

			“She’s expecting,” my mother said in a conciliatory tone similar to the one she’d used to talk me into wearing the low-cut red gown for my fortieth birthday party that had gotten me in this predicament to begin with. “And she hasn’t had a chance to shop for maternity clothes yet.”

			“Oh,” he said, a confused look passing over his face. “I didn’t realize you were married. . . .”

			“She’s not,” my parents said in unison.

			I cringed, trying to disappear inside the upholstery.

			The detective actually looked flustered. “I’m sorry; of course I know better than to make assumptions.” He smiled and, apparently calling on the charm that was inbred in all Charleston boys, he added, “I guess I just always assume that all the beautiful women are already taken.”

			“Oh, she’s definitely available.” We all turned to find Jack approaching us from the foyer, followed by Mrs. Houlihan holding a bag of frozen peas and a dish towel. She hastily wrapped the bag in the towel and handed it to Detective Riley.

			“Mother!” I shot her an accusatory glance. There was only one reason Jack had landed on my doorstep.

			Jack laid a package from Blue Bicycle Books on the coffee table, then greeted my parents, shaking my father’s hand and kissing my mother on her cheek. He slowly straightened, a decidedly frosty blue gaze directed at me. “Hello, Mellie. It’s been a while.”

			Granted, he had every reason to be angry with me. When one’s marriage proposal is rejected, the object of the proposal should expect some sort of animosity. But in the month since, he hadn’t called, or sent a message, or even sent Nola over to reason with me. Or to ask me why. Not that any of it would have changed my mind. But it was as if I, and our baby, had simply ceased to exist for him. For a while I’d made myself believe that that’s how I wanted it. Now, after seeing him and experiencing that little bump in blood pressure he always caused, I wondered how I’d even managed to get out of bed each day. Still, he looked way too good to be a jilted lover, and that just made me angrier.

			“Hello, Jack.” I was proud of how neutral I kept my tone. “Are you lost? The erectile dysfunction clinic is on Broad Street. This is Tradd.”

			My mother shot me a warning look. “I called Jack because he’s always been so good at this mystery-solving thing that I thought he could be of some help.”

			“Jack? Jack Trenholm the writer?” Detective Riley stood, still clutching his frozen peas and towel in his left hand. The mark on his head was beginning to swell and darken, leaving me to wonder what he would tell people. I sank down lower in the sofa, all thoughts of pastries gone from my mind at the same speed as the flying button.

			Jack eyed the detective warily, sizing him up. “Yes, I am. And you are . . . ?”

			“Detective Thomas Riley of the Charleston Police Department.” He stuck out his hand and the two men shook. “I’m a huge fan. My parents and sisters and I have been waiting for your next book. We don’t recall having ever had to wait this long between books from you.”

			A dark shadow passed over Jack’s face. His nemesis and my onetime suitor, businessman Marc Longo, had somehow managed to scoop Jack’s last story, a story centered around the disappearance of Louisa Vanderhorst. Although Jack had been given another story to write by the late Julia Manigault about her own family, losing to Marc Longo was not something from which he’d easily recover. Or that he’d forgive.

			Jack smiled tightly. “Yes, well, there were unexpected delays. But I’m hoping to have another book out sometime next year.”

			Jack looked at the bag of peas in the detective’s hand, then up to his forehead, as if noticing the growing knot for the first time. “Did Mellie hit you?”

			“Not exactly.” Thomas looked between Jack and me as if trying to figure something out, his eyes widening in apparent understanding. “Why? Has she hit you before?”

			I stood. “Now, wait just a minute . . .” I began, looking at my parents for moral support, but they were both busy studying the thread count of the Aubusson rug.

			Jack interrupted. “Only figuratively.”

			I slowly sank back onto the sofa, unable to argue, because even underneath all of my own self-pity and righteousness, I knew that he was right. Trying to salvage the conversation, I turned my attention to the detective. “So what do we do next?”

			“Nothing, really. We’ll have to leave your back garden a mess, I’m afraid, until the crime-scene people have had a chance to sift through everything, so I’ll need your patience. And I’ll contact Dr. Wallen-Arasi when she returns from her honeymoon and see if she can shed any light on the identity of the remains and why they might be hidden in your foundation.”

			The ethereal sound of a mewling baby drifted around us like a wisp of smoke, so soft that I would have thought I was imagining it except for my mother’s shaking hand as she placed her teacup on its saucer.

			My mother’s voice was a lot calmer than she appeared to be. “You said you found something else with the remains. Can you tell us what that was?”

			I found myself shaking my head, although I already had a feeling that any efforts to hide from lost spirits were gone from the first moment I’d awakened to the sound of a crying baby.

			“It looks to be an old lace gown and bonnet, like the kind a baby would wear when being christened. Which, at first glance, tells us that the baby wasn’t simply discarded. The fact that the child was buried in the gown tells us that he or she was either baptized before burial, or the child was important enough to be buried in it.”

			The wailing grew loud enough that I thought that the others might hear it, but I’d learned long ago that this blessing or curse or whatever you wanted to call it was reserved for very few.

			My mother stood, and everyone else stood, too. “Well, then, we don’t want to take up more of your time.” She took the detective’s arm and began to lead him to the foyer and the front door. “Please don’t hesitate to call if you have any further questions.”

			I was about to ask her what the hurry was, but could suddenly feel the chill blowing softly on the back of my neck, as if an unseen pair of eyes rested on it.

			My father and Jack wore identical looks of concern as my mother practically threw the detective out onto the front piazza, then shut the door in his face after a perfunctory good-bye. Her chest rose and fell with exertion, her hand pressed against her heart before reaching for me.

			“Do you see anybody?” she asked, my father and Jack understanding that her question hadn’t been meant for them.

			I shook my head without really looking, the chill on the back of my neck still intense. My mother squeezed my hand. “Mellie, have you heard the baby before today?”

			“No,” I whispered, knowing where she was headed.

			“There’s a reason why it’s been silent until now. Most likely it’s because of the remains being unearthed.” She paused, and I tried to pull away. “Or it could also be because of your pregnancy.”

			Panic and denial rose in me as I struggled to find words to extricate myself.

			Jack stepped toward my mother. “Is the baby in danger?”

			Hormones, my swollen body and ill-fitting clothes, the cold breath on my neck, and the ghostly crying all conspired against my resolve to keep my emotions in check. I turned on Jack, the closest available candidate for my pent-up frustrations—the least being that despite all that had happened between Jack and me, I still loved him with every part of my heart that was capable of loving another person.

			“You’re going to start caring now? I haven’t heard one word from you in a month—any concern about me or the baby—and here you are trying to interfere and pretend that this baby means anything to you.” I gulped back tears and rage and impotence.

			My father cleared his throat. “Actually, Mellie—”

			I cut him off as I faced Jack. “What my mother is trying to say is that whoever was found in that box under the house, or whoever it was who had been missing whoever it was, thinks they’ve found a kindred spirit in me because I’m pregnant.”

			My father tried to speak again. “Mellie, Jack and your mother and I . . .”

			I held up my hand, not wanting to be distracted from my tirade directed at Jack. “And apparently my mother thinks it’s a duty to guide all lost souls to the light, and she probably wants my help with this one even though I can’t imagine adding one more thing to my plate right now. But she and I can handle it alone, without your help. Just like this baby.”

			Of all the expressions I’d seen pass over Jack’s face—sarcasm, humor, anger, desire—I’d never seen this one, and it scared me. His eyes, darker than ever before, widened slightly, giving him the look of someone who’d been punched unexpectedly in the gut.

			Just as quickly his expression changed, like a magician whipping away his cape to display a hidden bouquet of flowers when a sword was expected. His trademark grin that graced the back covers of his bestselling novels and had slain countless women since he was out of diapers crossed his face. I braced myself.

			“If my memory serves me correctly, Mellie, you didn’t make that baby by yourself.”

			He let the words sink in, and I was acutely aware of my parents’ presence and how they were both looking at everything else except Jack and me. I might have actually squirmed. I was also aware of every hair on my head standing on end, and how the cold that had started on the back of my neck now enveloped my entire body.

			My brain was busy formulating a response when suddenly Jack looked up toward the Venetian glass chandelier that lit the small vestibule area inside the front door.

			“Mellie!” he shouted, and before I could tell him to stop calling me Mellie, he dived for me, tackling me to the floor. He’d managed to cushion me by landing on his back with me on top of him, sprawled halfway into the main foyer and far enough away to escape the falling chandelier as it crashed onto the exact spot where I’d been standing.

			I was so shocked I couldn’t move for a moment, and I remained lying on top of Jack, our bodies pressed together from chest to toe.

			He was breathing hard, but his eyes held their old light as they looked into mine, making me aware of just how much of him was touching me and vice versa. “Just like old times, huh, Mellie?”

			With my cheeks flaming, I scrambled off of him, wishing I still had my jacket button to aim at him. Carefully avoiding the broken glass, I stepped toward my mother and father, whose focus was split between me and the ruined chandelier.

			“What was that all about?” my father asked, his military career leaving him wholly unprepared for explaining the unexplainable. It had been one of the reasons why my mother had left him all those years ago.

			My mother’s gaze held mine, and a weary sense of resignation settled on me as we turned to face my father and Jack. I took a deep breath, remembering for that one brief second a moment when my life had been my own, when I’d been content to let the restless dead flitter unnoticed along the periphery.

			“They’re back,” I said, the words whipped back in my face by a strong, cold breeze.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			I stepped out onto the sidewalk, letting the door to Ruth’s Bakery jingle shut behind me, feeling no better than when I’d entered five minutes before. In the past, Ruth had had my bag of doughnuts and extra-cream latte ready to grab and go on the way to my office. However, my mother and soon-to-be ex–best friend, Sophie, had paid Ruth a visit in an apparent attempt to ruin my life. Clutched in my hands was a bag of two organic bran-and-broccoli muffins, as well as a tall cup of green tea without sugar. I couldn’t say for certain, but judging from my first and only bite I was pretty sure that the first two ingredients on the muffin recipe were cardboard and dirt.

			I walked down the sidewalk on Broad toward Henderson House Realty, ditching the bag of muffins in the first trash receptacle that I passed. I’d had such high hopes when actual hunger pangs had gripped me after the early-morning nausea, and the thought of hidden candy bars in my office lightened my step so that I was almost skipping by the time I reached my building.

			I pushed open the door, pausing midstride as I made my way across the reception area. Our golf-addicted receptionist, Nancy Flaherty—apparently fully recovered from a golf-ball injury to the head—sat in her usual seat behind the desk, golf-tee earrings swinging as she greeted me. She wore her ubiquitous golf visor with the Masters logo on the brim—a souvenir from a trip to the mecca of golf, Augusta, Georgia—and held a ball of yarn and two flashing metal knitting needles that were moving in and out of something pink and small.

			Sitting next to Nancy was a slightly older woman wearing a bright yellow cardigan with golfers embroidered all over it. She, too, was knitting, but with a blue ball of yarn. I stopped in front of them with a questioning look at Nancy. “Knitting?” I asked.

			“Sure am.” She grinned broadly, the knitting needles not slowing. “This here’s Joyce Challis,” she said, indicating the woman next to her. “She and I are going to be job-sharing. After my life-threatening injury, I realized that life is too short not to spend most of it on a golf course, so I talked to Mr. Henderson, and he said if I could find and train somebody, I could job-share. As a bonus, she’s teaching me how to knit.”

			“Where’s Charlene?” I asked, recalling the petite blond yoga enthusiast who’d covered for Nancy while she was recuperating from her head injury.

			Joyce and Nancy looked at each other and rolled their eyes simultaneously. “She’s decided to move to California and become a movie star. I think playing an extra in that Demi Moore film kind of went to her head.”

			“Isn’t she a grandmother?” I asked, wondering whether there was an age cutoff for moving to Hollywood to make it big.

			Joyce and Nancy nodded in unison.

			“It’s nice to meet you, Miss Middleton,” Joyce said, her blue eyes smiling. “I’ve heard all about you from Nancy here,” she said, pointing a knitting needle at her companion. “And Jack.” She made a show of fanning her face with her hand.

			I frowned. “I don’t expect him to be darkening our door anytime soon, so may I suggest watching a few soap operas for your daily dose of drama instead.” I forced my lips into a smile. “It’s nice to meet you, Joyce. I’m sure if Nancy’s training you, you won’t have anything to worry about.”

			Facing Nancy, I said, “Are there any messages for me?” Even I was surprised at how unenthusiastic my voice sounded. It was bad enough that all I wanted to do was sleep, but it was worse that everybody else could tell, too.

			Joyce put down her knitting and reached for a pink slip of paper on the corner of the receptionist’s desk. With a gleam in her eyes that could be described only as mischievous, she said, “Just one. From Jack Trenholm. He said he’s tried your cell but he must have the wrong number, because it keeps going to voice mail, and on the recording it’s a deeper voice than yours and with a slight accent.”

			Both Joyce and Nancy blinked innocently at me as I tried not to blush at the memory of recording the message right after Jack had left the house the previous day following the chandelier-smashing incident. Before he left, he’d kissed my mother’s cheek, shaken my father’s hand, then looked at my ankles and suggested I stay away from salt, closing the door a little more firmly than necessary. My mother said my hormones were making me overly sensitive to criticism, but his words had been all I’d needed to convince myself that I could handle the pregnancy and upcoming motherhood fine on my own. If only the thought didn’t leave me so dark and empty—a place more terrifying than any ghostly encounter.

			The pink and blue yarn suddenly registered in my brain. I peered over the desk. “What are you making?”

			Nancy’s needles didn’t pause. “Baby blankets. Since we don’t know if it’s a girl or boy, we’re doing one of each.”

			Staring at the soft-colored yarn, I felt a rumble of panic—something that was happening more and more these days but whose source I couldn’t yet pinpoint. I forced myself to start thinking of spreadsheets and feeding schedules and a birthing plan that included epidurals and anesthesia and I began to calm down a little.

			“I hope it’s a girl,” I said, the words springing from my mouth before I could call them back. Both sets of knitting needles paused. “I mean, I really just hope for a healthy child.” I crumpled my lone phone message and left it on the counter. “I guess I’d better get to work.”

			I turned and began walking toward my office, trying to imagine a baby boy with eyes as blue as his father’s, and how in the world I could find the mental and physical stamina to raise a mini Jack. Yes, I wanted a healthy child, but, dear heavens, don’t let it be a boy.

			I opened my office door and shuffled inside. The office had been rearranged back to its pre–feng shui status—something Charlene Rose had felt necessary but I had not—and I felt a little of my old self return. Even the fish in their bowl—the “water feature,” as Charlene had called it—were gone, I was thankful to note. I didn’t want to think about the fate of the two fish, since the thought made me teary eyed again.

			I dropped my purse and briefcase unceremoniously in the middle of my office and lurched toward my credenza, where I’d stashed a bag of Halloween candy I’d found on sale at Tellis Pharmacy, before they’d closed for good, to find support hose for my ever-burgeoning ankles. I pulled open the first drawer, and then the second and the third, and then the cabinets underneath in a growing panicked frenzy. I knew I was being irrational, but I’d never been this long without processed sugar or chocolate and I was desperate.

			“Is this what you’re looking for? Sophie told me where to look.”

			I swung around to see Jack perched casually in one of the chairs facing my desk, holding up the plastic bag of miniature candy bars. His face held an expression of mild curiosity and amusement.

			I swallowed heavily, torn between giving in to my sugar craving and diving at the bag, and self-preservation. The latter won. I hastily turned back to the credenza and picked up a pencil sharpener that hadn’t been used in about five years. “Oh, here it is.”

			I sat down at my desk and pulled out a pencil from the top drawer and began to sharpen it. “I don’t remember you having an appointment this morning, Jack, and I’m afraid my schedule is jam-packed—”

			He interrupted, “I don’t think mechanical pencils need sharpening, Mellie.”

			A wave of heat started somewhere in my chest, then crept up to swamp my face. I stopped grinding the hapless pencil and looked up at Jack, who was openly grinning now.

			“Pregnancy hasn’t changed you a bit.”

			“Is it supposed to?”

			“I’d hoped.” He held up his hand—not the one with the bag of candy—to stop me from saying more. “I didn’t come here to argue. I wanted to talk with you. See how you’re doing.”

			“I’m fine,” I said quickly. As long as I’m not thinking about you, because that makes my heart hurt and sometimes I can’t even remember to breathe. I slapped the palms of my hands against the desk as if to magically make my lie into truth, and maybe even to shake loose those thoughts.

			“Why are you so mad at me? You’re the one who rejected my marriage proposal.” His words were quiet but intense.

			I couldn’t meet his eyes. “You haven’t called. Or asked about the baby. I assumed you didn’t care.”

			There was a pause before Jack spoke. “I was kind of waiting to hear from you, considering how we left it. But I’ve been checking in with your mother and father every day to see how you were doing. To see if you needed anything and if everything was okay with the baby.”

			I remembered my dad trying to interrupt me the previous day in the middle of my rant directed at Jack, and I felt the heat creeping back into my cheeks.

			Jack continued. “And I’ve been asking all of my friends who are parents for advice on the best pregnancy books. I brought What to Expect When You’re Expecting and a few other books over yesterday, but you didn’t give me a chance to give them to you.”

			I resisted the impulse to crawl under my desk in utter shame and instead raised my gaze to meet his while trying to form a sentence that would be both an apology and a reproach.

			He was resting his elbows against the arms of his chair and regarding me with those intense blue eyes. “You’re still beautiful, you know. Maybe even more so.”

			My half-formed sentence flew from my head. He’d always had a knack for chiseling my defenses away one pebble at a time. But his words had been more like a wrecking ball against my castle walls. I started to smile, but then I remembered my reflection in the bathroom mirror as I’d dressed that morning—the bloated face and body, the lanky hair, and the zit on my chin. I hadn’t kept Clearasil in my bathroom cabinet since I was about sixteen, and I’d dabbed on a spot of whitening toothpaste instead—an old home remedy I’d probably read in Seventeen magazine—and belatedly wondered whether I’d remembered to wipe it off before heading to the office.

			I sat back in my chair, my stomach grumbling as I tried not to think too hard about the bag of candy in his hands. “What do you want, Jack? I’m very busy. . . .”

			As if I hadn’t spoken, he said, “Your eyes are brighter than I ever remember seeing them, and your face looks good with a little padding.” He paused, leaning forward, his voice lowering a notch. “And your body—it’s like ripening fruit.” His eyes dipped for a moment to my chest, where I knew the buttons on my blouse were straining to keep it closed. His eyes rose to meet mine. “Pregnancy definitely suits you.”

			My hands loosened their death grip on the edge of the desk, and I looked down into my lap. “Jack, please. Don’t.”

			“Don’t shut me out. Not now.”

			I hadn’t heard him leave his chair or come squat beside me, but he was there now, touching my cheek and wiping away a tear that I had no memory of shedding. I couldn’t speak, afraid I’d start bawling like a little girl who’d fallen and scraped her knee.

			Jack took my hands in his, the jolt from his touch doing wild things to my heart rhythm, and I focused on breathing in and out. He continued. “Mellie, regardless of what has gone on between the two of us or where we stand now, there’s a third person we need to consider. It’s no longer just about you and me. We do work nicely as a team—and there’s no reason why we can’t put our feelings aside and work together to bring this baby safely into the world, and to give him or her the best life that we can. You won’t marry me, but that doesn’t mean I can’t be a father to our baby. Don’t you agree?”

			His thumb was rubbing my knuckles, threatening to interfere with my brain waves. Since the first time I’d met him, I’d found it impossible to think clearly when he was anywhere near me. That—and the infamous red dress—were mostly to blame for my current predicament.

			I nodded, unable to speak any words that might be interpreted as, “You’re right.”

			He took my hands and brought them to his mouth before kissing the back of each one. I must have suffered a ministroke, because I didn’t recall him standing or pulling me up with him, his hands on my shoulders.

			He was smiling widely. “You’re making the right decision, Mellie. There’s no reason we can’t act like responsible adults for the sake of our baby.” His hands were rubbing my shoulders, and it was all I could do not to melt at his feet.

			Jack continued. “I’ll coordinate with you regarding all your prenatal appointments, because I don’t want to miss a single one. And of course we’ll want to sign up for Lamaze classes. . . .”

			I woke from my daze. “Lamaze?”

			“Yes, and breast-feeding classes, and we’ll need to go shopping for a crib. . . .”

			I sank down into my chair. “A crib?”

			Jack regarded me warily. “Yeah, a crib. You don’t want our baby sleeping in General Lee’s crate, do you? Maybe we can convert your dressing room into a nursery, and then one of the bedrooms down the hall when the baby gets older. . . .”

			I felt like a bird hurtling toward a glass window. I was going to have a baby. One day, that little person inside of me would want to come out and would probably even need a place to stay. And even clothes to wear. The source of my panic was starting to form a clearer picture in my mind. I blinked rapidly at Jack and he stopped talking.

			“Are you all right, Mellie?”

			I nodded, not completely convinced myself. But I felt buffered from the impact of whatever it was I was hurtling toward; the knowledge that Jack and I were in this together had given me a cushion from the inevitable collision.

			“And that’s the other reason why I came to see you today. I’m going to need a bigger place to live—with Nola and the baby it’s going to be crowded in my condo.”

			I continued to blink and stare.

			“Is something in your eye?”

			I shook my head, trying to collect myself. “No. I’m just . . . surprised. Your condo is so . . . you.” I wanted to say “bachelor,” and “elegant,” or even “holds a lot of memories—especially the couch,” but I clamped my mouth shut.

			“Exactly. But it’s just not going to function in my life anymore, as a dad of a teenager and a baby. Time to grow up.” He grinned and I was made to believe that he wasn’t thinking that growing up was such a bad idea. He was a good father to Nola, and when I pictured him now with a tiny baby in his arms, something inside my chest thawed just a little.

			I straightened in my chair, his words finally making sense to the ordered and logical part of my brain. “And you want me to help you find the perfect house for your new family?”

			“Pretty much. You’re always telling me you’re the best Realtor in town. I won’t even ask for the friends-and-family discount.”

			I was shaking my head before he’d stopped speaking. “This isn’t a good idea, Jack. I agree that we need to find a way to parent our child, but I don’t think working together to find a house is a good idea.” Because every time I look at you I relive the humiliation of saying those three little words and how you could only say, “I’m sorry.”

			“But who else knows what I need more than you do? Our son or daughter will be living at least half the time with me and you’ll want him or her to be in a great environment.” As if that were the end of the argument, he continued. “I’d like something big—something with lots of entertaining spaces so I can throw huge birthday parties for Nola and the baby. And a big garden that has space for a little swing set—maybe even a spot for a small lap pool for Nola. Definitely something older, even historical, with lots of architectural elements and loads of character that you can’t find
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