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      For Janice Jenning Thomson …
a friend for all seasons

   
      
      

      
         And here I prophesy: this brawl today,

         
         Grown to this faction in the Temple garden,

         
         Shall send, between the red rose and the white,

         
         A thousand souls to death and deadly night.

         
      

      —Earl of Warwick in

      William Shakespeare’s The First

      Part of King Henry VI,

      Act II, Scene iv
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      Chapter One

      
      HOWBUTKER, TEXAS, AUGUST 1985
      

      
      At his desk, Amos Hines turned over the last sheet of the two-page legal document he’d been instructed to read. His mouth had
         gone dry as wheat chaff, and for a moment he could only blink in dazed disbelief at his client and longtime friend seated
         before his desk, a woman he had admired—revered—for forty years and had thought he knew. He searched her expression for
         indications that age had finally affected her faculties, but she stared back with all the clear-eyed acuity for which she
         was renowned. Working saliva into his mouth, he asked, “Is this codicil for real, Mary? You’ve sold the farms and changed
         your will?”
      

      
      Mary Toliver DuMont nodded, the waves of her coiffed white head catching the light from the French windows. “Yes to both,
         Amos. I know you’re shocked, and this isn’t a nice way to repay all your years of service and devotion, but you’d have been
         deeply hurt if I’d put this business in the hands of another attorney.”
      

      
      “Indeed I would have,” he said. “Another attorney would not have tried to talk you into rethinking this codicil—at least
         the part that can be revised.” There was no rescuing Toliver Farms, Mary’s enormous cotton holdings that she’d sold in secret negotiations
         the past month, a fact concealed from her great-niece sitting in ignorance out in Lubbock, Texas, as manager of Toliver Farms
         West.
      

      
      “There’s nothing to revise, Amos,” Mary said with a trace of asperity. “What’s done is done, and there’s no changing my mind.
         You’d waste your time and mine by trying.”
      

      
      “Has Rachel done something to offend you?” he asked evenly, swiveling his chair around to a credenza. He reached for a carafe
         and noticed his hand shook as he poured two glasses of water. He would have preferred something stronger, but Mary never touched
         alcohol. “Is that why you sold the farms and amended your will?”
      

      
      “Oh, good Lord, no,” Mary said, sounding horrified. “You must never believe that. My great-niece has done nothing but be who
         she is—a Toliver through and through.”
      

      
      He found beverage napkins and rotated to hand Mary her glass. She’d lost weight, he decided. Her couture suit hung on her
         somewhat, and her coddled face—still striking at eighty-five—looked thinner. “This business” had taken a toll on her, as
         it damn well should, he thought, a shaft of anger shooting through him. How could she do this to her great-niece—dispossess
         her of everything she’d expected to inherit—the land and house of her forebears, her right to live in the town they’d helped
         to found? He took a long swallow of the water and tried to keep the outrage from his voice when he observed, “You make that
         sound like a flaw.”
      

      
      “It is, and I’m correcting it.” She turned up her glass and drank thirstily, patting the napkin to her lips afterward. “That’s
         the purpose of the codicil. I don’t expect you to have a clue as to what that purpose is, Amos, but Percy will when the time
         comes. So will Rachel once I’ve explained it.”
      

      
      “And when do you plan to do that?”

      
      “I’m flying to Lubbock tomorrow in the company plane to meet with her. She doesn’t know I’m coming. I’ll tell her about the sale and the codicil then and hope that my arguments convince
         her I’ve done what’s best for her.”
      

      
      Best for her? Amos peered over his glasses at her in incredulous wonder. Mary would have better luck selling celibacy to a sailor. Rachel
         would never forgive her for what she’d done, of that he was certain. He leaned forward and held her with a determined eye.
         “How about trying your arguments on me first, Mary? Why would you sell Toliver Farms, which you’ve worked most of your life
         to build? Why leave Somerset to Percy Warwick, of all people? What use is a cotton plantation to him? Percy is a lumberman, for God’s sake. He’s ninety years old! And bequeathing the Toliver mansion to the Conservation Society is … well, it’s the
         final slap. You know that Rachel has always regarded that house as her home. She’s planning on spending the rest of her life
         in it.”
      

      
      “I know. That’s why I’ve deprived her of it.” She appeared unmoved, sitting ramrod straight with her hand curved over the
         crook of her anchored cane, looking for all the world like a queen on her throne and the cane her scepter. “I want her to
         make her own home somewhere else, start over on new ground,” she said. “I don’t want her staying here and living out her life
         according to the gospel of the Tolivers.”
      

      
      “But … but I don’t understand.” Amos spread his hands in frustration. “I thought that’s what you’d prepared her for all these
         years.”
      

      
      “It was a mistake—a very selfish mistake. Thank God I realized the tragedy of my error before it was too late and had the
         gumption and … wisdom to correct it.” She waved a dismissive hand. “Save your energy and mine in trying to convince me to explain, Amos. It’s a
         puzzle, I know, but keep your faith in me. My motives could not be purer.”
      

      
      Bewildered, he tried another tack. “You haven’t done this out of some misguided notion of what you feel you owe her father,
         William, have you?”
      

      
      “Absolutely not!” A spark of temper flashed in her eyes. They were known as the “Toliver eyes”—green as rare emeralds, a
         feature inherited from her father’s side of the family along with her once black hair and the dimple in the center of her
         chin. “I’m sure my nephew might see it that way—or rather, that wife of his will,” she said. “To her mind, I’ve done what’s
         right and proper by giving William what has justly been his all along.” She gave a little snort. “Let Alice Toliver have her
         illusion that I sold the farms out of guilt over what I owe her husband. I didn’t do any of this for him, but for his daughter.
         I believe he’ll realize that.” She paused, her finely lined face pensive, doubtful, and added in a less confident tone, “I
         wish I could be as sure of Rachel …”
      

      
      “Mary …” Amos strove for his most persuasive timbre. “Rachel’s a swatch from the same cloth as you. Do you think that you would have understood if your father had deprived you of your legacy—the plantation, the house, the town that owes its birth
         to your family—no matter how justified his reasons?”
      

      
      Her jaw tightened beneath the slight droop of her jowls. “No, but I wish he had. I wish to God he’d never left me Somerset.”

      
      He gaped at her, truly shocked. “But why? You’ve had a marvelous life—a life that I thought you wished to bequeath to Rachel to perpetuate your family’s heritage.
         This codicil is so”—he swept the back of his hand over the document—“averse to everything I thought you’d hoped for her—that you led her to believe you wanted for her.”
      

      
      She slackened in her chair, a proud schooner with the wind suddenly sucked from her sails. She laid the cane across her lap.
         “Oh, Amos, it’s such a long story, far too long to go into here. Percy will have to explain it all to you someday.”
      

      
      “Explain what, Mary? What’s there to explain?” And why someday, and why Percy? He would not be put off by a stab of concern for her. The lines about her eyes and mouth had deepened, and her flawless complexion
         had paled beneath its olive skin tone. Insistently, he leaned farther over the desk. “What story don’t I know, Mary? I’ve read everything ever printed about the Tolivers and Warwicks and DuMonts, not to mention having
         lived among you for forty years. I’ve been privy to everything affecting each of you since I came to Howbutker. Whatever secrets you may have harbored would have come out. I know you.”
      

      
      She lowered her lids briefly, fatigue clearly evident in their sepia-tinged folds. When she raised them again, her gaze was
         soft with affection. “Amos, dear, you came into our lives when our stories were done. You have known us at our best, when
         all our sad and tragic deeds were behind us and we were living with their consequences. Well, I want to spare Rachel from
         making the same mistakes I made and suffering the same, inevitable consequences. I don’t intend to leave her under the Toliver
         curse.”
      

      
      “The Toliver curse?” Amos blinked in alarm. Such eccentric language was unlike her. He wondered if age had affected her brain. “I never heard of or read anything about a Toliver curse.”
      

      
      “My point exactly,” she said, giving him her typical smile, a mere lifting of the lips over teeth that remarkably—unlike
         those of her contemporaries, unlike his—had not yellowed to the hue of old piano keys.
      

      
      He refused to be dismissed. “Well, what about these consequences?” he demanded. “You owned—or did—a cotton empire stretching across the country. Your husband, Ollie DuMont,
         possessed one of the finest department stores in Texas, and Percy Warwick’s company has been in the Fortune 500 for decades.
         What ‘sad and tragic deeds’ led to consequences like those, I’d like to know.”
      

      
      “You must believe me,” she said, straightening her shoulders. “There is a Toliver curse, and it has affected us all. Percy is well aware of it. Rachel will be, too, when I show her evidence of
         its indisputable existence.”
      

      
      “You’ve left her a ton of money,” he pursued, unwilling to give up. “Suppose she buys land somewhere else, builds another
         Somerset, roots a new dynasty of Tolivers all over again. Wouldn’t this … curse you speak of still hold?”
      

      
      Her eyes flashed with something indecipherable. Her lip curled with a secret bitterness. “Dynasty implies sons and daughters to pass on the ancestral torch. In that respect, the Tolivers have never been a dynasty, a point
         you may have missed in your history books.” Her drawl was heavy with irony. “No, the curse won’t hold. Once the umbilical
         cord is cut to the plantation, the curse will die. No land anywhere else will have the power to extract from us what Somerset
         has. Rachel will never sell her soul as I have for the sake of family soil.”
      

      
      “You sold your soul for Somerset?”

      
      “Yes, many times. Rachel has, too. I’m breaking her of that tendency.”

      
      He slumped in defeat. He was beginning to think that indeed he’d missed a few chapters in the history books. He attempted
         one final argument. “Mary, this codicil represents your last regards to those you love. Think of how its provisions might
         affect not only Rachel’s memory of you, but also the relationship between her and Percy when he’s in possession of her birthright.
         Are those the regards by which you wish to be remembered?”
      

      
      “I’ll risk their misinterpretation,” she said, but her look mellowed. “I know how very fond you are of Rachel and that you
         think I’ve betrayed her. I haven’t, Amos. I’ve saved her. I wish there were time today to explain what I mean by that, but
         there simply isn’t. You must trust that I know what I’m doing.”
      

      
      He laced his hands over the codicil. “I have the rest of the day. Susan has rescheduled my afternoon appointments. I have
         all the time in the world for you to explain to me what this is all about.”
      

      
      She reached over the desk and covered the gnarl of his rawboned hands with her slim, blue-veined one. “You may have, my dear,
         but I do not. I believe now would be a good time for you to read the letter in the other envelope.”
      

      
      He glanced at the white envelope he’d withdrawn facedown from the one containing the codicil. “Save that one for last to read,”
         she’d instructed, and suddenly—with a sharp flash of intuition—he understood why. His heartbeat arrested, he turned over
         the envelope and read the sender’s address. “A medical clinic in Dallas,” he muttered, aware that Mary had turned her head
         away and was fingering the famed string of pearls around her neck that her husband, Ollie, had presented her, one pearl on
         each of their wedding anniversaries until the year of his death. There were fifty-two of them now, large as hummingbird eggs,
         the strand falling perfectly in the collarless opening of her green linen suit. It was on these pearls that he fastened his
         eyes when he’d finished reading the letter, unable to bring them to her face.
      

      
      “Metastatic renal cancer,” he croaked, his prominent Adam’s apple jouncing. “And there’s nothing to be done?”

      
      “Oh, the usual,” she said, reaching for her water glass. “Surgery and chemo and radiation. But all that would simply prolong
         my days, not my life. I decided against treatment.”
      

      
      Burning grief, like acid, spilled through him. He removed his glasses and squeezed his eyes shut, pinching the bridge of his
         nose to hold back tears. Mary did not like sloppy displays of emotion. Now he knew what she’d been about in Dallas last month
         besides arranging for the sale of Toliver Farms. They’d had no idea—not her great-niece or her longest friend, Percy, or
         Sassie, her housekeeper for over forty years, or her devoted old lawyer … all those who loved her. How like Mary to play her
         last cards so close to the vest.
      

      
      He reset his glasses and forced himself to meet her eyes—eyes that still, despite their lined settings, reminded him of the
         color of spring leaves shimmering through raindrops. “How long?” he asked.
      

      
      “They give me three more weeks … maybe.”

      
      Losing the battle to his grief, Amos opened a drawer where he kept a supply of clean handkerchiefs. “I’m sorry, Mary,” he
         said, pressing the voluminous square of white lawn to his eyes, “but too much is coming at me all at once …”
      

      
      “I know, Amos,” she said, and with surprising nimbleness, she hooked the cane on her chair and came around the desk to him.
         Gently, she drew his head against her linen front. “This day had to come, you know … when we had to say good-bye. After all,
         I’m fifteen years your senior …”
      

      
      He pressed her hand, so thin and fragile-boned. When had it become an old woman’s hand? He remembered when it had been smooth
         and unblemished. “Do you know that I still remember the first time I saw you?” he said, keeping his eyes tightly closed. “It
         was in the DuMont Department Store. You came down the stairs in a royal blue dress, and your hair shone like black satin under
         the chandeliers.”
      

      
      He could feel her smile above his bald pate. “I remember. You were still in your army serge. By then you’d learned who William
         was and had come to check on the sort of people who would cause a boy like him to run away from home. I must say you did seem
         rather dazzled.”
      

      
      “I was bowled over.”

      
      She kissed the top of his head and released him. “I’ve always been grateful for our friendship, Amos. I want you to know that,”
         she said, returning to her chair. “I’m not one to emote, as you know, but the day you wandered into our little East Texas
         community was one of the more fortunate ones of my life.”
      

      
      Amos honked into his handkerchief. “Thank you, Mary. Now I must ask you, does Percy know about … your condition?”

      
      “Not yet. I’ll tell him and Sassie when I get back from Lubbock. I’ll make my funeral arrangements at that time as well. If
         I’d planned them earlier, news of my coming demise would be all over town by the time I left the parking lot. Hospice has
         been engaged to come a week after I return. Until then, I’d like my illness to remain our secret.” She slipped the strap of her handbag over her
         shoulder. “And now I must be going.”
      

      
      “No, no!” he protested, vaulting up from his chair. “It’s early yet.”

      
      “No, Amos, it’s late.” She reached behind her neck and unclasped the pearls. “These are for Rachel,” she said, laying the
         strand on his desk. “I’d like you to give them to her for me. You’ll know the proper time.”
      

      
      “Why not give them to her yourself when you see her?” he asked, his throat on fire. She seemed diminished without the pearls,
         her flesh old and exposed. Since Ollie’s death twelve years ago, she was rarely seen without them. She wore them everywhere,
         with everything.
      

      
      “She may not accept them after our talk, Amos, and then what would I do with them? They mustn’t be left to the discretion
         of the docents. You keep them until she’s ready. They are all she will have from me of the life she was expecting.”
      

      
      He bumped around the desk, his heart thudding. “Let me go with you to Lubbock,” he pleaded. “Let me be with you when you tell
         her.”
      

      
      “No, dear friend. Your presence there might make things awkward for the two of you afterward if things go wrong. Rachel must
         believe you’re impartial. She’ll need you. Whatever happens, either way, she’ll need you.”
      

      
      “I understand,” he said, his voice cracking. She held out her hand, and he understood that she wished them to express their
         farewells now. In the days to come, they might not be afforded this opportunity to say good-bye in private. He sandwiched
         her cool palm between his bony slabs, his eyes filling in spite of his determination to keep this moment on the dignified
         plane she’d lived all her life. “ Good-bye, Mary,” he said.
      

      
      She took up her cane. “ Good-bye, Amos. See after Rachel and Percy for me.”

      
      “You know I will.”
      

      
      She nodded, and he watched her tap her way to the door, back straining for the regal posture so typically Mary. Opening it,
         she did not look back but gave him a small wave over her shoulder as she stepped out and closed the door behind her.
      

   
      
      Chapter Two

      
      Amos stood in the silence, staring numbly into space, letting the tears trickle unchecked down his face. After a moment, he
         drew in a ragged breath, locked his office door, and returned to his desk, where he carefully wrapped the pearls in a clean
         handkerchief. They felt cool and fresh. Mary must have had them cleaned recently. There was no oil, no feel of her, to his
         touch. He would take them home at the end of the day and keep them for Rachel in a hand-carved letter box, the only memento
         of his mother’s he’d chosen to keep. He removed his tie, unbuttoned his collar, and went into an adjoining bathroom to wash
         his face. After toweling it dry, he administered eyedrops prescribed for ocular fatigue.
      

      
      Back at his desk, he punched an intercom button. “Susan, take the afternoon off. Hang out the closed sign and hook us up to
         the answering machine.”
      

      
      “Are you all right, Amos?”

      
      “I’m fine.”

      
      “Miss Mary—is she okay?”

      
      “She’s fine, too.” She didn’t believe him, of course, but he trusted his secretary of twenty years to say nothing of her suspicions
         that all was not fine with her employer and Miss Mary. “Go and enjoy your afternoon.”
      

      
      “Well … until tomorrow, then.”

      
      “Yes, until tomorrow.”

      
      Tomorrow. He felt sick at what that day would bring to Rachel, who right now was no doubt surveying cotton fields she thought would
         one day be hers. Tomorrow it would all be over—everything she’d given her adult life to. She was only twenty-nine and soon
         to be rich. She could start over—if she wasn’t too shattered to begin again—but it would be beyond Howbutker, beyond the
         future he’d envisioned for himself when Percy was gone, the last of the three friends who’d constituted the only family he’d
         ever known. He regarded Matt, Percy’s grandson, like a nephew, but when he married, his wife might have something to say about
         her family filling the void left by Ollie and Mary and Percy. Rachel, now, would have been another story. She adored him as
         he did her, and her house would have always been open to him. His old bachelor heart had so looked forward to her coming to
         live in Howbutker, residing in the Toliver mansion, keeping Mary’s spirit alive, marrying and raising kids for him to love
         and spoil in his declining years. Tomorrow all that would be over for him, too.
      

      
      He heaved a sigh and opened a door in the credenza. Never did he take a drink before six o’clock in the evening, and then
         his limit was two shots of Scotch mellowed with twice as much soda. Today he took a bottle from the cabinet, dumped the water
         from his glass, and unhesitatingly poured it half-full of Johnnie Walker Red.
      

      
      Glass in hand, he crossed to the French windows overlooking a small courtyard rife with the summer flowers of East Texas—
         pink primroses and blue plumbago, violet lantana and yellow nasturtium, all climbing the rock fence. The garden had been designed
         by Charles Waithe, son of the founder of the firm, to serve as a mental retreat from the heartsick duties of his office. Today
         the therapy didn’t work, but it evoked memories that Mary’s visit had already jogged to the surface. He remembered the day Charles, then
         a man of fifty, had turned from this window and asked if he’d be interested in a junior partner position. He’d been stunned,
         elated. The offer had come within the forty-eight hours he’d given William Toliver his train ticket, seen Mary on the stairs,
         and met her locally prominent husband and the equally powerful Percy Warwick. It had all happened so fast, his head still
         spun when he thought of how fate had been kind and parlayed his decision to part with his ticket into the fulfillment of his
         dreams—a job in his field, a place to call home, and friends to take him to their bosoms.
      

      
      It had all come about one early October morning in 1945. Just discharged from the army, with no job on the horizon and nowhere
         to hang his hat, he was on his way to Houston to see a sister he barely knew when the train stopped briefly outside a little
         burg with a sign over the station house that read: WELCOME TO HOWBUTKER, HEART OF THE PINEY WOODS OF TEXAS. He’d gotten off to stretch his legs when a teenage boy with green eyes and hair as black as a cornfield crow ran up
         to the conductor hollering, “Hold the train! Hold the train!”
      

      
      “Got a ticket, son?”

      
      “No, sir, I—”

      
      “Well, then, you’ll have to wait for the next train. This one’s full to capacity from here to Houston.”

      
      Amos had looked at the flushed face of the boy, his breath coming out in fast, chilled puffs, and recognized the desperation
         of a boy running away from home. He’s taking too much with him, he’d thought, recalling his own experience as a boy of fifteen
         on the lam from his parents. He hadn’t made it. That’s when he’d handed the boy his ticket. “Here. Take mine,” he’d said.
         “I’ll wait for the next train.”
      

      
      The boy—whom he later discovered to be the seventeen-year-old nephew of Mary Toliver DuMont—had rushed out on the platform
         to wave at him as the train bore him away, never to return to Howbutker to live. And Amos had never left. He’d hoisted his duffel and started into town with the idea of staying only one
         night, but the morning train had taken off without him. He’d often reflected on the irony of it … how William’s exit out of
         Howbutker had been his entrance in, and he’d never regretted a single day of it. Until now.
      

      
      He took a fiery swallow of the Scotch, feeling it go down like broken razor blades. Dammit, Mary, what in the world possessed you to do such a deplorable thing? He ran a hand over his bald scalp. What in God’s name had he missed that would explain—excuse—what she had done? He’d thought he knew her history and those of Ollie DuMont and Percy Warwick inside out. What he hadn’t
         read, he had heard from their own mouths. Naturally, he had arrived too late to witness the beginning of their stories, but
         he’d made a point to fill in the gaps. Nowhere had he come across anything—not a scrap of gossip, newspaper clipping, journal,
         not a word from people who had known them all their lives—that would explain why Mary had severed Rachel’s ties to her birthright
         and destroyed her lifelong dream.
      

      
      A sudden thought drove him to a bookshelf. He sought and found a volume that he took to his desk. Could the answer be here? He’d not read the history of the founding families of Howbutker since that October morning he’d helped William escape. Later
         in town, he’d learned that a search was on for the runaway, son of the late Miles Toliver, brother of Mary Toliver DuMont,
         who’d subsequently adopted the boy and given him everything. Bitterly recalling his own mistreatment when he’d been dragged
         back to his parents, he’d gone to the library seeking information about the rich DuMonts that would help him decide whether
         he should alert the authorities to the boy’s destination or keep his silence. There a librarian had handed him a copy of this
         book written by Jessica Toliver, Mary’s great-grandmother. Now that he was looking, a clue to Mary’s motives might pop out that he’d missed forty years ago. The title of the book was Roses.

      
      The narrative began with the immigration of Silas William Toliver and Jeremy Matthew Warwick to Texas in the fall of 1836.
         As the youngest sons of two of South Carolina’s most prominent plantation families, they stood little chance of becoming masters
         of their fathers’ estates and thus set out together to establish plantations of their own in a loam-rich area they’d been
         told existed in the eastern part of the new republic of Texas. Both were blue-blooded descendants of English royalty, though
         they sprang from warring houses—the Lan-casters and the Yorks. In the middle of the 1600s, descendants of their families,
         who had been enemies during the War of the Roses, found themselves settling cheek by jowl on plantations in the New World
         near the future site of Charleston, which they helped to establish in 1670. Out of mutual dependence, the two families had
         buried their ancestral differences, retaining only the emblems by which their allegiance to their respective houses in England
         were known—their roses. The Warwicks, descended from the House of York, grew only white roses in their gardens, while the
         Tolivers cultivated exclusively red roses, the symbol of the House of Lancaster.
      

      
      By 1830, cotton was king in the South, and the two youngest sons yearned for plantations of their own in a place where they
         might establish a town that reflected the noblest ideals of their English and southern culture. Joining their wagon train
         were families of lesser breeding and education who nonetheless shared the same dreams, and regard for hard work, God, and
         their southern heritage. Included also were the slaves—men, women, and children—upon whose backs these dreams were to be
         made possible. They started west, taking the southern route along the trails that had lured men like Davy Crockett and Jim
         Bowie. Near New Orleans, a Frenchman, tall and slim in the saddle, rode out to meet them. He introduced himself as Henri
         DuMont and asked if he could join the train. He was dressed in a suit of the finest cut and cloth and exuded charm and sophistication. He, too, was an aristocrat,
         a descendant of King Louis VI, whose family had immigrated to Louisiana to escape the horrors of the French Revolution. Owing
         to a falling-out with his father over how to run their exclusive mercantile store in New Orleans, it was now his intention
         to establish his own emporium in Texas, without paternal interference. Silas and Jeremy welcomed him.
      

      
      Had they continued a bit farther west toward a town now called Corsicana, so Jessica Toliver informed the reader, they would
         have reached the land they were seeking, an area rich in a soil known as “black waxy” that was to yield huge crops of corn
         and cotton to future landowners. As it was, horses and travelers were tired by the time the wagon train crossed the Sabine
         River from Louisiana into Texas, and a weary Silas William Toliver surveyed the pine-covered hillsides and drawled, “How about
         here?”
      

      
      The question was passed and repeated among the settlers, though with less refined tongues, and by the end of the line it had
         become: “How ’bout cher?” Thus it was that the town came to be called after the question to which the colonizers unanimously
         answered yes. The founding fathers gave in to the consensus that the town be so named only on the condition that the ch be hardened to a k and spelled and pronounced as “ How-but-ker.”
      

      
      Despite its rather yokelish name, the first inhabitants were determined to set a cultured tone for the community not unlike
         the gracious way of life they’d known, or wanted to know. They were in accord that here among the pine trees, life would be
         lived in the traditional southern fashion. As it turned out, few became plantation owners. There were too many trees to clear
         from the land, and the hillsides were difficult to work. There were other vocations to which a man could turn his hands if
         he was able and willing. Some settled for smaller farms, others chose cattle raising, a few went into dairy farming. A number opened businesses built to the exact specifications laid out by the city planning commission and agreed
         upon by the voting citizens of the young community. Jeremy Warwick saw his financial future assured in the cutting and selling
         of timber. His eye was on the markets to be found in Dallas and Galveston and other cities springing up in the new republic.
      

      
      Henri DuMont opened a dry-goods store in the center of town that in time surpassed the elegance of his father’s in New Orleans.
         In addition, he bought and developed property for commercial purposes, renting his buildings to shopkeepers lured to Howbutker
         by its reputation for civic-mindedness, law and order, and the sobriety of its citizens. But Silas William Toliver had not
         been willing to turn his hands to another occupation. Convinced that man’s only vocation was land, he set about with his slaves
         to cultivate and plant his acres in cotton, using his profits to expand his holdings. Within a few years, he owned the largest
         tract of land along the Sabine River, which afforded easy transport of his cotton by raft to the Gulf of Mexico.
      

      
      He permitted only one alteration to the life he had envisioned when he left South Carolina. Rather than constructing the plantation
         manor on the land he cleared, he built it in town as a concession to his wife. She preferred to reside among her friends dwelling
         in other mansions of southern inspiration on a street named Houston Avenue. Along this street, known locally as Founders Row,
         lived the DuMonts and Warwicks.
      

      
      Silas called his plantation Somerset, after the English duke from whom he was descended.

      
      Not surprisingly, at the first meeting to discuss the creation of the town, its layout and design, the reins of leadership
         were voted over to Silas and Jeremy and Henri. As a student of world history, Henri was familiar with the War of the Roses
         in England and the part his colleagues’ families had played in the thirty-two-year conflict. He had noted the root-wrapped rosebushes each family had labored to bring from South Carolina and understood their significance.
         After the meeting, he made a private suggestion to the two family heads. Why not grow both colors of roses in their gardens,
         plant the white and red to mingle equally as a show of unity?
      

      
      An uncomfortable silence met this proposal. Henri placed a hand on the shoulder of each man and said quietly, “There are bound
         to be differences between you. You have brought them with you in the guise of your roses.”
      

      
      “They are the symbols of our lineage, of who we are,” protested Silas Toliver.

      
      “That is so,” agreed Henri. “They are symbols of what you are individually, but they must also represent what you are collectively. You are men of responsibility. Responsible men reason out their differences. They do not make war to solve them. As long
         as your gardens boast only the symbol of your own house to the exclusion of the other, there will be the suggestion of war—
         at best, estrangement—as an alternate course, the course your forebears chose in England.”
      

      
      “What about you?” one of them asked. “You are with us in this enterprise. What will you grow in your garden?”

      
      “Why …” The Frenchman spread his hands in the manner of his countrymen. “The red and white rose, what else? They will be a
         reminder of my duty to our friendship, to our joint endeavors. And if ever I should offend you, I will send a red rose to
         ask forgiveness. And if ever I receive one tendered for that purpose, I will return a white rose to say that all is forgiven.”
      

      
      The two men mused over the suggestion. “We are men of great pride,” Jeremy Warwick finally conceded. “It is difficult for
         men like us to admit our mistakes to those we offend.”
      

      
      “And as hard to give voice to forgiveness,” offered Silas Toliver. “Having in our gardens the pick of both roses would allow
         us to ask for and grant pardon without words.” He reflected a moment. “What if … pardon is not granted? What then? Do we grow pink roses as well?”
      

      
      “Pink roses?” Henri scoffed. “What a pithless color for such a noble flower. No, gentlemen, I would suggest white and red only.
         The presence of any other implies the possibility of the unthinkable. Among men of honest intentions and goodwill, there is
         no mistake, no error of human judgment, no faux pas, that cannot be forgiven. Come now, what do you say?”
      

      
      For answer, Jeremy lifted his champagne glass, and Silas followed suit. “Hear! Hear!” they chorused. “Here’s to the red and
         white. May they grow in our gardens forever!”
      

      
      Amos let out a sigh and closed the book. Fascinating reading, but no use continuing. The volume ended with an optimistic listing
         of the progeny expected to carry on in the illustrious tradition of its patriarchs and descendants, namely Percy Warwick,
         Ollie DuMont, and Miles and Mary Toliver. Since the book was published in 1901, Mary would have been one year old, the boys
         only five. The answers he sought lay in their later lives. Roses would contain nothing of Mary’s hint of a tragedy the families had shared that would account for her actions. But what?
      

      
      It was a well-known fact that while they lived in one another’s pockets socially, they worked and prospered separately. It
         was a rule established at the beginning that each man’s enterprise must rise and fall by his own merits—without financial
         aid or assistance from the others. Amos thought “Neither a lender nor a borrower be” an unneighborly maxim among friends,
         but as far as he knew, the policy had never been breached. The Tolivers grew cotton, the Warwicks mined timber, the DuMonts
         sold luxury dry goods, and never—even when Mary Toliver had married Ollie DuMont—had they mingled their entities or relied
         on one another’s resources.
      

      
      Then why would Mary leave Somerset to Percy?

      
      You came into our lives when our stories were done, Mary had said, and he was now willing to believe that he had. Only one man could supply the missing chapters. He longed to storm to Warwick
         Hall, pound on the door, and demand that Percy tell him what had led Mary to sell Toliver Farms, bequeath him her family’s
         160-year-old plantation, and disenfranchise the great-niece she loved from her heritage. What in the name of all that was
         holy had driven her to draw up this unthinkable, irrevocable codicil in the last weeks of her life?
      

      
      But as Mary’s attorney, he had no choice but to choke on his silence and hope the fallout from this unexpected turn of events
         would not be as explosive as he feared. He wished Mary luck tomorrow when she dropped her bomb on her great-niece. It broke
         his heart to think it, but he would not be one bit surprised if Rachel ordered pink roses for her grave. What a sad mantle
         to Mary’s memory. What a tragic ending to the special relationship they had shared.
      

      
      Wagging his head and a little drunk, Amos heaved himself up from his chair and slipped the codicil and letter back into their
         envelopes. For a second he considered the wastebasket, then shrugged and weaved to the documents cabinet, where he filed away
         in its proper place the last regards of Mary DuMont.
      

   
      
      Chapter Three

      
      Relying heavily on her cane, Mary paused on the sidewalk outside Amos’s office to draw breath. Her throat and eyes burned.
         Her lungs felt squeezed. It had been almost too much, that. Dear, faithful, devoted Amos. They hadn’t deserved him. Forty
         years … Had it really been that long since she’d come down the stairs in the department store—worried out of her mind over
         William’s disappearance—to find a young captain of the 101st Airborne Division gawping up at her?
      

      
      That moment was as fresh to her recollection as if it had happened a few turns of the calendar back. God must have a Machiavellian
         turn of mind to devise the cruelties inherent with growing old. At the very least, the elderly ought to be allowed an accurate
         perception of time … to see the years as the stretch they really were, not be made to feel they had all gone in a flash and
         the beginning was no more than a short distance back. At the end, the old and dying ought to be spared the feeling that life
         had just begun.
      

      
      Oh, well, people in hell would like a cold glass of water, too, she thought, shrugging, and reflected again on Amos. She was
         a dreadful ingrate to leave him with such a task, but he was brave and scrupulous. He would not flinch from his professional duty. Some family lawyers, believing they knew best, would throw the
         codicil into the wastebasket with no one being the wiser, but not Amos. He would carry out her instructions to the letter,
         thank God.
      

      
      Her breathing coming easier, she put on her sunglasses and looked down the sidewalk for a glimpse of Henry returning to drive
         her home. She’d sent her chauffeur to have a cup of coffee at the Courthouse Café while she visited with Amos, but he was
         probably still flirting with Ruby, a waitress of his age. Good enough, she thought. It had been her plan to complete one more
         task at home before lunch, and then all her affairs would be in order. But that could wait, she decided, drawing herself erect.
         She felt well enough to take a stroll first, her last in the town her family had helped to found.
      

      
      It had been a long while since she had walked all the way around Courthouse Circle, gazing in shop windows and visiting with
         proprietors, most of them longtime friends of hers. She was not as visible as she had once been. For years, she had made a
         point of keeping in touch with the folks who made their East Texas community the pleasant town it was—hardworking storekeepers
         and clerks, bank tellers, and secretaries, as well as those who ran the place … the City Hall gang, as she referred to them
         fondly. She was a Toliver, and it was her duty to be seen occasionally, one of the reasons she always dressed to the nines
         when she came to town, the other being in honor of Ollie’s memory.
      

      
      And she’d have done him proud today, she thought, glancing down at her Albert Nipon suit and reptile pumps and handbag. She
         felt slightly undressed without the pearls—vulnerable somehow—but that was her imagination, and she hadn’t long to miss
         them anyway.
      

      
      As expected, she found Henry, her chauffeur of twenty years and the nephew of her housekeeper, at the counter of the Courthouse
         Café, chatting with Ruby. There was a bit of a flurry when she entered. Her appearance was always cause for notice. A farmer
         in overalls scooted out of his booth to hold the door open for her, and she had to wave several businessmen back to their
         lunch specials when she passed their tables.
      

      
      “How do, Miss Mary,” Ruby greeted her. “You come to get this here rascal off my hands?”

      
      “Not for a while, Ruby.” Mary indicated that Henry remain on his stool. “Hope you can put up with him a little longer. I want
         to walk a bit, see some folks. Order yourself another cup, Henry. I won’t be long.”
      

      
      Henry’s face showed dismay. It was time for Sassie’s noonday meal. “You goin’ for a walk in this heat, Miss Mary? Sure that’s
         wise?”
      

      
      “No, but at my age, I’m entitled to a little foolishness.”

      
      Outside on the sidewalk, Mary paused to consider her destination, her gaze drifting around the circle to note the number of
         new businesses that had gone up in the last few years. She eyed them with mixed emotions. Howbutker had become a tourist attraction.
         Discovered by such magazines as Southern Living and Texas Monthly that extolled its Greek Revivalist charm, regional cuisine, and clean restrooms, it had become a favorite of the yuppie crowd
         seeking a weekend retreat from urban hordes and noise. There was a constant clamor from outside interests for permits to renovate
         period homes into bed-and-breakfasts and to build the commercial eyesores that would detract from its antebellum character.
         The city council on which Amos served and Percy and Mary sat as members emeriti had managed to restrict all motels, fast-food
         chains, and discount stores to the city limits.
      

      
      That won’t last long, Mary thought with regret, glancing across the circle at a recently erected boutique owned and run by
         a stylish New Yorker. The woman’s brash manner and accent stuck out like a nose wart, but Mary realized that the town would
         inevitably draw more like her. Once the old guard disappeared, the preservation of Howbutker would be left to the likes of
         Gilda Castoni and Max Warner, the rather likable Chicagoan who owned the new and very popular sing-along bar up the street.
      

      
      Her lips twisted ruefully. She ought to be thankful that these invaders who had fled pollution, crime, and traffic would guard
         Howbutker’s way of life more zealously than the descendants of the original inhabitants. Matt Warwick was one of the remaining
         few of those. As was Rachel …
      

      
      There now, no point in harping on that.

      
      She redirected her thoughts. She’d said a final good-bye to Rene Taylor, the postmistress, when she’d dropped off a package
         at the post office earlier, though her old friend hadn’t known it, but it would also be pleasant to visit one last time with
         Annie Castor, the florist, and James Wilson, president of the First State Bank. Unfortunately, the florist shop and bank were
         on opposite turns of the circle, and she wasn’t strong enough to walk to both. She still had to climb to the attic when she
         got home and dig to the bottom of Ollie’s army trunk. The bank, she decided, tapping forward. Once there, she might as well
         look through her safe-deposit box. Nothing much was in it, but she may have forgotten something best removed.
      

      
      She passed the barbershop and nodded through the glass to Bubba Speer, the proprietor. His eyes widened in surprise when he
         saw her, and he left his draped customer to hurry to the door and call after her, “Well, hello there, Miss Mary! Good to see
         you. What brings you to town?”
      

      
      Mary stopped to acknowledge him. Bubba wore a short-sleeved white barber’s smock, and she noticed a faded blue tattoo on his
         arm. A memento of the war, she’d guess. Was it Korea or Vietnam? How old was Bubba, anyway? She blinked rapidly in a moment
         of helpless confusion. She had known Bubba Speer all his life and had never noticed a tattoo. Her powers of observation had
         sharpened lately. She saw things she’d missed, but recently she’d also had trouble with the chronological placement of events
         and people. “A few legal matters to discuss with Amos,” she answered. “How’re you, Bubba? Family all right?”
      

      
      “That boy of mine’s been accepted at Texas University. Thanks for remembering his graduation. He can sure use that check you
         sent. It’s going to buy books come September.”
      

      
      “So he said in his thank-you note. He writes a fine hand, that boy of yours. We’re proud of him.” Vietnam, Mary decided. It
         had to be Vietnam.
      

      
      “Well … he’s got a lot of folks round here to live up to, Miss Mary,” the barber said.

      
      She smiled. “Take care of yourself, Bubba. Tell the family … bye for me.” She continued down the street, feeling Bubba’s puzzled
         stare. Now that was a bit melodramatic, but Bubba would feel a sense of importance later when he repeated what she’d said.
         She knew, he’d say. Miss Mary knew she was dying. Otherwise, why did she say what she did? It would add to her legend, which would eventually die out as Ollie’s had with him, and once the generation of Bubba’s children
         was gone, there would be no one to remember the Tolivers and who they were.
      

      
      Well, so be it! Mary thought, pressing her lips together firmly. Only Percy would be leaving a descendant to carry on in the
         family tradition. And what a chip off his grandfather’s block he was! Matt Warwick reminded her of her Matthew in so many
         ways, though her son had inherited her Toliver features, and Matt, his grandfather’s. Even so, sometimes looking at Matt as
         a man, she saw her own son grown.
      

      
      She stepped down from the sidewalk onto the street. Motorists wishing to turn right were momentarily held up, but Mary did
         not hurry, and no one honked. This was Howbutker. People had manners here.
      

      
      Safely across, she stopped and stared in startled interest at a gigantic elm whose branches shaded an entire side of the courthouse
         common. She could remember when the tree had been a sapling. In July 1914, that was, the year the courthouse was finished, seventy-one
         years ago. A tall statue of Saint Francis stood under its branches, the saint’s famous prayer chiseled around its stone base.
      

      
      Mary put a halting step forward, staring at the bench where she’d sat in the elm’s patchy shade, listening to her father deliver
         the dedication speech. It was happening once more, this sense of being young again, new blood running through her veins. It
         was not “In life we are dying” that she minded so much. It was that in dying, she should feel so alive, so new, so fresh,
         the whole future before her. She remembered—felt!—being fourteen again, coming down the stairs that morning in her white eyelet dress with its green satin trim, a ribbon
         of the same satin holding back her hair, its ends as long as the black curls that bounced off her shoulders. Below, her father
         had looked up at her with paternal pride and pronounced that she was “heartbreakingly fetching!” while her mother had pulled
         on her gloves and reminded her in her crisp manner, “Pretty is as pretty does!”
      

      
      She had drawn everyone’s eye at the dedication … everyone’s but Percy’s. Her brother’s other friends had teased her fondly,
         Ollie remarking at how grown up she was becoming and how the green satin set off the color of her irises.
      

      
      Mary closed her eyes. She remembered the heat and humidity of that day, how she’d thought she’d die of thirst, when suddenly
         out of nowhere, Percy had appeared and handed her an ice-cream soda from the drugstore across the street.
      

      
      Percy …

      
      Her heart began to race as it had then to find him suddenly standing there, tall, blond, and at nineteen so handsome that
         one could hardly bear to look at him. She had once thought him awfully gallant, the hero of all her secret dreams, but when
         she became “a young lady,” she’d felt a change in his affection. It was as if he saw in her some private cause for amusement. Many times she’d stood before her mirror puzzling over his new attitude, hurt by the mockery
         she saw in his eyes. She was pretty enough, though there was nothing of the pink-and-white Dresden doll daintiness about her.
         She was too tall for a girl and too long in the arms and legs. Her olive complexion was a constant bone of contention between
         her and her mother, who hardly allowed her out of the house without gloves and a bonnet. What was worse, while others lovingly
         called her “Mary Lamb,” Percy had nicknamed her “Gypsy,” which she took as an insult to her Toliver coloring.
      

      
      Still, she knew there was something striking about the combination of her black hair and green eyes and oval-shaped face with
         its marked Toliver features. Her manners, too, were lovely, as befitting a Toliver, and she made good marks in school. No
         cause for mockery there.
      

      
      And so, because she could not pin down a justifiable cause for Percy’s recent disdain, a sort of antipathy grew between them,
         at least on her part. Percy seemed as unaware of her dislike as he had been of her admiration.
      

      
      On this day, she had looked at the soda with an outward scorn but an inner acute longing. (It was chocolate, her favorite.)
         All through the long July morning, she had managed to strike a pose impervious to the heat and cloying humidity, keeping her
         arms a discreet distance from her body to allow a negligible breeze up her sleeves. And now without warning, Percy’s grin
         and soda were implying that he saw through her crisp outer appearance and knew that inside the eyelet dress she was dissolving
         into her underwear.
      

      
      “Here,” he said. “Take this. You look about to melt.”

      
      She perceived it as a deliberate affront. Toliver ladies never looked about to melt. Throwing up her chin, she rose from the
         park bench and said in her best haughty manner, “Too bad you’re not gentleman enough not to notice.”
      

      
      Percy had laughed. “Gentleman be damned. I’m your friend. Drink up. You don’t have to thank me.”
      

      
      “You are quite right about that, Percy Warwick,” she said, sidestepping the proffered soda. “However, I would thank you to give it to someone whose thirst
         requires refreshment.”
      

      
      She stalked off to congratulate her father, who had finished his speech, but halfway to the courthouse steps she glanced back.
         Percy was watching her as she’d left him, grin still in place and the soda sweating in his hand. A sensation unknown to her
         fourteen-year-old body flushed through her, dizzying in its intensity as their gazes locked in a kind of recognition across
         the shimmering distance. A cry of surprise and protest rose and died in her throat, but somehow Percy heard it. He grinned
         wider in response and raised the glass to her, then drank, and she could taste the cold chocolate in her mouth.
      

      
      Mary could taste the cold sweetness now. She could feel the sweat collecting under her arms and between her breasts and the
         same sensation tightening her stomach and thighs. “Percy … ,” she murmured.
      

      
      “Mary?”

      
      She turned at the sound of the familiar voice, as agile as a girl of fourteen, but she was confused. How had Percy gotten
         behind her? She had just seen him standing beneath the elm on the courthouse common.
      

      
      “Percy, my love … ,” she greeted him in surprise, hampered by the cane and handbag from holding out her arms. “Did you have
         to drink all my soda? I wanted it that day, you know, as much as I wanted you, but I didn’t know it. I was too young and silly and too
         much of a Toliver. If only I hadn’t been such a fool—”
      

      
      She felt herself shaken. “Miss Mary … it’s Matt.”

   
      
      Chapter Four

      
      “Matt?” Mary repeated, blinking into the concerned face of Percy’s grandson.
      

      
      “Yes, ma’am,” Matt said.

      
      Oh, Lord, Mary thought as her confusion cleared and she read Matt’s expression. She’d let a very old cat out of a very old
         bag. How could she explain her way out of this? But she was loath to let go of the memories of that day while the feelings
         still lingered. How great it had been to go back for those few throbbing minutes when the juices still flowed and her blood
         had thrilled. To see Percy again at nineteen …
      

      
      Senility did have its rewards.

      
      She smiled at Matt and patted the starched front of his shirt. Like his grandfather, he dressed in coat and tie, even in summer.
         “Hello, dear. Did you catch me talking to myself?”
      

      
      “I can’t think of a better person to have a conversation with than yourself, Miss Mary,” Matt said, his eyes, bright blue
         like his grandmother’s, alight with curiosity and surprise. “It’s good to see you. We’ve all missed you this past month, Granddad
         especially. Were you headed somewhere special? Let me walk you there.”
      

      
      “Actually, dear, I just got back,” Mary said, smiling cryptically, indulging herself. “From the past,” she added, seeing his
         brows raise. She suspected he’d been watching her from a courthouse window and knew she hadn’t been anywhere. What difference
         did it make now, anyhow? Matt was young enough to get over anything and old enough to understand the indiscretions of which
         he now suspected her and his grandfather guilty. She looked at him fondly. “You haven’t lived long enough to have a past,
         but you will someday.”
      

      
      “I’ll soon turn thirty-five, creeping up there,” Matt said with a grin. “Now, come on, where are you going?”

      
      “Nowhere, I guess.” She suddenly felt tired. She saw that Henry’s hunger pangs had driven him out on the sidewalk to look
         for her. She nodded toward her limousine, and he struck off eagerly toward Amos’s office.
      

      
      “Henry’s gone for the car,” Mary said. “Walk me back to the corner, will you? It’s been a while since we talked.” She slipped
         her hand under Matt’s arm, wielding the cane with the other. “When are you going to marry, Matt? You can’t be hurting for
         choices.”
      

      
      “You’d be surprised. Lots of choices, but none too choice. How is that great-niece of yours, by the way? Any hope she’ll be
         paying us a visit soon? You know, I haven’t seen her since Mister Ollie died. She was around sixteen or seventeen, I recall—
         already a beauty then.”
      

      
      “Seventeen,” Mary murmured, her throat suddenly tightening. “She was born in 1956.”

      
      It was something else she’d have to account for, her hand in keeping Matt and Rachel apart. Ever since they’d met the first
         time, when Rachel was fourteen, she’d speculated on the supreme irony of the two of them attracting each other and something
         coming of it down the line. At their second meeting—Ollie’s funeral—three years later, they had already developed into the
         breed they would become—Rachel the planter and Matt the lumberman—a combination that never would have worked … not for Somerset.
      

      
      She’d felt the spark between them on that occasion, had seen the interest in Matt’s eye, the admiration in Rachel’s, and decided
         right there and then that the two should never be in Howbutker at the same time. It had not been difficult to arrange. Matt
         had already graduated from college by then, and for most of his young adult life his grandfather had had him out of town learning
         the business of Warwick Industries’ far-flung operations. When he did manage to get home for short visits and holidays, Mary
         had made sure that Rachel was occupied elsewhere. Any lingering curiosity her great-niece may have had about Percy’s handsome
         grandson, she’d discouraged by simply never bringing up his name and changing the subject when it invariably was. There was
         five years’ difference in their ages, and she’d counted on Matt being married by the time Rachel had graduated from Texas
         A&M and was ready to settle down.
      

      
      Of course, all that conniving had happened a number of years before the full picture of the tragedy she was creating had begun
         to emerge … before Rachel’s falling-out with her mother and the breakup with her air force pilot. How could she have foreseen
         that Rachel—within sight of thirty and Matt nearly thirty-five, the same age difference between her and Percy—would be unmarried
         still? Matt had moved home for good. He had taken over as head of Warwick Industries, and, but for the codicil, Rachel would
         have been coming home, too … She halted. What if she had destroyed another what-should-have-been? The thought was like a knife plunged into her lungs.
      

      
      “Miss Mary, what is it?” Matt covered her clutching fingers with his hand, his brow furrowed in concern. “Tell me.”

      
      Mary turned her disturbed gaze up to him. He had inherited his grandfather’s height and build and a rougher-cut version of
         his handsomeness. She had always preferred his face to Percy’s. It comforted rather than devastated and had an appeal entirely
         his own. She could see nothing of Percy’s wife, Matt’s grandmother, about him except his light brown hair and bright blue
         eyes. “How’s Lucy?” she asked.
      

      
      Looking baffled, Matt eased into his grandfather’s grin. “Why, the same as always. Full of piss and vinegar. I just got back
         from a visit with her in Atlanta. Should I mention that you asked about her next time I talk to her?”
      

      
      Mary threw up a hand. “Oh, good Lord, no! She might have a heart attack.”

      
      Matt chuckled. “You two. I don’t suppose I’ll ever learn what came between you.” I imagine you have a pretty good idea already,
         Mary thought, amused, and wondered if Matt would question Percy about what he’d overheard. Probably not. He’d let the creek
         lie still, rather than go fishing. No telling what he might drag up that would embarrass his grandfather. It had all happened
         so long ago, anyway.
      

      
      “I can see that you’re not going to relieve my curiosity,” Matt said, “so let’s go back to Rachel. When can we expect her
         next visit?”
      

      
      “Oh, in about two or three weeks, I’d say,” Mary said, her attention on her limousine drawing up to the curb. It was white,
         ancient, and in impeccable running order, much as she’d once thought of herself. “Here’s Henry, so I’ll say good-bye, Matt.”
      

      
      She gazed up at him through her sunglasses, a constriction suddenly in her throat. He’d always been such a good boy. She remembered
         when he and his mother, Claudia, Percy’s daughter-in-law, had come to live at Warwick Hall. Matt had been only a few months
         old. He had reminded her of Matthew, his namesake. Matt had been their rainbow after the storm. Pain swelled in her breast.
         “ Matt—” she started to say, but to her dismay, a sob blocked her words.
      

      
      Matt said, “Hey, here now … what’s this?” and drew her into his arms. “You look too lovely to cry.”

      
      She felt in her purse for a handkerchief. “And you’re wearing too nice a jacket to cry on,” she said, finding a tissue and
         pressing it to a wet spot on his lapel, appalled at herself. “I’m sorry, Matt. I don’t know what came over me.”
      

      
      “Memories do that to you sometimes,” he said, his expression gentle and knowing. “How about letting Granddad and me come down
         for a drink around six? He’s missed you this past month—more than I can say.”
      

      
      “If you’ll promise not to say a word to him about my … behavior.”

      
      “What behavior?”

      
      Henry had come around to assist. “Aunt Sassie’s havin’ ham and black-eyed peas and collards and fried cornbread for lunch,”
         he said. “That’ll fix her up.”
      

      
      “Sounds like just the ticket,” Matt said, but Mary caught the look he exchanged with Henry that belied his confidence. Before
         closing the door, he leaned in and placed a hand on her shoulder. “We’ll see you this evening, Miss Mary. Okay?”
      

      
      She patted his hand. “Okay,” she said.

      
      But of course it wasn’t okay. She’d think of some excuse and have Sassie call down to Warwick Hall later with her apologies.
         After their month’s separation, Percy would have a fit, but she was in no state to see him. She needed her emotional and physical
         strength for her encounter with Rachel tomorrow, and she must still attend to that final task in the attic. “Henry,” she said,
         lifting her glasses to wipe away the last of her tears, “I’d like you to do something for me when we get home.”
      

      
      Henry cast her a stricken look through the rearview mirror. “Before lunch, Miss Mary?”

      
      “Before lunch. I want you to go up to the attic and open Mister Ollie’s World War One footlocker. Have Sassie get the keys
         from my top bureau drawer to unlock the lid. Leave the keys up there. Shouldn’t take too long, then you can have your ham
         and black-eyed peas.”
      

      
      In the mirror, Henry’s eyes narrowed. “Miss Mary, you feelin’ all right?”

      
      “I’m feeling sensible, Henry, if that’s what you’re asking.”
      

      
      “Yes, ma’am,” he said, his tone expressing doubt.

      
      Her eyes were dry by the time they turned into the wide, tree-canopied street of Houston Avenue, passing houses of grand proportions
         set back on rolling lawns in manicured order. “When we get to the house, let me out in front, Henry,” Mary instructed.
      

      
      Henry shot her another bewildered glance through the rearview mirror. “In front of the house? You don’t want me to drive you
         round to the side door?”
      

      
      “No, Henry, in front. Don’t bother to get out to help me. I can manage.”

      
      “If you say so, Miss Mary. Now about Mister Ollie’s army trunk. How’ll I recognize it?”

      
      “It’s the sickly green one pushed against the far right wall. His name is printed on it: Captain Ollie DuMont, US Army. You
         can’t miss it once you get the dust off. The lid hasn’t been opened in so long, you’ll probably need to use a crowbar.”
      

      
      “Yes’m,” Henry said, drawing the limousine to a stop before a wide flight of verandah steps. He watched with anxious eyes
         as his mistress maneuvered herself out of the backseat and began her ascent to the white-columned porch. She waved him off
         as she was halfway up, but he waited to pull away until she’d reached the final step. A short while later, Sassie Two, so
         called because she was the second Sassie in her family to serve as the Tolivers’ housekeeper, flung open the front door and
         came out, demanding, “Miss Mary, what you doin’ out here? You know this heat ain’t good for you.”
      

      
      “It’s not bothering me, Sassie, really.” Mary spoke from a deep white plantation chair, one of a number of pairs that graced
         the wide verandah. “I told Henry to drop me off in front because I wished to climb the steps again, to get the feel of entering
         my house by the front door. I haven’t done that in ages, and it’s been even longer since I’ve sat out here, observing the
         neighborhood.”
      

      
      “Ain’t nothin’ to observe about the neighborhood ’cept the grass growin’. Everybody else is inside where it’s cool. And you
         ain’t goin’ to find a blade of that grass changed since the last time you sat out here, Miss Mary. Why’re you doin’ it now,
         of all times? Lunch is about ready.”
      

      
      “Dinner, Sassie,” Mary corrected firmly. “Dinner is about ready. When did we southern folks start calling our noon meal lunch?”
      

      
      “Oh, about the time the rest of the world did, I imagine.”

      
      “Well, the rest of the world can be hanged. From now on, we have dinner here at noon. Dinner and supper. The world can have its lunch and dinner.”
      

      
      Hands on her ample hips, Sassie regarded her mistress tolerantly. “That’s fine by me. Now about your dinner. Will you be ready for it in about ten minutes when Henry comes down from the attic?”
      

      
      “That’ll be fine,” Mary said. “Did you give him the key to Mister Ollie’s trunk?”

      
      “I did. What in the world do you want it opened for?”

      
      “There’s something I need from it. I’ll go up after dinner and get it.”

      
      “Can’t Henry find whatever it is?”

      
      “No!” Mary barked, clutching the arms of the chair in panic. Sassie’s dark face flooded with alarm, and she added in a mitigating
         tone, “I’m the only one who knows what I’m looking for. It’s … something I must do myself.”
      

      
      “Well, all right.” The housekeeper looked skeptical. “You want some iced tea?”

      
      “No, I’m fine. Don’t worry about me, Sassie. I know I’m acting a little odd today, but it feels good to kick the traces a
         bit.”
      

      
      “ Uh-huh,” Sassie murmured. “Well, now, I’m comin’ back to get you soon as Henry comes down.”

      
      Mary sensed Sassie’s concerned backward glance and regretted causing her worry. No doubt she and Henry thought she was finally
         losing her mind. Something cold would have tasted good. She wished she hadn’t refused the offer of iced tea, but it was too
         much trouble for Sassie to have to come back.
      

      
      She made herself comfortable and directed her gaze slowly up and down the avenue. The Toliver mansion sat high enough to permit
         a good view of the neighborhood from the verandah. Her great-great-grandmother had seen to that. How she loved this house,
         this street. Little about it had changed since she was a girl. The carriage houses were now garages, sprinkler systems had
         replaced the hand watering once done by the household help, and a few of the old trees had finally toppled, but the antebellum
         grace of the avenue remained the same, a small part of the South not yet gone with the wind.
      

      
      Would Rachel ever appreciate what it had cost her to take this place away from her? Would the child ever fathom what it had
         been like for her to live the final weeks of her life knowing that she would be the last Toliver to reside in the family home
         place, the house her forebears had built? Most likely not. That would be asking an awful lot from the girl …
      

      
      “Miss Mary, you talkin’ to yourself again.”

      
      “What?” Startled, Mary squinted up at her housekeeper.

      
      Sassie Two was standing in front of her. “You talkin’ to yourself again. And where are your pearls? You left here wearin’
         ’em.”
      

      
      Mary felt at her neck. “Oh, I left those for Rachel—”

      
      “For Rachel? Oh, Lawsey, that does it. Miss Mary, you comin’ in outta this heat.”

      
      “Sassie!” All at once, Mary’s mind cleared. The past dashed to pieces in the clarity of the present. She was herself again, and in
         charge. Nobody told her what to do, not even Sassie, who was family and had the right. Mary pointed her cane at the housekeeper.
         “I will come in when I’m good and ready. You and Henry go ahead and eat. Kindly fix me a plate and leave it in the oven.”
      

      
      Showing no offense at Mary’s attempt to put her in her place, Sassie said, “Well, what about some iced tea?”
      

      
      “No iced tea, Sassie. Bring me a glass of Taittinger’s from that bottle we keep in the refrigerator. Get Henry to open it.
         He knows how. On second thought, bring the bottle. Ice it down in a champagne bucket.”
      

      
      Sassie’s eyes bulged. “Champagne? You want champagne in this heat? Miss Mary, you never drink alcohol nohow.”
      

      
      “I am today. Now go on and do what I say before Henry perishes of hunger. I heard his stomach growling like a caged tiger
         in the car.”
      

      
      Shaking her wiry gray head, Sassie retreated and returned with a tray bearing the commanded items. She set it down loudly
         on the table next to Mary. “Will that do?”
      

      
      “Splendidly,” Mary said. “Thank you, Sassie.” She looked up at her housekeeper with a swell of profound affection. “Have I
         ever told you how much you mean to me?”
      

      
      “Not near enough,” her housekeeper said. “Now, I don’t care what you say, Miss Mary, I’m comin’ out here to check on you ever’
         so often, so you better be careful what you say to yourself if you don’t want no secrets let out.”
      

      
      “I’ll be sure to guard my conversation with myself very carefully, Sassie. One other thing. Was Henry able to get the lid
         to Mister Ollie’s trunk open?”
      

      
      “He did.”

      
      “Good.” Mary nodded in satisfaction.

      
      When Sassie had gone, she poured the flute full of champagne and brought the rim to her lips. She hadn’t imbibed anything
         stronger than a few sips of champagne on New Year’s Eve since she was a girl. She knew better. Alcohol had the power to take
         her back to times and places she’d striven nearly all her life to forget. Now she wanted to go back. She wanted to remember everything. This would be her last chance to return to the past, and the champagne would
         take her there. Sipping calmly, she waited for the arrival of her magic carpet. After a while, she felt herself spinning back
         into yesterday, and her journey had begun.
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MARY’ S STORY
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      Chapter Five

      
      HOWBUTKER, TEXAS, JUNE 1916
      

      
      In chairs ranged before the desk, Mary Toliver, age sixteen, sat with her mother and brother in the funereal atmosphere of
         Emmitt Waithe’s law office. A smell of leather and tobacco and old books reminded her of her father’s study at home, now closed
         with a black ribbon strapped across the door. Tears sprang to her eyes again, and she clasped her hands tighter, lowering
         her head until the moment of grief passed. Immediately she felt Miles’s consoling hand covering hers. On the other side of
         her brother, dressed completely in black and speaking through a veil covering her face, Darla Toliver gave a little exclamation
         of sympathy and said with annoyance, “I declare, if Emmitt doesn’t come soon, I’m sending Mary home. There’s no reason for
         her to have to sit through this so soon after burying her father. Emmitt knows how close they were. I can’t imagine what’s
         keeping him. Why can’t we simply tell Mary the contents of the will when she’s up to it?”
      

      
      “Perhaps it’s mandatory for a legatee to be present on these occasions,” Miles said with the formal wordiness he’d taken to
         using since going away to college. “That’s why Emmitt insists she be here.”
      

      
      “Oh, fiddlesticks,” Darla said, her tone unusually sharp toward her son. “This is Howbutker, darling, not Princeton. Mary
         is a minor recipient of your father’s will. There is not the least necessity for her to be here today.”
      

      
      Mary listened to their dialogue with half an ear. She’d been so emotionally removed from them since her father died—from
         everyone—that Miles and her mother often discussed her as if she weren’t in their presence.
      

      
      She still could not believe that she would wake up tomorrow and the day after that and all the tomorrows to come in a world
         without her father. The cancer had taken him too fast for her to adjust to his imminent death. It had been devastating enough
         to lose her grandfather five years before, but Granddaddy Thomas had lived to seventy-one. Her father had been only fifty-one,
         too young to lose all that he had worked for … all that he loved. For most of last night, she’d lain awake in her room and
         wondered what would happen to them now that her father was gone. What would become of the plantation? Miles wanted no part
         of it. That was common knowledge. He desired only to become a college professor and teach history.
      

      
      Her mother had never cared much for Somerset and knew very little about its operation. Darla’s interest lay in being the wife
         of Vernon Toliver and the mistress of the mansion on Houston Avenue. To Mary’s knowledge, she had rarely ventured outside
         of town where the plantation began and stretched for acres and acres beside the road, almost clear to the next county. Dallas
         lay beyond and Houston the other direction, cities where her mother loved to take the train to shop and stay overnight.
      

      
      Many Junes had come and gone, and her mother had never seen the fields starred with thousands of cotton blossoms ranging in
         colors of creamy white to soft red. Mary never missed one. Now only she was left to thrill at the sight of the blossoms gradually giving way to hard little bolls until August, when suddenly—here
         and there upon the sea of green—could be spied a white fleck. Oh, to watch the whiteness spread after that, to ride out on
         horseback as she often did with her father and Granddaddy Thomas into that white-capped vastness billowing on its green undertow
         from horizon to horizon and know that it belonged to the Toliver family.
      

      
      There was no greater joy or glory, and now there was the horrifying possibility that soon it could all be gone. A paralyzing
         thought had struck her before morning. Suppose her mother sold the plantation! As the new mistress of Somerset, she would be free to dispose of it as she wished, and there would be nobody
         to stop her.
      

      
      The door to an adjoining office opened. Emmitt Waithe, the Tolivers’ longtime attorney, entered full of apologies for having
         made them wait, but at once Mary sensed something strange in his manner that had little to do with the delay. Whether out
         of commiseration for their grief or something else, he seemed unable to meet their eyes. He bustled about, unusual for a man
         of his taciturnity and economy of movements, and appeared unduly concerned about their comforts. Did they need tea or perhaps
         coffee? He could have his secretary run down to the drugstore and get Mary a soda—
      

      
      “Emmitt, if you please,” Darla interrupted in an attempt to settle him down, “we have need of nothing except your brevity.
         We’re all about at the end of our emotional tethers and would ask that you … well, get on with it, if you’ll excuse my turn
         of phrase.”
      

      
      Emmitt cleared his throat, regarded Darla oddly for a few seconds, then got on with it. First he withdrew a letter from an
         envelope on top of a formal-looking document he’d brought in. “This is, uh, a letter from Vernon that he composed shortly
         before he died. He wanted me to read it to you first before disclosing the contents of his will.”
      

      
      Behind the veil, Darla’s eyes dampened. “Of course,” she said, reaching over to clasp her son’s hand. Emmitt began:

      
      
         Dearest wife and children,

         I have never thought of myself as a cowardly man, but I find that I do not have the courage to apprise you of my will’s contents
               while I am still alive. Let me assure you, before its reading, that I love each of you with all my heart and wish, as deeply,
               that circumstances could have afforded a more fair and generous distribution of my property. Darla, my beloved wife, I ask
               you to understand why I have done what I’ve done. Miles, my son, I cannot expect you to understand, but someday, perhaps,
               your heir will be grateful for the legacy I leave you and entrust you to retain for the fruit of your loin.

         Mary, I wonder that in remembering you as I have, I have not prolonged the curse that has plagued the Tolivers since the first
               pine tree was cleared from Somerset. I am leaving you many and great responsibilities, which I hope will not force you into
               a position unfavorable to your happiness.

         Your loving husband and father,

         Vernon Toliver

      

      
      “How very odd,” Darla said slowly in the silence of Emmitt refolding the letter and slipping it back into its envelope. “What
         do you suppose Vernon meant by ‘a more fair and generous distribution’ of his property?”
      

      
      “We’re about to find out,” Miles commented, his thin face hardening.

      
      Mary had grown very still. What did her father mean by “many and great responsibilities”? Did they have anything to do with
         his last words to her, which she’d taken as the incoherent mumblings of a dying man reliving a terrible nightmare? Whatever you do, whatever it takes, get the land back, Mary.

      
      “I was instructed to apprise you of one other matter before I read the will,” Emmitt said, picking up another document. He
         handed it across the desk to Miles and explained, “It’s a mortgage contract. Before Vernon learned that he was terminally
         ill, he borrowed money from the Bank of Boston, offering Somerset as collateral. The borrowed money went to pay off a series of plantation-related
         debts as well as to purchase additional land to put under cotton.”
      

      
      After skimming the document, Miles raised his head. “Am I reading this correctly? Ten percent interest for ten years? That’s
         nothing less than robbery!”
      

      
      “Where have you been, Miles?” Emmitt threw up his hands. “Farmers around here have paid twice that amount for the privilege
         of going into debt to these big eastern mortgage brokers and commercial banks. If he’d borrowed against the crop, he’d have
         paid a considerably higher rate, but by mortgaging the land, he could get the money more cheaply, if you want to call it that.”
      

      
      Mary sat motionless, appalled. The land mortgaged … no longer in Toliver hands? Now she understood the meaning of her father’s
         dying plea … the desperation of it. But why had he directed it to her?
      

      
      “What if the crop doesn’t make?” Miles asked, his tone brusque. “Sure, cotton is bringing high prices now, but what if we
         have a bad harvest? Does that mean we lose the plantation?”
      

      
      Emmitt shrugged. Mary, glancing from the lawyer’s grim face to her brother’s flushed one, spoke up for the first time. “The
         crops will make!” she declared, close to hysteria. “And we’re not going to lose the plantation. Don’t even think that, Miles!”
      

      
      Miles brought his palm down hard on the chair arm. “God almighty! What could Papa have been thinking, buying more land when
         it would put the land we have in jeopardy? Why in hell did he stick us further in debt by buying machinery he felt we had
         to have right now? I thought he was such a shrewd businessman.”
      

      
      “If you’d taken a little more interest in his affairs, you’d have known more about what he was doing, Miles,” Mary said in
         defense of their father. “It’s not fair to blame Papa now for decisions you never once offered to help him make.”
      

      
      Miles looked taken aback at her outburst. They rarely argued, though their differences were many. Miles was an idealist, already gravitating toward Marxism, which advocated removing property
         and profit from the master class and distributing it more equally to the masses. He loathed the tenancy system as it flourished
         in the Cotton Belt, believing it was devised to keep the impoverished tenant farmer in bondage to the planter. His father
         had vehemently disagreed with his view, arguing that the planter system, fairly managed, freed the tenant farmer to be his
         own master. Mary stood squarely on the side of her father.
      

      
      “Miles could hardly have been privy to your father’s decisions, Mary Lamb, since he’s been away to school for the past four
         years.” Darla’s veil fluttered from the mild reproof. “What’s done is done. If we need money, we’ll simply sell off some of
         Somerset. If your father had known he was dying, he would never have purchased additional acreage. From his place in heaven,
         he will surely understand why I have to undo the damage he never intended to inflict. Isn’t that so, Emmitt? Now if you will
         please read the will so that we can get this over with. Mary looks ill. We need to get her home.”
      

      
      With another one of those peculiar glances at Darla, Emmitt picked up the document with a slow hand and read aloud. When he
         had finished, his listeners sat mute, too dumbfounded to utter a word.
      

      
      “I … don’t believe it,” Darla whispered at last. Behind the veil, her eyes were glassy with shock. “You mean that Vernon left
         the entire plantation to … to Mary, except for that narrow strip along the Sabine? That’s all our son is to receive from his
         father? And Mary’s to have the house, too? I am to have nothing but whatever money is in the bank? But … there can’t be much,
         since Vernon was using every last cent to pay off the mortgage.”
      

      
      “That appears to be so,” the lawyer concurred, consulting a page in a bank book in his possession. “However, you do understand,
         Darla, that you are legally entitled to live in the house and to receive twenty percent of the profits from the land until
         your remarriage or demise. Vernon specified that in the will.”
      

      
      “How … very generous of him,” she said, tight-lipped.
      

      
      Mary still sat stiffly, her hands tightly clasped, willing her expression to give nothing away of the relief—the utter joy—
         flooding the bleakness of her heart. The plantation was hers! Her father—foreseeing that her mother would sell it—had left
         it in the hands of the one Toliver who would never let it go. It didn’t matter that the will had given Miles power of attorney
         over Somerset until she could legally assume control at twenty-one. For the sake of their mother’s 20 percent, he would take
         care not to interfere with its prosperous operation and the priority of paying off the mortgage.
      

      
      Her brother had risen and was pacing about with the hard strides customary to him when he was agitated. “Are you telling me”—
         he turned to the lawyer in exasperation—“that my mother’s livelihood for the rest of her life is dependent on the success of the plantation, and that she’s even to be deprived of ownership of her own home?”
      

      
      Emmitt shuffled some papers and avoided meeting his gaze. “Entrusting the house to Mary will ensure that your mother always
         has a home, Miles. Often it is the case, in situations like this, that houses are imprudently sold and money from the sale
         soon gone. And let me remind you that twenty percent of the profits is not a pittance. With cotton selling so high now, especially
         if war comes to the United States, Somerset should enjoy enormous revenues. Your mother will be able to live quite comfortably
         indeed.”
      

      
      “Less expenses and if the crop does not fail,” Darla whispered.

      
      Emmitt flushed and peered at Miles over the rim of his spectacles. “For your sake, it would behoove your son to see that it
         doesn’t.” The lawyer pondered a moment, as if debating whether he should speak his next words. Apparently deciding to do so,
         he dropped his pen on the desk and leaned back in his chair. “Actually, Vernon believed he had no choice but to set up his
         will the way he did.”
      

      
      Still standing, his contempt plain, Miles asked, “Oh? And why is that?”

      
      Emmitt gazed directly at Darla. “He feared that you might sell the plantation, my dear—as you proposed to do only a few minutes
         ago. This way, you will still be able to enjoy whatever Somerset produces, which would have been the case anyway had Vernon
         lived, and the plantation and house stay in the Toliver family.”
      

      
      “Except that, as before when I was supported by my husband, I will now be dependent upon my daughter for my bread and roof.”
         Darla spoke in a voice so drained of power that the veil barely moved.
      

      
      “Not to mention that he’s disrupted my plans for the next five years,” Miles said, his upper lip quivering with anger.
      

      
      Darla loosened her tight hold of the chair arms and composed her hands in her lap. “So I’m to understand, then, that the circumstances
         to which my husband referred in his letter had to do with his fear that I might sell the plantation or, in the event that
         I did not, would certainly mismanage it. Are these the reasons which precluded—how did he express it?—‘a more fair and generous
         distribution of my property’?”
      

      
      “I believe you, ah, have understood your husband’s reasons perfectly, Darla.” Emmitt’s countenance softened in an obvious
         hope to soothe. “Vernon believed that Mary is the best Toliver suited to eventually run the plantation. She seems to have
         inherited an ability for land management as well as a devotion and loyalty to Somerset and the way of life it affords. He
         thought it was she who could make the plantation pay, benefiting all of you and preserving it for the next generation, which
         will include your children, Miles.”
      

      
      Miles grimaced in patent disgust and came to stand behind his mother’s chair, laying a sympathetic hand on her shoulder.

      
      “I see …” Darla’s voice carried no emotion. Very deliberately, she lifted the veil and calmly tucked it among the black feathers
         of her oversize mourning hat. She was an extremely pretty woman, with cool, alabaster skin and large, lustrous eyes. Her son
         had inherited their amber shade, her auburn hair, and the shape of her small, saucy nose. Mary, on the other hand, had been favored with
         the striking combination of features that had characterized the Tolivers since the days of the first English Lancasters. Everybody
         said she could be none other than Vernon Toliver’s daughter.
      

      
      Mary watched in trepidation as her mother rose from the chair, a cool, distant figure, almost a stranger in her somber black
         attire. The lifting of the veil worried her, as did the unfamiliar gleam in her eyes. All vestiges of grief were gone. The
         whites were starkly clear. She and Emmitt stood as well.
      

      
      “I must ask you one further question, Emmitt, being so unfamiliar with these matters …”

      
      “Of course, my dear. Anything.” Emmitt bowed slightly.

      
      “The will’s dispensations … will they be made public?”

      
      Emmitt pursed his lips. “A will is a public document,” he explained with evident reluctance. “Once it is probated, it becomes
         a court record which anyone, especially creditors, can peruse. Also …” The lawyer cleared his throat, looking uncomfortable.
         “Wills which have been filed for probate are listed in the paper. This is for the benefit of those who may have a claim against
         the estate.”
      

      
      “Family members excluded,” Miles commented, clench-jawed.

      
      “Then anyone curious about the details of the will can learn them?” Darla asked.

      
      Emmitt simply nodded. The strength seemed to drain from Darla’s stiff carriage. “Damn Papa!” Miles said, jerking his mother’s
         chair out of the way for their departure.
      

      
      “Uh … there is one other thing that I promised Vernon I’d do, Darla,” Emmitt said. He opened a cabinet behind him and withdrew
         a bud vase containing a single red rose. “Your husband requested that I give this to you after reading the will. By all means,
         keep the vase.”
      

      
      Slowly, Darla took the slender-necked vessel in her gloved hand, her children watching. After a long study, she set it on Emmitt’s desk and extracted the rose. “Keep the vase,” she said with
         a smile so foreign that all of them drew back slightly. “Come, children.”
      

      
      Sweeping from the room, Darla Toliver dropped the red rose into a trash receptacle by the door.

   
      
      Chapter Six

      
      On the way home in the Tolivers’ Arabian-drawn buggy, the family sat in silence, Mary as far in her corner as possible. They
         all stared out the isinglass windows in much the same somber way they had ridden to Vernon Toliver’s funeral four days before.
         On that day, Mary had felt a palpable void in the carriage, but today it was filled with a frightening, invisible force that
         seemed capable of separating her from her mother and brother, and they from the memory of the husband and father they both
         had loved.
      

      
      She glanced at her mother. She knew about the legend of the roses and understood the meaning of the red rose her father had
         arranged to be given to her and the terrible significance of her mother dropping it into the wastebasket by Mr. Waithe’s door.
         Mary, worriedly observing her mother’s pale, stark profile, believed with a desolate certainty that her father would never
         be forgiven for what he had done.
      

      
      And what had he done? Her father had only ensured that the plantation and family home would stay in Toliver hands. In a financial
         pinch or in the event of her remarriage—which may have forced elsewhere—her mother would have sold them. And bequeathing
         the land to Miles would have guaranteed the loss of her to live their birthright. By leaving it to her, he would preserve it for his children’s offspring.
      

      
      Since this was clearly the case, why was her mother so upset? And Miles, too, for that matter? In time, he could pursue a
         teaching career. Five years was not long. During that time, she would not waste a minute in learning everything possible related
         to running the plantation. She had Len Deeter to help her. He was an excellent overseer, honest and hardworking, loyal to
         the Tolivers, highly thought of by the tenants. What she hadn’t learned from her grandfather and father, she would learn from
         him. Miles probably wouldn’t need to hang around until she was twenty-one. Two years should do it, then she’d send him on
         his way, mailing him papers that needed his signature. By then, she would have established herself in charge of Somerset.
      

      
      In the late afternoon, Mary took these arguments to her mother to defend her father’s action. She found Darla lying on a chaise
         longue in the room she’d shared with her husband, her rich auburn hair brushed out of its elaborate pompadour and spread around
         her shoulders. The late afternoon sun cast a sickly glow through the sheer yellow draperies. Mary wondered disconsolately
         if there was some significance in the bright lavender housecoat she wore—a kind of repudiation. The black dress and hat were
         out of sight, as were the many flowers of condolence her mother had ordered sent up from the parlor after her husband’s body
         was removed for burial. Earlier, meeting Sassie coming downstairs with an armload of the still fresh arrangements, she had
         asked with a feeling of dread, “What is this all about?”
      

      
      “What does it look like?” Gloom darkened their housekeeper’s voice. “I declare, I got a feelin’ nothin’ ain’t never gonna
         be the same round here again.”
      

      
      Mary had the same feeling as she stood anxiously studying her mother lying on the chaise longue. There was a terrifying remoteness
         about her white-set features, the rigid length of her body. All warmth and spirit seemed to have been struck out of her. A cold, unapproachable stranger lay in the lavender satin housecoat.
      

      
      “You ask me what else he could have done?” Darla repeated Mary’s question. “I will tell you, my dear daughter. He could have
         loved me more than he loved his land. That’s what he could have done.”
      

      
      “But, Mama, you would have sold it!”

      
      “Or, that failing,” Darla continued with her eyes closed, as if Mary had not spoken, “he could at least have divided his holdings
         equally between our son and daughter. That strip Miles inherited is all but worthless. It floods every spring. Nothing planted
         there can mature before or after the rains.”
      

      
      “It’s still a part of Somerset, Mama, and you know Miles has never cared a whit for the plantation.”

      
      “At the very least,” Darla went on in the same dead tone, “he could have considered my feelings and known how it will look
         to all of our friends for him to have left his wife’s welfare in the hands of his daughter.”
      

      
      “Mama …”

      
      Her eyes still closed, Darla said, “Your father’s love was my greatest treasure, Mary. What an honor it was to be his wife,
         to have been picked from all the women he could have married, some prettier than I …”
      

      
      “Nobody’s prettier than you, Mama,” Mary whispered, choking on her grief.

      
      “His love gave me life, gave me stature, made me important. But now I feel that it was all a sham, simply something for me
         to enjoy while he lived. In death, he took it all away, all the things I thought I was to him, and he to me.”
      

      
      “But, Mama—” The words failed to come. They failed because deep down in her sixteen-year-old heart, Mary knew her mother
         spoke the truth. In the end, the preservation of the plantation had meant more to her father than his wife’s pride, feelings,
         and welfare. He had left her virtually penniless, dependent on her children, and subject to the humiliation of Howbutker society.
      

      
      Mary, who already had little tolerance for weakness, could hardly blame her mother for feeling shattered and empty, bereft
         of even the memories that would have brought her comfort. With tears spilling down her cheeks, she knelt beside the chaise
         longue. “Papa didn’t mean to hurt you, I know he didn’t.”
      

      
      She laid her head on her mother’s bosom, but even as tears soaked the lavender satin, some part of her far below her grief
         rejoiced that Somerset had come to her, and she vowed that no matter what pain it cost her to keep it, she would never give
         up the plantation. Not ever. She would make it up to her mother somehow … work hard to make Somerset pay to keep her in the
         silks and satins of which she was so fond. Somerset would grow so big and powerful, the Toliver name so strong, that no one
         would dare risk a remark against her mother. And, after a while, everyone would forget Vernon Toliver’s betrayal and realize
         how right he’d been to dispense the estate as he had. They would all see in what esteem Darla Toliver was held by her children
         and grandchildren, and the pain would go away.
      

      
      “Mama?”

      
      “I’m here, Mary.”

      
      But she wasn’t, a deep wrench of her instinct told her. She’d never again be the mother that she and Miles had known. Mary
         would have given anything in the world to see her on her feet, normal and familiar, beautiful and happy, even in her grief.
         Anything but Somerset, Mary modified her thought, and was shocked at the amendment, at the line beyond which she could not
         force her love to go.
      

      
      Exactly as her father had not been able to do.

      
      A sense of loss pierced her to her soul, as great as the moment her father’s hand had slipped from hers forever. “Mama! Mama! Don’t leave us, don’t leave us!” she sobbed, feeling the rise of hysteria as she shook the inert form in the lavender satin.
      

      
      That evening, sitting in the twilight gloom of the front parlor, Mary became aware of someone watching her from the black-draped
         doorway. It was Percy Warwick. He was wearing the still, serious expression that she’d come to interpret as disapproval. By
         now, Miles would have told him and Ollie about the will, and doubtless they shared her brother’s opinion of it.
      

      
      They were a fraternity of three—Miles Toliver and Percy Warwick and Ollie DuMont. They’d been inseparable since they were
         infants, perpetuating the friendships their grandfathers had begun and their fathers had continued. At the graveside service,
         her attention had been drawn to the three standing together. How different each was from the other. Ollie, short, pudgy, and
         jolly, the eternal optimist. Miles, tall, thin, earnest, a crusader desperate for a cause. And Percy, the tallest and most
         handsome of the three, prudent and reasonable … the Apollo who watched over them all. She’d known a moment’s envy. How comforting
         it would be to enjoy the kind of friendship they shared. Her father and grandfather had been her only friends.
      

      
      “Mind if I come in?” Percy asked, his voice deep and resonant in the close summer dusk.

      
      “That will depend on what you’ve come to say.”

      
      That brought the familiar, amused flicker to his lips. She and Percy never conversed. They sparred. It had been that way for
         the last couple of summers and during holidays when the boys were home from Princeton. Like Miles and Ollie, he had graduated
         in June, and he had then joined his father’s lumber company.
      

      
      He chuckled and moved into the room. “Ever the little firebrand when it comes to me. I’m assuming you don’t want a lamp?”

      
      “You assume correctly.”

      
      How handsome he is, she thought grudgingly. The dusk seemed to intensify the sheen of his blond hair and the deep bronze of
         his skin. He’d worked outdoors all summer with the other lumbermen, and the results showed in his lean, hard form. There had been lots of girls back east, so she understood … Dresden blue-bloods.
         She had heard Miles and Ollie laughing over his conquests.
      

      
      She returned to her original position, head resting on the back of the chair, eyes closed. “Is Miles back?” Her voice was
         hoarse with grief and fatigue.
      

      
      “Yes. He’s gone upstairs with Ollie to see your mother.”

      
      “I suppose he told you about the will. You disapprove, of course.”

      
      “Of course. Your father should have left the house and plantation to your mother.”

      
      Mary lifted her head in anger and surprise. Percy was noted for withholding judgment. He never spoke in terms of should haves when it came to other people’s business. “Who are you to say what my father should have done?” He had come to stand close
         to her chair, hands in his pockets, and was regarding her solemnly, his face in shadow.
      

      
      “Someone who cares for you and your brother and mother very much. That’s who I am.”

      
      That pricked her outrage like a dart to the throat of a puffed adder. She turned her head away, blinking and swallowing at
         the lump in her throat, on the brink of tears again. “Well, please care enough for us to withhold your opinion, Percy. My
         father knew what he was doing, and to say he didn’t only makes everything that much worse at this time.”
      

      
      “Are you saying that out of defense of your father or because you feel guilty that you were the one remembered?”

      
      Mary hesitated, wanting—needing—to trust him with the truth of her feelings, but she feared he’d think even less of her. “What does my brother believe?”
         she asked, evading his question.
      

      
      “He thinks you are overjoyed to have inherited Somerset.”

      
      There. My brother’s opinion is out in the open, she thought, the knowledge as cutting as a knife. She’d been so careful not
         to betray her inner exultation, yet she hadn’t fooled Miles or her mother, and they would detest her for it. Tears stinging, she shoved
         out of the chair in one angry motion to stand before a parlor window. A pale moon had risen. She watched as it dissolved in
         a silver stream before her eyes.
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