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CHAPTER ONE


The heat that crept into the airport baggage area whenever the door opened should have told Barrie Watson that she had arrived in hell. But it wasn’t the Charleston weather, or the fact that her mother’s sister, who she’d never even heard of before the funeral, was three hours late picking her up. Neither of those things kept Barrie’s butt glued on top of her suitcase and her eyes on the door.


It was hope that kept her stuck, that stole her breath and made her eyes smart every time some likely looking woman rushed in and scanned the nearly empty area around the luggage carousels. Barrie hated hope. Too often, it was a Go Directly to Jail card that led to disappointment.


The latest candidate through the door did seem promising, though. Blond. Midthirties. The mile-high heels of Barrie’s purple sandals left fresh dents in her suitcase as she leaned forward to search for some tug of recognition or family connection. But the woman ignored her and ran to embrace a man in madras shorts at carousel number two.


Around Barrie, the walls tunneled in. The whole day, the whole week, had been hell, and now her chest was tight and her heart was racing. She sucked in a deep, calming breath. Then she wiped her palms on the thighs of her capris and got ready to redial the number the lawyer had given her for Watson’s Landing. Yet again. She nearly dropped the phone when it suddenly vibrated in her hand.


For an instant, she couldn’t help but hope. The screen showed her godfather’s number, though. And now what? Mark would worry himself sick—sicker—if she told him Aunt Pru hadn’t come. Barrie couldn’t add to his worries. She had to be cheerful.


She was going to be cheerful.


“Hi, Mark!” she chirped.


Great. Now she sounded like a demented cheerleader.


“Don’t you ‘Hi, Mark’ me, Miss Thing. Do you know how long it’s been since your plane landed? Since when don’t you call when you’re supposed to?”


Barrie’s eyes closed at the love in his voice. That rich timbre with its hint of a lisp was at the heart of her every memory: Mark making her laugh, soothing her, teasing her out of being afraid. With her eyes closed she could keep him closer, see him in the size-fourteen pumps and yellow dress he had worn to drop her at the airport that morning, see the strain in his red-lipstick smile and in the pallor of his dark brown skin as he’d pulled her in for one last hug. As he’d fussed over her. Waved to her. Sent her away.


No. She wasn’t going to cry. Barrie was through with tears.


Cradling the phone against her shoulder, she laid both palms flat against the suitcase and told him the literal truth: “I just this minute put my hands on my luggage.” Her voice cracked, but she pulled herself together. “How are you feeling? You’re not overdoing it, are you? Yelling at the movers? Flirting with them?”


“No more than they deserve.” Mark’s smile was audible. “Now tell me everything, baby girl. Were you okay on the flight? No panic attacks? How’s your aunt Pru? Is she anything like Lula? Are you going to like her, do you think?”


“You aren’t supposed to be worrying about me—”


“Of course I’m going to worry. Now, what’s wrong? You don’t like it there. I can tell—”


“You can’t tell a thing.” Barrie sat up indignantly. “I haven’t even seen the place. But I’ve got to go. Aunt Pru just got back with the car. I’ll have to call you later.”


It was only a little lie. It slipped out without Barrie’s permission, but the weight of it settled around her shoulders when they’d said their good-byes. What if her aunt never came? Barrie couldn’t call Mark back and tell him she had lied. She refused to let that be one of the last conversations they ever got to have.


All right. Fine. She would find the place by herself, and once she got there . . . No, she wouldn’t think of that just yet. Aunt Pru had to let her stay long enough to finish high school. That was all there was to it. There were no other relatives to take her in.


The thought finally pushed Barrie to her feet. She wobbled briefly on the skyscraper sandals Mark had talked her into wearing that morning for extra confidence. Towing her luggage behind her, she stepped through the exit door into a curtain of humidity that made her long yet again for San Francisco.


A dispatcher materialized beside her. “Cab, miss?”


“Yes, please.” Barrie blew a wilting strand of blond curls from her eyes.


The dispatcher waved a taxi to the curb. Barrie slid into the back while the driver loped around to stow her suitcases. The trunk slammed closed. The cab shook, and rocked again when the driver wedged himself behind the wheel.


“So, where we goin’?” he asked, studying her in the rear-view mirror.


“Watson Island.”


“That’s a good hour, dependin’ on traffic.” His gaze slid from the three diamond-encrusted keys on Barrie’s necklace to the oversize gold watch Mark had slipped onto her wrist that morning. Once he had finally decided she was good for the fare, the driver nodded. “You have an address?” he asked.


“Watson’s Landing Plantation.” Barrie hated the heat that crawled up her cheeks. “Just go to the island. I can find it.”


That was one thing Barrie could always count on. Finding things was the Watson gift. Barrie could find anything—had to find it, really—and the pressure that built in her head whenever she was near something lost had seemed stronger since her mother’s death. Even now, an object on the floor of the taxi tugged at her attention, squeezing her temples in a rapidly increasing ache.


The driver lurched out into traffic. Barrie bent and groped under his seat until she freed something small and round from beneath the rails. A wedding ring. The gold was cool against her fingers and scratched thin from years of wear.


“Excuse me.” She tapped the driver on his shoulder. “Is this yours?”


He turned and a grin split his face. “I thought I’d never see that again. Lord, thank you. Thank you.”


Barrie dropped the ring into his palm and sighed at the familiar click in her head, like a puzzle piece snapping into place. The pressure vanished.


The cab gathered speed. Barrie rested her cheek against the window. Miles of sky and saltwater marsh sped past, interrupted by stands of pines swathed in palmetto skirts, and houses buffered by masses of pink and yellow flowers. Even in June, San Francisco cloaked itself in cool, protective layers of fog, but here the landscape overwhelmed her like the crowds at the airport. It was all too open, too bright, too much. She distracted herself from her nerves by imagining how she would paint the scenery—in bold, broad strokes with lots of white—and that made the time pass faster. Almost before she knew it, before she was ready, the cab drove over the bridge to Watson Island.


“Can’t be long now,” the driver said. “There’s a signpost for the plantation there.”


According to the arrows, the town of Watson’s Point was to the left and Watson’s Landing was to the right. The driver nosed the cab onto a road shadowed on both sides by trees dripping Spanish moss. They drove a few miles before crossing a shallow creek via a smaller, wooden bridge, and immediately a historical marker stood at the edge of a tall brick wall. About all Barrie caught was the word “Watson” before the cab moved past.


“Wait. Stop!” The command came out louder than she’d intended, and her cheeks went warm again as the driver slammed on the brakes. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Could you please back up?”


The driver gave her a long-suffering look, but he backed the cab to the marker.


Watson’s Landing Plantation was established in 1692 by a grant to Thomas Watson, captain of the privateer vessel Loyal Jamaica, and has remained in the Watson family without interruption. It is one of the oldest rice plantations on the Santisto River, and the original house, constructed of locally made brick, remains intact.


Privateers and rice plantations. Wonderful. More details Lula had never bothered to share about their family. Barrie tucked her hands beneath her thighs to keep from rubbing Mark’s watch as if it were Aladdin’s lamp.


The brick wall, too tall to see over, continued alongside the road as the cab drove on. Above it, expanses of sky alternated with oak and cypress woods until, after what must have been several miles, bursts of camellias and roses appeared, climbing over the top of the bricks as if trying to escape.


The driver swung the cab into a driveway. A gold W hung in the center of the scrollwork above a closed black iron gate, and a plaque embedded in one of the brick end posts read:


Private property. No trespassing.


Gardens and Tearoom


Open 1:00 p.m.– 6:00 p.m., Thurs to Sun


Open. As in, to the public.


The idea brought a slick of moisture to Barrie’s palms. Strangers walking around, peering in the windows . . . How could anyone live like that?


“You sure this is where you want to go?” the driver asked.


“Yes,” Barrie lied.


The driver continued to watch her expectantly, as if there were something she was missing. Finally he said, “It’s closed Wednesdays.”


Barrie stared at him another moment before realizing he meant that the gardens and tearoom were closed. What if there was no one to let her in?


“I’ll go buzz the intercom,” she said with an inward sigh.


She forced herself out of the cab and picked her way across the crushed oyster shells and gravel. Beyond the gate, a sunken lane ran between two rows of live oaks so old, their branches mingled overhead. Claws of light tore through the leaves and drapes of Spanish moss, creating mottled patches of shade on the ground. No house was visible. Barrie pressed the antiquated buzzer and steadied herself against the gatepost.


The moment her skin made contact with the bricks, the Watson gift gave its familiar returning click, and she felt an easing of pressure, as if a headache she hadn’t even been aware of had suddenly released its grip. Yet she hadn’t returned anything. Nothing except herself, and she hadn’t been lost. She wasn’t even staying unless someone answered the stupid intercom.


All right. Stay calm. Barrie gulped in another breath. She reached for the buzzer again, then paused. The gate was open half an inch. Had it been like that before? She gave it an experimental shove, and it slid across the driveway with a metallic screech. After waving the driver through, she closed the gate behind him and climbed back into the cab. Foot jiggling with nerves, she peered ahead while they crawled down the lane.


The house emerged slowly from behind the violet-shadowed trees. Where at first there was only an impression of whitewashed bricks, fluted columns, and gabled roofs, once the taxi neared the end of the lane, the branches pulled back to reveal a beautifully proportioned mansion framed by blooming gardens. The lawn stretched to meet the woods and sloped gently toward a river where the sun reflected on tar-dark water.


Barrie gasped. Not at the size, not at the age, not even at the fact of the plantation. What struck her most was how much the house reminded her of Lula’s house in San Francisco.


“This is where my mother grew up,” she whispered, surprising herself. She’d never called Lula “mother,” not out loud. Lula had hated the word. But then, Lula had never told Barrie about Pru or Watson’s Landing, or anything at all, really, so to hell with what Lula’d wanted.


“My mother died last week,” Barrie said, testing the sound of those words too.


“I’m sorry.” The driver’s eyes met hers in the rearview mirror.


Barrie nodded and looked away. The cab pulled up to the house and rolled to a stop behind an ancient Mercedes with a live albino peacock perched on the hood like some bizarre kind of ornament. The bird shrieked, flew down, and landed beside a woman seated on the steps. Purse clutched on her knees in a white-knuckle grip, the woman stared at Barrie.


This had to be Lula’s sister. Lula’s twin. The woman resembled Barrie enough to make that clear. Unlike Barrie’s mother, though, she had no burn scars to hide behind a wig and veil. She wasn’t stooped in pain. She was pretty. Beautiful, almost.


Was this what Lula would have looked like if fate had been kinder all those years ago? Barrie studied her aunt’s full cheeks, her neat triangular chin, the liquid play of emotions across her face. Slowly, she climbed out of the cab.


“Aunt Pru?” Barrie asked.


The woman struggled to her feet, scrubbing at eyes as gray as Barrie’s, as pale as Lula’s. She smoothed back her blond curls, and with her gaze locked on Barrie, she took a shaky step. That was as far as she got, as if she didn’t have the strength to descend the remaining stairs.


“Barrie?” she asked. “Is that you?”


Barrie ran a few steps, then stopped. A handshake seemed too formal, but she had never hugged anyone except for Mark, and a hug felt awkward when she and her aunt had never met. She clasped her hands behind her and licked her lips. “I kept trying to call you, but no one answered.”


“I was on my way to get you.” Her aunt’s words trickled out like they weren’t in a hurry, a syllable at a time. “I—I was going to the airport. I just sat down a moment to catch my breath. . . .”


Barrie glanced at her watch. “It’s four fifteen—”


“Four fifteen?” Pru checked her own watch. “Oh, goodness. It is.” She sank back down on the step, wrapping her arms around herself as though she felt cold despite the afternoon heat. “You must have thought I’d abandoned you—”


“No. It was fine,” Barrie cut in before her aunt could burst into tears.


Of course it wasn’t fine. The problem wasn’t only that Pru hadn’t come for her. Something about her aunt, and the whole situation, was off. Pru’s clothes seemed more like what a teenage girl might have worn years ago, instead of a woman of thirty-six. The sundress was ironed stiff, as if Pru had taken trouble with it, but the pattern was so faded, Barrie couldn’t tell if the fruit on it had begun as apples or apricots. And Pru’s scuffed, old-fashioned Mary Janes would have made Mark groan. Overall the look was more can’t-afford-anything-new than vintage chic.


In that, Barrie’s aunt matched the house. A shutter hung drunkenly on a nearby window like it was going to crash down at any moment. Paint peeled from one of the tall columns, and mortar had crumbled from between the bricks.


Unlike the manicured gardens around it, the house looked neglected, as if no one cared enough to maintain it. The opposite of Lula’s obsession to have every room and knickknack perfect.


The driver handed Barrie the charge slip to sign. “You sure you’re goin’ to be all right here, child?” He nodded his chin in her aunt’s direction and added softly, “I can still take you back. No trouble.”


Barrie shook her head. Now that she was here, she couldn’t leave. Her aunt was undeniably strange, but Pru’s features added up to familiarity, to family. And the house, while run-down, was magnificent. It was Watson’s Landing. Lula’s history. Barrie’s own history.


“I’m going to be fine here,” she said, as if determination could make that true.
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CHAPTER TWO


Inside, Watson’s Landing reminded Barrie of an aging beauty, all sagging skin over lovely bones. Even the smell was ancient. The air stank of jasmine, decay, and dust. And the furniture, like the outside of the house, was an eerie echo of Lula’s mansion in San Francisco.


Pru carried one of Barrie’s heavy suitcases up the mahogany staircase with surprising ease, as if her wiry arms were stronger than they looked. Barrie trailed her aunt more slowly, dragging the other suitcase one step at a time. She tried not to be alarmed that Pru’s breath still came in shuddering little gulps, or that Pru had yet to explain why she had sat outside for hours and forgotten to pick Barrie up.


Who did that?


Well, Lula’s sister apparently.


Maybe Pru was as nuts as Lula.


Barrie was searching for a way to ask her aunt why she hadn’t gone to the airport, when halfway to the narrow landing between the first floor and the second, her suitcase caught. She stumbled and grabbed the banister. The spindles swayed beneath her weight. Planting her feet, she fought for balance.


Excellent. She’d been here five minutes, and she’d nearly killed herself.


“Stop it! That’s enough!” Pru’s face went white, almost blue around her lips, and her eyes were directed toward the ceiling.


Barrie hastened to apologize. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”


“What?” Pru gave her a startled glance, and color flooded into her cheeks as if she, too, blushed at every little thing. “No, not you, sugar. It’s this hellhole of a house. I can’t keep up with everything that breaks around here.”


The way Pru’s gaze avoided contact suggested she was lying. Or insane. Or possibly both.


Maybe crazy ran in the family, which was par for the course, because Barrie was starting to feel unhinged.


She edged up the stairs to the landing, let her suitcase drop on the scarred floorboards, and opened and closed her hands to get the circulation back. A full-length portrait of a weather-beaten Watson ancestor hung on the wall in front of her in grim detail. A ship sank in a boiling sea behind him. The frame held an inscription that read: Thomas Watson, 1692.


“If that suitcase is too heavy for you, you can leave it there on the landing. I’ll come back down for it—”


Pru’s voice cut off as the doorbell rang. Her hands flew to her cheeks and the tear tracks beneath her reddened eyes. “That’ll be Seven. Oh, Lord! I can’t let him see me like this.”


“Seven?” Barrie asked.


Pru stared down at the front door like she wished it would spontaneously combust. “Beaufort,” she said, and Barrie couldn’t quite tell if it was a name or a curse. “He handled the papers with Lula’s lawyer.”


“Mr. Ferguson?”


“Yes, the one who did the will. He—Seven—said he might come by to introduce you to Eight, but he can’t know I didn’t get you at the airport. He’ll think I’m certifiable. Which is what you must be thinking, finding me on the steps like that. Maybe I am losing my mind—”


The bell chimed again, and whatever else Pru had been going to say was swallowed by another wave of tears. She looked so small and trapped that Barrie wanted to run and hold her. Which was strange.


Pru wiped her eyes again and vacillated on the step. Anyone who saw her would know that she’d been crying. What if the lawyer actually thought Pru was crazy? He might try to ship Barrie back to San Francisco. Mark would panic all over again—


“It can be our secret,” Barrie blurted. “No one has to know. You go hide, Aunt Pru, and I’ll get the door and tell them you’re in the shower.”


Pru gave her a grateful nod. “Ask them to come back after dinner. Say I have to finish the baking for the tearoom, but I’ll make a peanut butter whoopie pie cake if they come back later. That always used to work on Seven.”


The bell rang for longer this time, and then chimed at short intervals. Barrie waited until Pru was out of sight before walking down to yank the door open.


The Beauforts loomed on the stoop, their shoulders swallowing all the light. The older man, brown-haired and hard-edged, stood poised to jab the bell as though he were used to mashing the world beneath his thumb and making it obey. His green eyes were narrowed in concern. Or maybe temper.


His smile came slowly, but it transformed him enough to make Barrie slightly less inclined to slam the door. “You must be Pru’s niece.” He held out his hand. “I’m Charles Beaufort—Seven, people call me. And this is Eight, my son.”


“Nice to meet you.” Barrie shook Seven’s hand awkwardly, and finding another hand thrust out at her, reached for that one too, before she looked up at its owner. Eight grinned down at her, a half-moon flash in his tanned face, electric green eyes blazing as if so much life had been crammed inside him that it was pushing to get out.


Barrie’s brain telegraphed an only slightly milder version of the returning click she had felt when she’d first touched the bricks by the gate. The air felt clearer, lighter, as if a layer of static interference had been peeled away.


Whether he felt it or was reacting to her reaction, Eight’s slouch and his grin both disappeared. Barrie tried to will herself not to turn the same pink as his rumpled oxford shirt. Her cheeks didn’t listen. She pulled back her hand and tucked it behind her, pasting on what she hoped would pass for an honest smile.


“Aunt Pru’s in the shower,” she said, “and she’s behind getting ready for tomorrow. She asked if you could maybe postpone until after dinner. Sorry. That’s my fault, not hers. We got to talking, and . . .”


Seven’s frown deepened the lines around his eyes. “I was hoping Eight and I could take you both out to eat for your first night here.”


“Pru said she’ll make you a peanut butter cake if you’re willing to come back later,” Barrie said, praying he wouldn’t argue—he seemed the type to argue.


“One of her whoopie pie cakes?” Seven waited a beat before he continued, “Is eight thirty late enough?”


Barrie gave a manic nod and waved good-bye. Then she closed the door and leaned against it until her legs stopped shaking.


“Was he mad?” Pru leaned over the top of the banister. She suddenly looked too familiar: the curve of her shoulders, the angle of her neck. Barrie had seen her mother peer down from the second floor like that a million times at home.


Lula’s twin.


The realization struck Barrie all over again, and she tried to memorize everything about the moment so she could sketch it later. If not for the scars, Lula might have looked like this. Years ago, Barrie’s mother might have bent over the upstairs railing here, the same way Pru was leaning over it now. Lula might have looked down to greet whoever had come through the door to stand in the foyer. Maybe she had smiled and been happy to see—who? A boyfriend? A best friend?


For the hundredth time since the reading of her mother’s will, Barrie wondered why Lula had left. Why had she run away to San Francisco and stayed there even after the fire that had killed her husband? Why had she let everyone on Watson Island believe she had died too, instead of letting them know she was horribly burned and had a newborn baby she couldn’t care for?


The answers had to be here at Watson’s Landing. Barrie could find them if she stayed. And however strange it all seemed, she was going to stay. Mark wanted her to. Pru clearly needed someone. No one in all her life had ever needed Barrie before. Not really. Not enough.


She fought to keep her voice even as she spoke to Pru. “They said they’d be back at eight thirty.”


“They’ll be early. Seven never waits,” Pru said, too bitterly for someone discussing dinner plans.


Barrie climbed to the second floor. The staircase opened onto a gallery with corridors on either end leading into the two wings of the house. Pru carried Barrie’s suitcase toward the one on the right, but a stomach-clenching sense of loss pulled Barrie in the opposite direction. Rubbing her head, she stopped and peered into the gloom of the unlit corridor.


“Are you coming, sugar?” Pru called behind her.


Barrie edged closer to the hallway. “What’s down this way?” she asked.


Her aunt glanced back. “It’s best you stay clear of that whole wing up here. It’s dangerous, and I haven’t gotten around to doing any repairs. Really, there’s not much point, when I’ve got too many rooms to clean as it is.”


Barrie studied Pru’s back as she followed her aunt down a hallway hung with brooding portraits of more Watson ancestors. Pru’s battered Mary Janes moved evenly over the Oriental runners. Didn’t she feel the awful pull pulsing from the other end of the house? Or the other pings of loss from behind the closed doors they were passing?


It shouldn’t have been possible for anything to be lost at Watson’s Landing. But the crushing pull from the other wing faded the farther Barrie walked, and whatever was lost behind the other doors didn’t hold much significance. By the time her aunt stopped near the end of the hallway, Barrie could almost forget that the finding gift had exerted itself at all.


Pru threw one of the doors open with a flourish. “This has the best view of all the bedrooms, I think. The French doors open onto the balcony. Your mama used to love to sit out there and watch the river.” Fresh tears slipped down her cheeks, and she wiped them away with the back of her hand. “Lord, what a first impression I’m giving you, sugar. I swear, I’m not like this all the time.”


“It’s all right. Lula was your sister,” Barrie said. “I understand.”


And maybe for the first time, she was starting to. Learning that Lula had survived the fire must have been a shock after all this time. Especially if Pru had loved her twin.


One phone call. One letter. That was all it would have taken for Lula to spare Pru years of grief.


For that matter, Lula could have come home and gotten help after the fire. Barrie would have given anything to have a sister or a brother. Someone of her own to love and fight with, grow with. So why had Lula thrown away her twin without a second thought?


Barrie stepped into the bedroom. It was even bigger than her old one in San Francisco. Another tattered Oriental rug softened her footsteps, its faded silk colors echoing in the drapes, the embroidered canopy of the four-poster bed, and the two armchairs squatting in the corner. She parked her suitcase beside a desk that held a basket of bougainvillea, which Pru must have picked fresh that morning, and crossed to the balcony. Beyond the French doors, the gardens sprawled toward a marsh and a gleaming river live with birds and singing frogs. Across the water a second mansion commanded a shallow hill.


Eight Beaufort was wrangling a sailboat down at the Watson dock. Unmistakable even from the back, he stooped to untie the lines, then stepped onto the deck and settled himself beside his father, who yanked the outboard motor to life in a puff of smoke.


“This is your closet here. Your bathroom’s through there on the right,” Pru said. “Be careful with the faucet in the bathtub. It came loose this morning. It should be all right as long as you don’t turn it fast or yank it, but make sure the water isn’t too hot before you get in. I don’t want you scalding yourself.”


A yellow Labrador paced the end of the dock across the river. He gave a bark that Barrie could see but couldn’t hear, trying to hurry the Beauforts across. Or warn them away.


“Is that where Seven and Eight live?” Barrie asked as Pru came to stand beside her. “The house over there?”


Pru’s gaze fastened on Seven with an expression between pain and hunger. “Yes, that’s Beaufort Hall. Now, you should clean up and unpack before they come back. I’ll leave you to it and go fix supper.”


“And a pie cake,” Barrie said, smiling.


“And a pie cake.” With a rusty laugh Pru threw her arms around Barrie and gave her a hug. “Oh, I am glad you’re here, sugar. Lula’s daughter. Imagine that.”


Pru held her tight, and Barrie felt the returning click again. She stood stiffly at first, then relaxed into the embrace and squeezed back harder than she intended.


“Come down whenever you’re ready,” Pru said when she pulled away at last. “Turn right at the bottom of the stairs and go to the end of the hallway. That’ll be the kitchen.” She crossed the room, and her footsteps retreated down the hallway.


Barrie turned back to the French doors and the view. The small boat had crossed the river and pulled alongside the Beaufort dock. Eight jumped out to tie it off while his father hurried toward the house. After meeting Eight with a wagging tail, a dropped ball, and a silent bark, the Labrador bounded away in invitation. Eight picked up the ball from the wooden planks and threw it.


He used a pitcher’s throw, arm and leg coming up, his whole body fluid. The dog ran an impossibly long distance before retrieving the ball. Eight meanwhile kicked off his flip-flops and stripped off his shirt. Barrie caught her breath. Eight Beaufort would make any girl catch her breath.


Almost as if he’d heard her thoughts, he looked toward her window. Could he see her all the way from there? Guiltily, as if he’d caught her spying, Barrie ducked back behind the curtains and kept watching.


With the dog at his heels, Eight sprang into a run. He pounded down the dock toward the river, but the dog reached the water first and jumped in with a splash. Eight launched into the air, knees clutched to his chest. Barrie didn’t breathe until both he and the dog had bobbed back to the surface. She could almost hear Mark giving that beautiful body a nine on a scale of ten. But only because Mark didn’t believe in giving tens.


Mark had to be frantic about her by now. Barrie had to call him. Get it over with. She had so much to hide, she wasn’t sure how to keep him from making her confess, but she dug her phone out of her purse and dialed the number.


“It’s about damn time,” Mark answered. Then his voice turned velvet on a sigh. “You doing all right, baby girl? All settled in? How’s your aunt? What did you think of her? Is she anything like Lula?”


“Pru is great,” Barrie said. “She seems . . . nice. More grounded than Lula.”


“Well, that wouldn’t be exactly hard. Now, tell me you’re going to be happy. I need you to be happy.”


“I love you,” Barrie whispered. “I miss you.”


There was a long pause, and then Mark said: “I miss you more than you can possibly imagine.”


Barrie needed to get a grip. She couldn’t let Mark down. Sinking to the floor, she wrapped her arms around her knees as if that would hold her together. “So,” she said, channeling cheerful Barbie for all she was worth, “there’s not much to tell yet. The house is great.”


“Ooooh, you have to send me pics. I need to compare it—”


“Compare it to what?” Barrie’s trouble-meter pinged to high alert. “What do you know that I don’t?” Already she was smiling, picturing Mark’s graceful fingers drumming against his leg, impatient to share whatever he was keeping secret. “What are you up to now?”


“I’ve been going through the attic. Who knew Lula was hoarding stuff up there all these years? Trunks full of clothes, and the shoes . . . Don’t even get me started on the shoes. Of course, not a speck of wear on any of them. You should let me send you the shoes.”


“Hey—”


“Well, I know you two didn’t wear the same size, but it’s a crime to give shoes like these away.”


“You got me plenty of shoes. Now, what else did you find?”


“Oh, no. You deserve to be tortured for making me wait today. Besides, you’ll see soon enough. I already mailed it to you. Trust me, you’ll be floored when you get the package.”


Barrie drank in the excitement in Mark’s voice. She could almost believe he was the pre-cancer Mark. The words were only a little breathier, a little weaker.


How much weaker?


Barrie’s hands began to shake. She’d been having nightmare thoughts like this ever since Mark had broken the news, since the initial shock and Lula’s— Well, after all the shocks. How was she supposed to track Mark’s decline from clear across the country? How was she supposed to know how much time he had left? She hadn’t even seen how sick he was when she’d been right there with him.


If she had noticed and made him go to the doctor sooner . . . If they had caught the cancer earlier . . .


But the doctor had said that pancreatic cancer had hardly any symptoms. Not until it had been too late to save Mark. Why did it have to be too late? How was that even fair?


Barrie pushed back the questions that only left her bleeding. She couldn’t help Mark anymore. She could help her aunt, though. The idea sprang fully formed into Barrie’s head, and she blurted it out before she could reason it through or ask Pru if it would be all right.


“Is it too late to cancel the auction?” she asked. “I think I want Lula’s things.”


“I said you would regret not taking anything. I’ve got just a few more closets to sort through, and the rest of the attic. Tell me what you want.”


“Everything. The furniture. Lula’s clothes. Don’t sort anything else. Just call the movers and have them take it all.”


“Is that going to be okay with your aunt?” The phone line crackled, as if Barrie’s words had knocked the connection off frequency. “Is there even room?”


Barrie couldn’t explain what the place was like. The loose banister, the falling shutter, the broken faucet. Pru had talked about cleaning the house herself. Barrie could help with that, but if they had Lula’s furniture, they could replace the scratched and faded stuff, sell whatever was left, and use that money to fix Watson’s Landing. It was a great idea. Best of all, it wouldn’t involve lawyers or the complicated trust fund Lula had left for her.


“I’d like to go through Lula’s things myself,” she said. “I know I said I didn’t care, and I’m a pain in the ass—”


“Yeah, you are.”


“But I’m your pain in the ass. So you’ll do it?” In the long silence Barrie imagined Mark pursing his mouth and drawing slow circles on the table with his crimson-tipped index finger.


“You know I’ll make it work,” he said, “if you’re sure it’s what you want.”


Pain sliced through Barrie, a bitter blue pang of homesickness and nostalgia and guilt. “Please let me come back and take care of you,” she said, breaking all her resolutions again. “Don’t make me stay away. I don’t mind going to the hospice, and I don’t mind coming back here after school has started.”


“We’ve been over this a hundred times, baby girl. I need to know you’re settled before I . . . go. And I have no intention of letting you change my diapers and fluff my pillows while I gasp out my last breaths on a morphine drip. Anyway, it’s all arranged. I even won a vintage bed jacket on eBay this morning. I’ll be the best-dressed queen in the place, and I’ll be as happy as a . . . Hell, I don’t know what’s happy anymore. Clams sure aren’t. But I’ll make friends. Imagine that! I’ll finally have people my own age to talk to.”


Barrie pressed her fist to her mouth to block the sob bubbling up her throat.


“I’ll be happy knowing you are happy,” Mark said. “So concentrate on settling in like I asked. Get ready for your senior year. Art classes, boys, homecoming, college applications, prom, graduation. All that. You promised, remember?”


Across the river, Eight Beaufort pulled himself onto the dock and tossed his hair to get the water out. Beside him the dog shook all over, while Eight threw his head back, laughing.


“I’ve found a hottie already,” Barrie said, turning from the window. “Dark hair, acres of shoulders. You’d love him.”


“Prove it. Send me pictures. Put some wear and tear on those shoes of yours for me.”


“All the places you’ve always wanted to go. I know,” Barrie said. “I won’t forget my promise.”
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CHAPTER THREE


The armoire smelled of jasmine and magnolias from the sachets Pru had left inside it. Trying to shove the conversation with Mark out of her head, Barrie set a speed record for unpacking and stowed her empty suitcases in the corner of the room. Then she washed her face and headed toward the stairs.


Every sound seemed magnified. Watson’s Landing was quieter than Lula’s house. No soap operas emoted from Mark’s television; no beach music bounced defiantly under the door of Lula’s room. There was only the reverberation of Barrie’s heels and the groan of old wood, as if the house itself protested her intrusion. Even the portraits hanging along the hall looked disapproving.


She paused at the top of the steps, where the pull from the unoccupied wing grew sickeningly strong. What kind of lost thing created an ache like that? Barrie stared down the dark hallway, fighting the need to go investigate.


How could Pru ignore this feeling? Walk past it day in and day out, as if she didn’t even feel it?


Was it possible Pru didn’t have the gift? Barrie had no idea how it passed from one family member to another. Maybe it didn’t go to everyone.


There were so many things she didn’t know. Even worse, she suspected she didn’t know what she didn’t know. Which made it hard to look for answers.


She clomped down the staircase without touching the banister, trying not to make too much noise but sounding like a six-legged horse in spite of herself. At the bottom, she turned down a long wood-paneled corridor. The scent of ground beef, tomato, onion, garlic, and oregano led her through a swinging door into a time warp of a kitchen that hadn’t been updated since whenever avocado-ugly had still been in style.


“I was beginning to think the house had swallowed you, sugar.” Pru glanced over her shoulder as she stirred a pot bubbling on the antique stove. “Did you find everything all right? Are you all unpacked?”


“Yes, thanks. Should I set the table?”


“That would be wonderful. The plates and glasses are there.” Pru pointed to a nearby cabinet with the spoon, splattering red sauce on the floor. “The silver is through the door in the butler’s pantry. Third drawer on the right, opposite the freezer.”


The pantry was larger than Barrie had expected. A swinging door on the opposite end led into the tearoom, which was empty except for linen-covered tables and shelves lined with sweetgrass baskets, small art prints, and various jars of jams and pickled vegetables for sale.


Barrie let the door fall closed again and retrieved the forks and knives. Those were actual silver, the same familiar pattern she had eaten with all her life. The blue and white plates she took from the kitchen cabinet were identical to Lula’s too, as if her mother had tried to re-create Watson’s Landing in San Francisco, only newer, better, less damaged.


There was nothing new in Pru’s kitchen. No dishwasher or microwave, nothing modern. As for damage, one of the cabinets had a hole where the knob would have screwed in, and two of the drawer pulls were missing. On the back door the lock had torn free and now dangled uselessly from the security chain. It all had an air of faded respectability that was only underscored by the spotless cloth and cut-glass vase of apricot roses Pru had placed on the round oak table.


The more Barrie saw of Watson’s Landing, the more she was glad she had asked Mark to send Lula’s things. But how was she supposed to tell Pru she had arranged to have a houseful of furniture delivered? That would sound like she thought what Pru had here wasn’t good enough, which wasn’t what she’d meant at all. And she’d had no right to make arrangements on Pru’s behalf.


“I didn’t know what kind of food you would like.” Pru brought a bowl of steaming noodles and meatballs to the table and settled herself across from Barrie. “I hope you’re all right with pasta. To be honest, it’s not much fun cooking for myself. I usually eat whatever’s left over from the tearoom.”


“I could help—I love to cook.”


“I’ll bet a Sunday supper it wasn’t Lula who taught you that.”


“No.” Barrie almost smiled. She couldn’t imagine Lula near a stove. “Mark and I had a weekend ritual where we’d order takeout from a restaurant and try to copy the recipe. Between that and watching the Cooking Channel, I’m pretty good. I could help you in the tearoom. Or clean, do dishes. Whatever.”


“Just keep your own things in order, sugar. That’ll be plenty. Don’t worry. There’s not as much work as you’d think. The garden takes care of itself, and Mary comes in at noon to handle the tearoom. One way or another the work all gets done.”


“But I honestly don’t mind.”


“Why don’t you take time to settle in before we decide anything? September will be here before you can blink. Do you have any of your school shopping done yet?” Pru glanced dubiously at Barrie’s purple heels. “The kids might not wear the same clothes as they do in San Francisco. We tend less toward fancy and more toward comfortable around here.”


Comfortable? Barrie wasn’t going to be comfortable no matter what she wore. The thought of school practically made her start to hyperventilate, and these shoes and the rest of her clothes would be the last things she and Mark ever bought together. Spaghetti slithered off her fork faster than she could wind it around.


“Mark is sending all my things,” she said. And Lula’s. She tried to scrape up the courage to say those two little words aloud.


How would Pru react? Barrie needed to call Mark and tell him she had changed her mind. Except she hadn’t. She wanted Lula’s things, and Pru needed Lula’s things, even if Pru didn’t know it yet.


The click of silver on porcelain was like a metronome counting out the silence. Looking up, Barrie found her aunt watching her with the fixed stare of someone who isn’t seeing the present.


Barrie cleared her throat. “This is wonderful spaghetti, Aunt Pru.”


Pru shook her head as if mentally changing the subject. “Good. That’s good,” she said. “Now, did Lula ever mention Mary to you? I’m sure she must have, and the woman’s been like a cat on hot bricks ever since she found out you were coming.”


“Mary?” Barrie stiffened at the thought of more stray relatives she’d never heard of. “Is she another aunt?”


“She used to work here at the house, back when your mama and I were little. But Lula was always her favorite. Mary’ll tell you all kinds of stories about the trouble your mother would get up to.”


“I can’t picture Lula getting into trouble. Were you identical twins?”


“Lord, no. Lula got all the looks in the family—and she was always the first to say so. I can’t imagine she’d have changed that much. Did you bring any pictures with you?”


Barrie stared at her aunt in shock, then hastily looked away. Pru didn’t know about the scars, she realized. But of course Pru couldn’t know. Unless the lawyer had mentioned it, and why would he?


Barrie reached for her glass and set it back down again when she discovered her hand was shaking. How did she even start to explain?


Lula would never have let a camera near her. Barrie had always known that her mother’s scars had to be bad, but she hadn’t understood. Not until the paramedics had taken off the wig and veil after the heart attack while trying to save Lula’s life.


The scars, the tight plastic skin . . . Barrie laced her hands painfully in her lap.


“There aren’t any pictures,” she said, her voice sounding thick and swollen. “I don’t have any.”


“Oh. Well,” Pru said, too brightly, “it doesn’t matter. I’m sure she never looked much different than she did the last time I saw her. Lula was always primping—that’s what Daddy used to call it. Did she show you the pictures of herself in her pageant tiaras? I don’t even know if she took any of those with her.”


Even a simple “no” wouldn’t slide past the knot forming in Barrie’s throat.


“She was homecoming queen, too.” Pru paused with her fork in midair. “I can’t get over how long ago it all was. The days slip into one another. You blink, and a year has passed, and next thing you know, decades are gone.” The fork clattered against her plate.


“Maybe you could show me some pictures of you two growing up,” Barrie said.


“The historical society or someone in town should have a yearbook. I could ask.”


Barrie leaned forward. “What about here? Photographs? Anything.”


“Daddy threw all that away. Anything with Lula in it.” Pru’s eyes met Barrie’s, then slid to the clock on the wall. “Lord, would you look at the time? Seven and Eight will be here in a few minutes, and I haven’t started on that whoopie pie cake. I’ll have to use something from the freezer.”


She scurried toward the butler’s pantry. Barrie stared after her, then carried the dishes from the table to the counter. Turning the tap to hot, she let the water run while she squeezed a green stream of soap into the sink.


It was too quiet in the other room. Finally the freezer slammed, and Pru emerged red-eyed with a foil-wrapped package glazed in frost, which she set down on the counter.


“Oh, don’t you worry about these.” Pru nudged her aside. “Go sit down. Relax. I have to let the cake thaw a few minutes anyway.”


“At least let me dry.”


Outside, the light was fading. Pru’s bent head reflected in the window as she scraped spaghetti into the trash.


“Mr. Fergusen mentioned a heart attack,” she said, so softly, Barrie almost couldn’t hear it. “Did Lula suffer much?”


Barrie sucked in a breath, trying to think about how to answer that. How much did Pru need to know? In her shoes, would Barrie have wanted to know the truth?


Hip braced against the counter, Barrie twisted the soft cotton cloth between her fingers. “How much did Lula’s lawyer tell you?” she asked.


Pru glanced at her sharply. “What about?”


“About the fire that killed my father.” The dishcloth was wound so tight in Barrie’s fingers, the skin on her knuckles turned pale. She let it go and concentrated on smoothing it against her thigh. “Lula was in the bedroom when it started. She tried to climb out to the fire escape, but she was eight months pregnant with me. She couldn’t get the window open far enough. Her hair and clothes burned before the firemen reached her. Even after all the surgeries . . . The scars, the way she looked—”


“The way she looked?” Pru slowly repeated Barrie’s words. “Her hair . . . her face? Oh, Lord. No.” The plate slipped from her hands and shattered on the floor. She swayed as her knees gave out.


Barrie lunged to catch her aunt. She struggled to hold Pru up, but the dead weight carried them both to the ground. Pru burrowed her face in Barrie’s shoulder, shuddering with silent tears.


“Here, let me get her.” Seven’s deep voice came from the kitchen door, along with a whisper of cooling air. Footsteps scratched on the broken porcelain, and he raised Pru to her feet. “What have you done to yourself now, woman? Look at you. You’re bleeding.” He guided Pru to the table and lowered her into the nearest chair. Accepting the napkin Barrie had hurriedly dampened, he dabbed at the cuts on Pru’s knees and the blood running in rivulets down her shins.


There had to be clean towels somewhere. Barrie turned to search for them, and pulled up short when she saw Eight standing in the open doorway watching Pru and Seven with narrow-eyed intensity. When he caught Barrie looking at him, he pushed a hand through his thatch of sun-streaked hair and gave her a grin that lit him up.


“Hello again,” he said.


The greeting might as well have been in Swahili. Barrie’s tongue wouldn’t cooperate to answer. She nodded and made herself keep moving until she had found a clean towel and handed it to Seven.


He wiped Pru’s knees again, then sat back on his heels so he and Pru were eye level. “Thank goodness none of these cuts are deep enough for stitches, but I’d like to put a butterfly bandage on a couple of them. Do you still keep the first aid kit in the butler’s pantry?”


“On the counter by the door,” Pru said.


“I’ll go get it.” Eight hurried across the kitchen.


Seven’s attention was still on Pru. His eyes slid from her trembling lip to the hands she was folding and unfolding. His heart was naked, the way Pru’s had been when she’d watched him from the upstairs window. Then he surged up to tower over Pru as if he’d suddenly turned into a different person.


“Now, do you want to tell me what harebrained thing you were thinking, woman, kneeling in broken china?”


“What?” Pru stood and snatched the bloodstained towel from his hand. “I did it to give you something to complain about, of course. Knowing you were coming over and how much you like to play white knight and all.”


“You know that isn’t what I meant—”


“Then what? You thought I’d stop crying if you insulted me? You never could stand to see a woman cry. I haven’t forgotten that.”


His voice dropped in warning. “Pru—”


“Don’t,” she said. “Don’t you start.”


“Then talk to me. We can do better than this.”


“Can we? I thought we were friends once.”


“We are friends.”


“We were. Twenty years ago. But clearly my father was right.”


Barrie backed away as they argued, wishing herself invisible the way she had wished herself invisible a million times when Lula had screamed at Mark. It wasn’t until Eight came out of the pantry carrying the box of first aid supplies that either Pru or Seven appeared to remember they had an audience. Pru gave Seven a pointed stare and nodded in Barrie’s direction.


Seven didn’t take his eyes off Pru. “Eight,” he said, “I don’t think Barrie’s had a chance to see the gardens yet. You should show her.”


“Don’t you go anywhere, Barrie, sugar. You stay right here with me.” Pru looked stricken, determined, and mad all at once.


Eight dropped the box onto the table beside his father so fast, a roll of gauze bounced out. He crossed the kitchen and gestured Barrie toward the door. “Come on. I’ll show you the path down to the river.”


Barrie’s knees locked in indecision, remembering Pru’s earlier panic.


“In case you haven’t picked up on our quaint local customs yet, that was our cue to get out and let them talk.”


Eight stood so close, Barrie could feel his words on her cheek and smell his skin, like cloves and cherries and root beer. He held the door open and followed her outside to the terrace.


Their arms brushed. Barrie jerked away.


Did he feel it too? The not-lostness when they touched? Or was she the only one?


“Shhh,” he said. “Quit moving around. I can’t hear what they’re saying.” He hadn’t quite closed the kitchen door behind them, and he motioned Barrie out of the line of sight while he ducked flat against the house to listen.


“You came out here to eavesdrop?”


“Like you’ve never done it.”


Barrie shook her head. Mark and Lula’s fights had always been knock-down, drag-out loud with no concern for privacy.


“Seriously?” Eight grinned down at her. “Knowing everybody’s business is practically a point of pride around here. You must have been raised by nuns or something.”


Barrie thought of Mark in the Halloween costume he always trotted out in when they watched Sister Act. Mark doing his Whoopi-Goldberg-as-Deloris impression, arms up and butt out, shaking all six-foot-two-plus-heels of himself to “Hail Holy Queen.” A barrage of different emotions, too many to process, all punched Barrie at once. She rushed across the brick-covered terrace to get away from Eight, from the memory.


“Hey, hold on.” Eight hurried after her. “I’m sorry. Whatever I said, I didn’t mean it.”


“Just leave me alone.” Barrie’s footsteps quickened. She heard him behind her, then beside her again, but she didn’t stop. She wasn’t going to be responsible for anything that came out of her mouth just then.


She didn’t want to be at Watson’s Landing listening to other people’s arguments. Dropped into lives already in progress, like a television program she’d switched on halfway through. Lives that had nothing to do with her. She wanted to be home with Mark. Except home didn’t exist anymore. Did she even know what the word meant? Had she ever known?


She walked faster, rushing past the tearoom in the glassed-in portion of the porch, down a lighted staircase to the lower terrace, and into a maze made up of low boxwood hedges. Eight’s leather flip-flops smacked the soles of his feet beside her, and crunched as the brick walkway became an oyster-shell-and-gravel path leading to a three-tiered fountain at the maze’s center.


He was there to steady her when she tripped. “Where exactly are you going?” he asked.


Where was she going? Barrie took deep breaths to ward off panic. Too much in her life was never going to be the same. Too much was new and strange.


Even the garden looked arcane. Hundreds, thousands of fairy lights winked along the terraces and glowed among the trees, casting macabre shadows on the ground. Beyond the hedges, the river had turned the color of nothing in the twilight, mirroring the emptiness Barrie felt inside. But downstream, closer to where the Santisto emptied into the ocean, the lights of a subdivision were already coming on, spilling gold and red reflections like wounds across the water.


There was no escape by the river, and too much light in the maze. Barrie veered across the lawn, giving in to the pull of the darkened woods.
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CHAPTER FOUR


“Wait.” Trying to make eye contact with Barrie, Eight walked backward across the grass. “Would you please stop? I’m a jackass, okay? Don’t be mad. Come back to the house. Whatever I said, I’m sorry.”


He was apologizing, but he looked confused. He deserved to be confused. Barrie herself didn’t know what she was doing. Running with nowhere to go. Running from herself.


“You’re fine,” she said on a long, slow sigh. “It’s been a nightmare week.”


Instead of relaxing, Eight’s face creased, and he stuffed his hands into the pockets of his shorts. “You haven’t had a chance to process yet. Dad says I holed up in a closet for three weeks after my mother died.” He turned to walk beside her, his shoulders hunched up as if to deflect the memory, and it took him a few beats before he continued: “I was ten. Apparently they hauled me out once in a while, hosed me off, fed me, and let me crawl back in because they knew I needed time.”


Did his mother’s death still hurt as much? Or did dead-motherness eventually wear off?


For Barrie, Lula’s death was all tangled up with Mark’s cancer. She couldn’t say where grief ended for one and started for the other, grief and love and unfairness. Why Mark? Why either of them?


“At least you knew your mother. You know how to remember her.” The words came from the scraped-out, dark place inside Barrie. “I’ll bet she was wonderful, wasn’t she? The kind of mother who baked oatmeal cookies. Put cartoon character Band-Aids on your knees. Walked you to the bus stop every morning. Or do you not have bus stops around here?”


Eight’s chin lifted, but the rest of him stilled to attention. “I take it your mother wasn’t like that.”
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